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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

QUALITY AND STANDARDS SUB-COMMITTEE 
 

18 March 2015 
 

A meeting of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee was held at 9.15 am on Wednesday 18 
March 2015 in Palatine Centre, room D/PC005.    
 
Present: Dr A. Millard (Chair), Mr A. Rennie, Miss L. Spanner, Dr J. Wright, Professor G. Love, Dr 
G. Campling and Miss A. Bird (Secretary). 
 
Apologies: Professor T. Clark  
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
 

60. Departmental Review 
 
Considered: the review of the Departmental Review process; 

Document QSSC/14/77 
 

Reported: that the Departmental Review process was in its penultimate year of operation and 
that a review of Departmental Reviews was timely. The report outlined the proposal for the 
scope and operation of a review of Departmental Review, highlighting the key changes that 
were introduced as part of the Departmental Reviews process, for context;  
 
Noted:  

 
(a) that the current Departmental Review considered both Education and Research activity. 

Review teams were required to make an overall judgement on the department’s research 
strategy and the management of its research activity;  

 
(b) that the UK Quality Code for Higher Education expected institutions to revalidate their 

programmes periodically. Whilst the Quality Code did not explicitly make reference to 
Research degrees, the University was required to comply with Chapter B11: Research 
Degrees;  

 
(c) that the proposal was to consider specifically the interaction between Education and 

Research in the review of Departmental Reviews, noting the particular importance of 
exploring the role of the Post-REF Research Reviews in relation to Departmental Reviews. 
The Post-REF Research Review was designed to consider the collective research activities 
of each department/school in light of the REF2014 results. All Departments/Schools would 
undergo a Post-REF Research Review in either 2014-2015 or 2015-16; 

 
(d) that the committee felt that, by combining research and educational reviews, the University 

had reduced the potential for any overlap in the purpose of separate reviews and had 
minimised the need for additional documentation. The committee noted the potential for the 
two separate reviews to make recommendations that might not be entirely complementary, if 
considered independently. The committee felt that the advantages and disadvantages of 
having an integrated process, covering both Education and Research, should be made 
explicit with the paper. The committee supported the proposal to consider the relationship 
between Education and Research as part of the Review of Departmental Reviews; 
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(e) that the report had proposed that the Departmental Review and College Review should be 

reviewed simultaneously. It was important to understand the relationship between the two 
reviews, noting in particular, any instances where there might be shared responsibility for an 
activity. For instance, the committee recognised that there would be a natural overlap in the 
review of student induction under both review processes. Consideration should be given to 
articulating the independent and collective contribution of each review, to quality 
enhancement in such areas; 
 

(f) that reviewing Departmental Review and College Review as the same time was an 
opportunity to ensure parity, where appropriate, between the two review processes. For 
instance, College Reviews had a member of academic staff on the review panel, whereas, 
the role of the colleges had no explicit role within Departmental review;  
 

(g) that QSSC had responsibility for considering Departmental Review reports. The committee 
recognised that the University-wide recommendations arising from the reports had not 
always directly related to institutional educational policy, or were related to multiple areas 
such as the management or leadership of the department; the culture within the department; 
work/life balance and matters related to gender and equality and diversity;  
 

(h) that whilst the University-wide recommendations did not always directly relate to institutional 
policy, it was important to acknowledge that, where the matter had been disclosed as part of 
the Departmental Review process, it was appropriate for this to be reported. Nonetheless, 
the committee felt that the review should explore the extent to which the recommendations 
related to their respective categorisation. The committee also agreed that the review should 
consider whether or not there was scope to explore the additional matters identified in Noted 
(g) as part of the Departmental Review process itself, by expanding rather than limiting the 
remit of the reviews; 
 

(i) that the Departmental Review was led by staff from the Faculty in which the review was 
taking place. Whilst there were a number of benefits to this arrangement, the report had 
highlighted that Durham was unusual in its practice. The committee felt that there would be 
a value in summarising the broad advantages and disadvantages to each approach within 
the paper;   

 
(j) that the review was an opportunity to ensure that Departmental Reviews were undertaken in 

line with the Principles of Student Engagement. The Students’ Union representative 
highlighted that there was varied practice in engaging students in the Departmental Review 
process. For instance, while all review teams met with a range of students (including a mix 
of students at different levels, on different programmes, and some student academic 
representatives), the range was not consistent , as students were formally invited by the 
Department under review.  The committee noted that there was also varied practice across 
the sector, noting that some institutions encouraged their students to write a student written 
submission to complement the department self-evaluation document. The committee agreed 
that the review of Department Reviews should be considered in light of the recent changes 
to student engagement at Durham University;  

 
(k) that the report had outlined the suggested membership for the Review of Departmental 

Review. The committee felt that this was appropriate, noting that some individuals may fill 
more than one role. It was envisaged that departmental representatives would consist of 
staff in academic management positions, or who had been in such position during a review 
(e.g. Heads of Departments, Directors for Postgraduate Research). The committee noted 
that clarification should be provided to confirm that all faculties would be represented within 
the membership of the review; 
 

(l) that the committee was aware that the Senate Review working group had considered the 
reporting structures to Senate. It was likely that a recommendation would be made in 
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relation to the sharing of Departmental Review reports with Senate. The committee would 
be supportive of a such a change;  
 

(m) that the proposals, revised in line with the discussion at QSSC, would be considered by 
Education Committee and Research Committee, after initial consultation with the Pro-Vice 
Chancellor (Education) and Pro-Vice Chancellor (Research). The working group would be 
convened thereafter;   
 

Agreed: that the report should be amended in line with the committee’s discussion, and 
considered by the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education) and Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research) before 
being submitted to Education Committee and Research Committee. 

Action: AR 
 

 
61. External Examiners’ Reports: Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s 
 

(a) University Overview 
 

Considered: the University overview of external examiners’ reports for undergraduate and 
integrated master’s programmes;  

Document QSSC/14/78 
 

Reported:  
 

i. that the University overview report was based on an analysis of all the external 
examiner reports for 2013/14 for undergraduate and integrated master’s programmes. 
The report identified the generic issues arising from the external examiner reports and 
key issues of University policy raised by external examiners. A summary of the action 
taken in response to last year’s report was also provided to QSSC; 

 
ii. that all external examiners had submitted reports. The vast majority of external 

examiners had been complimentary about the effectiveness of the 2013/14 assessment 
processes;  

 
iii. that External Examiners were required to respond to a number of statements on quality 

and standards. The feedback was very positive and was considered to be a strong 
endorsement of the University’s academic standards. 100% of examiners confirmed 
that programmes were aligned with QAA subject benchmarks, whilst 95% fully agreed 
that curricula enabled learning outcomes to be met. 98% felt that academic standards 
were aligned with the FHEQ; and that standards were comparable with similar 
programmes;  

  
Noted:  

 
i. that 85% of external examiners were content that marking was consistent with the 

assessment criteria. There was one instance of a response of ‘1’, which indicated a 
‘not met’ judgement. This was in respect to the criterion that related to assessment 
criteria. The School of Modern Languages and Cultures was undertaking a full review 
of marking criteria and descriptors in the subject area in response to the external 
examiners comments;  

 
ii. that the committee was satisfied with the actions taken in response to the issues 

raised in last year’s overview of  undergraduate and integrated master’s external 
examiners’ reports, as detailed in annex I;  

 
iii. that the number of external examiners highlighting the use of the full making scale as 

an issue had remained consistently high for a consecutive year. Whilst external 
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examiners had highlighted improvements in this area, the majority of comments had 
focused on the need for departments to use the full range of marking scale, when 
exceptional quality work merited this. Some examiners had suggested that the use of 
marks ending in ‘9’ was problematic; however, the committee did not believe that this 
was correct. While there were some potential implications for the use of discretion, 
marks ending in ‘9’ were entirely appropriate and, if departments used the full range of 
the scale at the top end, it was likely that the need for discretion might be reduced.  
Departments should be reminded to use the full range of the scale, where it was 
merited;  

 
iv. that the number of external examiners raising the matter of double marking and 

moderation had risen by a further 5% after a significant increase last year. However, 
the comments remained largely related to specific suggestions to improve double-
marking or moderation practices in a given department and to improve the audit trail 
for such marking. Departments maintained assessment policies, which set out their 
approach to such matters, as outlined in Section 6.1.1 of the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook. The committee was satisfied with the institutional approach to marking and 
double-marking, whereby departments/schools have tailored and robust mechanisms 
for marking and for the moderation of marks. Nonetheless, the committee noted that it 
was important that departments regularly review their approach and agreed that 
departments should be asked to provide their policy on assessment, and a statement 
justifying their approach. An initial review of policies could be undertaken within the 
Academic Support Office, with further work proposed if necessary;   

 
v. that there were no other issues emerging from the report that required University-level 

action;  
 

Agreed:  
 

i. that departments should be encouraged to use the full range of the marking scale;  
Action: FEC Secretaries 

 
ii. that departments should be asked to submit their assessment policies and a 

supporting statement;;  
Action: AB/ FEC Secretaries 

 
(b) Faculty Overviews  

 
Considered: faculty overviews of external examiners’ reports for undergraduate and 
integrated master’s programmes;                          

Documents QSSC/14/79-81 
Noted:  

 
i. that the Faculty of Science overview had highlighted that three external examiners had 

noted the lack of availability of coursework for inspection. The School of   Biological 
and Biomedical Sciences had responded that some summative coursework had 
already been returned to students with accompanying feedback, and was therefore 
difficult to obtain for the External Examiners visit. The committee noted that all 
summative pieces of work should be retained by the department, in line with the policy 
in the Learning and Teaching Handbook. Although policy did permit departments to 
return the only copy of the work to students, this was where it was not feasible to 
retain copies (for practical work, for instance), and it was on the understanding that 
students would need to return the work if requested by the external examiner (or in 
light of an appeal). It was not clear whether the coursework in question was of a 
practical nature, and the committee noted that clarification should be sought from the 
school on the nature of the issue. The committee recognised that departments had 
responsibility for agreeing, in partnership with the External Examiner, the proportion of 
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the coursework and examination scripts that would be scrutinised by the External 
Examiner. There would be value in reiterating current policy to departments via FECs;  

 
ii. that School of Modern Languages and Cultures had received a response of ‘1’, which 

indicated a ‘not met’ judgement, from one of its External Examiners. This was in 
respect to the criterion that related to assessment criteria and the School had already 
indicated its intention to undertake a full review in response to the External Examiners 
comments, and in light of staffing changes in the subject area;  

 
iii. that two External Examiners for the Department of English had raised concerns with 

the application of discretion. The Department had confirmed that the Board of 
Examiners had followed the University guidelines when considering the use of 
discretion and that there was no suggestion that the Board was operating contrary to 
these. However, the committee noted that the Faculty intended to organise an 
additional meeting for Chairs and Secretaries to Boards of Examiners to share best 
practice across departments, This discussion would include consideration of the 
discretionary criteria in the context of the learning outcomes of programmes under 
consideration;  

 
Agreed:  
 
i. that FECs would be reminded of the University’s policy on the retention of assessed 

work;  
Action: AB/ FEC Secretaries 

 
ii. that the committee would welcome an update on the faculty meeting where discretion 

was discussed;  
Action: PA 

 
 

 
62. External Examiners’ Reports: Taught Postgraduate Programmes 
 

(a) University Overview 
 

Considered: the University overview of external examiner reports for taught postgraduate 
programmes, 2013/14; 

Document QSSC/14/82 
 
 
Noted:  
 
i. that external examiners for taught postgraduate programmes had collectively  

strongly endorsed the University’s academic standards;  
 

ii. that the University had received all External Examiners reports for the Faculty of 
Science and the Faculty of Arts and Humanities. Reminders for the outstanding 
reports in the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health had been issued. The timely 
submission of External Examiner reports was a key duty of all external examiners. 
The committee agreed that, if the University was not receipt of the outstanding 
reports by the start of the Easter Term, the process for dismissal of these external 
examiners, as outlined in Chapter 10.2 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook, 
should be initiated by the Academic Support Office; 
 

i. that that the committee was satisfied with the actions taken in response to the issues 
raised in last year’s overview of  taught postgraduate external examiners’ reports, as 
detailed in annex I;  
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ii. that a small minority of external examiner reports made reference to tight timescales 

between the receipt of documentation from the department and the Boards of 
Examiners meetings. The committee recognised that this was being addressed as a 
departmental level and thus did not require any further action. However, the 
committee noted the value in emphasising the importance of the timely submission of 
all relevant documentation to external examiners as part of the Boards of Examiners 
training;  

 
iii. that the report had suggested that departments ensure that that consistent and 

transparent processes for double-marking and moderation are in place. The 
comments had related to the transparency of the marking process. The committee 
had requested that departments submit their assessment policies and a supporting 
statement to FECs for consideration (as Minute 61(a) refers);  

 
iv. that the report had highlighted that, whilst feedback provided to students was one of 

the most commonly reported issues, external examiners had also identified it as an 
area of good practice. The report concluded that the consistent provision of detailed 
feedback to students is widespread in many areas of the University, and 
recommended that FECs share examples of good practice already operating within 
departments as a means to enhancing consistency. QSSC was supportive of this 
recommendation;  

 
v. that paragraph 31 had outlined a number of matters in relation to the institutional 

approach to discretion. The report had recommended that the planned review of 
discretion consider the complexities of the University’s policy on discretion at 
postgraduate level. QSSC had considered the review of discretion at its 25 February 
meeting and confirmed that this had been taken into consideration as part of the 
review;  

 
vi. that one external examiner noted that the issue of penalties for infringing word limits, 

or other presentational aspects of assessment, would benefit from a University-wide 
policy. Departments were required to maintain their own policies on this matter, as 
outlined in Section 6.2.2 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook.The committee 
was content that the University policy was appropriate, particularly as disciplinary 
differences regarding assessment type and referencing would affect the 
implementation of any one-size-fits all approach. The committee noted that external 
examiner had been informed of the University policy on the penalties for submitting 
over-length assessed work; 

 
vii. that one external examiner noted the perceived confusion with the regulations 

regarding the award of merit/distinction for Postgraduate Certificate and 
Postgraduate Diploma. The report had recommended that the regulations be 
reviewed to provide clarity on whether or not all marks should be taken into account 
when deciding whether the lower award should be with merit/distinction, or whether 
only the marks from those contributing to the award should be used, with failing 
marks discounted. The committee felt that there would be value in reviewing the 
regulation to ensure that it was unambiguous in its application;  
 

viii. that one external examiner had recommended that Boards of Examiners be allowed 
to sanction rescaling as a last resort. In their response, the department had clarified 
that an external examiner could only recommend changing individual marks when 
the full run of the assessment task had been moderated, and that this action was 
different to scaling. This was already permitted under the regulations. In this case the 
Board of Examiners did not recommend the rescaling of marks. The committee was 
content with the departmental response to the matter and agreed that no further 
action was necessary;  
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i. that there were no other issues emerging from the report that required University-

level action;  
 

Agreed:  
 

i. that an executive summary of the paper should be developed for Education  
Committee and Senate;  

Action: AR 
 

ii. that the wording of the regulations relating to the requirement of the award for the 
Postgraduate Diploma and Postgraduate Certificate, be reviewed;   

Action: AR 
 

 
(b) Faculty Overview  

 
Considered: the faculty overviews of external examiner reports for taught postgraduate 
programmes, 2013/14; 

Document QSSC/14/83-85 
 

Noted:  
 

i. that the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health overview report had reported that 
concerns regarding University policy on the use of discretion would be considered by 
the Chief External Examiner. Clarification had been provided that the review of 
discretion had been undertaken by the Academic Support Office, and not the Chief 
External Examiner (who nonetheless considered the issue of the discretion as part of 
his annual review of the operation of Boards of Examiners);  

 
ii. that there were no other issues raised in the reports that had not been addressed  via 

the University overview. 
 

63. Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s Boards of Examiners 
 

Considered:   
 
(a) University Overview 
 

(i) the report of the University’s Chief Examiner on the operation of boards of examiners 
for undergraduate and integrated master’s programmes, 2013/14; 

Document QSSC/14/86 
 

Reported:  
 
i. that, in line with previous practice, the Chair of QSSC and Head of the Academic 

Support Office had met with the Chief Examiner to discuss his report and any related 
issues ahead of the report’s consideration at QSSC. Minor amendments and 
clarifications had been made to the report in response, and initial assurance had been 
provided to the Chief Examiner in relation to the issues which the report raised;  

 
ii. that the Chief External Examiner had agreed to continue in their role for an additional 

year, taking the total to four years served. This was in line with the UK Quality Code for 
Higher Education, Chapter B7: External Examining, and the University’s current policy 
for the appointment of all external examiners. The current institutional statement of the 
role of Chief Examiner would be reviewed and, if necessary, updated to ensure that it 
was in line with internal and external requirements for the appointment of examiners;  
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Noted: 

  
i. that the Chief Examiner had strongly endorsed the University’s academic standards, 

noting that the overall objective – to make awards which are both fair and robust – and 
the overriding intention – to achieve internationally comparable standards of excellence 
- are clearly and verifiably achieved;  

 
ii. the University’s Chief External Examiner report had highlighted the matter of the 

institutional approach to discretion. The Chief External Examiner had been provided 
with the review of discretion, previously considered by QSSC at its 25 February 
meeting. Education Committee had agreed that the review of discretion should be 
considered by Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate and Postgraduate) in 
Easter Term. The Chief Examiner reiterated that the system was equitable and 
appropriate;  

 
iii. that the Chief Examiner had recommended that clear guidelines were developed that 

record both the reasons for the SAC request and the outcome of the deliberation. The 
committee noted the focus of Boards of Examiners should remain on the impact of the 
circumstances and recording this judgement against the levels of impact. An addition to 
the template to record the justification of the outcome would be more appropriate and 
increase transparency;   

 
iv. that the Office of Independent Adjudicator had released guidance that required 

institutions to record the justification for the outcome arrived at, at the Board of 
Examiners, to increase transparency. The committee also noted the importance of clear 
and robust procedures and guidance in the context of potential student appeals. A 
template for recording Scrutiny Sub-Committee (SSC) decisions had been proposed 
earlier in the academic year. It had been broadly supported by FECs, but opposed very 
strongly by one department in particular. It was likely, however, in light of the OIA 
guidance and additional weight of the Chief Examiner’s report, that this proposal would 
need to be revisited;  

 
v. that the Chief Examiner had recommended that the University develop policy to be 

applied in all Boards of Examiners, at all levels, that determined when anonymous 
student  numbers were to be used and who should have access to the key which linked 
these numbers to names. This was already the case: all Boards were conducted 
anonymously, and only the Chair and Secretary had access to student names. 
However, the Chief Examiner also considered records of Scrutiny Sub-Committee – 
which did not necessarily consider students anonymously – and reports of these 
meetings could include student names; in addition, some departments added student 
names to Board of Examiner minutes after the meeting was held (to avoid potential 
errors). There remained, however, the potential for anonymity to be compromised if any 
Board considered SSC minutes which included student names, or where a Board 
received the previous year’s minutes (to which names had been subsequently added).  
There was a  need to continue to remind all departments not to add student names to 
the finalised Board of Examiner minutes, and to revisit guidance within the Learning and 
Teaching Handbook on anonymous reporting to Board of Examiner meetings; 
 

vi. that the Chief Examiner had also raised the potential for anonymity to be compromised 
if Board of Examiners minutes were released in response to an FOI request, if the 
minutes included student names; however, in such circumstances, student names 
would be blacked out in line with the institution’s data protection policy (as would any 
information which could identify individuals);     

 
vii. that the report had highlighted instances where it was perceived that departments and 

faculties had taken unexpected courses of action in relation to University practice. 
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Assurances were provided to the committee that in each circumstance, the appropriate 
processes were followed and that this had been communicated to the External 
Examiner(s). The Academic Support Office had been consulted and, where necessary, 
action had been approved by the appropriate Chair of the Faculty Education 
Committee, in line with existing policy. QSSC would be provided with a brief assurance 
report for the next meeting, outlining the three specific issues which the Chief Examiner 
had identified;  

 
viii. that the Chief Examiner had recommended the development of guidance for  electronic 

and telephonic participation of external examiners in meetings (for  instance, via 
Skype). Policy already existed on this matter, however the committee noted that there 
would be value in bring the guidance together into one section of the Learning and 
Teaching Handbook;  

 
ix. that the reference to the Chair expressing a negative personal views on the University’s 

system of discretion, in paragraph 9 of the report, related to feedback on the zone of 
discretion: at the opening of the Board meeting, the Chair expressed the view than the 
zone was too wide, and apologise to the members for the amount of time which they 
would therefore need to spend considering candidates within the zone. The committee 
noted that this was not a criticism of discretion as such; however, the Chief Examiner’s 
concern was that, consciously or not, such clear, negative statements from senior staff 
members could nonetheless inhibit the exercise of discretion. The committee felt that 
departments should be reminded, through Faculty Education Committees, that such 
concerns with policy were more appropriately raised at Faculty Education Committees: 
the Chair of the Boards of Examiners was responsible for ensuring that the Board 
exercised the use of discretion appropriately in line with the regulations then in force. 
There would also be value in further discussing the matter with the Department 
concerned;  

 
x. that the Chief Examiners suggestion that the University add a statement on  plagiarism 

panels as part of the template agenda for boards of examiners’ meetings. This was 
already the case; however, as not all Boards held plagiarism panels every year (as 
instances of plagiarism remained comparatively rare), this was not reflected in all 
minutes. Additional guidance would be provided to departments, recommending that 
confirmation that there were no issues of plagiarism had arisen where this was the 
case;   

 
Agreed:  
 
i. that departments would be reminded, via FECs, of the need to ensure that external 

examiners were consulted on unexpected issues arising through Boards of Examiners, 
and that guidance and support was available from the Academic Support Office, and from 
the Chairs of FEC; 

Action: AB/ FEC Secretaries 
 

ii. that the template for recording SAC decisions should be considered for approval by 
QSSC;  

Action: AR 
 

iii. that departments, via FECs, should be reminded that discussions on university policy or 
practices should not be held at Board of Examiners, and that student names and ID 
numbers should not be submitted to Board of Examiners;  

Action: AB/ FEC Secretaries 
 

iv. that the report should be provided to Education Committee, along with the amended 
sections of the Learning and Teaching Handbook, as noted above;   

Action: AR 
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(b) Faculty Overviews  
 
 

(ii) the faculty overviews of the operation of undergraduate and integrated master’s boards 
of examiners, 2013/14; 

Documents QSSC/14/87-89 
 

Noted: that there were no particular issues or concerns relating to University policy arising 
from the reports; however, the revised format of the reports was welcomed;  

 
 

(iii) the faculty overviews of the operation of taught postgraduate boards of examiners, 
2013/14.        

   Documents QSSC/14/90-92 
 
 

Noted: that there were no particular issues or concerns relating to University policy arising 
from the reports; however, the revised format of the reports was welcomed. 

 
 

64. Annual Reviews of Taught Provision: University Overview 
 
Considered: the University overview of the annual review of taught programmes, 2013/14; 

Document QSSC/14/93 – not available 
 

Reported:  
 

(a) that the University overview of the annual review of taught programmes would be 
considered in full at the 29 April meeting of QSSC. However, it was reported that Annual 
Review process normally included the specific consideration of a topic decided upon by 
the Chairs of FEC and QSSC. QSSC had previously agreed that specific consideration 
should be given to the theme of Equality and Diversity. It was proposed that these be 
requested in order to facilitate future discussions;  

 
(b) that the report would set out an institution-level overview of strengths, opportunities, 

weaknesses and threats identified via annual reviews of taught provision for 2013/14. 
The weaknesses and threats identified broadly pertained to external factors and 
influences. The report would highlight the proposal to revise the report form to ensure 
that threats identified at departmental level were considered and addressed explicitly at 
department and faculty level in the first instance, and would be accompanied by several 
proposed changes to policy and practice; 

 
 

Agreed: that departments should be asked to supply minute extracts outlining consideration 
of equality and diversity issues via the 2013/14 reviews;  

Action: FEC Secretaries 
 
[Secretary’s Note: This will be considered at the 29 April meeting of QSSC] 

 
65. Common Awards  

 
 Received: an update on the partnership with St John’s College, Nottingham;  

Document QSSC/14/94 - CLOSED 
 

[Secretary’s Note: this report should be treated as closed and confidential to the committee] 
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Reported: that QSSC had requested an update on the Common Awards partnership with St 
John’s College, Nottingham. The report summarised the current financial situation, provided 
an update on recent developments and made recommendations for the request of further 
information;  
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the College had been informed that its application to BIS for specific course 

designation had been granted for the period of one year only, the academic year 2014/15. 
The College had submitted a further application to BIS with a view to securing specific 
course designation and access to student loans for future academic years. The 
committee noted that it was important that the University received an update on the 
outcome of the application as soon as it had been confirmed;  
 

(b) that the College was due to undergo a review by the Quality Assurance Agency in March 
2015. The committee agreed that the Common Awards Team should request an update 
on when the College expected to receive the draft report outlining the outcome of the 
review, noting that this would allow time for the Common Awards Team to liaise with the 
College should any issues arise in the report;  

 
[Secretary’s note: it was confirmed that the University would be given the opportunity to 
comment on all draft reports which involved review of one of Durham’s validated partners] 

 
(c) that the College was intending to develop a new model of onsite provision and that there 

would be no recruitment to the onsite programmes for the academic year 2015/16. The 
College had confirmed that students who were already studying the programme and 
would be expected to complete their studies in 2016/17 or 2017/16 would be taught to 
completion. Whilst the College had confirmed that a teach-out plan was being devised, 
the University had not yet received these plans, as they were partly contingent on 
planning permission (as noted within the report). The committee felt that it was important 
that the College provided detailed information on the teach-out plan for the students who 
would be continuing on the on-site Common Awards programme;  

 
(d) that the report had highlighted that the College had anticipated no risk to its staffing in the 

academic year 2015/16, as it was aligned to the reduction in the number of students on 
campus. However, the College had noted that this risk would increase in 2016/17. QSSC 
noted that it would be important to understand the impact that this might have on the 
operation of the partnership and delivery of programmes, and that further information 
should be requested on the anticipated changes to the staffing arrangements for 
academic and support staff, once the College was in a position to provide this 
information;  

 
(e) that the report had highlighted that no students were currently registered on the Common 

Awards MA programme. However, the College did use the Common Awards CertHE as a 
route into the Common Awards MA programme for some students. The report outlined 
that the College was exploring the possibility of students studying an alternative MA 
programme at a different University. The committee was unsure as to why this was the 
case and clarification should be sought by the Common Awards Team;  

 
(f) that there would be no obvious value in undertaking a visit to the College in light of the 

proposed changes. The Common Awards Team had proposed liaising with the senior 
management team at the College through other means such as email and telephone. The 
committee agreed with the detailed approached outlined in the report, however, it was 
noted that any perceived, future impact on the resources at the College might result in a 
need to revisit to the College. The findings of the information gathered by the Common 
Awards Team would be documented in a report and presented to QSSC for consideration 
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in the future. QSSC noted the value of the Common Awards Team receiving regular 
updates on the progress made in relation to the proposals outlined in the report;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the Common Awards Team should request detailed information on the teach-out plan 

for the students who would be continuing on the on-site Common Awards programme; 
Action: ELM 

 
(b) that the Common Awards Team should confirm when the draft QAA report was expected;  

Action: ELM 
 

(c) that the Common Awards Team should liaise with the College as outlined in the report 
and request updates from the College as matters progressed;  

Action: ELM 
 

(d) that the Common Awards Team should request clarification on the possibility of students 
pursing an MA at an alternative institution, as opposed to the Common Awards MA 
programme.  

Action: ELM 
 
 

66. Postgraduate Concessions, Academic Progress Notices and Appeals 
 

Considered: the annual report on postgraduate concessions, APNs and faculty appeals;  
                 

Document QSSC/14/95 – not available 

 
[Secretary’s Note: This will be considered at the 29 April meeting of QSSC] 

 

 

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

Confirmed:  
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 25 February 2015; 

Document QSSC/14/96 
 

Noted:  
 

i. that it was reported in a Secretary’s Note to the committee that the Student Exchange 
activities were only held at the Durham City Campus, and that students who were 
based at the Queen’s Campus were invited to attend. The committee noted the 
importance of these activities and events being accessible to all students and 
recommended that the International Office give consideration to organising 
comparable events based at the Queen’s Campus, should there be sufficient demand;  
 

ii. that, in considering the proposal to introduce concessions for music and drama 
students, minute 49(a) had captured that the underlying principle of professionalism 
was paramount. The committee endorsed that this was appropriate and that this 
should be the guiding principle for when considering a concessions request under the 
proposed policy. The policy would be considered by the FECs (Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate) before being considered by Education Committee;  

 
iii. that, in considering the annual report on undergraduate and integrated master’s 

degree classifications, the committee had agreed that the Pro-Vice Chancellor 
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(Education) and Academic Registrar be invited to a future meeting. The committee 
noted that the report had been considered by Faculty Education Committee 
(Undergraduate) and that the minute extracts could helpfully inform the discussion at 
QSSC. The committee was also expecting to receive a further paper on the 
undergraduate and integrated master’s progression and completion rates and that, if 
possible, the reports could be considered simultaneously;  

 
 

Agreed:  
 
i. that the International Office should explore the possibility of organising Student 

Exchange activities and events at the Queen’s Campus;  
 Action: F’OC 

 
ii. that the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) and Academic Registrar should be invited 

to a future meeting of QSSC;  
Action: AB 

 
(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of QSSC held 25 February 2015;  

                   Document QSSC/14/97 
 

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.   
 

68. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

(a) Action Log 
 
To receive:  the Quality and Standards Sub-Committee action log;  

Document QSSC/14/98 
 

(b) Matters of report 
 

Reported: that there have been no matters to report to the committee since the last 
meeting.  

 
69. Chair’s Business 

 
Reported:  
 
(a) that the Common Awards team had received a request for an exemption to the 

postgraduate core regulations for the Common Awards. The exemption related to 
students taking a part-time taught Master’s programme and when they were permitted to 
take a research methods module;  
 

(b) that under the current regulations, students must normally take any research methods 
module in the first year, the dissertation in the final year and as equal a division of credits 
between the years of study as possible;  

 
(c) that the research methods module was designed to complement the dissertation module; 

students were required to write a research proposal in the research methods module, that 
students would then undertake as part of the dissertation element;   

 
(d) that the TEI had requested that consideration be given to permitting the research 

methods module to be taught in the second year;  
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Noted:  
 
(a) that as part-time taught Master’s programmes might be 3 years in duration, undertaking 

the research methods module in the second year would be appropriate. However, the 
committee noted that key issue was that the research methods module was taught before 
the dissertation, in order to allow students to appropriately prepare for the dissertation 
element of the programme. The committee felt that permitting a student to undertake a 
research methods module prior to the final year would allow appropriate flexibility within 
the course;  
 

(b) that it would be more appropriate to revise the current University’s Core Regulations and 
the Core Regulations for the Common Awards, rather than granting specific exemptions 
for individual TEIs;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the exemption to the core regulations should be granted to Guildford Diocese;  

 
(b) the revised wording for the Core Regulations should be considered by electronic 

circulation;  
 

[Secretary’s Note: QSSC considered and agreed the following wording by electronic 
circulation.  
 
‘Students taking a taught Master’s programme in part-time mode must normally take the 
dissertation in the final year, any research methods module before the final year, and as 
equal a division of credits between the years of study as possible.’ 
 
Chair’s Action was taken to approve the recommendation to Education Committee.] 

 
 

Recommended: that Education Committee consider approving the proposal to revise 
the University’s Core Regulations and Core Regulations for the Common Awards   

 
70. Standard English Language Assessment 

 
Considered; proposals to introduce an exemption to the Standard English Language 
Assessment;   

Document QSSC/14/99 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that it is University Policy that applicants who require a Tier 4 student visa must provide 
evidence of their ability to communicate in English; using a UKVI approved test. However, 
the University retained the right to conduct its own assessments of the suitability of 
applicants for study, ensuring that applicants can demonstrate that they can communicate 
in English at level B2 of the Common European Framework of Reference. The proposal 
was to clarify this requirement under Section 1.3.7 of the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook; 
 

(b) that examples of evidence that could be accepted as an exemption were provided within 
the policy. The committee noted that the proposal specified an appropriate level of flexibility 
and that alternative evidence would be considered on an individual basis. The committee 
was particularly pleased to see the focus on the support provided through the English 
Language Centre, which had considerable expertise to offer in assessment;   
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(c) that the proposed exemption to the Standard English Language Assessment remained in 
line with UKVI requirements;  

 
Agreed: that the proposals be approved and that this should be communicated to English 
Language Centre, Student Recruitment and Admissions Office and to Education Committee; 

 Action: AB  
 
 

71. Programme Approval : MA Music  
 
Considered: whether to approve the proposed MA Music in the Department of Music; 

Document QSSC/14/100 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the Programme Approval Panel had scrutinised the number of pathways offered 

through the MA in Music programme. It was deliberately structured to allow students to 
pursue varied pathways dependent upon specific research interests. QSSC considered 
the risk of offering a wide range of specialisms, in light of the compliance advice issued 
by the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) in relation to higher education and 
consumer protection law. It would be important for the Department to market both the 
curriculum and individual specialisms in a clear and transparent way, in order to manage 
student expectations and ensure compliance with the CMA. The committee felt that the 
Department should give further consideration to offering such a wide range of 
specialisms;   
 

(b) that the modules were explicitly tied to the programme; however, the rationale for 
preventing non-Music students from studying any module was not clear; 
 

(c) that the committee was concerned that some of the module titles did not reflect the 
module descriptions. There was, it seemed, an implicit expectation in reading some of the 
module titles that there might be a practical element within the module, which, in practice, 
was not the case. In such cases, it would be helpful if, for clarity, that the Department 
consider adapting the titles;  
 

(d) that the curriculum mapping template did not match the subject specific skills and subject 
specific knowledge identified within the programme specifications and module outline 
documentation. It would be helpful if this was revisited to ensure alignment with the 
information included within the module documentation. The committee was also 
concerned that subject specific knowledge, key skills and subject specific skills had been 
inconsistently categorised within the documentation;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the Department should provide assurances that the wide range of specialisms 

offered is sustainable;  
 

(b) that the Department should reconsider the titles of modules and ensure that they remain 
satisfied that the terminology reflects the nature of the module, and that student 
expectations will be met;  

 
(c) that the Department should revisit the curriculum mapping template and ensure it 

matches with the corresponding module and programme documentation;  
 

(d) that, subject to the information provided by the Department, the MA in Music should be 
approved. This should be reported to the Department of Music and Education Committee.  

Action: SA/AB 
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Part C:  Items for Information 
 
72. Matters of Report 

 
Reported: there have been no instances of chairs action since the last meeting. 
 

73. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported: that further meetings of QSSC will be held on the following dates:  

 

Date     Time Room 
Wednesday 29 April 2015     9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 27 May 2015  9  9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 


