
 
DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 
FACULTY OF SCIENCE EDUCATION COMMITTEE  

(UNDERGRADUATE) 
 

21st January 
 
A meeting of the Faculty of Science Education Committee (Undergraduate) was held at 2pm 
on Wednesday 21st January 2015, in the Palatine Centre (PC005) 
 
Present: Dr T Fawcett (Chair), Dr H Armstrong, Dr J Blowey, Dr P Bowcock, Dr G Campling 
(vice Professor J Gatehouse), Dr G Coates, Dr A Hughes, Prof G Love, , Dr D Smith, Miss E 
M Thomason with Mr S N Appleton (Secretary); 
 
Apologies: Miss N Brennan, Professor J Gatehouse, Dr S Rees, , 
 
In attendance: Dr M Critchley (item 20). 
  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

MINUTES 

 
 

 
20. Elective Language Modules 

 
Considered: an update from the Centre for Foreign Language Study on the numbers of 
student registering for elective language modules; 
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Noted: 
 

i. that the Director of CFLS attended to provide an update on registrations 
 

ii. that registrations for elective modules across the University and in the Faculty 
had quadrupled over the last four years which indicates success in 
implementing University policy in promoting language study opportunities within 
the curriculum.  Registration numbers within the Faculty had increased by 50% 
since 2013-14 with the largest increases in the Departments Chemistry and 
Computing & Engineering.  This was partly a result of changes made to the 
timetabling procedure which enabled more students to access these modules. 

 
iii. that the overall number of students taking languages as either electives or 

Languages for All  (LfA) had increased, while the number of Science students 
taking not-for-credit  LfA had decreased. 

 
iv. that members welcomed the introduction, from January 2016, of an additional 

language programme designed to prepare students for a year abroad.  This 
was particularly aimed at students who had made their decision to go abroad in 
the following year after the standard October start for language modules and 
LfA. 

 



v. that CFLS had worked with the Academic Office and departments to promote 
language study and provide information on the registration process through the 
induction week. 

 
vi. that roughly a third of students changed their language electives after starting 

the module, which presented challenges for CFLS and for timetabling. 
 
vii. that CFLS continued to work with Academic Office to speed up the registration 

process, while members confirmed that the process had run much more 
smoothly than in past years 

 
 

21. Student Handbooks 
 
Considered: a paper setting out proposed guidelines on the contents of 
undergraduate, taught postgraduate and research postgraduate student handbooks. 
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Noted:  
 

i. that members considered the range of proposed headings for handbooks to be  
appropriate; 

 
ii. that model text and hyperlinks would be provided in the Learning and Teaching 

Handbook guidance where appropriate; 
 

iii. that it might be better to remove the bracketed text in 3c so that the heading 
was simply “Student Engagement”.  Nonetheless the accompanying guidance 
should refer to the elements within the brackets and in particular remind 
departments that they were required to publish a summary of departmental 
policy on how the department elicited and engaged with the views of students; 

 
iv. that Durham Students Union should be listed under its full name rather than 

abbreviated as “DSU”. 
 
Agreed: that the comments Noted above would be communicated to the author of the 
paper. 

Action: Secretary 
 

22. Degree Classification 
 
Considered: the annual report on undergraduate degree classification. 
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Noted: 
 

i. that attached report provided degree classification data for 2013/14 and the 
preceding four years, to allow FECs to consider whether there were any issues 
arising from the data that required further consideration at departmental levels. 
Further to the issue of differences in attainment related to fee status which had been 
identified in the previous year, a more in-depth analysis had been conducted of 
attainment by students of different nationalities.  

 
ii. that external examiners had confirmed the standards of awards and had been 

involved in the setting of examination questions; 



 
iii. that at institutional level the Universities proportion of ‘good degrees’ (2i and above) 

was comparable with similar univerisities 
 

iv. that departments had found it helpful to view statistics from comparator universities at 
subject level to examine discipline-level trends and that this data could be obtained 
through the Academic Office.  QSSC is asked to consider circulating this in the data 
next year.  

 
v. That an increase in performance of students on the Psychology programmes at 

Queen’s campus corresponded with improved entry qualifications and the 
introduction of a new tutorial system; 

 
vi. That there had been a decline between 2009/10 and 2013/14 in the percentage of 

Physics students securing a First or Upper Second (although the proportion of First 
Class Honours awards remained similar) while entry standards had improved over 
the same period.  The department was examining the reasons for this trend and 
analysing departmental and comparator university data. 

 
vii. that in some cases (e.g. Biological and Biomedical Sciences) no single cause for the 

increase in performance had been identified.  Cohort performance varied and the 
graduating cohort for 2013/14 had been a particularly strong group.  There had also 
been revisions made to the proportion of coursework to unseen examination. 

 
viii. that the high proportion of First Class Honours in Mathematics was typical within the 

discipline and not a cause for concern; 
 

ix. that QSSC had suggested that FECs consider whether there would be value in 
considering whether colleagues in cognate areas (e.g. Mathematics and Physics) 
could liaise to compare their programmes.  Members considered there was limited 
value in this exercise given that both departments had comparable systems in place 
to moderate assessment.   

 
x. that students on integrated Masters programmes typically had a high proportion of 

good honours degrees due to the entry and progression criteria 
 

xi. that there would be some benefit in reviewing the weighting of levels in the integrated 
Masters (2:3:4) to see whether changing this weighting in relation to the weighting of 
the Bachelors degree (2:3) might be beneficial in terms of degree outcome: that is to 
consider increasing the weighting of Level 3. 

 
xii. that it might also be useful for the University to look at whether its regulations for 

determining classification might allow for marks to be discounted in the calculation as 
was practice in some Universities to account for uneven performance profiles (which 
might be more typical in a Science subject).  It was recognised that the University 
had in place a policy on discretion that allowed Boards of Examiners to exercise their 
academic judgement within certain parameters to allow for uneven performance. 

 
xiii. that all departments had quality assurance processes to moderate marks and to 

correct any anomalies. 
 
xiv. that members noted differences in performance between home and overseas 

students and between students from different countries.  This indicated both that the 
University needed to ensure that it recruited better students and that support systems 
should be in place to support students who were new to the UK.  Members noted that 



support was available through the English Language Centre for in-session language 
training and academic skills and a number of departments used a diagnostic 
language test to help identify students who might benefit from a referral to ELC. 

 
23. Minutes of the Last Meeting and Matters Arising 
 

Confirmed: 
 

(a) the minutes of the meeting of the Faculty of Science Education Committee 
(Undergraduate) held 12 November 2014; 
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(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of 12 November 2014; 
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(c)  the action log from previous meetings of the Science Education Committee. 
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Noted:   
 

Minute 14a: Student Representatives 
i. that not all SSCCs had sufficient student representatives in place.  Durham 

Students Union which is responsible for administering the election process 
and for advising department of student representatives was in the process of 
preparing a proposal on systems for selecting student representatives for 
consideration by the University’s Education Committee.  Departments wanted 
student representatives to cover all programmes and years of programmes 
and would welcome a representative student from Natural Sciences on their 
SSCCs so that issues particular to this programme could be discussed within 
department (there was a separate Natural Sciences SSCC). 

 

Minute 4: Education, Science and Society 
ii. that at the last FEC members had welcomed the development of an 

interdisciplinary module proposed by a member of staff in the Education 
Department and the FEC had asked the module proposer to develop the 
module further, discuss synergies with an existing module in Philosophy and 
to provide a revised proposal. 
 

iii. that the module has been developed into a more research-based capstone 
module containing eight workshop sessions. The themes of this module 
(understanding the role of Science / changing paradigms / observing cultural 
impact) remain broadly the same; 

 

iv. that the Education Department had provided feedback to the module 
proposer suggesting that it was unlikely to be in a position to host the module.  
The module proposer was therefore exploring whether departments within the 
Faculty might be able to host the module; 
 

v. that the representative of the Physics Department suggested that his 
department might be willing to host the module [for the purposes of 
administration, module review and Board of Examiners oversight] and that he 
would make furher enquiries.  Other departmental representatives were 
similarly invited to consider hosting the module for the purposes of 
administration;  
 



vi. that if the module could be hosted by a department on behalf of the Faculty it  
would  be included in programme regulations in other departments and 
promoted by departments as an optional module; 
 

vii. that the representative from Psychology reported that it would not be 
appropriate to include this in Psychology’s programme regulations as the 
content overlapped with an existing module; 
 

viii. that staff delivering the module would need to be confirmed.  Ideally staff 
across different departments would contribute. 

 

Action: Departmental Representatives to seek views of their departments on the possibility 

of hosting or contributing to the module. 

Action: ALL 

24. MEQ Pilot 
 
Considered:  
 
(a) a paper on the implementation of a standard question set and marking scale for 

MEQs in 2014/15; 
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(b) whether departments wished to participate in a pilot of the standard question set 

and marking scale MEQs during the 2014/15 academic year. 
 

(c) for all programmes, to discuss the actions taken by Departments to prepare for 
MEQs for this academic year. 

 

Noted: 
 

i. that the paper had been circulated to elicit offers from Departments to pilot a 
new MEQ survey which contained a common set of questions that could be 
measured in a comparable way across Departments; 

 
ii. that the working group had been tasked by Senate with producing a tool that 

could provide data at the level of the individual lecturer to facilitate the 
promotion process, however the group had given its view that the MEQ was 
primarily for enhancement processes; 

 
iii. that the SEEQ Survey instrument proposed to Education Committee was 

underpinned by substantial research that demonstrated its statistical 
robustness.  There was also a range of underpinning resources to help 
universities enhance provision by using the Survey;   

 
iv. that the Education Committee would evaluate the results of the pilot at the 

end of the academic year and decide whether changes to the tool or the 
implementation were needed and particularly how the proposed sampling 
process should work; 

 
v. that members identified problems with the question set and method: in 

particular  (i) questions such as “Staff member enhanced presentation with 
use of humour” presumed an agreed model and measure for delivery, raising 



expectations (which might be unrealistic or inappropriate) against which 
students would judge the quality of their module and lecturers. (ii) the 
suggested sampling of block taught modules seemed particularly problematic 
as evaluation could be by a relatively small number of students and the 
variety of different models of shared teaching (i.e. with little statistical 
significance) (iii) the model used was predominantly lecturer-based rather 
than module-based and consequently did not elicit useful qualitative module-
level information on what aspects (e.g. content, delivery, assessment, 
resources) of the module were more useful than others and how the module 
content might be altered (iv) the Survey did not reflect discipline differences in 
delivery and assessment (e.g. use of labs, feedback on demonstrators); 

 
vi. that the inclusion of questions on Examinations suggested that the survey 

could only be run in June at Durham; this was problematic as previous 
surveys operated at this time produced low response rates or negatively-
skewed responses; 

 
vii. that it would be important for the online system to accept only submissions 

where all graded questions were answered; 
 

viii. that there was a strong agreement among members that a single 
questionnaire of the form proposed was not acceptable for most science 
modules and that science departments needed the flexibility to design their 
own module evaluation questionnaires in accordance with the information 
they needed; 

 
ix. that no departments put themselves forward for the pilot. 

 
25. Accredited Provision 

 
Considered: an extract from the Register of Accredited Provision. 
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Noted:  
 

i. that any professional or statutory body accreditation was recorded in the 
Programme Regulations 

 
ii. that the Committee was pleased to note that a number of named pathways in 

Natural Sciences had been accredited by the Geological Society and Royal 
Society of Chemistry; 

 

iii. that the Department of Biological and Biomedical Sciences had indicated to the 
Institute of Biomedical Science that it would not be applying to renew its 
accreditation  in the light of changes within the National Health Service; 

 

iv.  that the British Computing Society accreditation submission was due by July 
2015, not December 2014 as indicated on the register; 

 

v. that the Geological Society submission was due by 11th February; 
 

vi. that support and guidance for accreditation was available through the 
Academic Support Office and departments going through accreditation should 
liaise with ASO on the submission and visit. 

 



26. Collaborative Provision 
 
Noted and confirmed: an extract from the Register of Collaborative Provision  
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27. Concessions, Appeals and APNs 
 

Considered:  
 
(a) the annual report on undergraduate concessions and appeals; 
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(b) the annual report on undergraduate Academic Progress Notices (APNs). 
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Noted: 
 

i. that the overall number of concessions and appeals remained at similar level to 
previous years. 

 
ii. that Natural Sciences had a high proportion of programme concessions due to 

the necessity of considering module pre-requisites on an individual basis and 
the way in which departments expressed their pre-requisites (i.e. to reflect the 
normal modules taken by single honours students).  This was an improving 
situation as Departments had started to review whether their pre-requisites 
should be changed in the light of consideration of Natural Science concessions; 

 
iii. that most appeals within the Faculty are ultimately rejected. 

 

iv. that in respect of appeals a disproportionate number of students in some 
Science disciplines had appealed (largely on the grounds of late declared 
SACs) despite the low success rate in these appeals being upheld.  In some 
cases appeals could be avoided through informal discussion between the 
student and department; 

 
v. that members considered a robust centrally-run advice centre (whether in 

Durham Students Union or by the University) would be beneficial in offering 
students specialist independent advice on appeals rather than, as currently 
through a large range of colleagues within student support teams in Colleges; 

 

vi. that there had been a slight reduction in the number of Academic Progress 
Notices  issued within the Faculty.  The number of APNs did not give concern to 
members and showed that Departments took care in monitoring student 
performance and engagement.  APNs were used to get students back on track 
with their work or where appropriate concessions granted to suspend studies 
where students have particular problems.   

 
28. Chair’s Business 
 

(a) Curriculum Development 
 
Noted: that departments were reminded of the need to review the programme 
regulations and programme specifications when making curriculum development 



changes, and that the deadline for submitting curriculum developments to the 
Academic Support Office was 30th January 2015. 
 

 
29. Departmental Business 

 
(a) Physics 
 
Considered: departmental representatives are invited to share their practice in  
respect of providing extra support (e.g. provision of extra classes)   to groups of 
students (for example those experiencing academic difficulties to increase 
progression. 
 
Noted:  
 
i. that a range of additional support mechanisms was routinely made available by 

departments.  Typically this provision was made available to all students, but 
students which had been identified by the department as likely to benefit were 
encouraged to participate; 

 
ii. that Mathematics provided students pre-entry with a “Brush up Skills” package 

and one or two additional weekly tutorial groups  in Mathematics.  Mathematics 
identified students who would benefit from additional support through diagnostic 
testing on entry and encourages those students to participate in the tutorial 
programme.   

 
iii. that Mathematics Labs was a drop-in provision available for any student within 

the Academic Skills Programme.  It supplemented the core provision in discipline-
specific mathematical skills taught within each department and should not be 
used to substitute for departmental responsibility for teaching; 

 
iv. that supported progression and International students may need ongoing support 

by their department as identified through the academic advisor system or 
otherwise.  These students have been also invited to approach the Director of the 
Natural Sciences programme for advice.  All departments should similarly provide 
advice and support through their academic advisor systems. 

 
30. Student Business 

 
Noted: there were no items of Student Business 
 

31. Report from Education Committee 
 

Considered:  the report from the meeting of Education Committee held on 22 October 
2014; 
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Reported: that members were asked to note: 
 

(a) Minute 1 Planning Priorities Statement 2014/15 
 
discussion of the key education planning priorities for the planning round 2014/15, 
which would focus on student employability, the coherence and efficiency of the 
curriculum, and the student academic experience in the context of Feedback and 
Assessment. 



 
(b) Minute 3 NSS 2014 

 
discussion of the University’s NSS 2014 results, and the emphasis on looking at 
questions in the NSS where the score was below the average (mean) score for the 
subject, and responses to issues frequently  occurring in student open comments.  
 
discussion of the HEFCE NSS Review report, which will inform the future 
development of the survey, and Education Committee’s suggestion that there was 
merit in considering the role of teaching within recruitment, promotion and review. 
 

(c) Minute 4 Key Student Questionnaires 2014-15   
 
confirmed approach to running the Student Barometer 2014 and NSS2015. The 
decision to receive departmental level data through an additional optional code, 
which would enable Durham to identify a distinct cohort of students for each 
academic department, and in particular define Natural Sciences, Combined 
Honours Programmes and PPE as departments in their own right (with other joint 
honours programmes continuing to be coded to their lead department). 
 

(d) Minute 6 Graduate Employment  
 
discussion of the 2014 Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey 
report. 

. 
32. Examinations and Assessment report 

 
Reported: that the Examination and Assessment Report (received at the last meeting, 
Document ECSSCUG1410) was considered by the Education Committee at its 
December 2014 meeting.  It was agreed by the Education Committee that examination 
durations would be restricted to multiples of 30 minutes; Departments which have 
examinations with durations currently not in multiples of 30 minutes will need to revise 
their module assessments accordingly.    Within the Faculty this applies to the following 
modules in Mathematics: 

 
 
Noted: that most of the Mathematics modules listed under Reported above were due to 
be withdrawn.  Any new modules would comply with the new prescription.  Changes to 
the remaining modules would be made through the curriculum development process. 
 

  

MATH2131 - WE01 Codes and  Actuarial Maths II Paper 1 MATH 1:45 

MATH2131 - WE02 Codes and  Actuarial Maths II Paper 2 MATH 1:45 

MATH2141 - WE01 Codes & Geometric Topology II Paper 1 MATH 1:45 

MATH2141 - WE02 Codes & Geometric Topology II Paper 2 MATH 1:45 

MATH2151 - WE01 Probability & Geometric Topology II Paper 1 MATH 1:45 

MATH2151 - WE02 Probability & Geometric Topology II Paper 2 MATH 1:45 

MATH2161 - WE01 Probability & Actuarial Maths II Paper 1 MATH 1:45 

MATH2161 - WE02 Probability & Actuarial Maths II Paper 2 MATH 1:45 

MATH3051 - WE01 Statistical Methods III MATH 2:15 

MATH3361 - WE01 Topics in Statistics III MATH 3:15 

MATH4071 - WE01 Topics in Statistics IV MATH 3:15 



33. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

Reported: that meetings of the Committee would be held on the following dates in the 
2014/15 academic year: 
 

Date Time Room 

Wednesday 25 February 2015 2.00pm PC005, Palatine Centre 

Wednesday 29 April 2015 2.00pm PC005, Palatine Centre 

 

 


