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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 
FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HEALTH EDUCATION 

COMMITTEE (POSTGRADUATE) 
 

24 January 2013 
 

Present: Professor D. Donoghue (Chair), Dr S. Bell (vice Dr K. Hampshire), Dr J. Burity (vice 
Dr R. Wittlinger), Ms H. Charnley, Mr P. Drummond, Dr G. Hernandez (vice Dr S. Pattinson), 
Dr T. J. L. McComb (vice Dr S. Taylor), Dr S. Maxwell, Dr J. Montgomery, Mrs J. Mulvey and 
Mrs H. Robb, with Dr D. C. Gent (Acting Minute Secretary) and Dr M. Gilmore (Minute 34).   
 
Apologies: Professor E. Burd, Professor I. Greener, Dr K. Hampshire, Mrs J. McAloon, 
Professor G. Moore, Dr S. Pattinson, Professor L. Staeheli, Dr S. Taylor, Dr R. Wittlinger and 
Ms A. Wizi.   
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
AGENDA 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
33. PGR Education and Completion and Submission Rates 
 
Considered: a report on PGR completion and submission rates; 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1224 – Unavailable 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that Document 1224 was unavailable, and would be presented to the Committee at its 

next meeting. Work was being undertaken to provide a further breakdown of the data in 
the report. However, the draft version of the report seen by the Chair indicated that the 
faculty’s overall completion rates for the 2008 cohort of research students were 
significantly below the agreed benchmark. Completion rates for research council funded 
students were, however, in line with or higher than the agreed benchmarks. It was 
incumbent on the faculty to take action to improve its completion rates;  
 

(b) that the completion and submission rates of departments, the faculty and the University 
as a whole would be directly compared to those of partner institutions. Some other 
institutions had much higher completion and submission rates, and there would be value 
in exploring how this was achieved and if any lessons might be learned that could be 
applied within the faculty. It would be necessary to take into account the need to meet 
other strategic targets and to maintain the University’s standards in any resulting work;   

 
(c) that the methodology used to calculate completion rates had historically recorded all 

students who progressed beyond the first year but subsequently withdrew as having not 
completed. New methodologies suggested that this cut-off date might be brought 
forward. This was one reason why it was important for departments to identify problems 
with students’ progress at an early stage. It was also not in the best interests of staff or 
students to commit to the time and cost of PhD study or Master’s study, if the PhD or 
Master’s would not be ultimately achieved; 

 
(d) that departments should feel encouraged to make use of the Academic Progress Notice 

system in respect of research degree students when this was justified and appropriate; 
 

(e) that the University was in the process on introducing a revised system which would 
combine the annual progress review of research degree students with the duo review; 
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(f) that the Learning Technologies Team had worked with the Law School and the 
Department of Archaeology to introduce an online blogging system for the recording of 
interaction between supervisors and research degree students. Whilst this system was 
not designed to output data, it could be used to oversee the degree of interaction with 
students and to meet UKBA requirements for the monitoring of overseas students’ 
attendance. This system might be usefully adopted elsewhere. It was important that staff 
and students were encouraged to engage with the system by being shown its benefits;  

 
(g) the utility of training in supervision of research degree students being offered to 

supervisors; of all supervisors engaging in such training; and of such training addressing 
issues such as employability and skills development as well as issues more traditionally 
associated with supervision;   

 
Agreed: 
 
(a) that Document 1224 should be circulated to members of the Committee when ready and 

should be placed on the agenda for the Committee’s next meeting;  
Action: SG 

 
(b) that consideration should be given to developing a workshop for departments in the 

faculty to encourage the introduction of the blogging system for the recording of research 
student supervision referred to in Noted (d).  

Action: JM 
 
34. Learning Resources 
 
Considered: a proposed set of institution-level Principles for the management of learning 
resources;  

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1225 
 

Reported: 
 
(a) that the paper outlined a proposed set of Principles for the management of learning 

resources, designed to support the Education Strategy and to establish a clear 
mechanism for the delivery of sustainable, pedagogically-appropriate improvements in 
such resources. It was envisaged that those responsible for managing learning 
resources would be expected to demonstrate alignment to the Principles;  
 

(b) that the Principles were designed to address the need to improve co-ordination between 
professional services (particularly in respect to cross-functional issues); to facilitate 
feedback on learning resources from academic staff and students; to help ensure that 
learning resources reflected educational needs; to recognise the diversity of the student 
body; and to recognise constraints imposed by the University’s commitments to financial 
and environmental sustainability;  

 
(c) that the Principles were deliberately generic to allow flexibility in their implementation. It 

was intended that other related projects, with more specific recommendations (such as 
those relating to College Learning Resources and Postgraduate Space Policies), would 
fall under the Principles and be adapted to them if necessary;   

 
(d) that it was suggested that a Learning Resources Management Group be established to 

oversee implementation of the Principles. This Group would be accountable to Education 
Committee via an annual report. It was also envisaged that the Group would take 
decisions on cross-functional issues (such as changes to the standard specification of 
teaching rooms). However, the Group itself would not control a budget for improvements;  

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the Committee welcomed the emphasis in the Principles on the need for inclusivity 

in regard to learning resources, and noted the importance of ensuring, as far as possible, 
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appropriate access to teaching rooms for disabled students. Departments were 
encouraged to report specific problems and priorities in this area to the Deputy Academic 
Registrar, who was leading work to make the estate more accessible;  
 

(b) the importance of having a clear mechanism for strategic prioritisation of different 
projects relating to learning resources according to educational need. It was thought that 
the proposed Management Group might usefully input into this process of prioritisation 
through reporting to the Treasurer and Acting Registrar and to Education Committee;  

 
(c) that it would be useful if attention could be paid to improving audio-visual facilities in 

departmental teaching rooms and in teaching spaces in colleges, where the quality of 
such facilities was variable;  

 
(d) that the Committee would be keen to see the University’s museums and collections 

included as part of the proposals, as many departments in the faculty wished to engage 
with these resources in teaching;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) to endorse the Principles outlined in Annex 1 of the paper;  

 
(b) that the committee’s comments should be submitted to the authors of the paper.   
 

Part B:  Routine Business 
 

35. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 
Considered: 
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of Faculty of Science Education Committee (Postgraduate) 

held 14 November 2012; 
Document ECSSHSC(PG)1226 

 
(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of 14 November 2012; 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1227 
 

Agreed: that the minutes of the meeting of 14 November 2012 were confirmed subject to the 
correction of the typographical errors in Noted (b) and Agreed (a) of Minute 16;  
 
[Secretary’s Note: the minutes were corrected as indicated by the Committee] 

  
36. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 
(a) Action Log 

 
Received: the action log from the previous meetings of the Faculty of Social Sciences 
and Health Education Committee (Postgraduate); 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1228 
 

Noted: that some departments had yet to send to the Chair their policy statements on the 
provision of feedback to students on assessed work (Minute 21(a) refers). The Chair 
would contact the relevant departments, who should submit these policies as soon as 
possible;  

Action: DD  
 

(b) Matters Arising 
 
Reported:  
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i. that at its January 2013 meeting QSSC had agreed to recommend to Education 
Committee and Senate the proposal that a mark of 60% be required in the 
dissertation component for the award of a merit grade on taught postgraduate 
programmes (Minute 16 refers); 

 
ii. that at its December 2012 meeting Education Committee had agreed that there 

would be value in further exploring the proposed Masters by Research with 
Distinction (Minute 17 refers); 

 
iii. that progress was being made in the implementation of the proposals of the 

Language Provision Task and Finish Group in departments in the faculty (Minute 20 
refers).    

 
37. Faculty Overview report of annual review of research degree programmes 
 
Considered: a summary of key postgraduate issues arising from the faculty’s consideration 
of the reports of annual review of research degree programmes; 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1229 
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that the report noted the general need for a robust system for the recording of 

supervisory meetings (this issue had been addressed in Minute 33 above);  
 

(b) that all departments in the faculty had reported that they were following the agreed 
University procedure for research student progress reviews, including the procedure for 
the 9 month review;  

 
(c) that several departments had raised in their reviews the need for more advanced training 

for research students in GIS software, noting that advanced techniques were not 
currently covered in the training provided on ArcGIS;  

 
(d) that departments had praised the pilot project run by the Applied Statistics Unit (ASU). 

There was a strategic need to ensure that this project was continued and that students 
were provided with follow-up, advanced training in the use of the R software package. 
This was important both to support students and because of the implications for the 
University’s Doctoral Training Centre. At present, departments were unclear as to future 
plans in relation to statistics training. The Chair intended to clarify the position on this 
issue and inform departments as soon as possible; 

 
(e) that, in relation to the proposed actions in Part C of the report, the Deputy Academic 

Registrar had now produced a training package for research degree supervisors on 
support for students with mental health issues (Minute 40(c) below refers); 

 
(f) that for assurance purposes the new process for the annual review of research degree 

programmes required departments to submit minute extracts detailing consideration of a 
thematic issue in a relevant committee. This year’s issue was training for research 
degree students. Minute extracts had yet to be received from Anthropology, Applied 
Social Sciences, Education and Law (which had submitted an extract from its 
Departmental Review rather than a committee meeting). The Chair intended to review all 
the minute extracts when they had been submitted;        

 
Agreed: 

 
(a) that departments should be informed of future plans in relation to the training in statistics 

supplied by the Applied Statistics Unit;  
Action: DD 
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(b) that the Committee’s concerns regarding the need for advanced training in GIS and in 
the R software package should be highlighted to QSSC and Researcher Training 
Steering Group;  

Action: DCG/AR 
 
(c) that the departments referred to in Noted (f) should be asked to submit relevant minute 

extracts by 8 February 2013.   
Action: AR  

 
38. Faculty Overview report of annual review of taught programmes (Postgraduate) 
 
Considered: a summary of key postgraduate issues arising from the faculty’s consideration 
of the reports of annual review of taught programmes; 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1230  
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that the report set out the need to review at faculty-level the faculty’s taught postgraduate 

provision in line with the agreed UEC guidelines on this issue;  
 

(b) that the report noted the need for the faculty to monitor the effectiveness of the new 60% 
threshold for progression from the taught to the research phases on professional 
doctorate programmes;  

 
(c) that the report listed as a  issue for University-level consideration at QSSC the fact that 

departments would find it useful if graduate destination data was routinely circulated with 
a greater degree of detail (some departments had requested such detail and had found it 
highly useful). This would help the faculty to meet its agreed benchmark for taught 
postgraduate employability, and more generally reflected the importance placed on 
employability within the faculty.  
 

39. Annual report on taught postgraduate completion and progression 
 
Considered: the annual report on taught postgraduate completion and progression; 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1231 
 

Noted: that no significant trends had been identified in the data on taught postgraduate 
completion and progression. Departments were nevertheless encouraged to reflect on the 
departmental-level data provided in the report.  
 
40. Chair’s Business 

 
(a) AHRC Block Grant Partnership update 

 
Reported: that the bid for the second round of the AHRC’s Block Grant Partnership 
competition was due to the submitted at the end of the month. The Chair had found the 
comments of departments very helpful in preparing the draft bid;  
 

(b) NERC DTP update 
 
Reported: that the Chair was actively working with partner institutions on the preparation 
of the NERC DTP bid, which was due to be submitted on 1 May 2013. The Chair 
intended to engage with departments on the draft bid, whilst it was also intended that 
there would be a student forum to allow student input into the process;  

 
(c) Training for research degree supervisors on support for students with mental 

health issues 
 
Noted: that the Deputy Academic Registrar had developed a three-hour training 
workshop for research degree supervisors on support for postgraduate research 
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students with mental health issues. This was a very useful development. It was intended 
to pilot this workshop within the faculty. Departments were encouraged to engage with 
this training. In order to avoid variations in practice, it was important that as many 
research degree supervisors within a department as possible attended the training;     

 
(d) Graduate Employability Action Plan 

 
Reported: that as the faculty had fallen short of the agreed benchmark for taught 
postgraduate employability, the Chair had been asked by Education Committee to work 
with CEEC to develop a faculty action plan setting out how this target would be achieved. 
The Chair intended to draw on existing departmental-level employability action plans 
when developing this plan, which would be circulated to members of the FEC.  
 

41. Departmental Business 
 
Reported: that the application and registration process for the SCONUL scheme (which 
allowed access to other university libraries) had moved online. This made the process easier 
for students [details were available at http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/otherlibraries/].  

 
42. Student Issues 

 
Considered: student issues not itemised elsewhere on the agenda;  
 
Noted: that the Committee now had a taught postgraduate student representative (who had 
sent apologies for the meeting), but that a research postgraduate representative had yet to 
be nominated by DSU. The Committee was concerned about the delays that had been 
experienced in obtaining full student representation. If such delays continued or were 
experienced next year, consideration might need to be given to instituting alternative 
mechanisms of obtaining student feedback on the issues before the Committee;    
 
Recommended: that Education Committee consider the Committee’s concerns about 
the delays in obtaining student representatives and draw these to the attention of 
Durham Students’ Union, with a view to ensuring that all student representatives were 
in place from the start of the 2013/14 academic year.    

 
43. Report from Education Committee 
 
Considered:  the report from the following meetings of Education Committee: 
 
5 November 2012 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1232 
 

10 December 2012 
Document ECSSHSC(PG)1233 

 
Reported:  
 
(a) that Education Committee had asked departmental representatives to communicate the 

parameters of the University’s current policy on the late submission of assessed work 
within their departments, with a view to providing to students the maximum amount of 
time permitted by the current policy;  
 

(b) that Education Committee had agreed that the process for the granting of concessions to 
allow research students to submit after the agreed deadline should be revised to require 
such requests six months prior to the deadline, and to require students to have 
previously identified problems with the student’s progress. It was understood that this did 
not apply to concessions as a result of medical problems. Departments were encouraged 
to contact the Academic Support Office for advice on such concessions;   

 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/otherlibraries/
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(c) that Education Committee had agreed that departmental policies on the provision of 
feedback on assessed work should be student-facing and publicised in student 
handbooks;  

 
(d) that departments were asked to revise their practice in relation to examinations in light of 

Education Committee’s approval of recommendations in the 2012 Examinations and 
Assessment Report.  

 
44. Report from Quality and Standards Sub-Committee 
 
Considered:  the report from the meeting of Quality and Standards Sub- Committee held on 
12 December 2012; 

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1234 
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that QSSC had asked the Committee to consider whether there was any need to revise 

University policy and practice in relation to assuring consistency and fairness in vivas. 
This came as a result of the publication of a new chapter of the UK Quality Code on 
research degrees, which suggested that universities should appoint independent non-
examining chairs for vivas or find alternative ways of assuring consistency;  
 

(b) that research degree student questionnaires had revealed broad satisfaction with the 
examination process and provided evidence of the rigorous and fair nature of the 
University’s examination process. One way in which the University supported 
consistency and fairness in vivas was to allow supervisors to attend as observers; 

 
(c) that, whilst the use of independent chairs was not widespread in the University, the Chair 

of the Committee encouraged their use in certain circumstances, such as when internal 
examiners were inexperienced. This was not a reflection on the internal examiner, but a 
way of assuring consistency. There was, however, no support for the idea of making the 
use of independent chairs compulsory, as it was felt that the University’s processes were 
already sufficiently robust, the added value of requiring an Independent Chair in all 
circumstances was unclear, and that this would have a significant impact on staff time;   

 
(d) that there was no support for requiring the recording of vivas, as was the practice at 

some other institutions, as this had complicated legal and bureaucratic implications in 
relation to the storage of data. Given these implications, consideration might be given to 
providing additional guidance on correct practice if a student wanted to record their viva 
for their own purposes (for example, to save them taking notes); 

 
(e) that the Minute Secretary acted as Secretary to QSSC, and would ensure that the 

committee’s views were forwarded to QSSC for consideration.  
 

45. Postgraduate Admissions 
 
Considered:  the postgraduate admissions monthly statistics summary as at 1 January 2013.  

Document ECSSHSC(PG)1235  
 

[Secretary’s Note: Members were asked to note that this was a closed paper restricted to the 
membership of Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate)] 
 
Noted:  
 
(a) the value of the Committee receiving the admissions statistics in Document 1235, and 

that it would be useful if in future such statistics provided a breakdown of the number of 
applications international students by country;  
 

(b) the importance of the faculty consolidating its comparatively healthy position in taught 
postgraduate recruitment through the provision of attractive programmes. Colleagues 
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were advised to contact the relevant faculty contact in the Academic Support Office in 
the first instance if they required advice on curriculum development;   

 
(c) that there might be value in considering the introduction of innovative and flexible forms 

of delivery, for instance programmes involving blended learning. I.T. Steering Group had 
previously considered a report outlining the strategic risks in relation to I.T. provision and 
education, and it would be useful if that report could be provided to the committee;  

 
Agreed: that the report referred to in Noted (c) should be submitted to the Chair for 
circulation to members of the Committee.  

Action: PD 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
46. Matters of Report 

 
Reported:  that no action had been taken by the Chair on behalf of the Committee since its 
last meeting. 

 
47. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported:  that further meetings of the Committee will be held on the following dates in the 
2012/13 academic year: 

 

Wednesday 27th February 2013 12.30 pm Social Science Faculty Board Room, 
Arthur Holmes Building, Science Site. 

Wednesday 30th April 2013 12.30pm Social Science Faculty Board Room, 
Arthur Holmes Building, Science Site. 

 


