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MINUTES 

 
Part A: Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
 
34. Review of Departmental Review  

 
Considered: the initial report and proposals from the Review of Departmental Reviews 
Working Group;  

 Document QSSC/15/38 
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that in June 2015, Senate had agreed that a joint Working Group of Education 

Committee and Research Committee be convened to consider the current 
Departmental Review process. The Working Group had met once in during 
Michaelmas Term 2015, and considered a range of key issues identified by 
Education and Research Committee, alongside a summary of current practice at a 
range of comparative Russell Group institutions and feedback on the current 
Departmental Review process;  
 

(b) that, whilst the Working Group was in the early stages of its consideration, the Group 
felt that there would be a benefit in consulting with key stakeholders on its initial 
findings. The report had also been shared with the Faculty Education Committees 
and was presented to QSSC for consideration;   
 

(c) that the Working Group had requested a range of further information, including 
summaries of the recommendations and issues which arose from Departmental 
Reviews undertaken during the last cycle. Feedback on the initial consultation would 
inform future meetings of the Group and any proposals that would be subsequently 
considered through the committee structure;  
 

Noted:  
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(a) that the Working Group considered the strengths and weaknesses of the combined 
education/research review process. The research element of the Departmental 
Review process had been removed for those Departments scheduled for a 
Departmental Review during the academic year 2015/16 only; this was to take 
account of the separate REF Reviews undertaken in light of the results of REF 2014;  
 

(b) that there were clear advantages to considering education in the context of 
research, particularly with respect to the University’s commitment to research-led 
education. The combined approach also permitted the Review Team to gain an 
enhanced understanding of the research environment for students, and in particular 
for postgraduate research students. The committee noted the important role that the 
research environment and research culture could play in the transition between 
Levels 3, 4 and 5 at the University; a positive and proactive research culture could 
encourage undergraduate students to continue postgraduate research activity at 
Durham;  

 
(c) that reviewing education and research through the same process ensured a broad 

overview of departmental activity; considering research and education in isolation 
could result in conflicting, or too many, departmental priorities. In contrast, the 
committee recognised that a periodic review process with a wide review scope could 
risk being too complex, less focused and limited in time;  

 
(d) that whist the broader management of the Department was deliberately not included 

within the scope of Departmental Review, evaluations of this often came through in 
the recommendations. QSSC had previously noted that some matters were more 
appropriately directed through the planning round process. It was critical however, to 
ensure that all aspects of the Department were reviewed appropriately, and through 
appropriate mechanisms;  

 
(e) that, notwithstanding the committees discussion, the committee supported the 

recommendation that Education should be the main focus of Departmental Review. 
Research provision should not itself be reviewed as part of the process; however, 
research should continue to be included within the review to inform consideration of 
educational provision and to ensure that education was not looked at in isolation;  
 

(f) that the committee supported the recommendation to ensure that the review 
process, and review reports, differentiated between core issues of assurance and 
matters of enhancement. The committee suggested that the core issues of 
assurance would be matters that required attention from the Department and could, 
potentially, have timescales attached. The matters of enhancement would be 
recommendations that could be acted upon to enhance the provision within the 
Department, but were not required for assurance purposes. It was felt that this 
approach would also help with the approach taken by the review team during the 
review, and with the structure of the final review report;  
 

(g) that the report had highlighted that Durham was unusual in that the Departmental 
Review process was led by the Department’s Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellor. Whilst 
there were clear benefits to this approach, as the Chair would have an 
understanding of the matters being considered, it also reduced the externality of the 
review process, and created the potential for conflicts of interest to arise. The 
Working Group had therefore recommended that the Chair of the Review be from 
outside the Faculty under review;  
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(h) the committee noted that Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellors were expected to support the 
day-to-day management of the Department, and that in light of this, there could be 
greater value in the Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellor remaining outside of the Review 
Team membership, but providing context and information of how the Department 
interacted within the Faculty. The Working Group had also reported its intention to 
consider how Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellor might be involved at a future meeting, 
and to consult with the Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellors; 

 
(i) that the Working Group had therefore suggested that Review Teams should be 

Chaired by current or former Deputy Heads of Faculty with an education portfolio 
(Undergraduate or Postgraduate), or others with similar expertise and knowledge. It 
was further recommended that Chairs should be from a faculty other than that of the 
department reviewed and that a register of approved Chairs should be established. 
As with the current process, specific training should be provided for Chairs to 
support the execution of their duties. The committee supported these 
recommendations;  

 
(j) that the committee supported the recommendations to seek feedback from relevant 

professional support services, and that departmental administrative staff should be 
involved in meeting with Review Teams. The committee reemphasised the 
importance of ensuring that clear guidance was provided to professional support 
services to ensure that the feedback was helpful and relevant;  

 
(k) that the committee supported the greater involvement of students in the review 

process, particularly through the SSCC feedback, as recommended by the Working 
Group. The committee further considered the potential for student members of 
Review Teams to Chair the meetings with students, in the spirit of the students’ co-
chairing SSCCs, noting that this was often the case within the current process. 
Notwithstanding the committee’s support for greater student involvement, members 
of the committee raised concerns regarding the impact of sharing the Self-
Evaluation Document (SED) with students, noting that this might – consciously or 
not – restrict the Departments ability to be as evaluative as they might wish to be, or 
the process requires. The committee felt that there would be greater value in 
seeking student feedback to support the development of the SED, rather than 
commenting on the final version submitted as part of the review process. This 
approach would permit students to feed into the Departments self-evaluation and 
permit the department to opportunity to discuss issues that might not be appropriate 
to share with students. The committee agreed that the SED should remain the key 
document for the review;  
 

(l) that the committee supported the recommendation that review team members 
should be asked to focus on specifics aspects of provision under review in advance 
of the pre-meeting, and to come prepared to discuss any key issues arising from 
‘their’ documentation and scrutiny;  

 
(m) that the committee supported the removal of University-wide recommendations that 

were addressed to the ‘the University’ and that instead, these should be directed at 
a specific committee, group or body. The committee also noted the importance of 
ensuring that review recommendations were clear and specific;  

 
(n) that there was no desire to limit the number of review recommendations arising from 

the review that related to the core issues of assurance, as outlined in Noted (f); there 
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was however, support for limiting the number of recommendations related to matters 
of enhancement; 

 
(o) that the committee felt that there would be a benefit in providing a brief overview of 

the key findings to the Department, in advance of receiving the full report. Similar to 
the Key Findings Letter issued after a QAA Higher Education Review visit, this 
would provide the key recommendations to enable the Department to take 
immediate action. In particular, the committee noted the interaction with other 
processes, such as the annual review process, whereby, a larger gap, might impact 
upon the Departments’ ability to make curriculum development changes in advance 
of the next academic year. The committee felt that 15 months would be more 
appropriate than 18 months to complete the Departmental Review process;  
 

(p) that that there was support for the recommendation that the review 
recommendations should be discussed between the Chair and Department 
approximately three month after the review;  

 
(q) that there would be a value in the Academic Support Office sharing Departmental 

Review recommendations related to curriculum  development as part of the Annual 
Review of Taught or Research Provision process;  

 
Agreed: that committee’s discussions and suggestions should be shared with the 
Working Group. 

Action: AB 
 

 
35. Concessions, Appeals and APNS 

 
Considered:  
 
(a) a report on Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s Academic Progress Notices for 

2014/15;  
 Document QSSC/15/39a 

 
(b) a report on Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s Concessions and Appeals for 

2014/15; 
 Document QSSC/15/39b 

 
Reported:  
 
(a) that that the reports on Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s APNs, Concessions 

and Appeals had been shared with the Faculty Education Committees (UG) for 
consideration. FECs had been asked to provide assurances to QSSC on any matters 
arising at faculty or departmental level that required attention. Such assurances 
would be provided to a future meeting of QSSC, where necessary;  
 

(b) that the report had been presented to QSSC for the purposes of assurance and 
oversight and to allow the identification of any causes for concern at institutional, 
faculty or departmental level;  
 

Noted:  
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(a) that the increase in APNs across the institution was not necessarily negative; 
however, neither was it necessarily a cause for concern. Academic Progress 
Notifications (APNs) were used as a means of student support, providing clear 
mechanisms for students to reengage with their studies and prevent failure or 
withdrawal. An increase in the number of APNs could be a result of colleagues 
identifying students’ need for additional support more accurately and would 
therefore suggest that APNs remain an effective mechanism for student support 
and retention; 
 

(b) that whilst the report outlined the activity of APNs at an institution level and by 
faculty and department, the report did not capture information on departmental 
warning notices, and other pre-APN mechanisms to support students. Earlier 
invention at departmental level would not be recorded under the APN system. The 
committee noted that there would likely be instances where departments had re-
engaged students before requiring the APN procedure to be implemented;  

 
(c) that students were required to make satisfactory academic progress in their studies 

and fulfil their academic commitments. The precise requirements for making 
satisfactory academic progress were defined within the Faculty Handbook, or 
Postgraduate Module Catalogue. Departments were also expected to include 
information in department/programme handbooks. It was recognised that there was 
a varied approach to compulsory commitments, which would satisfy the department 
that a student was making satisfactory academic progress; programmes within the 
Faculty of Science would likely have a greater number of requirements on their 
students because of the nature of the programmes;  

 
(d) that the departmental warning would invite the student to meet with a 

representative of the department issuing the warning. The committee noted that 
this was a particularly useful opportunity to support the student. Anecdotal 
evidence suggested that students were more likely to fulfil the requirements of the 
APN if they had met with a representative to consider their academic progress. 
Colleges also played an important role in supporting this process. Careful and 
accurate records must be kept of all  contact with the student in respect of their 
failure to fulfil academic commitments, and that this often relied upon information 
from a range of source within, and without the department;  

 
(e) that the Deputy Head of Faculty (Natural Sciences) had organised meeting with 

departments regarding the data presented within report;  
 

(f) that Postgraduate Research students were also required to make appropriate 
academic progress in accordance with the University’s General Regulations. All 
research students were also required to undertake a series of formal progress 
reviews, designed to ensure that candidates were making good progress, working 
at the correct level, and demonstrating the potential for success at doctoral study;  

 
(g) that the Faculty Education Committees (UG) had been asked to share best practice 

within the Faculty; however, there would be a benefit in sharing best practice more 
widely and that the Deputy Heads of Faculty (UG) should support this process. It 
was also agreed that this would present an opportunity to reinforce the purpose of 
the APN procedure to departments;  

 
(h) that the total number of concessions across the Institution had decreased from 

1315 in 2013/14 to 1241 in 2014/15. The decrease was spread relatively evenly 
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across programme, residence and sporting concessions; however there was a 
notable increase in assessment concessions;  

 
(i) that it was felt that there would be a benefit in liaising with Student Registry to 

establish whether an ‘Exemption from Programme Requirements’ impacted upon 
the timetabling of academic sessions, or the examination timetable. Whilst 
Combined Honours programmes were already accounted for within the timetable, it 
was noted that students studying electives outside of their programme would likely 
have an impact on the timetable. The committee was aware that Education 
Committee was exploring this matter and that a Working Group had been 
established to consider matters relating to the examination timetable; there would 
be a value in sharing the committee’s comments with the Working Group;  

 
(j) that the number of Sporting Concessions granted had reduced significantly. It was 

not clear to the committee why this was the case and that there would be a benefit 
in liaising with Experience Durham to explore this further. It was thought that this 
reduction might suggest that sporting commitments were no longer having a 
significant impact upon the curriculum;  

 
 

Agreed:  
 
(a) that the Deputy Heads of Faculty (UG) would organise an opportunity for 

departments to further share best practice across Faculties and reinforce the purpose 
of the APN and concessions procedures;  

Action: DHoF 
 

(b) that the Secretary would liaise with Experience Durham to explore the reduction in 
Sporting Concessions;  

Action: AB 
 
36. Student Written Submission 
 

Considered: Durham Students’ Union Student Written Submission for the QAA Higher 
Education Review;  

Document QSSC/15/40 
CLOSED 

 
[Secretary’s Note: members are asked to note that, as it contains free text comments 
from the NSS and Student Barometer, Document QSSC/15/40 is a closed paper, and 
should be treated as strictly confidential and restricted to members of Quality and 
Standards Sub-Committee] 

 
Reported:  
 
(a) that as part of the QAA Higher Education Review, the Students’ Union was required 

to submit a Student Written Submission (SWS) on behalf of the study body. The 
SWS had been submitted to the QAA alongside the Self-Evaluation Document and 
supporting evidence in December 2015. The SWS had also been presented to SESC 
for consideration; however there was also a value in considering the SWS at QSSC 
to consider the recommendations made by the Students’ Union throughout the 
document;  
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(b) that the Students’ Union representative had highlighted ‘assessment and feedback’, 
‘teaching’ and ‘employability’ as key themes within the document. The report also 
considered the differences in experiences for home and international students and 
the importance of managing student expectations with respect to workload and the 
pressure of studying degree programmes at University;    

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the committee welcomed the opportunity to consider the SWS and the 

recommendations arising from the research and analysis undertaken by the 
Students’ Union. The committee also thanked the Students’ Union for the important 
contribution made to the QAA Higher Education Review process;  
 

(b) that the committee would welcome the opportunity to periodically consider such 
reports from the Students’ Union in the future. The committee recognised that the 
scope for the QAA Higher Education Review was vast, and that to produce an annual 
report, in length of that of the SWS would be unrealistic; however, a shorter report 
that might focus on two or three key areas would be of great value. The Students’ 
Union representative reported that the Students’ Union would like to produce such 
annual reports to also feed into the development of the next student submission (in 
whatever format or process that may be);  
 

(c) that the SWS reported that students had felt that their University experience prepared 
them better for employment than their course. This was unsurprising given that the 
University emphasised the value of employability related activities delivered by the 
Colleges and the Careers, Employability and Enterprise Centre (CEEC), as well as 
those employability skills developed through studying a degree programme at 
Durham;  
 

(d) that, in consideration of the Student Barometer 2014 results, a report had been 
considered by SESC on the actions taken by CEEC to address student feedback. It 
was noted that work had been undertaken to revise its marketing plan and strategy to 
ensure that the Service can continue to promote the full range of activities offered by 
CEEC and increase student awareness and understanding. There was a suggestion 
from the Students’ Union representative that the perception from students was one of 
CEEC promoting certain organisations or being better placed to support studying 
certain degree programmes. The committee felt that this was not the case, one of 
CEEC’s most popular events was the Third Sector Fair which involved multiple 
charities and voluntary organisations being invited onto campus to promote their job 
opportunities to Durham students;  
 

(e) that the committee were made aware of colleagues with the Careers Centre 
delivering bespoke sessions to Postgraduate Research students on MLAC 
programmes. Organised in partnership with the School, it was designed to encourage 
PGR students to engage with Centre and make the Centre more accessible. 
Following the initial session, the Deputy Head of CEEC now holds a regular weekly 
drop-in session at the School, specifically for PGR students, which anecdotal 
feedback suggests has been a positive experience;  
 

(f) that, in considering the SWS, members of the committee had noted that the analysis 
of the results arising from student surveys were considered by different committees 
within the University. For instance, the Student Barometer was considered at SESC; 
however, PRES and the NSS were considered at Education Committee. The 
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University had recently agreed to participate in the PTES, which would also be 
considered by Education Committee. The committee agreed that it was appropriate 
for SESC to consider the Student Barometer results, given the focus on the student 
experience within the survey; however, there would also be a value in considering 
the results of the Student Barometer in the context of the other student surveys;  
 

(g) that whilst the surveys were open, and the analysis would be available, at different 
times throughout the year, an holistic approach to the consideration of student 
surveys would be beneficial. QSSC noted that the Student Barometer could be 
considered at Education Committee or that the results of one survey should be 
considered within the context of the results of the other surveys, where available. 
This would be particularly helpful with regards to considering the results of the 
Student Barometer in the context of the NSS; especially as some of the questions in 
the Student Barometer can be effectively mapped on to questions within the NSS, 
and therefore provide a potential early indicator of satisfaction. Alternatively, issues 
that have arisen across all the surveys could be considered by Education Committee 
in an overview report; 
 

(h) that some of the recommendations had conflated too many independent matters into 
one overarching recommendation  which was less helpful, or drawn conclusions that 
had not been evidenced. For instance, it was felt that the matter of the low scores for 
‘good teachers’ and the teaching opportunities available to postgraduates students 
and the English language skills of academics was particularly complex. The 
committee noted that the recommendation to consider the potential relationship 
between these had arisen from the Student Barometer 2014 data. A colleague in 
ASO was investigating whether any useful supporting data could be identified from 
the NSS open text comments;  
 

(i) that the three recommendations on assessment and feedback were very helpful and  
there would be value in considering these recommendations in the context of the 
Education Strategy 2015-20, particularly the proposed review of assessment and the 
focus on assessment for learning within the overarching transitions theme. It was 
also noted by the committee that the University had performed well against the 
Russell Group in the majority of areas related to Assessment and Feedback;  
 

(j) that there would be a value in Education Committee considering the SWS and a 
report on the discussions at SESC and QSSC, as well as any agreed actions taken in 
response to the recommendations made throughout the report;  
 

Agreed:  
 

(a) that ASO should seek to determine whether there was any evidence of a potential 
between the English language skills of academics and low scores for ‘good teachers’, 
and a report should be considered at a future meeting of QSSC;  

Action: AB 
 

(b) that the SWS should be considered by Education Committee with a report on the 
discussions at SESC and QSSC, as well as any agreed actions taken in response to 
the recommendations made throughout the report;   

Action: AB 
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37. Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding Body Characteristics 
Statement 
 
Considered: a mapping of University policy and practice against the new Characteristics 
Statement;  

Document QSSC/15/41  
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that the University had undertaken a mapping of University policy and practice 

against Chapter B10 of the UK Quality Code for Higher Education at the meeting of 
QSSC held on 26 March 2014. The revised Chapter had expanded the QAA’s 
definition of collaborative provision, so that this encompassed study exchanges; work 
placements; distance learning supported by another organisation, and Doctoral 
Training Centres, in addition to arrangements traditionally understood to be 
collaborative provision such as joint and dual degrees, validated provision and 
articulation arrangements;  
 

(b) that in consideration of the mapping, the committee agreed that further work would 
be undertaken to delineate more precisely existing collaborative activity by type (e.g. 
articulation, cotutelle, full co-teaching) and that there was a value in tailoring 
guidance and, potentially, some aspects of approval process, by activity type. 
However, this work had been delayed in light of the QAA’s development of  
enhanced guidance for collaborative activity and the subsequent publication of the 
Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding Body Characteristics 
Statement;  
 

(c) that initial drafts of the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding 
Body Characteristics Statement had focused on the need to define process and risk 
with regard to the type of awards made for a collaboration, rather than the type of 
activity undertaken (as preferred by the committee). Drafts had also included a 
number of challenging proposals, including the suggestion that sector norms might 
be set for the minimum credit ratings needed for collaborative awards, which would 
have sat at odds with the QAA’s recognition of institutional autonomy, and an implied 
hierarchy of preferred types of collaboration. As noted by QSSC at its meeting on 12 
December 2015, the published statement had been finalised ahead of schedule by 
the QAA, who had suggested during consultations that opportunities for further 
consultation would be provided. However, following a detailed mapping, it was clear 
that the final publication had raised fewer issues than earlier drafts; the report 
presented to QSSC detailed the key considerations for the University;  
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding Body 

Characteristics Statement had been incorporated into Part A of the UK Quality Code 
for Higher Education and therefore formed part of the core regulatory framework with 
which the University must comply in order to secure threshold standards;  
 

(b) that the report had highlighted the difficulty in compiling a list of absolute definitions 
for types of collaboration. More complex collaborations would likely combine aspects 
of different types of collaboration. For instance, the Common Awards Framework was 
primarily a validation arrangement, but one which differed in some regard to other 
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existing validations, and which involved the Church of England’s Archbishops’ 
Council as an additional partner; 
 

(c) that there was a need to consider the proposals within the context of the emerging 
Academic Strategy. The Academic Strategy had a specific Internationalisation 
Workstream (in addition to the Education Strategy) and as a consequence, there was 
a need to ensure that the proposals to enhance guidance for collaborative 
developments did not conflict with anything under active consideration within the 
strategy documents. There would be a value in liaising closely with the Dean of 
Internationalisation on this matter, and in either requesting his attendance at a 
subsequent meeting of QSSC, or by meeting with him directly as part of any 
consultation process;  
 

(d) that the University had not identified any specific concerns with its current approach 
to collaborative provision, other than to enhance current practice. However, it was 
recognised that the QAA Higher Education Review process would review the 
University’s approach to collaborative provision and any matters, or outcomes, 
arising from the HER process should be taken into account before any final 
recommendations were made on enhancing the guidance for collaborative 
developments in relation to the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-
Awarding Body Characteristic Statement;  
 

(e) that there would be a value in revising the University’s guidance on collaborative 
provision to reference the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding 
Body Characteristics Statement. This approach had already been adopted for the 
Master’s Degree Qualifications Characteristics Statement and Doctoral Degrees 
Qualification Characteristics Statement;  
 

(f) that the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding Body 
Characteristics Statement  had presented two alternative examples of management 
structures for the oversight of collaborative provision involving multiple-awarding 
bodies; one of which encapsulated the University’s typical approach, whereby the 
collaboration is managed within  existing mechanisms (at both Durham and the 
partner) and a management committee is convened to bring the two parties together, 
usually at the departmental level;  
 

(g) that the second alternative approach suggested the creation of a joint entity which 
would have significant delegated authority over the joint collaboration, reporting 
directly to Senate. The committee supported the conclusion within the report which 
noted that there would be limited value in replicating this approach in Durham’s 
guidance; however there would be more value in including this approach as a 
reference point for the partnership approval forms and/or partnership approval 
panels;  
 

(h) that the University currently assessed risk within a proposed collaborative agreement 
by its focus on the nature and status of the proposed partner; the role of the partner 
in the collaboration; the level of experience within both the partner and the 
department at Durham; and the level of provision offered. The University’s current 
approach did not focus on the type of collaborative activity, which would likely carry 
different types of risk, albeit comparable risk as determined by the University risk 
template. Articulating the link between activity type and risk explicitly within the 
guidance would be more transparent and permit the University to emphasise more 
explicitly the need for extensive due diligence to be undertaken for complex 
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partnerships. Collectively, it would be easier to specify some of the different risks 
associated with different types of activity;  
 

(i) that the University guidance specified that any partnership identified as high risk 
required a visit to the prospective partners, led by the Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
(Education) (or nominee) and independent to the department proposing the 
collaboration. In practice, all proposed collaborations typically involved some form of 
visit; the variation was in the composition of the team. For instance, the Vice-
Chancellor and Deputy Vice-Chancellor attended meetings with the Church House 
regarding the Common Awards Framework; however such senior level involvement 
would not be proportionate for an articulation arrangement which had a more 
structured departmental-to-departmental focus, and where visits were typically 
conducted at that departmental level. It was therefore noted that some types of 
collaboration would benefit from a structured department-led visit, with independent,  
visits in atypical circumstances. Such circumstances might include when a partner 
was very inexperienced in the type of activity proposed and would therefore require a 
more detailed analysis of the partner’s understanding of the quality assurance 
obligations required by Durham;  
 

(j) that Professional Support Services were involved in collaborative provision 
developments to varying extents. The Library and CIS were explicitly consulted on 
proposals to ensure that there were no substantive IT or Library issues or costs 
associated with the proposal; however, there were instances where involvement from 
other Professional Support Services, such as SRAO and Student Registry, were felt 
to be areas of good practice and of significant benefit to the development of the 
collaboration (for example, the KPMG and Common Awards partnerships). It was 
noted that the Doctoral Training Centre (DTC) framework provided an existing model 
for ensuring that any issues of practical implementation could be addressed at an 
early stage. It was therefore proposed that the DTC framework model, in conjunction 
with the activity outlined in the report could be used to develop the range of support 
services who should be informed, and/or consulted as collaborations are developed;  
 

(k) that it was proposed that the further consideration of the matters outlined in Noted 
(h), (i), (j), be taken forward via small focus groups. The committee agreed that there 
would be a benefit in summarising different types of collaborative activity (for 
instance, articulation, cotutelle, and distant taught), and providing the key points for 
departments, programme approval panels and partnership panels to consider, 
thereby developing broad sets of guidance for different activity types. The committee 
agreed that it was appropriate for this activity to be taken forward by the proposed 
focus groups, and that these should be convened by activity type in the first instance. 
The focus groups would be organised in 2015/16 and report to QSSC, Education 
Committee and Senate as necessary;  

 
(l) that, in addition to enhancing the University’s guidance, there would be a value in 

incorporating key aspects of the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-
Awarding Body Characteristics Statement  within the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook, and that the focus groups could usefully consider any practical issues 
where it would be useful to have specific guidance or statements detailed within the 
Learning and Teaching Handbook;  
 

(m) that the Qualifications Involving More Than One Degree-Awarding Body 
Characteristics Statement  adopted a classification system for different types of 
collaborative award. This drew on the terminology defined within the Bologna 
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process, which differed from the definitions currently used by the University (e.g. 
double award rather than dual award; with dual award instead referring to a 
partnership leading to two different types of award, typically at different levels). 
QSSC noted that this reinforced the value of including the statement as a reference 
point, but did not feel that it presented a compelling reason to change the University’s 
current definitions. There might be value, however, in revisiting terminology in light of 
any feedback provided by the proposed focus groups;  
 

Agreed:  
 

(a) that the Head of Academic Support Office should liaise with the Dean for 
Internationalisation regarding the development of the Internationalisation Workstream 
in the Academic Strategy;  

Action: AR 
 

(b) that any matters arising from the QAA Higher Education Review should be taken into 
account before any final recommendations are made on enhanced guidance for 
collaborative developments;  

Action: AR  
 

(c) that the focus groups would be convened as outlined in Noted (k), and specifically 
consider the matters outlined in Noted (h), (i), (j), (l) and (m).  

Action: AR 
 
 
 

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

 
Confirmed: minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 02 December 2015; 
 

Document QSSC/15/43 
 

Received:  the report to Education Committee from the meeting of QSSC held 02 
December 2015.  

                    Document QSSC/15/44 
39. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

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

Document QSSC/15/45a 
 

(b) Matters of report  
 

Received: a report of matters arising for information.  
Document QSSC/15/45b 

 
40. Chair’s Action 

 
      Considered: report of Chair’s action taken on behalf of QSSC 

Document QSSC/15/46 
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41. Chair’s Business 

 
Considered: any other items of Chair’s business. 
 

 
42. Common Awards Management Board 
 

Considered: a report from Common Awards Management Board; 
Document QSSC/15/47 

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the Common Awards Management Board had recommended that QSSC 

consider approving the entry requirements for 2016/17. The overarching entry 
requirements had remained unchanged other than an amendment to the 
Postgraduate Certificate (V60414) which permitted prior professional experience to 
be taken into account as well as educational qualifications. The committee agreed 
that this was appropriate; 
 

(b) that QSSC had approved the enhanced guidance for the operation of APL at its 
October 2015 meeting. The Common Awards Management Board had made one 
minor amendment to the guidance and was subsequently incorporated within the 
APL guidance in the TEI Handbook. The process of reviewing and enhancing the 
guidance for TEIs had been a very beneficial process for enhancing guidance at the 
University; this benefit had extended further than the guidance on the operation of 
APL;   
 

(c) that an issue had arisen at the overarching Board of Examiners in relation to 
progression and the application of compensation in the Diploma. This issue had 
highlighted a potential disparity in the Core Regulations for the Undergraduate 
Common Awards Programmes with regards to the ability of students to progress 
carrying failed modules. The core regulations stipulated that a student must achieve 
120 credits to progress from FHEQ Level 4 to Level 5 of the BA Honours degree, but 
permit students to transfer to the BA Ordinary degree if they achieve 100 credits. 
This is because (a) a student needs only 300 credits to gain a BA Ordinary degree; 
(b) a student may achieve an Honours degree if they achieve at least 340 credits, 
including at least 240 at Levels 5-6. i.e. a student could achieve an Ordinary degree 
or an Honours degree even if they only pass 100 credits at Level 4. However the 
core regulations require a student to achieve 120 credits to progress from Level 4 to 
Level 5 of the Diploma. A student who achieved 100 credits may not proceed, and 
would be required to withdraw. This is because a student requires 240 credits for a 
Diploma. i.e. a student cannot achieve a Diploma if they only pass 100 credits at 
Level 4. With regards to the application of compensation, the Core Regulations 
stipulated that, in respect of the award of the Diploma, up to 40 credits may be 
gained by compensation provided that a mark of not less than 30% has been 
obtained in the module(s) to be compensated and the overall average for the 
modules taken at level 5 is at least 40%. However compensation is applied at the 
end of a qualification, e.g. for the Diploma it would be applied at the end of level 5, 
however compensation cannot normally be applied in the context of progression 
decisions; 
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(d) that the current wording of the Core Regulations for Common Awards Undergraduate 
programmes prohibited a student from proceeding from Level 4 to Level 5 of the 
Diploma if they failed one 20 credit module with a mark of 30 even though they would 
still have been able to achieve a Diploma under the regulations for compensation; 
 

(e) that the Board agreed that the Core Regulations for Common Awards Undergraduate 
programmes should be amended specifically to permit compensation, or an 
equivalent, to be applied at the end of Level 4 for students progressing onto Level 5 
of the Diploma. The proposed amendments to the Core Regulations for the Common 
Awards Undergraduate programmes would be presented to a future meeting of 
QSSC for consideration;  
 

(f) that it was also noted  a similar discrepancy regarding progression between levels 
and the application of compensation also applied to the Certificate (180 credits) and 
that the Common Awards Management Board had agreed that the Common Awards 
Core Regulations for Undergraduate programmes should be reviewed to ensure that 
this discrepancy was also addressed; 
 

(g) that the Management Board had considered a proposed student-led election process 
for student representatives on the Board. Students studying for a Common Awards 
programme were automatically members of Durham Students’ Union. Each TEI had 
a well-established mechanism for gathering student feedback from representatives, 
via SSCCs or other similar processes and QSSC was assured of these processes. It 
was felt therefore that there was no need to extend the process for electing student 
representatives, or SSCC meetings, as agreed for programmes delivered at Durham, 
to the TEIs;  
 

Agreed:  
 

(a) that the overarching entry requirements, in Annex II, be approved and that this 
should be reported to the Common Awards Team and Education Committee;  

Action: AB 
 

[Secretary’s Note: QSSCs approval of the overarching entry requirements was 
communicated to the Common Awards Team shortly after the meeting. The approval 
was also included in the report from QSSC to Education Committee] 
 
(b) that the proposed amendments to the Common Awards Core Regulations for 

Undergraduate programmes would be considered at a future meeting of QSSC.  
Action: AR 

 
 

43. Departmental Review: School of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 
 

Considered: the report from the Departmental Review of the School of Biological and 
Biomedical Sciences; 

Document QSSC/15/48 
 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the report had highlighted 27 areas of ‘good practice to enhance quality 

elsewhere’. Whilst the committee congratulated the School on such an achievement, 

Academic Support Office Quality and Standards Sub-Committee Page 14 of 16 
 27 January 2015 
 



the committee noted that a number of the areas of good practice identified were in 
fact, positive outcomes of an approach adopted by the School, rather than practice 
that could be more widely disseminated and adopted elsewhere;  
 

(b) that the committee considered how best to share good practice identified through 
future iterations of the Departmental Review process and noted that consideration 
could be given to the development of ‘case studies’ that could be further, and easily, 
disseminated by the Deputy Heads of Faculty. The committee also noted that there 
remained a benefit is affirming the positive aspects of the education provision within 
the Department and felt that consideration should be given to the creation of a 
second category of good practice that could commend the Department for any 
positive outcomes; 
 

(c) that an advisable recommendation arising from the review report had highlighted that 
the School should continue to embed and monitor the academic advisor system to 
ensure consistency and ensure that staff and students were aware of the 
expectations/roles. The committee was aware of some inconsistencies in the 
operation of the academic advisor system; a matter that was reinforced by the 
Student Written Submission. Anecdotal evidence suggested that some students 
contacted their college for academic support in the first instance. The committee 
noted the importance of reinforcing the role of the academic advisor in academic 
related matters, and the role of the College Support Office in providing pastoral 
support; this had been further emphasised in the Education Strategy 2015-2020;  
 

(d) that it was reported that the School of Modern Languages and Cultures had trialled 
recording academic advisor meetings through DUO. Students would be invited to 
respond to a series of questions in DUO, and in advance of meeting with the 
academic advisor, which would inform the discussion between the student and their 
academic advisor. The notes of the meetings would also be uploaded to DUO and 
remain available for the student and staff to access when needed. The committee 
were also aware of other approaches whereby annual overview reports would be 
complied or meeting notes would be stored electronically in the S: Drive to ensure 
that all members of staff had access to previous discussions to support students in a 
colleague’s absence. The Academic and Personal Development Implementation 
Group had developed a business case for investing in a bespoke recording system 
that would support the recording of academic advisor meetings;  
 

(e) that students were matched with academic advisors from their subject or department; 
however this approach was more complex for Combined Honours programmes and 
the Students’ Union representative reported that some students had had their 
academic advisor changed as the focus of their studies changed (e.g. if they began 
to study a majority of modules in a department in which their academic advisor did 
not belong);  
 

(f) that feedback provided to students on examinations was highlighted as an area of 
good practice; however it was not clear how this interacted with the recommendation 
to continue to monitor the quality and timeliness of feedback. Nonetheless, the 
Students’ Union representative reported that examination feedback was welcomed 
by students and that some students had developed and presented policy in this area 
to the Students’ Union;  
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(g) that the Review Team had recommended that the programmes in the School of 
Biological and Biomedical Sciences listed in Annex 2 be revalidated for a period of 
six years. The committee agreed that this was appropriate;  
 

Agreed:  
 
(a) that the programmes in the School of Biological and Biomedical Sciences listed in 

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

Action: AB 
 

(a) that the committee’s discussion of the categories of ‘good practice’ should be shared 
with the Review of Departmental Review Working Group.  

Action: AB 
 

 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
44. Dates of Future Meetings 

 
Reported:  that further meetings of QSSC will be held on the following dates:  

 
Date     Time Room 
   
Wednesday 24 February 2016 
Wednesday 11 May 2016 
Wednesday 01 June 2016 
 

  9:15am 
9:15am 
9:15am 
 

Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
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