
 

 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
 

26 October 2016 
 

A meeting of Education Committee was held 2.00 pm on Wednesday 26 October 2016, in 
the Anne Galbraith Boardroom (room D/PCL216), in the Palatine Centre. 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 

Part A:  Strategic Issues 
 
 
1. National Student Survey 2016: Results 
 

Considered: 
 

(a) an overview of the University’s NSS 2016 results;           
Document EC/16/01 

 
(b) a qualitative analysis of the University’s NSS 2016 results;      

Document EC/16/02 
CLOSED 

 
[Secretary’s Note: This paper was CLOSED to members of Education Committee only 
and should not be circulated] 

 
(c) an analysis of the National Student Survey results between 2010-16; 

Document EC/16/03 
 

[Secretary’s Note: This paper was unavailable for this meeting of Education Committee 
and will be presented to the 14 December 2016 meeting of Education Committee] 

 
(d) a proposed operational plan for the National Student Survey 2017;  

Document EC/16/04 
 

Reported: 
 
(a) that the University’s objective to be in the top 5 UK multi-subject universities for 

student satisfaction, and the supporting objective that by 2015 all departments should 
be in the top 10, or top 10% of their subject area, whichever was more difficult, had 
not been met through the National Student Survey. The university’s score for overall 
satisfaction had decreased from 90% to 89%, securing a position of 30th, down from 
19th in 2015;  
 

(b) that the methodology for calculating the Times Good University Guide had changed 
for 2016. In previous years, the score was taken from the mean of the 6 domains and 
question 22. This year, a weighted mean had been adopted. The first three domains 
(Teaching, Assessment and Feedback, and Academic Support) were weighted 67%, 
the remaining four (Organisation, Learning Resources, Personal Development and 
Overall Satisfaction) were weighted 33%. Relative to other institutions, the new 
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methodology had allowed the University to climb in rank slightly. Under the old 
methodology the University’s rank using the Good University Guide methodology 
would have decreased to joint 24th, but the new methodology had allowed the 
University to maintain a rank of joint 22nd. It was not clear how the new NSS2017 
questions would affect future rankings at this point in time; 
 

(c) that the University continued to perform well in comparison to the rest of the sector, 
coming within the first quartile of institutions for Overall Satisfaction, Teaching, 
Organisation and Management and Learning Resources. Overall satisfaction with 
Durham Students’ Union had declined further to 36%, representing a further 6% fall 
in satisfaction;  

 
(d) that Document EC/16/04 had outlined the proposals for the operation of the NSS 

2017, which had followed the successful management of the survey in previous 
years. The document also provided details on the revised questionnaire for NSS 
2017. The changes included nine entirely new questions, three new sections on 
Learning Opportunities, Learning Community and the Student Voice, updated 
questions on Assessment and Feedback and Learning Resources, the removal and 
transfer of the Personal Development questions to the optional question banks, and 
removal/combination of duplicative questions to ensure that the survey remained 
short. The order of a number of the questions had also been changed. The open text 
boxes and the current scale for responses would continue to be used;  

 
Noted:  

 
(a) that the committee was pleased to note an increase in satisfaction with the 

Assessment and Feedback domain. The committee also noted the actions taken in 
response to the QAA HER (Document EC/16/10 refers) to enhance existing practise 
and the ongoing work with the Assessment and Feedback Review. The committee 
recognised the importance of communicating clear expectations to staff and students 
with respect to feedback and felt that the ongoing work with the Assessment and 
Feedback Review would be an opportunity to review this information and ensure a 
holistic approach;  

 
(b) that it was noted that there were a minority of subjects which had noticeably 

underperformed in the NSS: Philosophy; Biology; Anthropology and Finance. The 
committee agreed that the Director of Undergraduate Studies and the Deputy Head 
of Faculty (Undergraduate) would meet formally with the Head of Department to 
discuss the data and the open text comments in detail;   
 

(c) that it was recognised that the University’s results for the Teaching, Assessment and 
Feedback, and Academic Support domains would be included within the metrics of 
the Teaching Excellence Framework Year 2;  

 
(d) that whilst it was useful to understand the key themes arising from the open text 

comments, it was recognised that there was often a greater use of the open text 
comments at faculty and departmental level. Comments typically referenced 
disciplinary differences and would therefore benefit from discussion with students 
and staff at a disciplinary level;  
 

(e) that there would be a value in requesting that the open text comments relevant to the 
Professional Support Services, Colleges and the Students’ Union be shared with the 
relevant colleagues for review. It was agreed that reports responding to the matters 
raised within the student feedback should be presented to the 16 January 2016 
meeting of Student Experience Sub-Committee in the first instance. The reports 
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would then be presented to the 1 February 2017 meeting of Education Committee for 
consideration alongside the NSS Faculty level actions plans; it was thought that this 
would ensure an holistic approach to the consideration of the feedback provided via 
the National Student Survey;  

 
(f) that Document EC/16/04 had reported that the Students’ Union was not in a position 

to confirm its support for the operation of the NSS 2017. Since its inception, the 
University had worked in close partnership with the Students’ Union to raise 
awareness of the survey. It was reported that the National Union of Students (NUS) 
had passed a motion to boycott the NSS at its National Conference 2016. It was 
understood that this was primarily due to the inclusion of the NSS data in the metrics 
for the Teaching Excellence Framework, and the subsequent link between a 
successful outcome in the Teaching Excellence Framework and inflationary 
increases in tuition fees;  
 

(g) that the Students’ Union was a member of the NUS, and recently reaffirmed its 
membership to the NUS through a Durham student-wide referendum. Durham 
Students’ Union had appealed for a National Ballot in relation to the NSS boycott, 
which called a vote to request an equality impact assessment and risk assessment to 
be published on the proposed action to boycott the NSS;  
 

(h) that the student representative provided an update on behalf of the Students’ Union. 
It was confirmed that the NUS had passed a policy at the National Conference calling 
for a boycott of the NSS 2017 as a protest against the Teaching Excellence 
Framework and any inflationary rises in tuition fees. Durham Students’ Union was not 
bound by NUS policy and currently did not have a position on the boycott. It was 
reported that the Students’ Union Officers anticipated that a Students’ Union policy 
would not be brought forward until the University’s position on Teaching Excellence 
Framework was made public; should the University choose to engage in the 
Teaching Excellence Framework, with the intention of increasing tuition fees in line 
with inflation, a motion may be brought forward to support a boycott of the NSS. The 
update concluded that the Students’ Union therefore reserved their position on their 
involvement in the marketing of the NSS 2017 until a full discussion of such a 
Students’ Union policy be held at the Students’ Union Assembly in December. The 
Students’ Union would continue to work with the University on this matter and would 
ensure that the University was kept abreast of any developments;  

 
(i) that the committee welcomed the update from the Students’ Union and noted the 

Students’ Union commitment to providing updates, when available;    
 

(j) that the committee was supportive of the proposals for the operation of the NSS 
2017. The survey would launch on Monday 23 January 2017 and would close at the 
end of April. For NSS 2017, departmental data would continue to be collected 
through the additional optional code, allowing the University to identify distinct 
cohorts of students, including Natural Sciences, Combined Honours Programmes 
and PPE. Weekly response rates would be provided to Colleges and Departments;  
 

(k) that the committee supported the recommendation to request that departments 
provide the Academic Support Office with a brief summary of any departmental level 
activity that would be linked to encouraging students to complete the NSS 2017. This 
would help support the overall coordination of the promotional campaign for NSS 
2017 and support the Academic Support Office in monitoring response rates against 
proposed departmental promotional activity. The committee reiterated the importance 
of reminding departments of the survey immediately in advance of its launch to 
ensure that departments were appropriately prepared; 
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(l) that in previous years, the University had offered prizes of £500 to the department 

and college with the highest response rate, and a prize of £200 to the college with 
the second highest response rate. The committee considered whether there would 
be a benefit in reviewing the prizes offered for the response rate competition and 
suggested that consideration could be given to providing a share of the total prize 
fund to those departments and colleges which achieve a 90%+ response rate. It was 
agreed that the Academic Registrar would consider this proposal;  
 

(m) that there would be a value in reviewing the information the University provided to 
students regarding the survey, particularly in relation to the new questions and the 
use of the data. The provision of this information would be reviewed against the 
HEFCE guidelines for the promotion of the NSS; 

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the Head of Department, Director of Undergraduate Studies and the Deputy 

Head of Faculty (Undergraduate) would meet formally to discuss the data and open 
text comments in detail, as outlined in Noted (b); 
 

(b) that the open text comments related to the professional support services, colleges 
and the Students’ Union be reviewed. Reports addressing the student feedback 
should be submitted to the 16 January 2017 meeting of Student Experience Sub-
Committee, prior to consideration at the 01 February 2017 meeting of Education 
Committee;  

 
(c) that the recommendations for the operation of the NSS 2017 outlined in Document 

EC/16/04 be approved, and that this should be communicated to departments;  
Action: AB 

 
(d) that departments should be asked to provide summaries of any planned 

departmental publicity for the NSS 2017 to the Academic Support Office by 22 
December 2016;  

Action: AB 
 
2. Academic Advising Review 

 
Considered: a review of the Academic Advisor system undertaken by the previous 
Deputy Head of Faculty (Undergraduate) Social Science and Health; 

Document EC/16/05 
 

Reported: that the review provided an overview of a review of relevant academic 
literature, a comparator analysis of practice at Russell Group institutions, and summaries 
of practice within Durham with respect to the Academic Advisor system;  
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the committee extended their thanks to the previous Deputy Head of Faculty 

(Undergraduate) Social Sciences and Health for their work on the review of the 
Academic Advisor system within the Faculty;  
 

(b) that the Academic Advisor system was introduced as part of the approval of the 
University Principles of Student Support. The Principles set out new University-wide 
expectations for a system of Academic Advisers and specified core commitments 
that all departments were expected to meet, but did not specify detailed mechanisms 
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and structures for such systems. This approach was intended to ensure that all 
departments delivered the key outcomes through their Academic Adviser systems, 
whilst permitting departments the flexibility to decide how these outcomes could be 
best be delivered in their specific circumstances and disciplinary contexts. 
Departments were subsequently required to develop and submit their Academic 
Advisor systems to Faculty Education Committees and Education Committee for 
approval. The Principles and the Academic Advisor system was implemented in 
Michaelmas Term 2012; 
 

(c) that the review provided an opportunity to strengthen the expectations in the 
Principles of Student Support and provide further clarity for students and staff, which 
would be a positive enhancement. The committee felt that there would be a value in 
developing a set of Principles for Academic Advice (or Academic Support), which 
would complement the Principles for Student Support but ensure a clear distinction 
between the role of the colleges and departments in providing academic and pastoral 
advice to students. In support of this, the committee was supportive of the conclusion 
within the report that there was a need for a clear rationale for the Academic Advisor 
system and that its purpose should be developmental;  

 
(d) that there would be value in creating a working group to progress this work. The 

working group would be responsible for developing the Principles of Academic 
Support (or Academic Advice) and proposing these to Education Committee for 
consideration. It was agreed that Deputy Heads of Faculty, the Deputy Academic 
Registrar, a representative from the Colleges and the Students’ Union would be 
invited to be on the membership of this working group;  
 

(e) that there were clear links with the ongoing work of supporting transitions into higher 
education and specifically the redefined Durham Award. It was noted by the 
committee that departments had been requested to review their Level 1 curriculum to 
ensure that opportunities were presented to students that allowed them to develop a 
set of key skills which had been predetermined by the department. Deputy Heads of 
Faculty were supporting departments in this work;  

 
(f) that it was reported that the transitions work, as outlined in Noted (e) would be 

presented to Faculty Learning and Teaching Fora in Epiphany Term and that there 
would be a value in presenting these Principles at these events. It was agreed 
therefore that the Principles would be presented to the 14 December 2016 meeting of 
Education Committee;  
 

(g) that there was a need to ensure that students were involved in the development of 
the Principles of Academic Support (or Academic Advice) and that the working group 
should consider how best to support this engagement via the Students’ Union 
representative on the working group. The committee did however suggest that 
course representatives would be a helpful cohort of students to consult with in the 
first instance;  
 

(h) that the committee supported the conclusion within the report that a single approach 
or model to Academic Advisors was not appropriate, particularly given the need to 
recognise the disciplinary contexts, as outlined in Noted (b). The committee did 
however feel that there would be a value in developing a series out model of 
Academic Advisor systems that would be usefully and uniformly adopted across the 
institution. It was agreed that the working group would be responsible for developing 
such models, during upon existing practice at the university, in the first instance, for 
consideration at a future meeting of Education Committee. 
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Agreed: that a working group would be established to develop the Principles of 
Academic Support (or Academic Advice), and Academic Advisor models as outlined in 
Noted (h), for consideration at a subsequent meeting of Education Committee. 

Action: AB 
 
3. Examination Papers 

 
Considered:  

 
(a) proposed alternative departmental guidance for Examination rubrics for the 

examination period in 2017; 
Document EC/16/06a 

 
  

(b) a report on examination paper deadlines and the use of anonymous codes in 
examinations; 

Document EC/16/06b 
 
Reported:  
 
(a) that Student Registry had proposed a number of changes to the information rubrics 

on examination papers, following the Examination period in 2016;  
 

(b) that Education Committee had previously requested information on the deadline for 
the submission of Examination Papers, noting that members of the committee had 
reported concerns that it had been brought forward making compliance with the 
deadline more difficult. Education Committee had also discussed the length of the 
anonymous marking code and the potential impact on efficiency when entering the 
data. A report had been developed by Student Registry and presented to Education 
Committee to respond to the matters raised by Education Committee;   

 
Noted:  

 
(a) that Document EC/16/06b had highlighted that Student Registry had received 

negative feedback from students and invigilators in relation to the rubrics of the 
examination papers during the 2016 Examination Period;  
 

(b) that the feedback had broadly related to: the length of the rubric and the inclusion of 
too much detail which had resulted in a lack of clarity in the contents of the rubric; an 
inconsistency in the rubrics used across subjects; a failure to include space for the 
anonymous code when papers were to be used for answers; and impractical and 
unenforceable instructions about permitted materials; 
 

(c) that it was reported that, for the first time, there were several examinations papers 
where the rubric continued onto a second page. The rubric on the front page can be 
read in advance of the start of the exam, but students were not permitted to open the 
examination paper before the start of the examination and, in such circumstances 
were therefore unable to read the full information before the exam commenced; 
 

(d) that it was recommended that the examination rubric is limited to one side of A4 
paper only. The committee was content with this recommendation. It was reported 
that many departments shared the examination rubric with students in advance of the 
examination period to ensure that students were clear on what was expected of them 
and what materials were permitted as part of the examination. It was agreed that 
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departments would be encouraged to share the examination rubric with students in 
advance of the examination period;   
 

(e) that it was further recommended that departments review the rubrics for the 
examination papers to be used in 2017 to ensure that they were short, clear and 
concise without superfluous wording and used plain English. The committee 
supported this recommendation,  
 

(f) that the report also recommended that departments considered how to develop good 
time management skills and exam techniques in advance of the examination. The 
committee was reluctant to conclude that such skills were not developed as part of 
students studying their programme. Notwithstanding this, the committee also 
considered that there would be a benefit in making clear to students the weighting of 
each examination question within the examination paper so that students could make 
an informed decision on the length of time that they might wish to spend on 
answering individual questions;  
 

(g) that the committee was content with the recommendation to require departments to 
ensure consistency in examination rubrics across a subject and that that use of the 
standard examination paper template be adopted uniformly. It was also reported that 
Student Registry had intended to revise the examination paper template to indicate 
where students should record their anonymous code. This was particularly important 
when the examination paper was also serving as an answer booklet;  
 

(h) that the committee felt that there would be a benefit in limiting the use of the 
examination paper also serving as an answer booklet, but that this suggestion would 
be considered as part of the wider Assessment and Feedback review in the first 
instance;  
 

(i) that the report had also recommended that the Material Permitted section in an 
examination paper should only contain information which can in practice be verified 
by an invigilator. The committee agreed that the review of the examination rubrics 
should include reference to this requirement;  
 

(j) that, in consideration of this recommendation, members of the committee reported 
varied departmental approaches to ‘open’ or ‘closed’ examinations. For instance, in 
some instances, notes were permitted in ‘open’ examinations; in other ‘open’ 
examinations, highlighted or underlined elements of a permitted text were permitted. 
Whilst it was noted that there would be a sound pedagogical rationale for each 
approach, the committee felt there would be a benefit in developing a series of 
principles for ‘open’ and ‘closed’ examinations so that what was permitted within 
examinations would be clear to invigilators. It was agreed that this would also be 
considered as part of the wider review of Assessment and Feedback;  
 

(k) that there would be a value in circulating a memo from Education Committee to 
departments and to Chairs of Boards of Examiners outlining the approved changes to 
the departmental guidance on the examination rubrics for the examination period in 
2017;  
 

(l) that Document EC/16/06b had outlined the deadline date for submission of the 
examination papers to Student Registry between 2009 and 2016. It was noted that 
with the exception of 2015, the deadline had been consistent over a number of years, 
falling at the end of week 6/start of week 7;  
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(m) that Staff in departments had expressed a preference for a Friday deadline allowing 
them the full working week to finalise documents for submission, which was 
subsequently introduced in 2015. It was reported however, that the move to the end 
of week 7 proved unsustainable as a result of the growing number of students and 
the increase in copies of exam papers required. It was therefore decided to revert to 
the previous week in 2016, but set the deadline for Friday. The deadline for 2017 
would be Friday of week 6 (24 February 2017). The report had highlighted that this 
deadline would likely need to be reviewed for future years, in line with proposed 
changes to the examination period and academic year to accommodate the move 
from Queen’s campus and further student number growth (Document EC/16/18 
refers); 
 

(n) that the committed the information provided to the committee on use the anonymous 
codes;  
 

Agreed:  
 
(a) that the recommendations outlined within the report, and as discussed by the 

committee in Noted (a) – (k) be approved;  
 

(b) that the Chair of Education Committee would circulate a memo on behalf of the 
committee outlining the approved changes to the departmental guidance on the 
examination rubrics for the examination period in 2017. The memo would be 
circulated to departments and Chairs of Boards of Examiners. 

Action: TF/AB 
 
4. Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 
 

Considered: an update on HEFCE’s proposals for the operation of TEF Year 2 and the 
initial activity undertaken by the University to prepare for any possible TEF Year 2 
submission;  

Document EC/16/07 
CLOSED 

 
[Secretary’s Note: This paper was CLOSED to members of Education Committee only 
and should not be circulated] 

 
Reported:  
 
(a) that the report outlined the key changes to the operation of the TEF Year 2 following 

the sector response to the TEF Year 2 Technical Consultation: the timeline for 
engagement with the TEF Year 2 had been revised slightly to account for delays in 
the release of guidance from HEFCE; the award outcomes would now be ‘bronze’, 
‘silver’ and ‘gold’; and the proposed benchmarking and metrics had also changed as 
result of the consultation responses;  
 

(b) that the report provided an overview of the TEF assessment process and confirmed 
that providers would be permitted to submit a 15 page provider qualitative 
submission to complement the metrics;  
 

(c) that metrics would be flagged with a ‘+’ or ‘-‘ if they were deemed to be significantly 
above or below the benchmark (2 percentage points and 1.96 standard deviations); 
and ‘++’ where they were 3 percentage points and 3 standards deviations, 
respectively;  
 



 

Academic Support Office Education Committee Page 9 of 21 
 26 October 2016 

(d) that HEFCE would be releasing individual provider metrics, the TEF Year 2 Guidance 
and details of the TEF assessors by the end of October 2016. The TEF Year 2 
metrics would be remain confidential to the provider in the first instance; it was 
understood however, that a copy of a provider’s metrics and their submission would 
be published by HEFCE and linked to from the UCAS and Unistats pages. The TEF 
Year 2 outcomes would be published in May 2017;   

 
(e) that, whilst it was reported, and further clarified at the meeting, that Durham had yet 

to make a decision on the University’s engagement with the TEF Year 2, initial work 
had been undertaken by a core group in anticipation of a possible submission;  
 

(f) that the report outlined the key dates and consultation processes, including 
consideration within the deliberative committee structures, for a proposal to engage 
with the TEF Year 2 to be considered; a similar overview was provided for the 
process for sharing the provider submission, should the University wish to engage 
with TEF Year 2;  

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the committee noted the information within the report and was supportive of the 

approach outlined within the report, noting the committee’s anticipated role in the 
preparations for a possible TEF Year 2 institutional submission;  
 

(b) that the TEF Year 4 would be first formal year at subject level; a pilot of subject-level 
TEF was likely in TEF Year 3. The committee recognised that it was likely that NSS 
2017 would be included within the metrics. It was not clear however, which questions 
would be included within the metrics. The questions within the NSS 2017 varied from 
those included within NSS 2014, 2015 and 2016 which would be used for the TEF 
Year 2 at institutional level. Notwithstanding this, the committee agreed that it would 
be helpful to share this information with departments in the context of their ongoing 
discussions on the NSS and in anticipation of any possible engagement with TEF at 
subject level. It was agreed that a revised version of the report presented to 
Education Committee would be developed for this purpose;  
 

(c) that the benchmark was a weighed sector average where weightings were based on 
the characteristics of the students at the provider. The benchmark data would be 
developed to allow comparisons between providers by taking into account the 
different mix of students at each provider; the University would not therefore be 
compared to a pre-set group of providers. A unique benchmark would be calculated 
for each provider’s metrics;  
 

(d) that there would be a value in the Deputy Heads of Faculty presenting the 
information on the TEF Year 2 at Faculty Board meetings. The report presented to 
Education Committee was confidential to the committee; however the information on 
the operation of the TEF Year 2 itself was available publicly. It was agreed that a 
revised version of the report to Education Committee would be developed for this 
purpose. It was reported that the Head of the Academic Support Office had produced 
and delivered a presentation on the TEF, which could also be usefully shared with 
members of the committee for wider use;   
 

Agreed: that a revised version of the report presented to Education Committee would be 
developed for use within departments and Faculty Board, as outlined by the committee  
in Noted (b) and (d). The TEF presentation, as outlined in Noted (d) would be made 
available to members of the committee. 
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5. Academic Year 
 

Considered: proposed amendments to examination timescales and the academic year;  
Document EC/16/08 

 
Reported:  

 
(a) that Education Committee had convened a Examination Regulations and Timescales 

(ERT) Task and Finish Group, in response to the matters highlighted within the 
annual Examinations and Assessment Report in December 2015. An initial report 
was presented to Education Committee at its 25 May 2016 meeting following the 
initial meeting of the Task and Finish Group. It was concluded by the Group and 
Education Committee that there were no viable short-term mechanisms for improving 
the resit period for students and staff. It was therefore agreed that further work would 
be undertaken as outlined by the Task and Finish Group and as approved by 
Education Committee;  
 

(b) that the Task and Finish Group had since met again and developed proposals for 
consideration. These initial proposals had been considered by the Faculty Education 
Committees at their Michaelmas Term meetings and by the JCR Presidents 
Committee via the Students’ Union. The Academic Affairs Officer was a member of 
the Task and Finish Group;  
 

(c) that the paper proposed amendments to the academic year. Significant changes 
were proposed for 2018/19 academic year; more minor changes were proposed were 
proposed for 2017/18 which would be considered a transitional year (as Student 
Registry’s view was that, without some changes in 2017/18, it would  not be possible 
to schedule all required examinations);  
 

(d) that the paper included a draft revised structure for the Academic Year (outlined in 
Annex 1) and that, in summary, this proposed that Michaelmas and Epiphany Terms 
would be 10 weeks long, with a four week Easter Vacation, and that Easter Term 
would be 8 weeks long, including 2 or 3 teaching weeks and 5 exam weeks. It was 
proposed that 2017-18 would be a transitional year with the examination period 
increasing to four weeks, but that no further changes would be implemented for that 
academic year. The paper presented to Education Committee outlined in detail the 
key impacts of the changes on academic departments, the student and staff 
experience and the examinations period and its associated quality assurance 
processes;  
 

(e) that in revisiting future academic year dates, thought had been given to new Home 
Office regulations on the length of stay allowed for Tier 4 students after the end of a 
one year Postgraduate Taught Programme, which had resulted in a required start 
date for induction week on or before 1 October each academic year; 
 

(f) that the timetable Web Data Collector would be distributed to departmental timetable 
coordinators at the end of November 2016 and that the data contained in this system 
would need to be adjusted for any new academic year structure before distribution 
rather than utilising rolled-forward data from the previous year for the exercise. If 
changes were to be approved for 2017-18, approval would need to be sought within 
the University in Michaelmas Term; 
 

Noted:  
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(a) that the student representative reported the feedback from the JCR Presidents 
Committee meeting. The JCR Presidents were broadly supportive of the changes 
proposed for 2017/18 as it was hoped that the additional examination week in Easter 
Term could potentially result in more space between examinations. The JCR 
Presidents had however raised concerns with the proposals for 2018/19;  
  

(b) that the JCR Presidents had noted concerns regarding the potential impact of moving 
Congregation too far outside of the academic year. It was noted by the Presidents 
Committee that having Congregation the week after the end of Easter Term was 
viewed positively as it provided the opportunity for students to celebrate with their 
peers who might be graduating on alternative days. Moving Congregation would 
mean that students did not have automatic access to College accommodation; 
international students would be less likely to be able to return to Durham for their 
Graduation following the end of the academic year. JCR Presidents were concerned 
that students who had secured employment might be negatively affected by having to 
return to their Graduation;  
 

(c) that the Presidents Committee had noted concerns regarding the impact on the 
student experience, as the removal of weeks after the examination period would 
restrict the extra-curricular activities often organised by the Colleges. It was not clear 
to Education Committee whether this concern was due to the reduction the post-
examination period (from three to two weeks), or was caused by a misunderstanding 
of the proposals (as, while it was not explicitly indicated within the proposals, the 
intention was for those two weeks to continue to be available for events and 
College/Departmental activities);     
 

(d) that the JCR Presidents Committee also queried whether the proposed shorter 
Easter Vacation, and the reduced time between the start of the Easter Term and the 
Examination period, would result in increased pressure on final year undergraduate 
students submitting their dissertation (or projects) and other pre-examination 
summative assessments;  
 

(e) that the student representative had reported that the consultation with the JCR 
Presidents Committee was considered by the Students’ Union to be the first step in 
what required meaningful student engagement with the proposals;  
 

(f) that the committee welcomed the feedback from the JCR Presidents Committee and 
thanked the Students’ Union for undertaking this initial consultation. The committee 
agreed that further student feedback was required on the proposals and agreed that 
the Head of the Academic Support Office would meet with the Academic Affairs 
Officer to consider how this could be best achieved;  
 

(g) that in consideration of the feedback presented on behalf of the JCR Presidents, it 
was reported that the Task and Finish Group had considered, and discounted other 
alternative mechanisms for extending the examination period, such as evening 
and/or weekend examinations, on the basis that this would negatively impact the 
student experience, rather than improve it. It was suggested by the committee that it 
would be helpful to include such information in future iterations of the proposals to 
demonstrate that the University had considered alternative proposals and clarify why 
the proposals presented were felt to be the most appropriate way to fully address the 
multitude of issues facing the University as outlined in the report presented to 
Education Committee: complaints from departments regarding the time pressures 
experienced during the examination period to mark and return work; complaints from 
students over the pressures placed on them in the examination period, particularly in 
regards to the number and ‘bunching’ of examinations; and, the complexity of 
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scheduling examinations, particularly given the increasing numbers of examination 
concessions experienced in recent years; 
 

(h) that any proposals for change would have some potential negative implications for 
staff and for students, and would require changes in practice (which could, 
depending on the changes proposed, have impact on Colleges, Departments, 
Support Services and Student Organisations); however, it was not possible to 
improve the examination period without making some changes; 
 

(i) that it was recognised that the reduction in teaching time in the Easter Term would 
have implications for departments as it would reduce the overall provision of teaching 
time and revision sessions ahead of the examination period. It was also highlighted 
by a member of the committee that all module specifications were developed around 
the principle of 22 weeks of teaching and that this would be need to be adapted for 
the 2017-18 transitional year to 21 weeks of teaching. It was understood by the 
committee that the student feedback had highlighted the importance of maintaining 
the weeks after the examination period for the student experience activities often 
organised by Colleges, as outlined in Noted (e), and that this had been a key 
consideration for the suggestion that the transitional year be 21 weeks of teaching so 
as not to negatively impact upon these weeks;  
 

(j) that the committee however was concerned that a reduction to 21 teaching weeks 
across the academic year would put the University out of alignment with comparator 
institutions. Additionally, it was felt that there might be inadvertent consequences on 
student perceptions and particularly whether this might serve to raise student 
concerns about programme duration, particularly given the committee’s discussion of 
the National Student Survey (Minute EC/16/01 refers), and in spite of the desire for 
students to maintain the student experience weeks. The committee felt that it would 
be important to maintain 22 teaching weeks in the academic year from 2018-19;  
 

(k) that the committee felt that there would be a need to consider the impact of any 
reduction in the length of the Easter vacation on the full range of University activities 
taking place within this period, including staff and student activities. It was highlighted 
by the Deputy Head of Colleges (Student Experience) that Conferences had already 
been booked within some Colleges for the 2017-18 Easter Vacation; however, the 
proposals were clear with regard to the need for wider consultation. The proposals 
had been to FEC as part of an initial consideration with academic departments, and 
would be shared more widely with Colleges and, for example, with Experience 
Durham and Event Durham regarding any reduction of the Easter Vacation;  
 

(l) that one of the accommodation packages for the academic year included 
Congregation Week and/or Induction Week. The University had worked closely with 
the Students’ Union to ensure that accommodation costs were published in advance 
for students and that consideration would need to be given to the impact of the 
proposed changes, given the commitment the University had provided to students. It 
was agreed that a separate paper would be presented to UEC on any financial 
implications to the University for changing the academic year on the already 
communicated college accommodation let lengths and fees;  
 

(g) that it had been proposed for the 2018-19 academic year that Induction Week 
commence one week earlier. Consideration had been given to the implication of 
ensuring that students would be able to obtain a Visa in good time, noting that other 
Russell Group institutions had an earlier academic year start date and that there was 
no suggestion that this would cause any complications for students. In fact, it was 
reiterated that thought had been given to new Home Office regulations on the length 
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of stay allowed for Tier 4 students after the end of a one year Postgraduate Taught 
Programme. It was also recognised that Pre-Sessional programmes would need to 
commence earlier but that this was not thought to add any further complications for 
students obtaining a Visa;  
 

(h) that it was reiterated by members of the committee that the University had previously 
encouraged departments to make full use of the (currently) three weeks after the 
examination period. It was reported that some departments had made full use of this 
time for teaching and examples included preparation for the following academic year 
and fieldtrips. It was highlighted that departments valued this time; 
 

(i) that, similarly, one of the key issues arising from FEC consideration had been a 
highlighting of the negative implications which different changes would have on 
individual departments (particularly in relation to current curricular activities such as 
fieldwork). Feedback had been very constructive, and it was recognised that some 
changes which would impact negatively on, or require substantial revision to, 
individual programmes might ultimately be in the best interests of the University (if 
greater benefits of revising the academic year could be realised); however, there was 
a clear need to continue dialogue with academic departments to identify, consider 
(and, where possible, avoid or mitigate) the possible impact which any changes 
might have; 
 

(j) that the committee considered the need to undertake the Postgraduate (Winter) 
Congregation outside of the Summer Congregation. It was noted that the Winter 
Congregation was required to be undertaken outside of Epiphany Term due to the 
space required within the Music building and the surrounding Colleges. It was 
recognised that in 2018-19, this would be hosted in the first week that colleagues 
were likely to return from the winter break and that in such circumstances the 
majority of the organisation of the Congregation would need to take place in 
Michaelmas Term. The committee noted however that it was within the University’s 
gift to review the purpose of Congregation; the University’s General Regulations 
outlined that no students were entitled to describe themselves as holding a degree of 
the University until it had been conferred upon them in Congregation either in person 
or in absentia. The committee was aware that other institutions had adopted 
alternative mechanisms which repurposed the Graduation as a ‘passing-out’ 
ceremony;  
 

(k) that the committee was aware of the impact of the adjacency level rule on the 
processing of final year examinations. It was not possible to simply request that all 
examinations for final year students be undertaken, marked and processed at the 
beginning of the examination period because it was possible for final year students to 
take modules at Level 2. Student Registry had confirmed that it would not be possible 
to address the complexity it would create within the examination timetable to attempt 
to also schedule these Level 2 examinations early enough in the examination 
timetable for it to be feasible to successfully process final year marks in good time for 
an earlier Graduation;  
 

(l) that it was noted by the committee that to move the start of the academic year any 
earlier would have implications for the re-sit examination period and the ability to 
confirm progression for returning students; however, there was strong support from 
some members for the start date to moved one week earlier – in line with 
comparators in the Russell Group – coupled with an extension to the Epiphany Term, 
to create two even 11 week terms (followed by a term primarily dedicated to 
assessment). This could have benefits to the University externally, as it would 
facilitate a ‘Semesterised/Term’ hybrid model of the kind adopted by many other 
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Russell Group institutions, and would make it easier to deliver modules on a short-fat 
basis at different points in the year (with associated advantages for e.g. research 
leave and student choice); 
 

(m) that in consideration of the proposals, and the discussions, as outlined above, 
members of the committee favoured an extra week being added to Epiphany Term, 
bringing the examination period forward by one week (retaining a 4 week 
examination period), maintaining the three weeks after the examination period and 
retaining Congregation in the week proposed for 2017-18, if this was feasible. Initial 
analysis of the potential impact would be explored by staff within student registry;  
 

(m) that colleagues would review the possibility of implementing the suggestions, as 
outlined by the Committee, but that should these not be possible, it was agreed that 
the 2017-18 transition year, as outlined in the proposals would be adopted;  
 

(n) that the committee concluded that it was essential that the structure of the academic 
year be revised for the 2017-18 transitional year;  
 

(o) that there was an opportunity (and, clearly, a need) to consult further on the 
proposals for the 2018-19 academic year onwards, and there would be value in 
amending the proposals in light of the initial feedback from FECs, students and 
Education Committee; 
 

(p) that the proposals for 2017-18 should be referred to UEC and Senate for approval, 
and the proposals for 2018-19 should be referred to UEC and Senate for 
consideration (ahead of further consultation); 
 

(q) that the committee nonetheless reiterated the importance of ensuring that the 
proposals could be implemented in good time;   
 

Agreed:  
 
(a) that the Head of the Academic Support Office would liaise with the Academic Affairs 

Officer to consider the approach to student consultation;  
Action: AR 

 
(b) that colleagues would review the possibility of implementing the suggestions, as 

outlined by the Committee, but that should these not be possible, it was agreed that 
the 2017-18 transition year, as outlined in the proposals should be adopted; 

Action: MK/AR 
 

(c) that the paper would be revised, and provided to UEC and Senate alongside the 
report from Education Committee; 

Action: MK/AR 
 

(d) that further consultation could be undertaken on the proposals that would come into 
effect from the 2018-19 academic year;  

Action: MK/AR 
 

(e) that separate paper would be presented to UEC on any financial implications to the 
University for changing the academic year on the already communicated college 
accommodation let lengths and fees;  

Action: MK/AR 
 

6. Examination Concessions 
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Considered: a proposed concessions procedure for formal University examinations; 

 Document EC/16/09 
 

Reported:  
 

(a) that Education Committee had previously considered a proposed revised 
concessions procedure for formal University examinations, and agreed that further 
clarification was required on whether the proposed changes would affect in-class 
tests, and endorsed the requests for additional information, as noted by QSSC;  

 
(b) that the Disability Support Office had provided a further revised proposed 

concessions procedure for formal University examinations, taking into account the 
comments provided by QSSC and Education Committee. The report providing details 
of the response from the Disability Support Office, and the proposed revised 
concessions procedure, was presented to QSSC for consideration, in the first 
instance. QSSC had supported the proposals and recommended these to Education 
Committee for approval; however agreed that it should be clarified within the 
procedure that the procedure was not applicable for in-class tests, but that 
departments would be required to make reasonable adjustments for these in-class 
tests, if required by students;  
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that clarification had been provided that Student Registry had been involved in the 
development of the proposals;   

 
(b) that the proposed revised concessions procedure for formal University examinations 

was appropriate;  
 

(c) that the committee endorsed the conclusions of QSSC and agreed that there would 
be a need to communicate the revised concessions procedure to students and staff;  

 
Agreed:  

 
(a) that the proposed revised concessions procedure for formal University examinations 

be approved;  
 

(b) that the Disability Support Office should communicate the approval of the procedure 
to staff and students. 

Action: HO 
 

7. QAA Higher Education Review 
 

Considered: an assurance report on the completion of the approved actions with regards 
to the recommendations arising from the QAA HER;  

Document EC/16/10 
 

Reported:  
 

(a) that at its 22 June 2016 meeting, Education Committee had developed and 
approved, subject to minor revisions, an action plan in response to the 
recommendations identified by the QAA Higher Education Review report. The 
deadline for the completion of the actions, as outlined by the QAA, was September 
2016; 
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(b) that the report presented to Education Committee provided details of the actions 

taken in response to the QAA HER.  Following the meeting of Education Committee 
on 22 June 2016, the final outstanding actions related to the receipt of updated 
feedback statements from academic departments. Statements had now been 
received from all departments for consideration by FEC Chairs; 
 

(c) that it was therefore proposed that the QAA HER action plan be signed off by 
Education Committee as having been satisfactorily completed;  

 
Noted:  

 
(a) that Education Committee had requested that QSSC be charged with monitoring and 

coordinating the implementation of the detailed action plan, as detailed in Document 
EC/15/135a, Annex 1. It was previously agreed that this detailed action plan was 
more appropriate for internal use as it highlighted potential areas of enhancement 
over and above what had been identified by the QAA Review Team; the University 
had decided to respond to the additional comments made within the commentary of 
the report as part of its institutional approach and commitment to continuous 
improvement and quality enhancement. The report and detailed action plan was 
considered by QSSC at its meeting held 12 October 2016. It was anticipated that an 
annual report would be made to QSSC on progress with the detailed action plan and 
that Education Committee would receive further reports in due course;  

 
(b) that there was a value in requesting that any good practice arising from the 

consideration of the revised feedback statements be shared at Faculty Education 
Committees to support further enhancements at departmental level;  
 

(c) that the committee had discussed the possibility of requiring departments to provide 
students with a single chart including all assessment submission dates and dates by 
which feedback should returned, on an annual basis, at its 22 June 2016 meeting. 
The committee agreed that there would be value in adopting this approach uniformly 
across the University but that it would not be possible to require departments to 
develop and publish assessment and feedback charts by September 2016. It would 
be possible however to include the expectation that all departments develop and 
publish these by the first day of term, from 2017/18 onwards; 
 

(d) that it was agreed that these assessment and feedback charts would be presented to 
Faculty Education Committees in the future;  
 

(e) that the committee reemphasised the importance of ensuring that the processes 
previously agreed for monitoring the return of student feedback were followed. The 
Chair reminded members that it was agreed that Student-Staff Consultative 
Committees would receive information on the number and proportion of deadlines for 
returning feedback to students which had, and had not been met, on a termly basis. 
This information would also be shared with Faculty Education Committees and 
Education Committee, in due course;  
 

(f) that the committee was content that all actions had been satisfactorily completed, 
and that the finalised  action plan, contained in Annex 1, should be uploaded to the 
University website, on behalf of the University;  
 

Agreed:  
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(a) that the committee was content that all actions had been satisfactorily completed, 
and that the finalised  action plan, contained in Annex 1, should be uploaded to the 
University website, on behalf of the University;  

Action: AR 
 

(b) that any good practice arising from the consideration of the revised feedback 
statements be shared at Faculty Education Committees to support further 
enhancements at departmental level;  

Action: FSO/DHoF 
 

Part B:  Routine Business 
 
 
8. Membership and Terms of Reference 
 

Received:   
 

(a) the membership and terms of reference of Education Committee, and its sub-
committees, for 2016/17; 

Documents EC/16/11a 
 

(b) the schedule of business for Education Committee for 2016/17. 
Document EC/16/11b 

 
9. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed: 
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 22 June 2016; 

Document EC/16/12a 
 

(b) the report to Senate from the meeting of 22 June 2016;   
Document EC/16/12b 

 
(c) consideration by Senate of the reports from the 04 May and 25 May 2016 meetings 

of Education Committee;   
Document EC/16/12c 

 
Reported: that the report from the 22 June 2016 meeting of Education Committee was 
considered at the 18 October 2016 meeting of Senate. A minute extract outlining this 
discussion will be submitted to the 14 December 2016 meeting of Education Committee.  

 
10. Matters Arising from the Minutes 

 
(a) Action Log 

 
Received:  the action log from the previous meetings of Education Committee; 

Document EC/16/13 
 

(b) Matters of report 
 

Received:  a report of matters arising for information;       
Document EC/16/14 

 
11. Chair’s business 
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Reported: that the Chair provided an update on the approval of the Education Strategy. 
The Education Strategy had been approved by Council at its July 2016 meeting. 
Implementation plans were now being developed to support the achievement of the 
Education Strategy. It was anticipated that the overarching University Strategy would be 
approved by Council in December 2016 for a January 2017 launch;  

 
12. Partnership Approval 

 
Considered: the approval of the proposed collaborative partnership between the School 
of Education and Wellington College (China) to deliver a part-time PGCE programme, to 
commence 2016/17; 

 Document EC/16/15 
 

Reported: that QSSC had considered the proposed collaborative partnership between 
the School of Education and Wellington College (China) to deliver a part-time PGCE 
programme, to commence 2016/17 at its 12 October 2016 meeting and recommended 
this to Education Committee for approval;  
 
Noted: that the rationale for the proposal was appropriate and that Education Committee 
was supportive of the proposed collaborative partnership;  
 
Agreed: that the collaborative partnership between the School of Education and 
Wellington College (China) to deliver a part-time PGCE programme, be approved and 
that this should be reported to the School and Senate;  

Action: AB  
 

[Secretary’s Note: that this was communicated to the School shortly after the meeting. 
Education Committee’s approval of the collaborative partnership would be reported 
within the committee’s report to Senate] 

 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
13. Matters of Report 

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

Document EC/16/16 
 
14. Student Voice Report: Technology in Education   
 

Considered: a report on the student led review of technology in education, undertaken in 
2014-2015;  

Document EC/16/17 
 

Reported: that SESC had considered the Student Voice Report: Technology in 
Education at its 17 October 2016 meeting and suggested that this be considered by 
Education Committee in the context of the new Education Strategy;  
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the committee noted the contents of the report and its value in supporting the 

development of the implementation plans to support the achievement and delivery of 
the Education Strategy 2017-2027. It was reported by the Academic Registrar that 
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the key principles underlying the conclusions of the report had also been included 
within the research information provided alongside drafts of the Education Strategy;   
 

(b) that it was reported by the Chair that the University had been successful in its bid to 
be included in the second phase of the Jisc ‘Student Digital Experience’ project, 
which had a particular focus on supporting students digital literacy. Reports would be 
made to SESC and Education Committee in due course;  
 

(c) that the University had already developed a process to monitor the implementation 
and use of the minimum standards for DUO. Adherence to the minimum standards 
for DUO would be monitored through the departmental Annual Review of Taught 
Programmes process, whereby departments would be required to provide 
assurances that modules were adhering to the Policy outlined in Section 3.9.3 of the 
Learning and Teaching Handbook. Adherence to the minimum standards would also 
be reviewed through the Departmental Review process, which occurred on a six-
yearly cycle;  

 
15. Annual Review of Education Committee 
 

Considered: the annual review of Education Committee 2016;  
Document EC/16/18 

 
Reported:  
 

(a) that one of the outcomes of the Senate Review was a recommendation that, with 
effect from 2015-16, Education Committee should provide an annual report of its 
activity for review by Senate members;   

(b) that Education Committee had provided such a report since its inception in 2010, 
focusing on providing an evaluation of whether Education Committee had delivered 
on its agreed commitments as agreed in earlier action plans provided to Senate (and 
with particular reference to the previous Education Strategy);  

(c) that it was requested that this report specifically provide a summary of activity 
undertaken by the committee with specific reference to its Terms of Reference and 
the Senate Scheme of Delegations; 

Noted: that the committee noted the contents of the report and felt that it was an 
accurate reflection of the business undertaken by the committee in the academic year 
2015/16; 

 
16. Assurance Report 
 

Considered: an assurance report to University Council (Quality and Academic 
Standards);  

Document EC/16/19 
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that Education Committee had previously considered reports on Hefce’s proposals 

for the future management of Quality Assessment arrangements at its 04 May 2016 
meeting. At the time that this information was presented to Education Committee, the  
proposals from Hefce included a new Annual Provider Review process, which was to 
be piloted in 2016-17 by those institutions which would otherwise have gone through 
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QAA Higher Education Review in 2016-17. Those institutions going through the 
process would need their Governing Bodies to provide, no later than 1st December 
2016, a series of quality-related assurances to Hefce. As a result of Durham 
University undergoing its QAA Higher Education Review in March 2016, it was 
expected that the Hefce proposal with respect to the Annual Provider Review 
process would not be applicable;  
 

(b) that, through a circular letter published by Hefce on August 22nd 2016, Hefce 
informed universities that all institutions would be required to go through the Annual 
Provider Review process with immediate effect;  
 

(c) that this had resulted in the University Council being required to provide Hefce with 
those quality-related assurances by 1st December 2016. It was thought that the 
provision of these assurances would be unproblematic as they related to issues 
considered through Senate, and reported to Council, on a regular basis;  
 

(d) that Hefce was yet to release its guidance on the Annual Provider Review process 
and that as a result of the imminent deadline (1 December 2016), an initial report had 
been drafted for Council, summarising the information provided to the University 
Council  during 2015-16, which would support the provision of the required 
assurances. This report was presented to Education Committee for information;   
 

(e) that the University Council had met on 25 October 2016 and was content with the 
assurances provided by the initial report;  

Noted: 

(a) that the proposed approach to providing future assurance reports to Council, in line 
with the Hefce Quality Assessment requirements, would necessitate some changes 
to the way in which core quality business was reported from Education Committee to 
Senate (and to Council), but that it was anticipated that these changes would be 
straightforward and that the guidance notes from Hefce would provide additional 
information;  

(b) that the outcomes from the Annual Provider Review process in 2016-17 on quality 
and standards matters (including from any Unsatisfactory Quality Scheme 
investigation) would determine the eligibility of a provider to receive and retain a TEF 
Year Two Award and to continue to meet the Home Office’s requirements for 
educational oversight for Tier 4 sponsorship; 

(c) that Education Committee welcome the information provided to the committee.   

 

17. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

Reported:  that further meetings of Education Committee will be held; 
 

Date 
 

Time Room 

Wednesday 14 December 2016 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 01 February 201 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 08 March 2017 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 26 April 2017 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 31 May 2017 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
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Wednesday 21 June 2017 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

 
 


