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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

QUALITY AND STANDARDS SUB-COMMITTEE 
 

16 January 2013  
 
Present: Professor T. Clark (Chair), Dr G. Campling, Dr A. Millard, Mr A. Rennie and Dr J. 
Wright, with Dr. D. C. Gent (Secretary), Ms J. Lloyd (Minute 47) and Dr S. Taylor (Minute 
45).  
 
Apologies: Ms J. James and Prof. G. Love.   
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

MINUTES  
(Copies of all documents listed in the minutes were filed with the minutes) 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
45. Training Provision 

 
Considered:  an oral update from the Director of the Centre for Academic and 
Researcher Development (CARD) on training provision for academic staff in 2013/14;  

 
Noted:  
 
(a)  that QSSC and Education Committee had previously requested that CARD put in 

place a programme of workshops for staff holding key learning and teaching 
management roles in departments (Education Committee, 2011/12, Minute 129 
and QSSC, 2012/13 Minute 3 refer). The Director of CARD reported that, whilst 
such a programme would fulfil a need in the University, resource was not currently 
available in CARD to fulfil this request. It was clarified that, as a sub-committee of 
Education Committee, QSSC sought to feed into CARD’s strategic priorities, but 
that operational decisions, including the use of resource, were a matter for the 
Academic Registrar and Director of CARD to decide upon. It was recognised that 
QSSC’s request could not be carried out if resource was not available; 

 
(b)  that QSSC reiterated its view that training for staff in key learning and teaching 

management roles would be a highly important and useful development. 
Experienced members of staff within the University who had undertaken such roles 
would be qualified to assist with this training. The Chair intended to discuss this 
issue with the Academic Registrar to ascertain whether it would be possible to find 
ways of addressing QSSC’s request, taking into account resources and priorities 
within the Academic Office. If a full programme could not be offered, it would be 
useful if CARD could facilitate a lunchtime workshop for staff in such roles; 

 
(c)  that the minute of QSSC’s previous discussion of this issue noted that the 

aforementioned programme should be facilitated by CARD but primarily delivered 
by academic staff. This was not intended as a prescription that the Director of 
CARD should not personally deliver the training; 

 
(d)  that QSSC had previously noted the utility of workshops on issues such as the 

concessions and special adverse circumstances processes. CARD had already 
successfully delivered such workshops;  
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(e)  that QSSC had requested that future annual reports from CARD include an 
indication of what proportion of staff achieved HEA accreditation as a result of 
CARD activity. This request was not appropriate, as the University had deliberately 
chosen to target staff development on the Certificate in Academic Practice 
programme, which did not automatically lead to fellowship with the HEA; 

 
(f)  the value and importance of CARD’s activities in supporting the University’s 

strategic objectives;          
 

Agreed: that the Chair should discuss the issues in relation to staff development 
provision and outlined in Noted (a) to (b) with the Academic Registrar.  

Action: TC 
 

46. Review of Questionnaire for Research Students 
 
Considered:  a report arising from the review of the operation of the revised 
questionnaire used to collect feedback from postgraduate research students;  

Document QSSC/12/48  
 

Noted:  
 
(a)  that the questionnaire for postgraduate research students focused on the 

examination and post-examination period. It enjoyed a high response rate and 
provided a useful dataset. The majority of students had indicated that they were 
satisfied with their experience. Action had already been taken to address some of 
the issues raised by students. For instance, the guidance on the thesis submission 
process and for internal and external examiners had been revised;  

 
(b)  that negative comments on the duration of the examination process might be 

addressed through managing expectations of the process. It was intended that 
student-facing guidance on the examination period process would be drafted during 
2012/13, and that this would help students to understand what to expect both in the 
pre- and post-viva periods. It would also be useful if guidance could be developed 
for internal examiners on contact with students between submission and the viva, 
as it was thought that a degree of contact might provide reassurance to students;  

 
(c)  that the normal expectation was that external examiners’ reports would be returned 

within three months of the submission of the thesis. The majority of reports were 
returned swiftly after the viva, but the process could be lengthy if the viva was 
complicated. In a small number of instances, vivas had been arranged before an 
external examiner had been nominated, which delayed the process. It was 
important that the process should be completed as quickly as possible. It would be 
useful to examine comparator practice in relation to the encouragement of timely 
return of external examiners’ reports during further work on this issue; 

 
(d)  that, whilst the questionnaire indicated that results were lower in some departments 

than others, this related to a small number of students. It was not thought that there 
were systemic issues at departmental-level. The results should nevertheless be 
made available to Directors of Postgraduate Studies;  

 
Agreed:  

 
(a) that the questionnaire should be continued until 2014; 
 
(b) that student-facing guidance on the examination process should be developed;  
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Action: AR 
 

(c)  that guidance for internal examiners on the examination period (and in particular 
contact with students) should be developed;  

Action: AR 
 

(d)  that the results of the questionnaire and a summary of QSSC’s comments should 
be submitted to Directors of Postgraduate Studies for information.  

Action: AR   
 
47. Student Exhange Activity  

 
Considered:  the annual report on student exchange activity; 

Document QSSC/12/49 
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that the number of outgoing exchange students had increased compared to 

2010/11, and that the International Office had developed a number of institution-
wide exchange agreements. A number of departments had also developed their 
curricicula to enable increased participation in exchange activities;  
 

(b) that the report set out a number of planned activities for 2012/13 designed to 
increase student awareness of, and participation in, exchange opportunities; 

 
(c) that the International Office had participated in the work of the Language Provision, 

Placements and Exchanges Task and Finish Group, all of which were designed to 
support internationalisation within the University;    

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that when grade conversions were provided by exchange partners, these were 

currently interpreted differently by different departments in the University. Whilst 
some flexibility would be maintained, it was proposed that a template grade 
conversion table be provided to QSSC at the partnership approval stage. This 
would provide a University-level starting point for departmental decisions;  
 

(b) the importance of departmental exchange coordinators in supporting exchange 
activity within their department. At present turnover in such roles was relatively high 
at departmental level, hampering continuity in knowledge and practice;  

 
(c) that there would be value in organising faculty-level workshops or events for 

departmental exchange coordinators to share knowledge and ideas. It was thought 
likely that some coordinators had arranged exchange agreements with partner 
universities that would be appropriate partners for other departments;   

 
(d) that, whilst the paper recommended that QSSC advise departments to allocate 

sufficient hours in departmental workload modelling for exchange coordinators to 
carry out their role, QSSC had no authority over workload models. It was also 
appropriate that practice in this respect varied between departments. This 
recommendation should be amended to ask Education Committee to emphasise to 
Heads of Department the strategic importance of departmental exchange 
coordinators in securing the University’s strategic objectives in relation to 
internationalisation, and to ask them to consider whether staff undertaking this role 
in their department had sufficient time to carry out their responsibilities;     
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Agreed:  

 
(a)  that the committee recognised the importance of the International Office’s work in 

actively pursuing and developing student exchange opportunities;  
 

(b) that the planned activities outlined in the paper be approved and that this should be 
reported to the International Office;  

Action: DCG 
 

(c)  that a template grade conversion table should be developed and submitted to 
QSSC at the partnership approval stage for future exchange agreements;  

Action: JL 
 

(d)  that the International Office should consider developing and facilitating faculty-
based thematic meetings through which departmental exchange coordinators could 
exchange knowledge and ideas;  

Action: SP 
 

(e)  that a revised version of the paper (without recommendations) should be submitted 
to departmental exchange coordinators for information;  

Action: JL 
 

Recommended: that Education Committee emphasise to Heads of Department 
the strategic importance of departmental exchange coordinators in relation to 
internationalisation; and ask them to consider whether the exchange coordinator 
in their department had sufficient time to carry out their responsibilities.   

 
48. Placements 

 
Considered:  the interim report from the Placements Task and Finish Group;  

Document QSSC/12/50 
 
Noted:  
 
(a)  that the report contained a number of working recommendations designed to 

increase placement activity in the University. The committee was highly supportive 
of the proposals in principle, believing that placements made an important 
contribution to students’ employability and helped attract students to the University;  

  
(b)  that it would be beneficial if the paper was amended prior to further consultation to 

include greater precision and detail within the recommendations. This would 
improve the effectiveness of the consultation exercise. At present, it was in some 
instances unclear as to what action would be required of departments as a result of 
the proposals (for instance, one recommendation was that consideration be given 
to opportunities for placements in taught postgraduate programmes, but it was 
unclear if this should be done by departments or by the Task and Finish Group);  

 
(c) that the Task and Finish Group had recommended that all undergraduate students 

should have the opportunity to engage in a placement during their studies. The 
committee felt that this recommendation should be reworded to ‘all undergraduate 
and integrated master’s programmes should offer placement opportunities’. This 
would encourage departments that did not currently offer placements to introduce 
them, something not required under the current proposal. Moreover, the limited 
number of placement providers meant that not all students could be guaranteed a 
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placement, and this should be made clear within the recommendation. It was 
sufficient that programmes contained opportunities to which students could apply;  

 
(d) that departments should be encouraged to make use of a range of different 

placement types. The paper should make clearer the range of different sorts of 
placement activity which departments might introduce to fulfil the Task and Finish 
Group’s recommendations, distinguishing between placements within credit-
bearing modules; modules entirely consisting of placement activity; and non-credit 
bearing placements within programmes, which in themselves could be of varying 
lengths. It would be useful if the paper contained examples of current placement 
activity to illustrate such categories. There was a need to make clearer which of the 
different types of placement activity each recommendation in the paper applied to;  

 
(e)  that the definition of a placement within the recommendation in paragraph 13 of the 

paper was felt to be problematic. For instance, the definition excluded fieldwork, yet 
there were some placement opportunities (e.g. within the Department of 
Archaeology) that involved fieldwork. These nevertheless were placements in that 
they involved the student working within an outside organisation. The definition 
should make clear that a placement did not merely involve being outside the 
University, but also embedded in an external company or organisation;  

 
(f) that the Group had recommended that students should have opportunity to gain 

formal recognition for placements that did not contribute to degree outcomes, via 
an assessed reflective excercise. The committee welcomed this proposal, although 
there was a need for more detail with respect to this recommendation. One option 
would be to tie this exercise to the Durham Award or to recommend the 
introduction of a departmental or faculty variant on the Durham Award;   

 
(g) that the Group had recommended that all placements that were an integral part of 

programmes of study (rather than just year-long placements) should contribute to 
the degree title, leading to a degree ‘with Placement’. In order to maintain common 
standards across the University, it would not be possible for all placements to be 
recognised in the degree title in a common fashion. However, the committee felt 
that students undertaking in-curricula placements that did not lead to a specific 
degree title should nevertheless be able to undertake the reflective exercise 
referred to in Noted (f), and thus gain recognition via another route. It was 
important that the Task and Finish Group set out its proposed threshold for 
achieving a ‘with Placement’ degree. It would also be useful if the Group developed 
a framework setting out the different types of placement activity and the routes 
through which they could be recognised; 

 
(h)  that the Group had suggested that the fee for year-long placements should be set 

at a lower rate than the current 50%. This was a useful suggestion, as a 50% fee 
might be off-putting to some students given the new undergraduate fees regime. It 
would be useful if the Group could research the practice at comparator institutions 
with respect to fees for placement years and include this information in future 
papers to inform consideration of this recommendation at Fees Advisory Board;    

 
Agreed: that QSSC’s comments should be fed back to the Chair of the Placements 
Task and Finish Group.  

Action: DCG/TC 
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49. Merit Classification on Taught Postgraduate Programmes 
 
Considered:  whether a mark of 60% should be required in the dissertation component 
of taught postgraduate programmes for the award of a merit classification;   

Document QSSC/12/51 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the proposal that a mark of 60% in the dissertation component of taught 

postgraduate programmes should be required for the award of a merit grade had 
been supported in consultation. Only one department (the School of Education) 
had objected to the proposal, on the grounds that the importance of the dissertation 
was already sufficiently reflected through credit weighting and that the proposal 
might be inappropriate for, or off-putting to, some international students;  
 

(b) that the proposed change would more fully reflect the University’s emphasis on 
research-led education and would be consistent with the criteria for the award of a 
distinction, for which a mark of 70% in the dissertation was required. The lack of 
consistency between the two grades had been raised as an issue by several 
external examiners;  
 

(c) that, as was currently the case with the award of a distinction, the proposals would 
permit boards of examiners to consider the award of a merit by discretion if the 
student received a mark of between 58 and 60% in the dissertation and an average 
weighted mean of 60% or above. However, given the importance of the 
dissertation, it was unlikely that many boards of examiners would favour this option;  

 
(d) that Document 51 showed that 96 students who gained a merit grade in 2011/12 

(12.4% of all students awarded a merit grade) received a mark of below 60 in the 
dissertation component of their programme, and thus would not have achieved a 
merit had the proposals then been operational, barring the exercise of discretion 
(an option that would have been available in respect of 41 such students, who 
received a mark of 58 to 59). It was thus possible that the proposed change would 
have a not insignificant effect on classification. The committee nevertheless felt that 
the proposal was appropriate given the standards of the University and the need for 
consistency with the criteria for the award of a distinction; 

 
(e) that it was unlikely that the proposed change would have a significant negative 

impact on staff time;  
 

Agreed: to support the proposals outlined in Annex 2 of the paper;  
 
Recommended: that Education Committee recommend to Senate that the Core 
Regulations for taught master’s, postgraduate diploma and postgraduate 
certificate programmes be amended to require a mark of 60% in the dissertation 
for the award of a merit grade, as outlined in Annex 2 of Document QSSC/12/51.  

 
Part B: Routine Business 

 
50. Schedule of Business 

 
Received: a revised schedule of business, in light of the transfer of responsibility for 
some admissions issues to QSSC;  

Document QSSC/12/52 
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Reported: that a report on the implementation of training requirements for 
undergraduate and postgraduate admissions selectors in 2013 would be presented to 
the first meeting of QSSC in the Michaelmas Term 2013.    
 

51. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed:  
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 12 December 2012; 

Document QSSC/12/53 
 

(b) the report to Education Committee of the meeting of QSSC held 12 December 
2012. 

Document QSSC/12/54 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the Legal Support unit had now endorsed the Memorandum of Agreement for 

the proposed partnership with the University of Bologna, and that Document 54 
would be amended accordingly prior to submission to Education Committee; 
 

(b) that the Chair had discussed the proposed amendment to the sporting concessions 
process with the Dean of Experience Durham and the Pro-Vice-Chancellor and 
Deputy Warden, who was supportive of the proposal that authority to grant such 
concessions should rest with departments. The Dean of Experience Durham’s 
current practice was not to support concession requests that were not supported by 
departments. It was nevertheless the case that departments’ influence over such 
decisions needed to be clarified in existing policy and guidance on the process;      
 

Reported: that the report from the 12 December 2012 meeting of QSSC would be 
considered at the 28 January 2013 meeting of Education Committee. The resulting 
minute extract would be submitted to the 27 February 2013 meeting of QSSC. 

 
52. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

(a) Action Log 
 

     Received:  the QSSC action log;               Document QSSC/12/55a 
 

Agreed: that the issue of how to facilitate training in advanced software for research 
degree students should be placed on the agenda of the next meeting of 
Researcher Training Steering Group (Minute 23 refers);  

Action: AR 
 

(b) Matters of report 
 

Received:  a report of matters arising for information;  
Document QSSC/12/55b 

 
(c) Matters for further consideration 

 
(i) 2011/12, Minute 65(a) and 2012/13, Minute 8(c)(i) External Examiner 

Reports for Taught Postgraduate Programmes: University Overview 
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Considered:  a response from the Business School to QSSC’s previous 
consideration of the governance of its distance taught MBA programmes;  

Document QSSC/12/55c 
 

[Secretary’s Note: Dr Millard acted as chair for the committee’s discussion of 
Document 55c, Professor Clark having declared a conflict of interest] 
 
Noted:  
 
A. that Document 55c demonstrated that there was sufficient internal cross-

representation between the Business School’s main and distance taught 
MBA boards of examiners;  

 
B. that there were currently no external examiners common to the two 

boards. A common external examiner should be introduced (ideally from 
among the existing external examiners) in order for the University to 
assure itself of consistency of standards between the two sets of 
programmes and to demonstrate an appropriate degree of external 
oversight. There was no need for the School to introduce a special role or 
title to fulfil this need, as had previously been suggested by the School;  

 
Agreed: to approve the Business School’s request that its main and distance 
taught MBA boards of examiners remain separate, subject to the introduction 
and maintenance of a common external examiner between the two boards. 

Action: GM 
 

53. Chair’s Business 
 
Noted:  
 
(a)  that preliminary discussions had taken place within the Department of 

Mathematical Sciences about the possibility of revising its undergraduate and 
integrated master’s programmes to allow greater flexibility for students to undertake 
modules from different levels, in a manner that would require a departure from the 
University’s Core Regulations on this topic. The Chair and committee were 
concerned that this would adversely complicate Natural Sciences programmes. It 
was also highly important, for both internal and external reasons, that a common 
standard was maintained across the University. The Chair thus intended to advise 
the Department that QSSC would not support the proposed change. It was felt that 
the current adjacent level rule already provided a sufficient degree of flexibility;     

 
(b)  that the Chair had suggested to the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education) that there 

would be value in conducting a thematic review of distance learning, teaching and 
supervision. The committee felt this would be a useful development.    

 
54. Enhancement-Led Review: Philosophy 

 
Considered:  whether to sign-off the Enhancement-Led Review of Philosophy;  

Document QSSC/12/56 
 

Agreed: that the Enhancement-Led Review of Philosophy should be signed off as 
satisfactorily completed, and that this should be reported to Education Committee and 
to the Department of Philosophy. 

Action: DCG/PA 
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55. Programme Approval: PG Cert. in the Theory and Practice of Education 
 
Considered:  whether to approve a new Postgraduate Certificate in the Theory and 
Practice of Education programme;  

Document QSSC/12/57 
 

Noted: that the proposed programme was designed to target and support students who 
wished to prepare for teaching in schools and further education colleges that did not 
require Qualified Teacher Status; 

 
Agreed: that the proposed Postgraduate Certificate in the Theory and Practice of 
Education programme be approved; and that this should be reported to the School of 
Education and to Education Committee.   

Action: ES/DCG 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
56. Matters of Report 

 
Reported:  that Chair’s action had been taken on behalf of QSSC to:  
 
(a) approve the withdrawal of the BA Sociology with Law (L3M1) programme with 

effect from October 2013;  
 

(b) approve the introduction of an Master in Pharmacy (MPharm) with Foundation 
programme, the programme regulations having been clarified to make clear the 
fitness to practice requirements on the programme.   

 
57. Dates of Future Meetings 

 
Reported:  that further meetings of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee would be 
held:   

 

Date Time Room 
Wednesday 27 February 2013  9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 27 March 2013  9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 1 May 2013  9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 29 May 2013  9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 


	MINUTES
	Part B: Routine Business


