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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

QUALITY AND STANDARDS SUB-COMMITTEE 
 

27 February 2012 
 

Present: Professor E. Burd (Chair), Dr P. Collins, Dr T. Fawcett, Dr R. D. Harrison, Dr A. 
Millard, Mr S. Parker, Mr A. Rennie, Dr S. Taylor and Dr E. Welch, with Dr D. C. Gent 
(Secretary). 
 
Apologies: Professor A. Forster. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
MINUTES 

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

Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 
 

53. Diversity in the Curriculum 
 

Considered:  a consultation paper from the Diversity in the Curriculum Task and Finish 
Group; 

Document QSSC/11/69 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the Sub-Committee strongly supported the Task and Finish Group’s belief that 

there was a need to raise awareness of good practice in relation to diversity in the 
curriculum across the University; 
 

(b) that, whilst there was a need for staff to receive additional guidance on diversity in 
the curriculum, there was some concern to ensure that the addition of new 
requirements within core curriculum development and approval processes did not 
lead to inappropriate administrative burdens.  Diversity issues were already 
considered within some of the existing curriculum review and development 
processes. For example, the programme approval process already asked 
programme proposers to consider the international, global or intercultural 
dimensions of the curriculum and in 2010/11 QSSC and Education Committee had 
strengthened the requirement for programme proposers to consider disability 
issues when developing new programmes.  The Sub-Committee therefore felt that 
the Task and Finish Group should consider whether existing requirements relating 
to diversity in curriculum review and development processes needed to be 
strengthened or added to, or whether in some cases (such as programme 
approval) the need was to ensure that the current expectations were consistently 
implemented. It was also important that the Group consider how those involved in 
approving decisions within curriculum review and development processes might be 
supported in considering diversity issues; 
 

(c) that the Sub-Committee supported the Task and Finish Group’s premise that 
practices developed to support diversity could be implemented for the good of the 
student body as a whole, and therefore felt that consideration of diversity might be 
productively incorporated into core quality management processes; 
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(d) that, whilst the Task and Finish Group proposed to develop a handbook on 
diversity in the curriculum, it was felt that guidance to staff would have greater 
impact if delivered through the Learning and Teaching Handbook. As this was the 
main source of guidance on learning and teaching matters within the University, it 
would have greater visibility than a separate handbook. There were a number of 
internal and external resources on good practice in relation to diversity (such as 
training modules on duo and resources developed by the Higher Education 
Academy and the Open University) upon which this guidance might draw. The Sub-
Committee also noted the importance of clarifying and making staff aware of our 
statutory obligations with regard to diversity and that the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook could also include reference to this; 

 
(e) that the Task and Finish Group had proposed that the University appoint a Dean for 

Diversity or a Diversity Champion to promote diversity in the curriculum.  While the 
Sub-Committee could see the value of such a post in terms of the profile this would 
give to the issue of diversity, some members felt that it would be more appropriate 
to embed diversity issues within existing senior academic roles such as the existing 
pan-University deans and chairs of FECs in order to signal that promoting diversity 
in the curriculum was the responsibility of all staff.  It was not clear from the interim 
report what the activities and role of a Dean for Diversity would be, and if this 
proposal were to be pursued the Group’s recommendations in this area should be 
accompanied by a detailed action plan, outlining what the Dean for Diversity (if 
appointed) would seek to accomplish over a given time period; 

 
(f) that it was unclear from the Task and Finish Group’s report whether the proposed 

Dean for Diversity or Diversity Champion would also have responsibility for 
supporting diversity in relation to staffing within the University. If so, the Sub-
Committee were unclear whether such an appointment could be progressed solely 
by Education Committee or if it would also need to be approved by UEC; 

 
(g) that the Task and Finish Group had proposed to introduce a requirement that all 

programmes include instruction on disciplinary skills, academic conventions and 
assessment criteria within the first term of teaching. There was a need to provide 
additional support to some groups of students in this area. Owing to the demands 
placed on departments in the first weeks of the academic year, it was felt that such 
support might be most effectively delivered via an online module rather than by in-
class teaching. There was currently an optional module on plagiarism, and this 
might be expanded, made compulsory and delivered prior to students’ arrival at the 
University. Nevertheless, it was felt that academic induction should take place 
across an extended period that went beyond the induction week itself. It was also 
vital that induction activities were supported by feedback from teaching staff on 
students’ work. The Task and Finish Group’s recommendations in this area might 
draw upon and coordinate with work around the Skills Audit, which contained 
valuable information on student needs in relation to study skills and their discipline;  

 
Agreed: that the Sub-Committee’s feedback on the consultation paper should be 
provided to the Diversity in the Curriculum Task and Finish Group. 

Action: DCG  
 
54. Annual Review of Research Degree Programmes 

 
(a) University Overview 

 
Considered: the University overview of the annual review of research degree 
programmes, 2010/11; 

Document QSSC/11/70 
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Noted:  
 

(i) that one department had suggested that that there would be value in ensuring 
that staff involved in admissions had access to central information on the 
supervisory load of staff members. Although information on supervisory 
workloads was held, the University did not currently have a mechanism for 
considering this within the admissions process. The Academic Support Office 
maintained a register of approved supervisors, from which at least one member 
of every supervisory team had to be drawn. This might usefully be supplied to 
departments. It was possible to provide admissions staff with information on 
supervisory loads via a dynamic Banner query, although this would require 
resource to develop. It was felt that this issue should be remitted to Admissions 
Sub-Committee and the Dean of Graduate School for consideration; 
 

(ii) that some of the departmental reviews on research degree provision had 
identified specific issues in relation to training for research students, for 
instance that generic training was not always well-suited to their specific 
disciplinary requirements. A summary of these comments should be provided to 
the Researcher Training Steering Group and to CARD, which could then 
ascertain whether bespoke training would be appropriate in specific cases; 

 
(iii) that it would be useful for the University to develop quantitative data on the 

academic aspects of the experience of postgraduate research students. Such 
data played an increasingly important role in developing departmental training 
provision, and would help support collaborative bids designed to secure funding 
based on the DTC model. There would be value in engaging with the externally-
run Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES), which would provide 
useful data to enable internal and external comparison on postgraduate 
research student satisfaction. DSU’s Education and Welfare Officer indicated 
that DSU would be willing to encourage students to participate in PRES;  

 
Agreed:  

 
(i) that Admissions Sub-Committee and the Dean of Graduate School should be 

asked to consider whether additional information should be supplied to 
admissions staff in departments to help manage and monitor staff workloads in 
relation to supervision;  

Action: TC/RE 
 

(ii) that a summary of comments relating to training for research students should 
be provided to the Researcher Training Steering Group and CARD;  

Action: AR 
 

Recommended:  that the University should participate in the next round of 
the HEA’s Postgraduate Research Experience Survey in 2013; 

 
(b) Faculty Overviews 

 
Considered: the faculty overviews of the annual review of research degree 
programmes, 2010/11; 

       Documents QSSC/11/71 - 73 
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Noted:  
 

(i) that the Arts and Humanities Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate) had 
recommended that QSSC consider revising and shortening the form used for 
departmental review of research degree provision;  
 
[Secretary’s Note: this issue was addressed via the Sub-Committee’s 
consideration of proposals on revisions to the annual review process (Minute 
55(c) below refers)];  
 

(ii) that the Faculty of Arts and Humanities had agreed to coordinate a faculty 
forum to consider best practice in doctoral supervision and monitoring;  

 
(iii) that some departments in the Faculty of Science had reported issues in relation 

to accommodation and infrastructure. Actions were already being taken in a 
number of instances to address these concerns, which varied by department 
and were thought to be the product of specific disciplinary requirements;    

 
Agreed: that CARD should offer support in facilitating the proposed forum on 
doctoral supervision and monitoring to the Faculty of Arts and Humanities.  

Action: SET 
 

55. Annual Review of Taught Programmes 
 

(a) University Overview 
 

Considered: the University overview of the annual review of taught programmes, 
2010/11; 

Document QSSC/11/74 
 

Noted:  
 

(i) that the overwhelming majority of departments had directly involved students in 
the annual review process, in accordance with University policy. However, two 
departments did not meet this requirement, whilst another only partly did so. To 
support University policy in this area, the annual review report form should be 
revised to ask departments to state how students had been involved in the 
review process, rather than simply asking whether or not students had done so; 
 

(ii) that if departmental reviews were restricted to a single, long meeting, this might 
hinder student attendance. The University had previously encouraged 
departments to adopt a phased approach to annual review, and this approach 
would facilitate student engagement with the review process;  
 

(iii) that several departments had not achieved the 50% target response rate set by 
the University for module evaluation questionnaires (MEQs). Some 
departments had attributed poor response rates to the move to online MEQs, 
although it was felt that electronic MEQs often provided higher quality and more 
discursive feedback. Departments should be encouraged to draw upon the 
good practice of those departments which received high MEQ response rates; 

 
(iv) that one departmental report had suggested that module coordinators were 

reluctant to engage with negative feedback from MEQs. This was a concern, as 
reflection upon MEQ data formed an important mechanism of quality 
enhancement. The Sub-Committee noted that it was common practice in many 
departments for MEQ feedback to be considered by an appropriate member of 
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staff who was not part of the teaching team on that module, either as well as or 
instead of its consideration by a member of the teaching team.  Given the issue 
highlighted in Document 74, the Sub-Committee felt that this practice should 
become a requirement of University policy; 

 
(v) that the Sub-Committee was concerned that eight departments had not shared 

some or all of their external examiners’ reports with their SSCCs during 
2010/11, as was required by the University.  It was important that action was 
taken in the relevant departments to remedy this, and that all departments were 
reminded of the University’s requirements in this area. At present, QSSC did 
not require minute extracts from SSCC meetings outlining consideration of 
external examiners’ reports, but was prepared to institute this requirement in 
future if this became necessary to support University policy in this area; 

 
(vi) that, whilst the annual review reports suggested that SSCCs were operating 

effectively, it was unclear whether all departments were implementing the 
expectation (which came into effect in 2010/11) that all students should receive 
a summary of the activities of the SSCC during that academic year. The 
University did not presently monitor the implementation of this requirement 
outside of Departmental Review. This should be achieved by amending the 
annual review report form to ask departments when the summary of the 
SSCC’s work was circulated to students; 

 
(vii) that all departments other than the School of Education had reported that they 

had reviewed their placement learning. This oversight appeared to be the 
product of a misunderstanding on the part of the School of Education that there 
was no need to report on school placements;  

 
(viii) that the Sub-Committee noted the action taken relating to issues raised in the 

annual review reports listed in paragraph 28 of Document 74;      
 

Agreed:  
 

(i) that the Sub-Committee was content with the follow-up action taken on issues 
raised in the overview on annual review of taught programmes for 2009/10;  
 

(ii) that the annual review report form should be revised to encourage reflection 
upon student involvement in the review process, as indicated in Noted (i);  

Action: RDH 
 

(iii) that good practice in relation to securing high MEQ response rates and in the 
consideration of MEQ data should be discussed by FECs (Undergraduate);  

Action: SDK/ACB/TF 
 

(iv) that Education Committee be asked to revise University policy on the 
consideration of MEQ data as outlined in Noted (iv); 
 

(v) that confirmation should be sought that all departments for which action was 
outstanding had submitted their external examiners’ reports to their SSCC;  

Action: DCG 
 

(vi) that departments should be reminded of the importance of submitting all 
external examiners’ reports to their SSCC;  

Action: SDK/TF/ACB 
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(vii) that the annual review report form should be revised to ask departments when 
the annual summary of the work of its SSCC was circulated to students;  

Action: RDH 
 

(viii) that the chairs of the Social Sciences and Health FECs should confirm that 
the School of Education had reviewed its school placements and been 
reminded of the need to report on this within its 2011/12 review report; 

Action: ACB/DNMD  
 

Recommended: that Education Committee approve the proposal to revise 
University policy to require MEQ data to be viewed by a member of staff 
independent of that module’s teaching team (either in addition to or instead 
of consideration by a member of the module’s teaching team);  

 
(b) Faculty Overviews 

 
Considered: 
 
(i) the annual review of undergraduate and integrated master’s taught 

programmes, 2010/11 (including faculty assurance reports on departmental 
action plans in response to Curriculum Review); 

Documents QSSC/11/75 – 77 
 

(ii) faculty overviews of the annual review of taught postgraduate programmes, 
2010/11 (including faculty assurance reports on departmental action plans in 
response to Curriculum Review); 

Document QSSC/11/78 - 80 
 

Noted:  
 

(i) that the faculty overviews identified some different issues to the University 
overview, and as such were a worthwhile exercise; 
 

(ii) that the Social Sciences and Health overview report for undergraduate 
programmes identified concerns regarding falling response rates for MEQs in 
many departments. The report also expressed a concern that while 
departments were clearly administering MEQs, considering the results of these, 
and taking action as a result, most departments in the faculty did not have a 
formal policy on consideration of MEQ data.  The report stated that as a result 
of this follow-up action arising from student feedback on MEQs could be 
inconsistent. It was important that MEQs prompted reflection in departments. 
The faculty had queried whether the University should amplify and extend its 
current requirements on the consideration of MEQ data. The University was 
currently reviewing its approach to MEQs, and this issue should be considered 
as part of this work;  

 
(iii) that all departments had submitted action plans outlining how they would review 

and revise their provision between 2011 and 2014 to align their taught 
programmes to the University’s Principles for the Development of the Taught 
Curriculum. All departments had met this requirement, but the specificity and 
clarity of actions plans varied between departments.  While it might be expected 
that the first year of these plans may need to be at a high level as departments 
worked through the implications of the Principles, it would be essential that the 
second iteration of these plans, submitted as part of the annual review of 
2011/12, set out clear, specific and actionable objectives to be implemented by 
2014; 
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(iv) that the departmental action plan from the School of Applied Social Sciences 

was a model of good practice, clearly outlining how the department had 
engaged with the Principles for the Development of the Taught Curriculum and 
how its programmes would be aligned to the Principles by 2014;  

 
Agreed:  

 
(i) that the comments of the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health on the 

consideration of MEQ data should be submitted to the Working Group involved 
in revising the University’s approach to MEQs for consideration; 

Action: DCG 
 

(ii) that the School of Applied Social Sciences’ action plan for implementing the 
Principles for the Development of the Taught Curriculum should be submitted to 
FECs as an example of good practice;  

Action: AR/EA/SG/ERLM/EC/NDB 
 

(c) Proposed Revisions to Annual Review Process 
 
Considered: proposals to revise the annual review process for taught programmes; 

Document QSSC/11/81 
 

Noted:  
 

(i) that Document 81 proposed to revise the annual review process to focus 
annual review reports on identifying areas for development and enhancement, 
whilst still ensuring that robust quality assurance was maintained. In particular, 
it was proposed to replace the current form with a much shorter form made up 
of three sections: a reflection on educational provision (which might take the 
form of a SWOT analysis); a checklist requiring departments to confirm the date 
of meetings at which core review activities took place; and a final section with 
one or two thematic questions, which would change each year and could be 
used to prompt reflection on new policies or priority areas (for instance the work 
of academic advisors, or key issues such as diversity in the curriculum);  
 

(ii) that while Document 81 proposed a significant reduction in the length of annual 
review reports, it was not intended that the areas departments were asked to 
review on an annual basis would change significantly.  This was to ensure that 
annual review continued to support robust quality assurance. Annex 3 of 
Document 81 demonstrated that the areas which the University expected 
departments to review were broadly similar in scope and content to those 
required of departments at comparator HEIs. 
 

(iii) that it was proposed to maintain the current requirement for departments to 
attach action plans to their annual review reports, but to expand these plans so 
that they addressed action points arising from annual review in addition to 
outlining how departments intended to engage with the Principles for the 
Development of the Taught Curriculum; 
 

(iv) that the Sub-Committee supported the proposed revisions to the annual review 
process, which it was felt would significantly reduce the volume of reporting 
which departments were expected to undertake whilst encouraging a more 
evaluative and forward-looking approach to annual review;  
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(v) that it was felt that the introduction of thematic question(s) on the annual review 
report form would encourage departments to consider how they would act to 
make improvements in the relevant area. It was important that the subject of 
these questions were identified at the start of the academic year in order to 
allow departments to consider these issues throughout the year;    

 
(vi) that Annex 4 of Document 81 contained a draft revised annual review report 

form based on the proposals. This was designed to indicate what such a form 
might look like, and was not a proposed final version of the form. The form 
would need to be accompanied by guidance and examples outlining the depth 
and nature of the content required. Section C of the draft form contained a 
number of questions, through which departments were asked to confirm that 
they were operating in line with University guidance. This section should be 
amended to require an explanation of negative answers to these questions and 
to ask departments to specify the relevant minute number(s) for each area 
covered; 

 
(vii) that programmes delivered through a collaborative partnership presented an 

intrinsically higher risk in terms of quality assurance, and as such the Sub-
Committee supported the proposal in the paper that such programmes should 
remain subject to the current, more comprehensive annual review report form; 

 
(viii) that Document 81 proposed that, to provide assurance on the operation of the 

revised process, departments should be asked each year to submit minute 
extracts outlining consideration of two areas to QSSC, and that (if appropriate) 
departments could be requested to complete the current, more comprehensive 
form. These two areas would be specified after the deadline date for the 
submission of annual review report forms to ASO; 

 
(ix) that the introduction of a shorter form posed the question of whether, as was 

currently an option, departments should be able to comment on both 
undergraduate and taught postgraduate provision in a single report. It was felt 
that departments should continue to have this option (although the 
effectiveness of this approach should be kept under review). The guidance for 
the proposed new approach should clearly state that departments were 
required to comment on both undergraduate and taught postgraduate provision; 

 
(x) that it would be appropriate to revise the annual review of research degree 

programmes in a similar way to that proposed in Document 81 for taught 
programmes;  

 
(xi) that, if approved, it was proposed to implement the revised approach for the 

annual reviews which were due to take place during the current academic year; 
 

Agreed: that Education Committee should be asked to endorse the general 
approach outlined in the paper. If this was forthcoming, full proposals should be 
developed in line with QSSC’s comments for consideration at a future meeting; 

Action: RDH 
  

Recommended: that Education Committee endorse the proposed revised 
approach to the annual review process.  

 
56. External Examiner Reports for Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s 

Programmes 
 

(a) University Overview 
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Considered: the University overview of external examiner reports for undergraduate 
and integrated master’s programmes, 2010/11; 

Document QSSC/11/82 
 

Noted:  
 

(i) that the University asked external examiners to mark a number of general 
statements relating to quality and standards on a scale of 1-3, where a mark of 
3 indicated that a statement was consistently met and a mark of 2 indicated that 
it was generally met. Examiners were asked to provide a detailed explanation 
when they give a mark of 2, although a small minority had failed to do so; 
 

(ii) that a small number of external examiners had suggested that the University 
should revise its policy to always incorporate marks from partner institutions 
into the final degree classification of students undertaking a year abroad. As 
outlined in Document 82, these suggestions were based on a misunderstanding 
of University policy. The purpose of a year abroad could vary, as it could either 
be to replace a year of study at Durham or to provide a further year of study 
that afforded students with additional experiences. Students on the latter type of 
programme received a different degree (i.e. ‘with year abroad’) than their 
compatriots on similar, exclusively home-based programmes: a distinction 
based on the fact that such students had to pass the placement year on a pass 
/ fail basis, which was reflected in different learning outcomes for the two 
programmes. There was accordingly no question of students undertaking a 
year abroad not meeting national and University expectations in terms of 
academic standards;  

 
(iii) that there was little support for requiring all programmes with an additional year 

abroad to incorporate marks from a partner institution, but the Sub-Committee 
did note that FECs had been consulted on a proposal to allow a separate 
diploma to be awarded in respect of such years and that a final 
recommendation on this issue would be forthcoming in the Easter Term; 

 
(iv) that a number of external examiners had raised concerns regarding the 

consistency of feedback provided to students. This was an important issue, as 
a departments’ generally good performance in relation to feedback could be 
undermined if procedures were not consistently maintained; 

 
(v) that, whilst every external examiner was confident in the University’s academic 

standards, a number had made recommendations designed to encourage fuller 
use of the marking scale. Document 82 indicated that this might be achieved 
via the adoption of a categoric marking scale (currently used on an optional 
basis by some departments) or by moving to a shorter scale (for example 
marking on a scale of 0 to 15, as a number of HEIs in the Russell and 94 
groups now did). Either approach would represent a significant change in 
practice in relation to assessment. As such, further evidence was needed to 
assess whether either approach supported the use of a fuller range of marks 
before this issue was considered further. Research should also be undertaken 
on the other implications of such approaches in comparator HEIs where they 
had been adopted. The external examiners who had raised issues relating to 
the marking scale should be asked to clarify their concerns to their host 
departments when they visited the University during summer 2012; 

 
(vi) that some external examiners had indicated that they would have appreciated 

additional or different statistical data (for instance summary statistics on 
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modules). The University was currently in the process of developing new 
reporting tools which would support improved provision of statistical data, 
although this was unlikely to be possible until 2013. In the interim, departments 
should be encouraged to use centrally-held statistics on Banner and to supply 
module data if this was held locally; 

 
(vii) that compared to 2009/10 an increased number of external examiners had 

raised issues relating to moderation and the audit trail for assessment in their 
reports, although these issues seemed to be specific rather than systemic;  

 
(viii) that a number of external examiners had indicated that they would have 

appreciated the desire to meet with groups of students. While the University 
had already indicated that it did not wish to require external examiners to hold 
such meetings, it would be useful to draw attention to the possibility of doing so;            

 
Agreed:  

 
(i) that the Sub-Committee was content with the progress made in response to the 

actions agreed on the basis of the overview of external examiners’ reports for 
2009/10;  
 

(ii) that the University’s policy on programmes involving a year abroad should be 
clarified for external examiners who had raised concerns in this area; 

Action: ACB/EC 
 

(iii) that departments should be reminded of the importance of consistent 
implementation of their policies on feedback on assessed work;  

Action: SDK/ACB/TF 
 

(iv) that research should be undertaken to assess the impact made on the spread 
of marks by the adoption of categoric or short marking scales, based on internal 
evidence and the experience of relevant comparator institutions;  

Action: RDH 
 

(v) that the Head of the Academic Support Office should ask those departments 
whose external examiners had raised concerns relating to the use of the full 
marking scale to ask their external examiners to clarify their concerns in this 
area; 

Action: RDH 
 

(vi) that departments should be encouraged to provide summary statistics on 
modules to boards of examiners (if available locally), and to make use of 
centrally-held statistical information within standard Banner reports;  

Action: SDK/ACB/TF 
 

(vii) that departments should be reminded through training for chairs and secretaries 
of boards of examiners of the importance of providing external examiners with 
full information and documentation about the provision they were examining; 

Action: ELB/RDH 
 

(viii) that a reminder on the importance of following University and departmental 
policies on moderation and double-marking and of good practice in relation to 
the audit-trail for assessment should be added to the annual refresher training 
for chairs and secretaries of boards of examiners; 

Action: ELB/RDH 
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(ix) that a reminder of the potential for external examiners to meet with groups of 
students should be added to the refresher training for chairs and secretaries of 
boards of examiners;  

Action: ELB/RDH 
 

(b) Faculty Overviews 
 

Considered: the faculty overviews of external examiner reports for undergraduate 
and integrated master’s programmes, 2010/11; 

Document QSSC/11/83- 85 
 

Noted: that the overview reports for the faculties of Arts and Humanities and Social 
Sciences and Health indicated that not all departments in those faculties had 
submitted a response to their external examiner reports at the time the reports 
were written. It was important that the Sub-Committee receive assurance from 
those faculties that all departments had responded to their examiners’ reports; 

 
Agreed: that an update on the development of outstanding responses to external 
examiners’ reports should be provided to the Secretary.  

Action: ERLM/EC 
 
57. Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s Boards of Examiners 
 

(a) Report from the University’s Chief Examiner 
 
Considered: the report of the University’s Chief Examiner on the operation of 
boards of examiners for undergraduate and integrated master’s programmes, 
2010/11; 

Document QSSC/11/86 
 

Noted:  
 

(i) that the Chief Examiner had drawn attention to an incident at the board of 
examiners in Law, where the advice of the external examiners that an upper 
second-class degree should be awarded was overruled by a majority vote of 
the board in favour of the award of a first-class degree. The action of this board 
was consistent with the University’s examination procedures (which stipulated 
that advice from external examiners should be carefully considered but was not 
binding) and was in any case an isolated instance. Both QSSC and the Chief 
Examiner remained confident in the University’s academic standards;   
 

(ii) that, whilst the Chief Examiner had recommended that the criteria for the 
appointment of an external examiner should be revised to state that a 
department should not appoint more than one external examiner from the same 
HEI except in exceptional circumstances, the University’s guidance was already 
clear on this issue. The instance that prompted this recommendation was a 
one-off situation whereby an external examiner had to replaced at short notice;  

 
(iii) that the Chief Examiner had advised that the Learning and Teaching Handbook 

be revised to distinguish between those duties required of external examiners 
and those which were strongly encouraged. Whilst this was a useful 
suggestion, it was thought that a better distinction would be between required 
duties and other duties which external examiners might undertake;  
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(iv) that it was desirable to strengthen the suggestions offered to external 
examiners in section 6.4.5 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook and 
decouple these from reference to viva voce examinations; 

 
(v) that the Chief Examiner had recommended that the University consider ways to 

increase meetings between external examiners and students. This had already 
been done via training for chairs and secretaries of boards of examiners;  

 
(vi) that some problems had been encountered by external examiners in relation to 

the amount of assessed work presented for sampling. This issue had been 
addressed via training for chairs and secretaries of boards of examiners; 

 
(vii)  that the Chief Examiner had suggested that the University should consider 

ways to increase the engagement of boards of examiners and external 
examiners with learning outcomes. This was a useful suggestion, as examiners 
required knowledge of learning outcomes in order to be able to assess 
performance. The importance of learning outcomes was stressed at training for 
chairs and secretaries of boards of examiners, and should continue to be so; 

 
(viii) that an external examiner in Chemistry had questioned the validity of 

centrally-held information on student marks in Banner, suggesting that these 
did not accord with departmentally-held information. This concern was thought 
to be a product of a departmental spreadsheet using a different algorithm in the 
calculation of total student marks than the approved algorithm used by Banner. 
The differences between these algorithms related largely to the way marks 
were rounded up, which (given the board of examiners’ ability to exercise a 2% 
boundary of discretion) was unlikely to impact on degree classification. In any 
case, the marks held in Banner should be considered authoritative;  

 
(ix) that the issues raised by the Chief Examiner’s suggestions regarding the year 

abroad had already been considered (Minute 56(a)(ii) refers); 
 

(x) that external examiners in the Department of History had drawn attention to an 
apparent disparity in classification outcomes by gender. The Faculty of Arts and 
Humanities had investigated this issue across the faculty, and SPA would be 
approached to request that a gender breakdown of degree classifications be 
included in the standard data issued as part of annual review; 

 
(xi) that the Chief Examiner had suggested that the University should give further 

consideration to providing fuller guidance on what constituted an adequate 
minute of discussion in relation to Mitigating Circumstances / SACs, and should 
also provide advice on how to secure equity across a cohort when some but not 
all students had undertaken assessment based on group work. These issues 
should be addressed in training for chairs and secretaries of boards of 
examiners;    

 
Agreed:  

 
(i) that section 6.4.5 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook should be revised as 

indicated in Noted (iii) and (iv); 
Action: RDH 

 
(ii) that consideration should be given as to whether the external examiner report 

form should be revised to encourage fuller comments on learning outcomes;  
Action: RDH 
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(iii) that the agenda template for boards of examiners’ meetings should be revised 
to include receipt of programme learning outcomes;   

Action: RDH 
 

(iv) that the importance of boards of examiners considering student performance in 
relation to  learning outcomes should be raised at the training for chairs and 
secretaries of boards of examiners; 

Action: ELB/RDH 
 

(v) that the standard dataset sent to departments for annual review should include 
a breakdown of degree classifications by gender; 

Action:  JG 
 

(vi) that the training sessions for chairs and secretaries of boards of examiners 
should be revised to address the issues relating to good practice in minute 
writing and assessed group work raised in Noted (xi); 

Action: ELB/RDH 
 

(vii) that the importance of boards of examiners using the information on student 
marks in Banner should be emphasised to the Department of Chemistry; 

Action: TF 
 

(b) Faculty Overviews 
 

Considered: the faculty overviews of the operation of boards of examiners for 
undergraduate and integrated master’s programmes, 2010/11; 

Document QSSC/11/87 - 89 
 

Noted:  
 

(i) that the Faculty of Arts and Humanities had usefully suggested that section 
6.2.6 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook should be revised to add 
examples of best practice in relation to minute writing; and that the agenda 
template should be revised to include more specific detail on minute writing and 
to state that the minutes of the previous meeting of the board of examiners at 
the same level (plus any extraordinary boards) should be received and 
confirmed at each main meeting of the board of examiners. It was thought that 
these revisions would encourage good practice in minute writing; 
 

(ii) that the overview report from the Faculty of Science raised an issue regarding 
the unauthorised use of calculators in an examination within Mathematical 
Sciences. This issue had been independently picked up and addressed via the 
Examinations and Assessment Report;   
 

Agreed: that section 6.2.6 and appendix a.24 of the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook should be revised as indicated in Noted (i).  

Action: RDH 
 

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

Confirmed: 
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 11 January 2012; 

Document QSSC/11/90 
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(b) the report to Education Committee of the meeting of QSSC held 11 January 2012; 

Document QSSC/11/91 
 

Received:  
 
(c) an extract from the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 23 

January 2012, detailing consideration of the report from the 13 December 2011 
meeting of QSSC; 

Document QSSC/11/92 
 

(d) an extract from the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 13 
February 2012, detailing consideration of the report from the 11 January 2012 
meeting of QSSC. 

Document QSSC/11/93 
 

[Secretary’s Note: Chair’s action had been taken on behalf of Education Committee 
to approve QSSC’s proposal that assurance reports from the HR Steering Group 
on the completion of ASRs and the submission of departmental training plans 
should be added to QSSC’s schedule of business for consideration in April each 
year. This recommendation had been inadvertently omitted from Document 91. 
These items would be added to QSSC’s schedule of business for 2011/12] 

Action: DCG 
 
59. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

(a) Action Log 
 
Received:  the QSSC action log;     

Document QSSC/11/94a 
 

(b) Matters of report 
 

Received:  a report of matters arising for information; 
Document QSSC/11/94b 

 
(c) Matters for further consideration 

 
(i) Minute 6: Accreditation Provision 
 

Considered: a report on progress in addressing the issues raised in 
accreditation reports (Minute 6 refers); 

Document QSSC/11/94c 
 

Noted:  
 

(A) that the report identified some concerns regarding delays in the timely 
submission of departmental responses to PRAPs. This in turn delayed the 
PRAPs’ ability to sign-off such response within 12 months of the 
accreditation process, as was expected by the University;  
 

(B) that there would be value in revising University procedure on consideration 
of accreditation reports to require the chair and secretary of the PRAP to 
offer the department a meeting six months after the PRAP’s initial 
consideration of the accreditation report, and to issue reminders to the 
department regarding the need to develop responses to accreditation 



Academic Support Office Quality and Standards Sub-Committee Page 15 of 17 
 27 February 2012 

reports at three and nine months after the initial consideration of the 
accreditation report by the PRAP;  

 
Agreed:  

 
(A) that action should be taken to address currently outstanding departmental 

responses to accreditation reports as soon as possible;  
Action: RDH 

 
(B) that PRAP chairs and secretaries should seek to ensure that  departments 

submit responses prior to the Panel meeting; 
Action: SDK/ACB/TF/ERLM/EC/NDB 

 
(C) that Education Committee should be asked to approve the proposed 

revision to University procedure on accreditation set out in Noted (B); 
 

Recommended: that Education Committee approve the proposed revision 
to University procedure on the consideration of accreditation reports;  

 
(ii) Minute 24 Annual Reports on Research Degree Student Progress  

 
Considered: the overview report from the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health 
on the annual progress review of research degree students (Minute 24 refers); 

Document QSSC/11/94d 
 

Noted:  
 

(A) that the report noted that some supervisors in the Faculty provided only 
brief comments as part of the annual progress review. Whilst this might 
have been the result of those supervisors having little concerns about 
particular students, it was important that, regardless of how well a student 
was performing, progress was effectively monitored and recorded 
throughout their career at the University; 
 

(B) that there might be value in introducing a ‘traffic light’ system as part of the 
duo report, whereby if a students’ progress was deemed to be 
unsatisfactory this was automatically flagged to the relevant Director of 
Postgraduate Research. However, it was recognised that departments did 
monitor postgraduate research student progress and were able to address 
concerns about this via the Academic Progress Notice procedure;  

 
(C) that the issue regarding an electronic system to support monitoring the 

progress of research students was being taken forward through the 
Research Student Annual Report Task and Finish Group; 

 
(iii) Minutes 25 and 26 Degree Classification, Progression and Completion 
 

Considered: an update on amendments to the format of annual reports on 
classification and progression and completion rates (Minutes 25 and 26 refer);  

Document QSSC/11/94e 
 

Noted: that QSSC had previously requested that the annual reports on student 
progression, completion, degree classification should be analysed in relation to 
a range of diversity variables. QSSC had made a similar request regarding 
reports on research degree submission and completion rates. The University 
was currently in the process of acquiring a data reporting tool which would 
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support this requirement, but it would not be possible to implement this until the 
2012/13 academic year. Upon acquisition of the tool ASO intended to review 
the methodology used for analysing the data generated by these reports.   

 
60. Chair’s business 

 
Reported: that there were no items of Chair’s Business.  
 

61. Reports from Accrediting Bodies 
 
Considered: a report from the European Masters in Translation Network in respect of 
the MA in Translation programme; 

Document QSSC/11/95 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the report was a response to an application from the School of Modern 

Languages and Cultures to join the European Masters in Translation (EMT) 
Network. The Network had suggested that the programme might support students 
in finding placements, and it was felt that the programme team should contact the 
Placement Officer in CEEC to consider what assistance might be provided in this 
area; 
 

(b) that departments were required to seek and receive advice from ASO prior to 
applying for accreditation. This procedure had not been followed in this instance, as 
the application for accreditation with the EMT Network had been approved by the 
relevant Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellor without the department having made prior 
contact with ASO. All departments should be reminded of the importance of 
following the correct procedure in respect of accreditation;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the MA in Translation programme team should be invited to contact the 

Placement Officer in CEEC to discuss the potential for support to be provided to 
students on the programme in respect of securing placements;  

Action: DCG 
 

(b) that all departments should be reminded via FECs of the requirement to seek and 
receive advice from ASO prior to making an application for accreditation.  

Action: AR/SG/EA/ERLM/NDB/EC 
 
 
 
 
62. Partnership Approval  

 
Considered: whether to recommend to Education Committee approval of the renewal 
of the partnership between Durham Business School and Fudan University, China, for 
the delivery of a DBA; 

Document QSSC/11/96 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the proposal was for a one-year extension to the current partnership between 

Durham Business School and Fudan University rather than the full five-year term, 
as the School was currently revising the structure of the DBA programme. The 
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Partnership Renewal Panel had agreed that, if the School were to seek a further 
renewal of the partnership, it would need to demonstrate significant progress in 
respect of the issues outlined in Agreed (a) to (k) of Attachment I of Document 96. 
The Sub-Committee strongly agreed with this position;  
 

(b) that the programme offered students the opportunity to provide feedback through a 
meeting between staff and students at the end of each module, rather than through 
a module evaluation questionnaire (MEQ). Whilst such meetings were appropriate 
in the cultural context of the delivery of the programme, it was felt that in addition 
some mechanism for allowing students to provide anonymous feedback should be 
introduced into the programme. Although this need not necessarily be an MEQ, a 
response rate of 50% should be targeted via whatever mechanism was adopted; 

 
(c) that there had been a limited amount of use of in-class translation on the 

programme, which had now been discontinued. In-class translation had not formed 
part of the agreed requirements of learning and assessment for the partnership. 
The proposed extension of the partnership should be contingent upon consistent 
implementation of those requirements, including in respect of in-class translation;  

 
(d) that it was essential for Durham Business School and Fudan University to maintain 

the regularity of management committee meetings agreed in the original 
Memorandum of Agreement for the partnership. The proposed extension of the 
partnership should be contingent upon such meetings taking place to schedule;    

 
Agreed: 
 
(a) that, subject to the conditions outlined in Noted (b) to (d) above, Education 

Committee be asked to approve the proposed extension to the partnership;  
 

(b) that the conditions set out by QSSC in Noted (b) to (d) above be relayed to the 
Durham Business School; 

Action:  EA 
 

Recommended: that, subject to the conditions set out in Noted (b) to (d) above, 
Education Committee approve the proposed extension to the partnership 
between Durham Business School and Fudan University.  

 
Part C:  Items for Information 

 
63. Matters of Report 

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

Document QSSC/11/97 
 

64. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported:  that further meetings of the Quality and Standards Sub-Committee would 
be held; 
 
Date Time Room 
Monday 26 March 2012 2.00pm Committee Room 1 
Thursday 26 April 2012 9.15am Committee Room 1 
Tuesday 29 May 2012 2.00pm Committee Room 1 
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