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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

QUALITY AND STANDARDS SUB-COMMITTEE 
 

 2 May 2012 
 

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

 
Minutes 

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

Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 
 
80. New Programme Approval Process 
 

Considered:  whether to recommend to Education Committee revisions to Stage 1 of 
the new programme approval process;  

Document QSSC/11/122 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that the proposals in the paper arose from a review of Stage 1 of the new 
programme approval process, which had been facilitated by SPCU’s Change 
Team. One of the issues that arose in the review was that significant staff time was 
sometimes devoted to developing full business cases for potential programmes 
where the rationale was weak, and that this could be addressed at an earlier point 
than at the completion of the Stage 1 proposal. To address this issue, it was 
proposed to (in effect) split the existing Stage 1 in two, to require a short, initial 
proposal justifying why time should be devoted to developing a full business case, 
which would only be permitted if approval of the initial proposal was given by the 
relevant faculty. This would save staff time in both departments and professional 
services by identifying and rejecting or improving weak cases at an earlier stage. 
The proposals would not impose an additional burden on departments as the initial 
proposal was largely requesting information that was already requested in the 
current process, albeit at a later stage, and would serve to encourage departments 
to collect relevant information from the start of the proposal; 

 
(b) that the paper proposed that the authority to approve initial proposals should rest 

with the chair of the relevant FEC, with the decision to approve the full business 
case continuing to rest with the Faculty PVC as budget holder. This was felt to be 
appropriate, given the strategic rather than financial focus of the initial proposal. 
However, the paper and proposals should be amended to state that, if the chair of 
the FEC felt that there were elements of concern in a particular initial proposal, he / 
she may consult with the Faculty PVC before taking a decision; 

 
(c) that it was proposed to strengthen the role of professional services in the Stage 1 

process, by ensuring that essential professional services were consulted on the 
initial proposal, through which departments would also identify the relevant services 
to be consulted in the further development of the business case; and by 
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establishing clearer and more specific mechanisms for communicating the views of 
relevant services (such as the International Office, Marketing and the Treasurer’s 
Department) to Faculty PVCs to support their decision-making; 

 
(d) that there was a need to strengthen the role of the Academic Support Office as the 

gatekeeper of the Stage 1 process. To support this and to encourage departments 
to liaise with ASO from an early stage, the proposals should be amended to include 
a checkbox on the initial proposal form stating that the programme proposer had 
consulted with ASO, and to require confirmation from the relevant Faculty Support 
Officer in ASO that the process had been properly followed; 

 
Agreed: that the proposals should be amended as detailed in Noted (b) and (d), and 
were otherwise supported by the Sub-Committee; 

Action: RDH 
 

Recommended: that, subject to the amendments detailed in Agreed, Education 
Committee approve the proposed revisions to Stage 1 of the new programme 
approval process.  

 
81. Annual Review 
 

Considered:  whether to recommend to Education Committee revisions to the annual 
review processes for taught and research degree programmes;  

Document QSSC/11/123 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that at its meeting of 27 February 2012 QSSC endorsed proposals to revise the 
annual review process for taught programmes, designed to rationalise this process 
and encourage a more evaluative and forward-looking approach to annual review 
(Minute 55(c) refers). These proposals had subsequently been supported by 
Education Committee. The paper set out full proposals, revised forms and 
guidance based on this approach. As requested by QSSC, the proposals 
addressed annual reviews for research degree as well as for taught programmes; 
 

(b) that the paper set out a revised report form for use in annual review, which was 
structured around the identification of strengths, opportunities, weaknesses and 
threats for the programmes identified by the review. The paper included an 
example of a completed report form, which showed the utility of this approach;  

 
(c) that the proposals maintained the current requirement for departments to attach 

action plans to their annual review reports for taught programmes, but expanded 
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. It was thought that this would be helpful in 
focusing discussions at annual review around key strategic questions and themes;   
 

(d) that it was anticipated that the proposals would lead to a significant reduction in 
work for departments in the reporting of annual reviews. The exception to this was 
in the proposed introduction of a separate, extended annual review report form for 
taught programmes delivered by a collaborative partnership, which required more 
detailed annual monitoring. The paper also included a more comprehensive annual 
report form which a department could be required to submit in the event that it had 
been identified that there was a specific need for more thorough reporting; 
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(e) that the paper suggested that departments should submit a separate extended 
annual review report form for each taught programme delivered by a collaborative 
partnership. However, some departments delivered multiple collaborative 
programmes with the same partner, which were often similar in content. It would be 
useful for such programmes to be considered on the same report form. The 
proposals should accordingly be revised to require the submission of one report 
form for taught programmes per collaborative partner per department. A separate 
form was currently used for research degree programmes involving collaborative 
provision, which it was not being proposed to amend; 

 
(f) that the guidance on the report form for annual review of programme(s) delivered 

via a collaborative partnership should be revised to indicate more clearly that this 
form should be used to detail actions taken by the department to support the 
collaborative programme(s), rather than generic actions across the department; 

 
(g) that it would not be appropriate for collaborative provision involving an articulation 

agreement to be subject to the extended annual review report form required for 
other types of collaborative provision. In such cases, the key issue was the 
progression of students on articulation agreements compared to that of other 
students on that programme. This should be addressed via the inclusion of a 
separate section on the standard annual review report form. Departmental 
responses to this section could then be considered by the appropriate Faculty 
Collaborative Provision Panel. The proposals should be revised to this effect; 

 
(h) that the Sub-Committee felt that departments should be encouraged to complete a 

single form for both undergraduate and taught postgraduate programmes (except 
for those involving collaborative provision), as many of the issues encountered in 
annual review would be generic to both undergraduate and postgraduate provision. 
However, if a department wished to address its undergraduate and taught 
postgraduate programmes on separate forms it could do so. Departments would 
still be required to do a separate form for research degree programmes, and this 
should be made clear in the policy; 

 
(i) the importance of providing clear guidance to departments on which annual review 

report form they should use in particular circumstances (for instance, to capture the 
distinction between articulation agreements and other types of collaborative 
provision outlined in Noted (g));      

 
(j) that the guidance on dissemination and identification of good practice in Annexes 6 

and 7 of the paper should be revised to make clear that dissemination of 
information at workshops and conferences referred to events focused on 
pedagogy; to refer only to the Higher Education Academy rather than to its now 
defunct subject centres; and to refer to the Postgraduate Certificate in Academic 
Practice rather than the Postgraduate Certificate in Learning and Teaching; 

 
(k) that section 6e of the form at Annex 6 and section 7e of the form at Annex 7 were 

not needed and should be deleted; 
 

(l) that section 13 in Annex 6 and section 12 in Annex 7 should be revised to cross-
refer to questions 12 and 11 (rather than 9) respectively; 

 
(m) that the paper proposed to maintain the current deadline for the submission of 

annual review documentation of the last Friday in October. This deadline was 
unhelpfully variable in its relation to the start of the University’s Michaelmas term. 
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The proposals should be revised so that the deadline was the Friday of the 
University’s teaching week three; 

 
(n) that the proposed form for faculty overview of annual review at Annex 12 should be 

amended to refer throughout to ‘programmes’ rather than ‘taught programmes’; 
 

Agreed: that the paper should be revised as indicated in Noted (e) to (n), and that the 
proposals were otherwise supported by the Sub-Committee; 

Action: RDH  
 

Recommended: that, subject to the amendments detailed in Agreed, Education 
Committee approve the proposed revisions to the annual review processes for 
taught and research degree programmes with immediate effect.  

 
82. External Examining 

 
Considered: a mapping of University policy and practice against the new chapter of the 
UK Quality Code on external examining;  

Document QSSC/11/124 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that the paper mapped the University’s current policy and practice against the new 
chapter of the QAA’s UK Quality Code on external examining, and where 
necessary made recommendations to revise policy and procedure to more fully 
align this against this new chapter. Most of the proposed changes were minor, 
being clarifications of the University’s existing policy and practice. It was not 
anticipated that these revisions would lead to significant additional workload; 
 

(b) that Indicator 1 of the new chapter set out the expectation that an external 
examiner should be appointed for every award made by the University. The 
exception to this was in the award of a certificate of higher education in relation to 
Level 1. This section of the Quality Code set out that, in such circumstances, an 
institution might deem that in confirming the standards of the final award an 
external examiner confirmed the standards of its component parts. The University’s 
practice was consistent with this, with the exception of the Combined Honours 
programmes, which offered an integrative Level 1 module that was not subject to 
external examiner oversight. The Combined Honours programmes had an external 
moderator, rather than an external examiner. It was felt that external oversight of 
the academic standards of this module might be secured by revising University 
policy so that external moderators had oversight of modules that did not belong to a 
board of studies. The paper should be revised to this effect;  

 
(c) that the explanatory text for Indicator 11 of the new chapter of the Quality Code 

suggested that institutions should facilitate the dissemination of good practice in 
relation to external examining. The University did this through its external examiner 
training, which was led by experienced external examiners. The paper and 
mapping document should be revised to refer to this work; 

 
(d) that the explanatory text for Indicator 11 further suggested that universities would 

benefit from having an overview of staff who were active external examiners. This 
amounted to a central register of external examinerships held by the staff at a given 
HEI. The Sub-Committee did not support the approach suggested by the QAA, 
which was designed to avoid reciprocal arrangements. The University already 
achieved this through a statement on the nomination form for external examiners;  
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(e) that the explanatory text for Indicator 16 of the new chapter noted that the 

institution had the right to reject the views of external examiners, but that this 
should proceed from the careful consideration of the issues raised and would 
normally be made in consultation with senior staff or a senior level committee. The 
University required all departmental responses to external examiner reports to be 
signed off by the chair of the relevant FEC. The Sub-Committee was content that 
this arrangement met the expectations detailed under this Indicator; 

 
(f) that University policy currently stated that, in the event of a disagreement over the 

mark to be awarded for a particular unit of assessment, the decision of the external 
examiner was final. However, this was not entirely consistent with statements in the 
University’s core regulations, and the explanatory text under Indicator 7 of the new 
chapter of the Quality Code suggested that in the event of disagreement the final 
decision would still be made by the examination board, with the views of the 
relevant examiners made known to the board. In order to more fully reflect this 
Indicator, the paper proposed to amend the Code of Practice on external examining 
to state that, while the views of external examiners should be particularly influential, 
the final decision on such matters rested with the board of examiners; 

 
(g) that paragraph 7 of Annex 7 of the paper should be revised to indicate more clearly 

that, in the event of a disagreement between internal markers, it was the 
expectation of the University that the external examiner would not act as a second 
marker but as a moderator; 

 
(h) that paragraph 11 of Annex 7 of the paper should be revised to separate the 

guidance and policy on viva voce examinations and that on meetings with students 
into two distinct sections; 

 
(i) that paragraph 2 of Annex 3 in the paper would be more appropriately included in 

Annex 4. The paper should be revised to this effect; 
 

(j) that paragraph 5 of Annex 4 of the paper set out the policy that former students of 
the University should not be nominated as external examiners until five years after 
the completion of their programme of study. It would also not be appropriate for a 
former student to be nominated as an external examiner if other students who 
studied at the University at the same time as them remained on the programme. 
This section of the paper should be revised to propose this; 

 
(k) that paragraph 6a of Annex 4 of the paper set out policy on conflicts of interest that 

should prevent the appointment of an external examiner. This section of the paper 
should be revised to propose that employees of University spin-off companies 
should also not be appointed as external examiners. The Sub-Committee felt that 
the University’s Code of Practice on external examining was otherwise robust on 
this issue, and did not require further amendment; 

 
(l) that paragraph 15 of Annex 4 of the paper proposed that a summary be provided to 

Senate of all external examiners whose appointment required the approval of the 
chair of Education Committee as well as the chair of the relevant FEC, as was 
required in exceptional circumstances. It was felt that it would be helpful to Senate 
if this summary provided a breakdown of such appointments by department. The 
paper should be revised to this effect; 

 
(m) that the section in paragraph 24 of Annex 7 of the paper setting out the University’s 

policy that the external examiner had the right to make an additional and separate 
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confidential report to the Vice-Chancellor would be more appropriately included 
after paragraph 32. The paper should be revised to this effect;  

 
(n) that paragraph 37e of Annex 7 of the paper should be revised to state that the 

appointment of external moderators was renewable for four rather than three years; 
 

(o) that the external examiner nomination form in Annex 12 should be revised to ask 
departments to confirm that the appointment would not lead to the nominee holding 
more than two external examiner appointments for taught provision, including at 
other HEIs; 

 
(p) that external examiners’ reports were currently circulated to departments by the 

Academic Support Office alongside a prompt outlining key issues in the report, 
which took some time to prepare. It would support departments in their reflection on 
the views of external examiners if these reports were circulated as soon as they 
were received from the external examiner, with the prompt setting out issues where 
a response was required being circulated subsequently; 

 
Agreed: 
 
(a) that the proposals should be revised as indicated in Noted (b) to (c) and (f) to (p), 

and were otherwise supported by the Sub-Committee; 
Action: RDH 

 
(b) that future external examiners’ reports should be circulated to departments as soon 

as they were received; 
Action: RDH 

 
(c) that the Handbook for External Examiners should be revised to make more 

prominent the right of external examiners to submit an independent report to the 
Vice-Chancellor, or to raise issues via the QAA’s Concerns scheme; 

Action: RDH 
 

Recommended: that, subject to the amendments set out in Agreed (a), Education 
Committee approve the proposals in the paper. 

 
83. Research Student Progression, Submission and Completion 

 
Considered: a report on research student progression, submission and completion;  

Document QSSC/11/125 
 
Noted: 

 
(a) that the report illustrated that the University was not meeting the benchmarks 

agreed in 2011 for doctoral submission and completion for either full-time or part-
time students. As the benchmarks had been set retrospectively, there was a 
maximum level of submission and completion which could not be exceeded by 
some departments for particular cohorts. It would thus take time for departments to 
meet the benchmarks. It was important that departments met this challenge; 
 

(b) the importance of supporting submission and completion among research students. 
This would be addressed via future recommendations to Education Committee 
arising from a report on continuation and the report of the Research Student 
Annual Report Task and Finish Group; 
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(c) that the completion rates contained in the paper were based on HEFCE Rates of 
Qualification, which were monitored by HEFCE through the HESA submission. 
However, HEFCE had announced that it intended to revise its approach to 
calculating completion, so that this was based on a projection of recent progression 
patterns at an institution. The changes would also involve doctoral students who 
left after 50 days from the start of the programme being included in qualification 
rates, and students who left an HEI, subsequently returned and successfully 
submitted their doctoral thesis being classed as non-completers. One effect of 
these changes might be to encourage HEIs to initially register research students at 
MPhil. The Sub-Committee felt that this would be highly problematic for a number 
of reasons; 

 
(d) that it would be helpful if future reports on research student progression and 

completion included not only data on current performance, but also historic 
performance, numbers of students in each category, and the maximum rates which 
could be achieved by each group of students. This data would also be usefully 
supplied to departments as part of their annual review of research degree 
programmes;  

 
Agreed: 
 
(i) that future reports on research student progression and completion should be 

revised as indicated in Noted (d); 
Action: SG 

 
(ii) that departments should be supplied with the data outlined in Noted (d) as part of 

their annual review of research degree programmes from 2012/13.  
Action: AR 

 
84. Faculty Collaborative Provision Panels 

 
(a) Social Sciences and Health 

 
Considered: a report on action taken to address the issues raised at meetings of 
the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health Collaborative Provision Panel in the 
2011/12 academic year; 

Document QSSC/11/126 
 
Noted:  
 
(i) that the report listed a number of outstanding actions, some of which had been 

completed since the report was written; 
 

(ii) that the report detailed an action to submit an updated financial annex relating 
to the Memorandum of Agreement for the partnership between the Business 
School and the European Business School to QSSC. This action was now 
redundant, as the Business School had clarified that no changes were being 
proposed to the financial annex previously approved by QSSC; 

 
(iii) that the Business School had indicated that it intended to develop an operations 

manual for one or more of its collaborative partnerships. The Sub-Committee 
felt that this would be a useful development. Consideration should be given to 
developing central guidance on content for such manuals;  

 
Agreed:  
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(i) that the outstanding actions listed in the report should be completed as soon as 

possible, and that confirmation of this should be provided to the Secretary of 
QSSC in order that an update could be provided at QSSC’s next meeting; 

Action: EC 
 

(ii) that consideration should be given to developing guidance on the content of 
operations manuals for collaborative partnerships;   

Action: RDH 
 

(b) Arts and Humanities 
 
Considered: a report on action taken to address the issues raised at meetings of 
the Faculty of Arts and Humanities Collaborative Provision Panel in the 2011/12 
academic year;   

Document QSSC/11/127 
 

Noted: that the report noted that two actions were outstanding;  
 
Agreed: that the outstanding actions listed in the report should be completed as 
soon as possible, and that confirmation of this should be provided to the Secretary 
of QSSC in order than an update could be provided at QSSC’s next meeting.  

Action: ERLM 
 

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

Confirmed: 
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 26 March 2012; 

Document QSSC/11/128 
 

(b) the report to Education Committee of the meeting of QSSC held 26 March 2012; 
Document QSSC/11/129 

 
Reported: that the report from the meeting of QSSC held 26 March 2012 would be 
considered at the 16 May 2012 meeting of Education Committee. A minute extract 
detailing this discussion would be submitted to the 6 June 2012 meeting of QSSC. 
 

86. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

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

Document QSSC/11/130a 
 

(b) Matters of report 
 

Received:  a report of matters arising for information; 
   Document QSSC/11/130b 

 
(c) Matters for further consideration 

 
(i) 2010/11 Minute 96 Enhancement-Led Reviews 
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Considered: an update on action taken in respect of Enhancement-Led 
Reviews conducted since 2007, in relation to taught and research degree 
programmes, and outstanding requirements;  

Document QSSC/11/130c 
 

Noted: 
 
A. that the report erroneously stated that the Department of Archaeology 

had submitted its response to its Enhancement-Led Review (ELR) 
report later than the expected twelve months after the circulation of the 
report. This response had been submitted within six months of the 
receipt of the report. The date given in the report for the deadline of the 
submission of the response from the School of Government and 
International Affairs’ to its ELR report was also incorrect; 
 

B. that there were seven departments which had outstanding 
recommendations for which action was required in response to their 
ELR reports. It was important that all outstanding actions were 
completed as soon as possible; 

 
Agreed: that faculty PRAPs should ensure that departments resolve all 
outstanding actions in respect of ELR reports in order that final reports on 
these reviews were made to to QSSC before the end of the Michaelmas 
Term 2012; 

Action: SDK/TF/ACB/ERLM/EC/NDB 
 

(ii) Minutes 56(b) and 65(b): External Examiners’ Reports  
 
Considered: an update on outstanding departmental responses to external 
examiners’ reports (Minutes 56(b) and 65(b) refer); 

Document QSSC/11/130d 
 

Noted: 
 
A. that the response listed as outstanding from the School of Engineering 

and Computer Science had subsequently been submitted;   
 

B. that since the report was written the Secretary had received an update 
on the outstanding responses in the Faculty of Social Sciences and 
Health. Of the 16 responses listed as outstanding in respect of taught 
postgraduate provision, eight had subsequently been submitted. A 
further eight responses remained outstanding, of which two each from 
the Business School and the Law School had been delayed as a result 
of late submission of external examiners’ reports. Four responses from 
the School of Education had been delayed due to the relevant external 
examiners being asked to revise their reports to more fully reflect their 
consideration of the School’s collaborative provision. The outstanding 
response from the Department of English had not been received;     

 
Agreed: that the relevant departments should submit their outstanding 
departmental responses by no later than the end of the Easter term. 

Action: EA/AR 
 
87. Chair’s business 
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Noted:  that programme approval documentation relating to a revised BA in Music and 
a MSc in Biophysical Sciences was in preparation. It was likely that both proposals 
would need to be considered by the Sub-Committee prior to its next meeting;  
 
Agreed: that, if necessary, the Secretary should circulate the programme proposals 
above to members of the Sub-Committee for consideration prior to the next meeting. 

Action: DCG  
 
88. Enhancement-Led Review: Department of Theology and Religion 

 
Considered:  whether to sign off the follow up to the Enhancement-Led Review of the 
Department of Theology and Religion;  

Document QSSC/11/131 
 

Noted: that the Arts and Humanities PRAP had highlighted the Department’s thorough 
and detailed review of how its staff used duo for learning and teaching in each module. 
This was felt to be an example of good practice which might be disseminated;   

Action:  DCG/RDH 
 
Agreed: that the Enhancement-Led Review of Theology and Religion should be signed 
off as satisfactorily completed, and that this should be reported to Education 
Committee and to the Department of Theology and Religion. 

Action: DCG/ERLM 
 
89. Accreditation Report 

 
Considered: a report from the International Baccalaureate recognition team on the 
School of Education’s PGCE (International) programme, delivered collaboratively with 
the International School of Geneva; 

Document QSSC/11/132 
 

Noted: that the report from the International Baccalaureate recognition team contained 
a number of recommendations and matters to be addressed; 
 
Agreed: that the Social Sciences and Health PRAP should arrange for the School of 
Education to respond to the recommendations and matters to be addressed outlined in 
the report of the recognition team, in accordance with the University policy set out in 
Section 10.2 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook. 

Action: EA 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 

90. Matters of Report 
 
Reported: that there had been no instances of Chair’s action since QSSC’s last 
meeting.  
 

91. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported:   
 
(a) that a further meeting of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee would be held:  
 

Date Time Room 
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Wednesday 6 June 2012 2.00pm Committee Room 1 
 

(b)   that in 2012/13 meetings of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee  would be held:   
 

Date Time Room 
Thursday 18 October 2012  9.15am To be confirmed 
Wednesday 12 December 2012  9.15am To be confirmed 
Wednesday 16 January 2013  9.15am To be confirmed 
Wednesday 27 February 2013  9.15am To be confirmed 
Wednesday 27 March 2013  9.15am To be confirmed 
Wednesday 1 May 2013  9.15am To be confirmed 
Wednesday 29 May 2013  9.15am To be confirmed 
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