
DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
 

8 October 2012 
 

Present: Professor T. Ward (Chair), Dr C. Augarde, Professor T. Clark, Professor A. 
Darnell, Professor D. Donoghue, Dr T. Fawcett, Dr M. Gilmore, Professor I. Greener, Dr A. 
Hughes, Ms J. James, Professor S. D. Kunin, Professor J. J. Long, Dr C. Sutherland and Dr 
J. Wright, with Dr D. C. Gent (Minute Secretary) and Dr R. D. Harrison (Secretary).  
 
Apologies: Dr P. Harrison. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
MINUTES 

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

 
Part A:  Strategic Issues 

 
1. National Student Survey 
 

Considered: 
 
(a) an overview of the University’s NSS 2012 results;          Document EC/12/01 

 
 
(b) a quantitative analysis of the University’s NSS 2012 results;     

Document EC/12/02 
  

(c) a qualitative analysis of the University’s NSS 2012 results;       
Document EC/12/03 

 
(d) a proposed strategy for NSS 2013;                Document EC/12/04 

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that overall the University was performing well in comparison with the rest of the 

sector in relation to the NSS. However, there was considerable variation in the 
performance of departments, both in relation to overall national performance in 
their subject area and in relation to the strategic target that departments should be 
in the top 10 or top 10% (whichever was the more challenging) for their subject; 
 

(b) that, both in absolute and relative terms, the University’s performance in relation to 
personal development was unacceptably low (within the fourth quartile for this 
aspect of the NSS). This was a significant concern, as personal development was 
both a vital aspect of the student experience and an important aspect of the 
University’s appeal to students. The University’s responsibility in this area lay not 
only in providing opportunities for personal development, but also in ensuring that 
such development was a natural outcome of a student’s period of study. Whilst 
colleges played an important role in supporting personal development, the NSS 
questions in this area focused on development through academic programmes 
(specifically on confidence in communication and presentation, and on the ability to 
tackle unfamiliar problems). Departments had a clear responsibility in this area;   
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(c) that the University’s Curriculum Principles contained an expectation that all 

programmes should develop in students a broad range of skills, and that this 
should be supported by diversifying modes of assessment. An increase in 
assessment methods such as presentations, group work and posters would 
improve students’ personal development. It was important that, as far as possible, 
diverse forms of assessment should be used at module as well as programme 
level, and that students were given opportunities to build confidence in particular 
skills by practising them more than once during their programme. Whilst 
departments were expected to be aligned to the Curriculum Principles by 2014, 
there was a need to diversify assessment in a speedier and more radical fashion.  
This should be taken forward with departments by Deputy Heads of Faculty 
(Undergraduate);  

 
(d) that in relation to students’ personal development, faculties could draw upon good 

practice in those departments that had scored significantly above the average for 
their faculty and / or their subject area on this issue in the NSS (and that Deputy 
Heads of Faculty for Education were asked to facilitate this);    

 
(e) that the introduction of the new academic adviser system provided a means 

through which departments could support students in relation to personal 
development. This should be the subject of ongoing conversations between 
advisers and their students, which would provide both an opportunity for academic 
staff to explain to students the personal development opportunities and skills 
offered by their programmes, and a means by which students could provide 
feedback on performance in this area. The University’s work in relation to personal 
development would be supported by the Skills Audit and by other central initiatives 
tied to the implementation of the Employability, Enterprise and Skills Strategy; 

 
(f) the importance of supplying colleges with NSS scores for their college for the 

sections on personal development and satisfaction with the Students’ Union;   
 

(g) that Documents 1 and 2 indicated that there had been a significant improvement at 
University level in the scores obtained for assessment and feedback. The 
University was now in the upper quartile for this section of the NSS. Nevertheless, 
Document 3 showed that feedback remained a focus of student concerns, and 
confirmed variability in this area within departments. It was important that feedback 
allowed students to improve their work in future assessments. Improvements in this 
area should be taken forward at departmental level, with faculties acting to 
disseminate good practice in this area. Faculties and departments could draw on 
the evidence in Document 3 of what students regarded as helpful feedback. FECs 
(Undergraduate and Postgraduate) should review departments’ feedback policies 
and their implementation, in the context of the NSS results and the University’s 
Principles for Assessment, and take action to improve the performance of 
departments who were performing poorly in this area;  

 
(h) that the DSU Education and Welfare Officer reported that students sometimes 

found it difficult to find information about departmental policies on turnaround times 
in relation to the provision of feedback. Whilst these were typically published in 
departmental teaching handbooks, they were not uniformly published in module 
handbooks, a practice appreciated by students; 

 
(i) that Deputy Heads for Education would work with departments to consider their 

NSS results and produce faculty action plans to improve results, which would be 
presented to the January 2013 meeting of Education Committee. Departments 
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should be encouraged to produce highly specific examples of good practice, which 
might be reported to Education Committee for dissemination across the University;  

 
(j) that Document 3 suggested that contact hours formed an important theme in 

negative responses within the NSS, tied into students’ concerns about value for 
money. There was a large variability in contact hours between departments, 
depending on subject requirements. It was important that departments articulated 
and clarified the structure of their programmes to students, and explained that 
academic staff time was not the only form of contact time available to them;   

 
(k) that a clear message from Document 3 was the importance students placed on 

members of University staff being able to address their problems in a timely and 
effective way: something students increasingly associated with value for money, 
and which affected their perception of the University’s responsiveness to students. 
Students expected staff to be sufficiently informed to resolve their academic and 
pastoral problems, and for the member of staff to whom they report those problems 
to take responsibility for solving them. Students were highly frustrated when they 
were passed to another member of staff, particularly when they were merely told to 
contact their department or college, rather than being directed to a specific person. 
To address this expectation, colleges and departments should each provide to the 
other a list of key contacts for various common scenarios involving students, and 
the e-mail addresses for those contacts. Consideration should also be given to 
increasing the use of generic rather than personal e-mail addresses, to avoid 
delays in replies to queries during the absence of particular members of staff;  

 
(l) that the Faculty Colleges Partnership Panel provided a means through which 

colleges and academic colleagues could consider issues within the NSS results 
pertaining to the relationship between departments and colleges;  

 
(m) that Document 4 set out a proposed strategy for NSS 2013, based on the 

successful approach adopted in NSS 2012. Following the pattern of previous years, 
it was proposed to open the survey to Durham students at the start of the second 
week of Epiphany Term, in order not to conflict with activities in the first week. DSU 
had indicated its willingness to assist in the marketing of NSS 2013; 
  

(n) that the University intended to participate in the HEA’s PRES 2013. An 
implementation plan for this had been approved by Education Committee was 
being taken forward by ASO and the Dean of Graduate School (2011/12, Minute 
126(c)(i) refers). It had previously been decided not to participate in PTES. It was 
likely that a version of the NSS would be introduced for taught postgraduate 
students. If this were to be the case, it was important that the University prepare for 
such a survey. One way of doing this would be to participate in any pilot survey;  

 
Agreed:  

 
(a) that Deputy Heads of Faculty (Undergraduate) should work with departments to 

ensure that departments speedily addressed the Curriculum Principle on 
diversifying assessment methods in order to support the personal development of 
students, monitoring implementation through reports to FECs (Undergraduate);  

Action: SDK/CS/TF 
 

(b) that all departmental policies on feedback, and the success of the implementation 
of those policies, should be reviewed at Michaelmas Term meetings of FECs 
(Undergraduate and Postgraduate);  

Action: SDK/CS/TF/JJL/CA/DNMD 
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(c) that faculties should disseminate examples of good practice of departments with 

good scores in the area of assessment and feedback (relative to their subject area 
and to other departments in their faculty) to other departments in the faculty;  

Action: SDK/CS/TF 
 

(d) that consideration should be given as to whether University policy should be 
amended to require feedback turnaround times to be published in module 
handbooks;  

Action: RDH   
 

(e) that departments should be encouraged to produce highly specific examples of 
good practice to inform faculty NSS action plans. These should be reported to 
Education Committee for University-wide dissemination where appropriate;  

Action: SDK/CS/TF 
 

(f) that departments and colleges should provide each other with a detailed list of key 
contacts (including e-mail addresses), in order to allow staff to direct students to 
the relevant member of staff when they were unable to deal with a problem, and 
that the relationship between departments and colleges emerging from the NSS 
should be considered by the Faculty-Colleges Partnership Panel;  

Action: AD/SDK/CS/TF  
 

(g) that the proposed strategy and approach for NSS 2013 outlined in Document 4 be 
approved.   

 
2. Maximising Time for Core Academic Activity 
 

Considered:  the report from the Maximising Time for Core Academic Activity Task and 
Finish Group;               Document EC/12/05 

 
Noted:  

 
(a) that the report contained a series of high-level recommendations, grouped into 

thematic areas, identifying areas where the time of academic staff could potentially 
be released for the core activities of education and research;  
 

(b) that the Committee supported the Task and Finish Group’s suggestion that 
attention should be given to improving the quality and level of professional 
administrative support offered to departments. It was important that, as far as 
practicable, academic staff were not required to perform administrative functions 
that were more properly and effectively dealt with by administrators. The fact that 
certain administrative functions had traditionally been performed by academic staff 
should not, in and of itself, be a barrier to shifting responsibility for those functions;   

 
(c) that, whilst the report referred to the importance of trust, the Group should also pay 

attention to accountability. Departments and professional services needed to work 
together in support of the University’s strategic priorities, and it was important that 
they were each accountable to the other in the conduct of this responsibility;  

 
(d) that the Committee noted the recommendation in the paper that the University 

investigate the centralisation of admissions as a strategic objective;  
 

(e) that the Committee strongly supported the suggestion that there was a need for 
improvement in the University’s I.T. facilities and infrastructure. This would improve 
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communication within the University. There was also a need for the University’s 
learning technology provision to be improved;  

 
(f) that there was no support for the recommendation that the University consider 

reorienting its structure towards a research-led, rather than departmental, 
framework. It was important that the University’s activities and framework reflected 
the fact that research and education were complementary and of equal importance;  

 
(g) that the report could be perceived as treating the release of time as an end in itself, 

and to prioritise the allocation of time released for research not education. It was 
important that the Group’s recommendations be always phrased so as to make 
clear the University’s commitment to the delivery of a high-quality education to its 
students, and that excellent education provision was as important a strategic 
priority as excellent research. Rather than focus on time per se, the Group should 
seek to identify and remove barriers to the delivery of high-quality education and 
research (which may, or may not, involve the release of time).  Without such a 
reconsideration the report’s recommendations were likely to be of more limited 
value;  

 
(h) that the Committee had been hampered in its consideration of the report by the 

abstract nature of some of the recommendations. The Group should provide more 
detail on its recommendations, including some indication of how these might be 
implemented and how they related to other strategic developments (particularly in 
relation to education) in the University. This should be done prior to the Group’s 
consultation with departments, in order to ensure that the consultation exercise was 
effective;   

 
(i) that it would be advantageous for the Group to continue to consult heads of 

department, as the members of staff responsible for managing academic staff 
workloads; 

 
Agreed: that Education Committee’s views on the report should be passed to the chair 
and secretary of the Task and Finish Group for communication to UEC.   

Action: DCG 
 

3. Admissions 
 

Considered:  a report on key issues from the 2011/12 admissions cycle. 
Document EC/12/06 - CLOSED 

 
[Secretary’s Note: Document EC/12/06 was strictly confidential, for Education 
Committee members only] 
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the 2011/12 undergraduate admissions cycle had been very different from 

previous cycles owing to the introduction of the new tuition fees regime, the new 
model for student funding, and increases in entry requirements for a significant 
number of the University’s programmes. This had created a considerable degree of 
uncertainty in forecasting numbers, and had meant that the mathematical model 
used for admissions had not been as effective as in previous years;  
 

(b) that the total number of admitted candidates was moderately short of target. It was 
thought that some other universities affected by similar issues to Durham had 
performed significantly worse in relation to their targets;  
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(c) that in managing the admissions process and setting offer factors, it was vital that 

the University took into account the impact on college accommodation, which was 
an important influence on the student experience;    

 
(d) that some departments had predicted a shortfall early in the cycle and had 

unsuccessfully requested to adjust their offer factors accordingly. This might 
suggest the need for improved communication and consultation between 
departments and professional services at an early point in the cycle, and increased 
flexibility in-cycle, in order to ensure that the University admitted the highest 
possible proportion of students who met departmental entry requirements;  

 
(e) that it was anticipated that postgraduate recruitment would remain similar to 2011, 

but would fall short of targets in this area, which had increased for 2012 and were 
relatively ambitious in nature;  

 
(f) that the knowledge gained from issues affecting the University during the 2011/12 

admissions cycle would be considered during any planned review of admissions 
policy and procedures.    

 
4. Thematic Sub-Committees 
 

Considered:  proposals to revise the current thematic sub-committees of Education 
Committee;               Document EC/12/07 
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the paper proposed the abolition of Admissions Sub-Committee (ASC) and a 

reallocation of its current responsibilities to a combination of Education Committee, 
QSSC, SESC and UEC. This proposal was designed to more fully reflect UEC’s 
responsibility for overseeing decision-making in relation to admissions; to separate 
governance and policy issues in relation to admissions from management issues; 
and to avoid duplication between the sub-committees of Education Committee;  
 

(b) that, consequential to the proposal to abolish ASC, it was proposed to amend 
QSSC’s the terms of reference to include consideration of issues concerning 
academic standards of students upon entry, such as English language 
requirements and qualification equivalencies. In order to support QSSC in this 
work, it was proposed to appoint an additional member of academic staff with 
experience of admissions issues to QSSC; 

 
Agreed: to endorse the proposals outlined in the paper; 
 
Recommended: that Senate abolish Admissions Sub-Committee, and approve 
the proposed amendments to the terms of reference and membership of Quality 
and Standards Sub-Committee, with immediate effect.    

 
5. Queen’s Campus Action Plan 
 

Considered:  the Queen’s Campus Action Plan;    
Document EC/12/08 – CLOSED 

 
[Secretary’s Note: Document EC/12/08 was strictly confidential, for Education 
Committee members only] 
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Noted:  
 
(a) that the paper set out as a priority that the governance and management of 

Queen’s Campus should be fully integrated into University, College and Faculty-
level strategies and action plans. This reflected the view that provision at Queen’s 
Campus should not be the subject of a separate strategy;  
 

(b) that, in response to Priority 2 within the report, it was thought that the development 
of additional college provision would improve the experience of students based at 
Queen’s Campus.   

 
Part B:  Routine Business 

 
6. Membership and Terms of Reference 
 

Received:   
 
(a) the membership and terms of reference of Education Committee, and its sub-

committees, for 2012/13; 
Documents EC/12/09-10 

 
(b) the schedules of business for Education Committee and its sub-committees for 

2012/13; 
Document EC/12/11 

 
Reported: that the details in Documents EC/12/09-10 were correct as of the 1 October 
2012. However, in addition to the changes proposed in Document EC/12/07 above, on 
9 October 2012 Senate would consider a proposal to amend the terms of reference 
and membership of Education Committee.  

 
7. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed: 
 

(a) the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 18 June 2012; 
Document EC/12/12 

 
(b) the report to Senate from the meeting of 18 June 2012;   

Document EC/12/13 
 

Received:  the extract from the minutes of the meeting of Senate held 19 June 2012, 
detailing consideration of the report from the meeting of Education Committee held 16 
May 2012;               Document EC/12/14 

 
Reported:  that the report from the 18 June 2012 meeting of Education Committee 
would be considered by Senate on 9 October 2012, and a report of this consideration 
would be received by the 5 November 2012 meeting of Education Committee. 

 
8. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

(a) Action Log 
 
Received:  the action log from the previous meetings of Education Committee; 

Document EC/12/15a 
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(b) Matters of report 
 

Received:  a report of matters arising for information;       
Document EC/12/15b 

 
(c) Matters for consideration 

 
(i) Minute 128 Admissions Sub-Committee 

 
Considered: a revised Postgraduate Admissions Policy;  

Document EC/12/15c 
 
Agreed: that the proposed Policy be supported;  
 
Recommended: that Senate approve the proposed Postgraduate 
Admissions Policy.  
 

9. Chair’s business 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the Chair encouraged members of the Committee to receive papers 

electronically, rather than in hard-copy;  
 

(b) that the Chair intended to trial the practice of issuing a brief summary of each 
meeting of Education Committee to heads of department, senior tutors and FEC 
representatives. It was thought that this might serve to improve communication 
between the Committee and colleagues in departments and colleges.   

Action: TW/DCG 
 

10. Boards of Examiners 
 

Considered:  proposed amendments to the membership and standing orders of boards 
of examiners; 

Document EC/12/16 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the paper set out proposed revisions to the policy statements on 

responsibilities and membership of boards of examiners, designed to simplify, and 
significantly reduce the length of, current statements on those issues within the 
Learning and Teaching Handbook. Most of the changes were textual, rather than 
substantive, in nature;  
 

(b) that it was proposed to amend University policy to require that, where a programme 
routinely incorporated a module from another department, then the department 
offering  that module should have a representative on the relevant board of 
examiners;  

 
(c) that paragraph 9a of Annex 2 of the paper proposed a new requirement that 

faculty-level boards of examiners should be chaired by the relevant FEC Chair and 
not the programme director. This reflected the view that it was not good practice for 
a programme director to also chair the board of examiners considering that 
programme. The paper should be amended to require that faculty-level boards 
should be chaired by the relevant FEC Chair ‘or their nominee’; and to extend the 
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requirement that programme directors should not chair the board of examiners 
considering their programme to all boards of examiners within the University;  

 
Agreed: that, subject to the amendments in Noted (c), the proposed amendments to 
the membership and standing orders of boards of examiners be approved and should 
be published in the Learning and Teaching Handbook and communicated to 
departments.  

Action: RDH 
 
11. Admissions Sub-Committee 
 

Considered:  the report from the meeting of the Admissions Sub-Committee held on 4 
July 2012;               Document EC/12/17 

 
Noted: that ASC had been consulted upon Colleges’ Division intention to introduce a 
randomised model of college allocation, taking into account applicant preference and 
subject choice. This was an operational matter for the Colleges’ Division. Whilst ASC 
had supported the proposal in principle, it had expressed concern that individual 
colleges might be allowed to opt-out of this model and use individual selection criteria. 
However, the Colleges’ Division had subsequently indicated that the randomised 
model would be introduced in a uniform fashion across all colleges. It was intended 
that this would be operational from the 2013/14 admissions cycle; 
 
Agreed: to endorse in principle the Colleges’ Division’s intention to introduce a stratified 
randomised model of college allocation that was uniform across all colleges.    

 
Part C:  Items for Information 

 
12. Matters of Report 

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

Document EC/12/18 
 
13. Excellence in Doctoral Supervision Award 
 

Received:  a report on the 2011/12 Excellence in Doctoral Supervision Award scheme.
                Document EC/12/19 

 
14. Consultation responses 

 
Received:  the University responses submitted to the following consultation exercises: 
 
(a) the development of a risk-based approach to quality assurance;  

Document EC/12/20 
 

(b) a draft new chapter of the UK Quality Code on learning and teaching. 
Document EC/12/21 

 
15. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

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

Date Time Room 
Monday 5 November 2012 2:00 pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Monday 10 December 2012 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
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Monday 28 January 2013 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Wednesday 13 March 2013 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Wednesday 22 May 2013 9.15am Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Monday 17 June 2013 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
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