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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 
FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES & HEALTH EDUCATION COMMITTEE 

(POSTGRADUATE) 
 

27 February 2013 
 

A meeting of the Faculty of Social Sciences & Health Education Committee (Postgraduate) was 
held at 2.00pm on 27 February 2013, in the Faculty Boardroom, Science Site. 
 
Present: Professor D. Donoghue (Chair), Professor E. Burd, Professor G. Moore, Professor I. 
Greener, Dr K. Hampshire, Professor H. Ahmed (vice Dr R. Wittlinger), Professor L. 
Staeheli/Professor J Wainwright, Ms H. Charnley, Dr S. Pattinson, Dr S. Maxwell, Dr J. 
Montgomery, Mrs J. Mulvey and Mrs H. Robb, with Mr. A Rennie (Secretary), Professor T Clark 
(Minute 48) and Mr. S Lee (Minute 49)   
 
Apologies: Mrs J. McAloon, Dr S. Taylor, Dr R. Wittlinger, Ms A. Wizi.   
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
MINUTES 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
48. Completion and Submission Rates 
 

Considered: a report on PGR completion and submission rates; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1235 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that ESRC submission rates appeared to be lower than expected, a cause for significant 

concern. There was a need for all departments to work the NEDTC Director, and FEC 
Chair, to ensure that future cohorts of ESRC students progressed, submitted and 
completed in a more timely fashion; 

 
(b) that action was being taken by SIFSO to ensure that Je-s records used by Research 

Councils were updated when concessions were approved, and that Research Councils 
were asked to approve any extensions of suspensions where this was necessary. This 
action should help to ensure that administrative oversights did not impact negatively on 
submission rates;  
 

(c) that there was a substantive tension between the drive to improve rates of submission and 
completion, and the drive to increase postgraduate recruitment (and to increase that 
recruitment very significantly in some departments). The pressure to take more PhD 
students could lead departments to accept candidates who were less strong, academically; 
however, this would potentially lead to a further drop, rather than an improvement, in 
submission and completion rates. This tension was felt to be symptomatic of a broader lack 
of clarity around the expected prioritisation of the University’s strategic objectives; 

 
(d) that the University was subject to external monitoring of completion rates (by HEFCE, 

currently for full-time home/EU students only), and of submission rates (for Research 
Council funded students only). The broader submission and completion benchmarks were 
internal mechanisms set by the University; 
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(e) that the principles behind the University’s approach to research student progress could 

usefully be summarised as: 
 

a. that, ideally, only students who were academically capable of achieving a PhD would 
be accepted for study; 

b. that should any student who was not academically capable of achieving a PhD be 
accepted for study, the departmental progress procedures would ensure that they 
were required to leave the University, or transfer to an alternate degree, at the earliest 
opportunity (as this was in the best interests of both the University and student); 

c. that departmental progress and supervisory procedures would ensure that student 
research projects remained on track throughout their period of study; 

d. that departmental progress and supervisory procedures would ensure that any student 
capable of achieving a PhD was able to do so, while also ensuring that students with 
substantive medical, family or other issues were not disadvantaged; 

e. that all students should be encouraged to submit at the end of their period of 
supervised study;  
 

(f) that the princples highlighted the complex and competing challenges which departments 
faced when monitoring student progress, and therefore with submission and completion 
rates. The challenge of ensuring that students successfully complete, after submitting in a 
timely fashion, should not be underestimated by the University; 
 

(g) that there was some concern that the importance of the benchmarks was misunderstood: 
the figures on which the University were not judged externally – the internal benchmarks for 
submission and completion for all students – were not critically important in and of 
themselves. The University’s internal submission and completion rates were useful 
indicators of the proportion of students submitting on schedule, and of the effectiveness of 
the University’s procedures for ensuring appropriate progress was made by research 
students. What mattered was that, where the figures suggested concern, the University and 
departments took action – i.e. by enhancing procedures for reviewing postgraduate student 
progress;  
 

(h) that, nonetheless, there would be value ensuring that the benchmarks set by the University 
were realistically and achievable, or that reports on those figures recognised that action 
taken to improve progress procedures would not necessarily affect the figures themselves 
for 2-3 years; 
 

(i) that the data as presented was misleading in some instances. The submission rates for 
students beginning studies in 2008-2009 were technically correct; however, there were not 
separate categories for students who had not submitted by their submission date, and 
should therefore be deemed ‘non-submission’ and students who had not submitted but had 
not yet exceeded their deadline (i.e. any student beginning in April 2009, any student who 
had suspended or otherwise extended their period of supervised study), and should 
therefore be deemed ‘yet-to-submit’. It would be helpful if, in future, the data reflected this; 

 
(j) that doctoral students who received pass lists by 31st July 2013 would be included in the 

REF submission; 
 

(k) that HEFCE were changing the metrics by which they measured completion rates. Future 
rates would be forward-looking, and projected over a 7 and 25 year-period, and current 
projections for the University were around 80%. The paper  indicated that it was not yet 
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clear whether these rates would inform any external metrics (e.g. future iterations of the 
REF; league tables); 
 

(l) that, in terms of sharing of good practice, the faculty had already held several events to 
consider issues relating to progression. One suggestion supported by the committee was 
for departments to develop, in conjunction with the faculty, more formal expectations for 
student progress at different points in different subject areas. For instance, an expectation 
of the work which would normally have been produced in the first, second and third years, 
examples of the issues which might be covered at different points. This could be linked to 
progress reviews – providing clarity for both students and the staff who acted as reviewers 
of progress – and also, potentially, be used to provide suggestions and prompts for the type 
of training which students might usefully be expected to do at different points in their period 
of study. The HASS Faculty within Newcastle University had produced a document which 
would serve as a useful starting point; 
 

(m) that one aspect of cultural change in relation to student progress and submission was the 
need to move the focus from research projects which lasted four years (three years of 
supervised study plus one year of continuation) to research projects which lasted three 
years (supervised study), and ensure therefore that continuation was seen as an 
emergency period in which work could be finalised, rather than an entitlement. It would be 
helpful if the University would amend current documentation (e.g. offer letters) and core 
regulations to stress this fact; 
 

(n) that a recurring issue with regard to monitoring student progression was that of the IT 
systems operating within Durham. There was a need for departments to have access both 
to relevant data on individual students – e.g. submission deadlines, current supervisors, 
concessions granted – and to cohort or departmental-level data so that statistical overviews 
could be generated at specific points in time; 
 

(o) that the issue with IT was not necessarily a problem of data not being available. Information 
was available directly from Banner on individual students, and via ODBC Reporting at an 
overview level. However, Banner itself was not a user-friendly system, and there was very 
limitied training available for working with Banner, and no training for using ODBC. 
Departments, therefore, were typically unable to access the data they needed; 
 

(p) that one department had long wished for a button which would generate information on the 
current supervisory loads of each staff member, to be used during the admissions process. 
In fact, this information was available via an ODBC Banner query. While an improved 
reporting tool would be extremely useful in the medium term, there would likely be value in 
departments listing the type of information which they would find useful, to ascertain 
whether this information could be provided via Banner/ODBC reporting in the short term; 

 
Agreed: 
 
(a) that the NE DTC Director and the Chair of FEC (PG) would investigate current progress of 

ESRC students to ensure that the current ESRC cohorts are on-track; 
(Action: IG, DNMD) 

 
(b) that Quality & Standards Sub-Committee (QSSC) would be asked to consider amendments 

to documents such as offer letters, and changes to policy and process to stress the fact that 
continuation was not an entitlement; 

(Action: AR) 
 

(c) that the FEC (PG) would consider documentation from Newcastle looking at expectations of 
student progress at different stages of study; 
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(Action: IG, AR) 
 

(d) that the secretary would circulate information on key screens in Banner for checking 
individual student records (submission deadlines, concessions, current supervisors); 

(Action: AR) 
 

(e) that the secretary would provide the School of Law with a query which could be used to 
show the students assigned to each supervisor; 

(Action: AR) 
 

(f) that the views of the committee would be reported to QSSC. 
(Action: AR) 

 
49. Diversity Training Programme 
 

Considered: a report on the new Diversity Training Programme; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1236 

 
Reported: 
 
(a) that Simon Lee, Diversity Officer, was In attendance to discuss the report on the diversity 

training programme; 
 

(b) that the University had previously administered a large scale, relatively generic diversity 
training programme, delivered by external consultants who did not necessarily understand 
the specific context of diversity within Durham University; 

 
(c) that the University was proposing that more specialised diversity training sessions be 

developed targeted at staff in different roles (e.g. academic staff working in different 
disciplinary areas; professional support staff etc); 

 
(d) that to inform this training programme, which would begin with an event on the 22nd of 

April, the Diversity Officer was seeking feedback from Faculty Education Committees; 
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that it was felt that action should be taken proactively to ensure that the Durham 

environment was welcoming to all student regardless of background, and not just rely on 
reactive adjustments for specific students in specific circumstances. This was particularly 
true where there were large groups of students with different or specific needs (e.g. 
international students); 
 

(b) that one challenge would be ensuring that all staff were able to undertake the training and, 
if staff were required to undertake the training, that they did so; 

 
(c) that one challenge faced by academic staff was developing the ability to differentiate 

between, for instance, poor academic writing ability, and specific issues relating to a 
student’s cultural background, or relating to a possible disability. It would be useful for the 
training to cover this issue, and to clearly articulate the steps which should be taken to, if 
necessary, refer students to relevant academic of professional support departments (e.g. 
the English Language Centre, DUSSD); 

 
(d) that there were some concern around best practice regarding the integration of home and 

international students, and students from different cultural backgrounds; an example was 
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given of social events being organised by students meeting in public houses 
demonstrating cultural insensitivity; 

 
(e) that the pressure around submission and completion could lead departments to 

subconciously prioritise more traditional students for scholarships, therefore inadvertently 
discriminating against students from non-traditional backgrounds. 

 
50. Review of the Serious Adverse Circumstances Procedure 
 

Considered:  
 
(a) a review of the Serious Adverse Circumstances Procedure; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1237 
 

(b)  a review of the  process for submitting Medical Evidence; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1238 

 
Noted: 

 
(a) that the ASO-led SAC training event was non-compulsory and was considered to be 

helpful. The committee similarly raised no issues with recommendations 2, 3, 5 and 6 
within the SAC paper; 
 

(b) that, with respect to Recommendation 4, the principle of dealing with SACs using in-year 
mitigation wherever possible remained appropriate. However, firstly, there was no defined 
postgraduate examination period, and examinations and other assessments could take 
place throughout the academic year; secondly, there were other kinds of assessment 
(group presentations etc) which could not be dealt with appropriately by in-year mitigation. 
There was therefore a resultant need to ensure that the process was adapted for 
postgraduate provision, and that exceptions were still permitted, in those individual 
instances where it would be preferable to do so; 

 
(c) that, in respect of recommendation 7, the proposed implementation of Gradebook should 

help to improve consistency in the way in which SACs were recorded and used within 
University systems. It was not clear, however, what the timescale was for the 
implementation of Gradebook; 

 
(d) that, within the paper on Medical Evidence: references to GP should be amended to 

Medical Practicioner; the references to seven days should be amended so that it was 
clear that it was seven consecutive days rather than seven working days; references to 
‘no more than X per term’ did not make sense in the context of postgraduate study, and 
the paper should be amended to clarify that, for postgraduate students, ‘X per three 
months’ would be a more appropriate benchmark; 

 
(e) that the broader suggestion that the University ensure that it did not request documents 

from Medical Practicioners which did not provide medical evidence was welcomed: the 
revised process was more transparent, and more appropriate. There was a need; 
however, to review the impact that the proposed changes might have on other processes 
(e.g. self-certification more broadly, appeals); 

 
Agreed: that the views of the committee would be reported to the papers’ authors. 

(Action: AR) 
 
51. Placements Task and Finish Group  
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Considered: a consultation paper from the Placements Task and Finish Group; 
 Document ECSSHSCPG1239 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that much of the report was focussed on placements in the context of undergraduate 

provision; however, paragraph 15 of the report asked questions about postgraduate 
provision specifically; 
 

(b) that placements within postgraduate taught programmes tended to be very subject-
specific. There were two points to note in relation of taught postgraduate programmes: 
that costs should be specified up front to students; and placements should be emphasised 
within the programme where they were offered; 

 
(c) that there were a number of programmes within the faculty which included postgraduate 

placements. For instance, within Archaeology MAs, and during the summer period within 
Durham University Business School. DUBS were also consider the possibility of 
embedding three month placements within a longer, fifteen month MA; 

 
(d) that the recent UK Quality Code Chapter on Managing Higher Education Provision with 

Others suggested that the University would need to ensure that placement activity was 
managed as a form of collaboration, ensuring that agreements were in place with any 
placement provider, and that other assurance processes had been completed. The 
University would need to have processes which were clearly defined and proportionate, to 
ensure that placements were managed appropriately, but that placement activity was not 
discouraged. 

 
Agreed: that the views of the committee would be reported to the paper’s authors. 

(Action: AR) 
 

52. Review of the Appeals Process 
 
Considered: a review of the University’s Appeals Process; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1240 
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that the majority of postgraduate appeals were within the faculty of Social Sciences & 

Health, which was not surprising given the larger volume of taught postgraduate 
programmes within the faculty; 
 

(b) that there would be value in streamlining and clarifying the appeals process, to ensure that 
cases were resolved as equitably and quickly as possible, for the benefit of both students 
and the University; 
 

(c) that there was a need to integrate the definitions found within the appeals process, with the 
proposals made in relation to SACs and Medical Evidence. The processes were related, 
and the same terminology should be used throughout (for instance, with respect to 
acceptable and unacceptable extenuating circumstances); 
 

(d) that the need to have several members attending a panel would increase the workload 
associated with each appeal, unless the time spent on each appeal was reduced, or the 
overally number of appeals considered was reduced, for instance by a more robust filtering 
process, and an enhanced process for mitigation to deal with more straightforward cases; 
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(e) that there were other additional factors which would be defined as ‘unacceptable’ within the 
documentation, but which should in fact be deemed ‘acceptable’ (e.g. a student who felt 
unable to disclose that they had been assaulted), and the documentation should not 
prohibit appeals under such circumstances; 
 

(f) that the suggestion that students be invited to attend panels could be difficult to manage in 
practice, and were likely to significantly extend the duration of panels. There was a clear 
difference between student attendance at disciplinary panels (e.g. for plagiarism), where 
the University was putting a case to the student, and suggested attendance at Appeals 
panels, where the student was making a case to the University. If attendance was designed 
to ensure that students had oversight of documentation considered, and were able to 
respond to that documentation, then an alternate and more manageable approach would 
be to provide students with the documentation, and invite them to submit a written response 
to the panel. 

 
Agreed: that the views of the committee would be fed back to the paper’s authors. 

(Action: AR) 
 

Part B:  Routine Business 
 

53. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed: 
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of Faculty of Social Sciences & Health Education Committee 

(Postgraduate) held 24 January 2013; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1241 

 
(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of 24 January 2013. 

Document ECSSHSCPG1242 
 

54. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 
(a) Action Log 

 
Received: the action log from the previous meetings of the Faculty of Social Sciences & 
Health Education Committee (Postgraduate); 

Document ECAHSCPG1243 
 
 Noted: 
 

(i) that a number of departments had yet to submit feedback policy statements; 
 

(ii) that all departments had now submitted extracts relating to training provision, as 
required for the annual review of research degree provision. 

 
55. Chair’s Business 

 
Reported: 
 
(a) that the University would hear some feedback in relation to the AHRC BGP2 bid by 6th 

May 2013; 
 

(b) that the deadline for the NERC DTP bid was 1st May 2013. 
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56. Departmental Business 
 

Noted: that there were no departmental issues not itemised elsewhere on the agenda. 
 

57. Student Issues 
 

Noted: that the committee did not have a postgraduate research student representative, and 
the taught postgraduate representative was unable to attend the meeting. 

 
58. Annual Report on Postgraduate Concessions, appeals and APNs 

 
Considered:  the annual report on Postgraduate Concessions, appeals and APNs 

Document ECSSHSCPG1244 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the diverse nature of provision within DUBS, and the large number of students within 

DUBS, meant that the large number of DUBS concessions was understandable and not of 
significant concern; 
 

(b) that appeals within DUBS had been reviewed previous in previous years. Anecodtally, more 
recent appeals from Business School students had been for medical and other adverse 
circumstances, and had not demonstrated a particular pattern; however, there would 
nonetheless be value in investigating the issue; 
 

(c) that the research student concessions did not raise particular issues; 
 

(d) that there were 7 research degree appeals in 2011-2012. While there were 0 appeals in 
2010-2011, there had been 5 in 2009-2010. There did not appear to be a particular pattern. 

 
Agreed: that DUBS would investigate the large volume of postgraduate taught appeals to see 
whether there were any underlying trends or issues, reporting back to a subsequent meeting of 
the committee. 

(Action: GM) 
 

59. Report from Education Committee 
 

Considered:  the report from the meeting of Education Committee held on 28 January 2013; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1245 

 
Reported: 
 
(a) that Departments are asked to revise their feedback policy and practice in light of the 

recommendations of Education Committee, with effect from the 2013/14 academic year; 
 

(b) that Departments are asked to note a number relevant discussions from Education 
Committee; 

 
(c) that departments were reminded of the fact that viva could be held by video conferencing 

with the permission of the Chair of the committee; 
 

(d) that the revised requirements for the award of merit at postgraduate level would come into 
effect for students starting in 2013-2014. 

 
60. Postgraduate Admissions 
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Considered: the postgraduate admissions monthly statistics summary as at 1 February 2013;  

Document ECSSHSCPG1246 
 

[Secretary’s Note: Members are asked to note that this was a closed paper restricted to the 
membership of Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate).] 

 
61. Report from Quality and Standards Sub-Committee 
 

Noted:  that there was no report to FECs from the meeting of Quality and Standards Sub- 
Committee held on 16 January 2013. 

 
Part C:  Items for Information 

 
62. Matters of Report 

 
Noted: that no action had been taken by the Chair on behalf of the Committee since its last 
meeting. 

 
63. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

Reported:   
 
(a) that the last meetings of the Committee was currently scheduled to be held on Wednesday 

1st May 2013; however, this date clashes with the final submission deadline for NERC; 
 

(b) that a revised date for the meeting would be confirmed. The 8th May, in the afternoon, 
would be a possible date; however, a number of departments held Boards of Studies 
meetings on that date; 

 
(c) that the afternoon of the 7th would be possible for a majority of members present; 

 
Agreed: that the secretary would confirm the revised date following the meeting. 

(Action: AR) 
 


