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MINUTES 

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

Part A:  Strategic Issues 
 
1. Planning Priorities Statement 2013/14 
 

Considered: a Statement of the University’s Planning Priorities;   
Document EC/13/01 

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that Document 1 set out proposed institutional priorities for research and education, 

with a view to focusing planning in departments. Faculties played an important role 
in the planning process through moderating and confirming departmental priorities;  
 

(b) that it was important that strategic priorities be considered as a coherent whole. 
Some of the priorities listed in the Statement might be difficult to achieve in tandem 
(for instance, the desire to increase entry tariffs whilst also widening participation);    

 
(c) that the document set out both strategic goals and specific aims (or KPIs) used as 

proxies to measure performance against those goals. However, the paper was 
ordered in such a way as to imply that the KPIs constituted a goal in and of 
themselves. An example of this was on international student numbers, in which the 
strategic goal was a diverse student population. However, the paper indicated that 
the ‘aim’ was to have 20% of students from non-EU countries, something which 
might be achieved even if all such students came from one country. This point also 
applied to other priorities in the text (for instance, E1 equated entry standards with 
tariff points). The paper should be restructured to more clearly emphasise the 
importance of wider aims over KPIs. There would also be value in asking UEC to 
revisit the specific targets in order to ensure these remained appropriate;  

 
(d) that the achievement of the aim that 20% of students should be from non-EU 

countries was dependent on the fact that some departments and levels (particularly 
taught postgraduate) had relatively high numbers of international students who 
tended to come from only a small number of countries, which presented risks. 
There would be value in calculating the additional cost of supporting international 
students to ascertain whether this target remained appropriate, particularly given 
new market conditions in domestic recruitment;    

 



(e) that the text in respect of priority E3 indicated that the University had slipped 16 
places in respect of NSS results. This did not accord with the information in 
Document 2 (which indicated a reduction of 9 places);  

 
(f) that the text under priority E2 read as if higher entry tariffs would automatically 

raise completion rates, which was not necessarily the case; 
 

(g) that it was important that the target on priority E4, on staff-student ratios, be 
properly costed. It was also important to understand variation between 
departments. Reference to academic advisers in the text under this priority should 
be removed, as this system was not directly related to staff-student ratios. Student 
support and guidance systems  would be reviewed in the course of the 2013/14 
academic year. That review would include consideration of what might reasonably 
be expected of academic advisers;   

 
(h) that a discussion at Research Committee had led to amendments to priority R5 on 

numbers of postgraduate research students, it being recognised that it would not 
be possible for all departments to be within the top 10% for their subject. It was 
important that strategic planning recognised that DTC arrangements meant that the 
University now had less manoeuvrability than it had in the past to manage research 
student numbers in particular departments; 

 
(i) that, whilst the statement under priority E5 referenced ‘residential college 

communities’, it was important to recognise that the majority of students did not 
reside in colleges and that colleges offered personal development opportunities to 
those who lived out as well as those who lived in; 

 
(j) that priority C1 referred to an aim to increase the proportion of female senior 

academic staff. Whilst this was true, the University also had a broader aim to 
increase the diversity of staff at all levels. The proportion of senior female academic 
staff would partly be influenced by action at earlier stages of career. It was 
important that action planned to achieve this priority was aligned to action on this 
issue in departments (such as that in respect of Athena Swan), which did not just 
focus on senior staff. The Dean of Diversity could comment on this issue;  

 
(k) that priority E7 asked departments to reflect on the effectiveness and efficiency of 

curriculum structures, in order to better understand the rationale behind such 
structures in relation to cost. There was no desire to be prescriptive in this area;  

 
Agreed: that the Committee’s comments should be provided to the Acting Director of 
SPCU in order that the paper might be amended as appropriate.  

Action: DCG 
 

2. National Student Survey 
 

(a) University Overview 
 
Considered: an overview of the University’s NSS 2013 results;           

Document EC/13/02 
 
 

Reported: that based on the Times Good University Guide method the University’s 
overall ranking had dropped nine places to equal twenty-first. Eleven of thirty 
subjects had met the target of being within the top five nationally. At institutional 
level, there had been decreases in relative ranking in respect of the ‘assessment 
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and feedback’ and ‘academic support’ sections of the survey, but an increase in 
respect of satisfaction with learning resources and overall satisfaction;   
 
Noted:  
 
(i) that the ‘next steps’ proposed in the paper largely echoed existing actions in the 

Education Strategy action plan, such as a review of the implementation of the 
Principles for the Development of the Taught Curriculum;  
 

(ii) that ASO would review the implementation of the changes made in 2012/13 to 
policy on Feedback on Assessed Work, which required departments to publish 
student-facing feedback policies, set a defined turnaround time, and provide 
some form of feedback on all formative assessment. There was some appetite 
for strengthening this policy still further to address issues caused by 
assessment bunching and a relatively high number of large summative (as 
opposed to formative) assessments in some departments. It was important that 
students received sufficient feedback to inform their summative assessments. 
This issue would need to be considered at programme as well as module level 
(it was not necessarily thought that formative assessment should be required 
on every module). It was also thought desirable that students be given fuller 
information on when and how they would receive feedback on their programme;   

 
(iii) that the analysis in Document 4 identified that students found feedback most 

helpful when it clearly identified strengths and weaknesses, and that some 
feedback was illegible. In light of this, the paper raised the issue of whether to 
adopt standardised feedback proformas at subject or faculty level, drawing on 
good practice. This would need to be subject to consideration at FECs. It was 
recognised that proformas were not necessarily appropriate for all forms of 
assessment (such as problem sheets in Mathematics). However, consideration 
should nevertheless be given to whether to adopt a more standardised 
approach to the provision of feedback for different forms of assessment / 
subjects in which preformas were less useful. It was important that feedback 
related student performance to assessment criteria;  

 
(iv) that there was potential to ask students to reflect on whether they had met 

basic requiremegs of the assessment (such as the submission of a required 
graph) when submitting work. This was an effective tool for self-reflection which 
would allow markers to more effectively concentrate feedback on key areas;   

 
(v) that improvements in feedback could also be facilitated through training and 

development (for instance, CARD workshops). More generally, there were few 
opportunities for peer observation of the provision of feedback. Consideration 
could be given to developing systems to facilitate this. There would need to be 
clearer guidelines on a standard to inform such work;  

 
(vi) that clearer guidelines and expectations in relation to the provision of feedback 

would assist Deputy Heads of Faculty when considering proposed curriculum 
development;  

 
(vii) that the Students’ Union intended to work with students to review assessment 

and feedback, which might reveal further what students understood to be good 
feedback (and thus the expectations that informed NSS results in this area); 

 
(viii) that it would be useful to ascertain good practice at those institutions which 

had made considerable improvements in NSS results;  
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(ix) that the NSS results showed a decline in satisfaction with the Students’ Union, 

and the University was near the bottom of the sector for this question. The 
Students’ Union had implemented a new Strategy that it was hoped would 
improve results in this area. The phrasing of this question in the NSS was not 
easily applicable to collegiate universities such as Durham, in which many of 
the services and opportunities offered at Students’ Unions elsewhere were 
delivered through colleges and college JCRs. It was thought important that 
JCRs encouraged students to respond to this question in a holistic fashion, 
reflecting on student representation in general. This would, however, make it 
more difficult to isolate views about the Students’ Union per se; 

 
(x)  that the Faculty of Arts and Humanities intended to pilot ‘town hall’ style 

meetings in which departments could meet students to discuss their concerns 
and provide feedback, facilitated by CARD. This was thought to be an effective 
method of engagement, which could be internally as well as externally 
facilitated. It was thought important that such events happened prior to the 
commencement of the NSS to avoid clashing with the NSS:  

 
Agreed:  
 
(i) that a paper should be drawn up to consult FECs (Undergraduate) on the 

issues raised regarding assessment and feedback in Noted (ii) to (iv). This 
should also include the recommendations in paragraph 20 of Document 4 as 
appropriate;   

Action: SNA 
 

(ii) that CARD be asked to identify potential models for developmental peer 
observation of assessment feedback and to develop guidelines to support  this 
enhancement activity; 

Action: SNA 
 

(iii) that faculty action plans in response to the NSS should:  
 
 focus on specific themes/questions in the NSS where the score is below the 

average (mean) score for the subject, and responses to issues frequently 
occurring in student open comments; 
 where applicable, seek to identify any major decreases in departmental 

overall scores to ascertain whether these are atypical or whether there are 
systemic or policy issues that need to be resolved.  

Action: Secretaries of Undergraduate FECs 
 

(iv) that FECs (Undergraduate) should encourage departments to pilot ‘town hall’ 
style meetings with students in the Michaelmas Term 2013;   

Action: TF/CC/IG 
 

(b) Quantitative Analysis  
 
Considered: a quantitative analysis of the University’s NSS 2013 results;     

Document EC/13/03 
 

Noted: that the analysis showed higher satisfaction with the Students’ Union among 
students at Queen’s Campus, where the Union did not have such a visible 
presence. It was possible that this was because students at Queen’s Campus 
answered this question in respect of satisfaction with their JCR;  
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(c) Qualitative Analysis  

 
Considered: a qualitative analysis of the University’s NSS 2013 results;       

Document EC/13/04 
 

Reported: that the themes emerging from the analysis in Document 4 were largely 
the same as those in previous years, including concerns about feedback; a desire 
for broader choice; and concerns about assessment bunching. Students also 
expressed wanted the University to engage with them regarding their provision, 
and to feedback the outcome of such engagement;   

 
Noted:  
 
(i) that students had commented positively on the enthusiasm and passion of 

teaching staff. Nevertheless, some students felt that some staff appeared 
disinterested in their teaching. There was a need for interesting, enthusiastic 
and effective teaching at all levels. This could be supported through 
mechanisms to assess the quality of teaching (such as MEQs and peer review). 
The MEQ system would be reviewed later in the year, and it was important that 
this took into account the fact that it would potentially be useful to obtain 
student views prior to the end of the module (for instance, via two MEQs);  
 

(ii) that the paper noted that some students had expressed concerns regarding the 
verbal communication skills of teaching staff. Whilst comments in this area 
focused on staff for whom English was not a first language, this was a generic 
issue and it was sometimes the case that difficulties in communicating concepts 
were mistaken for language difficulties. This issue should be referred to CARD. 
It was important that staff who experienced difficulties in communication be 
identified (for example through the MEQ and ASR processes) and offered 
opportunities for training and development; 

 
(iii) that, in relation to communication between staff and students, University policy 

on recording of lecturers was at present relatively restrictive. There would be 
value in considering whether this could be relaxed. Facilitating the recording of 
lectures might be helpful for international students. However, there was some 
concern that this practice might be anti-pedagogical for some students;  

 
(iv) that the academic adviser system would assist with student support. In order to 

manage staff workload and better support students, it would be useful to 
develop a clearer understanding of what academic advisers should discuss with 
students at certain points in the year (e.g. module choice, performance). Some 
departments reviewed student performance and exam scripts through the 
academic adviser system, but it was recognised that this was resource 
intensive; 

 
(v) that the remaining recommendations in the paper were generic in nature, but 

were broadly supported by the Committee. These should be added to the 
aforementioned consultation paper for FECs as appropriate as exultations to 
good practice;   

 
(vi) that, although not featured in the paper, the flooding of Elvet Riverside and the 

resulting relocation of teaching had appeared in negative comments from 
students in several departments (particularly MLAC) and was likely to have 
adversely affected the results of such departments;   
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Agreed:  
 
(i) that Education Committee’s view that the review of MEQs should take into 

account the utility of staff being able to gain feedback from students within 
(rather than at the end of) a module should be communicated to those involved 
in the review;  

Action: DCG 
 

(ii)  that CARD be asked to consider whether there was a need to further develop 
training  in verbal communication skills (e.g. to support staff where this need 
had been  identified  through the ASR process) ; 

Action: SNA 
 

(d) Strategy for NSS 2014 
 
Considered: a proposed strategy for NSS 2014;             

Document EC/13/05 
 

Noted:  
 
(i) that the Academic Registrar and the Deputy Head of Colleges (Student 

Experience) would discuss the role of Colleges in promoting the NSS, including 
the plan that Colleges should ask students to reflect holistically on their 
experience (this would also be done in central publicity);  
 

(ii) that some departments had requested a later start date for the NSS. It was 
thought this would have an adverse effect on response rates. The University 
was already late in starting the NSS compared to most other institutions; 

 
Agreed: that the plan for NSS 2014 set out in Document 15 be approved.     

 
3. Admissions 
 

Considered:  a report from the Director of the Student Recruitment and Admissions 
Office on key issues from the 2012/13 admissions cycle; 

Document EC/13/06 - CLOSED 
 

[Secretary’s Note: Document EC/13/06 was strictly confidential, for Education 
Committee members only] 
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that staff involved in the 2012/13 admissions cycle had to deal with turbulent and 

difficult circumstances, including a national dip in A-Level performance and a high 
wastage rate. Notwithstanding, undergraduate and postgraduate research 
recruitment was forecast to be close to target. This reflected flexibility in response 
to changing circumstances in the cycle. It was recognised that departments had not 
always been aware of the reasons behind certain decisions, something which was 
in itself partly a result of the need for quick decision making; 
 

(b) that, although taught postgraduate recruitment was forecast to be below target, 
recruitment had nevertheless improved compared to the previous cycle. This was a 
considerable achievement and not fully reflected in the paper. There was a need to 
be more realistic in relation to market conditions when setting targets;  
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(c) that a number of postgraduate research students would be recruited in January and 

April 2014. The Colleges had some spare places for residential accommodation, 
and would welcome such students being directed to such accommodation, which 
would add to postgraduate college communities. The Deputy Head of Colleges 
(Student Experience) would work with relevant departments on this;  

 
(d) that departments were being consulted on admissions issues, including the setting 

of offer factors. It was intended that in future offer factors would be based on the 
previous two years’ worth of data, rather than three, to reflect the new conditions 
that had emerged since 2012. Competitor institutions had increased offer factors, 
and thus the University was competing with more offers and had to respond 
accordingly. If a department had particular concerns about over- or under-shooting 
on student numbers in relation to facilities, then a case could be made for changed 
offer factors;  

 
(e) that the University’s ability to be highly selective varied considerably between 

programmes, as different market conditions operated for different subjects;  
 

(f) that although the University had used adjustment and clearing in some instances, 
this did not necessarily indicate that entry standards had been lowered.    

 
4. Graduate Employment 

 
Considered: a report on graduate employment data, including the results of the 2013 
Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey;  

Document EC/13/07 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the report showed a very positive picture of the employability of the University’s 

graduates. For the first time, the University had met its target of being in the top five 
institutions for Graduate Prospects. Nineteen departments had met the target of 
being in the top five for their subject when ranked by graduate prospects score, 
whilst a further eight departments were close to this target. These achievements 
reflected the introduction of the Employability and Skills Strategy and hard work by 
departments and CEEC. Partnership working between departments and CEEC had 
proven particularly effective in improving employability;  

 
(b) that the University had an unusually high number of graduates at all levels who 

proceeded to further study. The University would need to monitor the impact of any 
changes in the recruitment market for such study on its graduate prospects score; 

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the recommendations in the paper be approved, and that this should be 

communicated to CEEC and FECs for further action; 
Action: DCG 

 
(b) that the action plans to be developed as a result of the recommendations in the 

paper should be submitted to a future meeting of Education Committee.   
Action: CC/IG/TF/GS 
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5. Boards of Examiners: Preliminary Honours 
 

Considered: the outcomes of the consultation of the proposed new process for 
Preliminary Honours boards of examiners;   

Document EC/13/08 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that in 2011/12 Senate had decided to abolish preliminary honours boards of 

examiners and to delegate to subject-level boards of examiners the authority to 
make progression decisions from Level 1 to Level 2. Education Committee had 
previously agreed to postpone this decision whilst its practicality was ascertained. 
Document 8 outlined the outcome of this consultation, which suggested that there 
was currently no workable alternative to faculty preliminary honours boards. It was 
therefore proposed to reverse Senate’s earlier decision and retain such boards;  
 

(b) that the planned implementation of Gradebook would improve the recording of 
marks and streamline communication between departments and faculties. This 
might make an alternative to the current system possible in time;  

 
(c) that the vast majority of decisions made by faculty preliminary honours boards were 

straightforward (being within the Core Regulations). The need to consider such 
cases nevertheless placed a considerable burden on the board. To save staff time, 
such cases could be considered at a pre-meeting between the Chair and 
Secretary, with the rest of the Board confirming the Chair’s decision, or made via 
Chair’s action. The full board need only consider those cases which were not 
straightforward;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) to support the proposal that faculty preliminary honours boards of examiners be 

retained;  
 
(b) that the Committee’s position on the handling of straightforward cases at 

preliminary honours boards of examiners as set out in Noted (c) should be 
communicated to the secretaries of such boards;  

Action: SNA 
 

Recommended: that Senate approve the proposal that faculty preliminary 
honours boards of examiners be retained.  
 

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 2013/14; 
Documents EC/13/09 

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

2013/14. 
Document EC/13/10 
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7. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed: 
 

(i) the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 17 June 2013; 
Document EC/13/11 

 
(ii) the report to Senate from the meeting of 17 June 2013;   

Document EC/13/12 
 

Received:  the extract from the minutes of the meeting of Senate held 18 June 2013, 
detailing consideration of the report from the meeting of Education Committee held 22 
May 2013;                     Document EC/13/13 

 
Reported:  that the report from the 17 June 2013 meeting of Education Committee 
would be considered by Senate on 18 October 2013, and a report of this consideration 
would be received at the next 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/13/14a 
 

(b) Matters of report 
 

Received:  a report of matters arising for information;       
Document EC/13/14b 

 
(c) Matters for consideration 

 
Considered: proposals to change the penalty for late submission of assessed work 
(Minute 20(c)(i) refers); 

Document EC/13/14c 
 

Noted:  
  
(i) that current University policy was that students be awarded a mark of zero if 

they failed to submit a piece of summative assessed work. This was felt to be 
disproportionate, particularly in relation to the practice of comparator HEIs. 
Since Education Committee had last considered this issue, a consensus had 
emerged amongst Deputy Heads of Faculty that the current policy should be 
replaced with a penalty of capping the mark for work submitted late at the 
module pass mark, as set out in Annex 1 of the paper;  
 

(ii) that it was proposed that the penalty of capping would apply only with respect 
to work submitted up to five working days late. Feedback would be given on 
such work, and the mark that the student would have received had the penalty 
not been applied would be indicated. Work submitted after that point would not 
be marked and a zero would be recorded. The five day cut-off point was 
consistent with the policy on extensions due to adverse circumstances; 
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(iii) that policy allowed some departments to specify different deadlines for different 
formats of work, if both a hard copy and electronic copy were required. It was 
proposed that the penalty would apply to the first deadline only. If a student 
submitted work on time in respect of the first deadline but not the second, the 
penalty would not be applied.  In such circumstances Departments would  
normally  provide individual feedback to the student (other than the mark)  only 
after  the work was submitted in both required  formats (where stated in the 
student handbook) ;  

 
(iv) that there was no desire to impose a more severe cap at Level 1;  

 
(v) that the proposed change should not be introduced in-year, but should take 

effect from the start of the 2014/15 academic year;  
 

(vi) that the Committee expressed its thanks to Dr Sutherland and the working 
group that had developed this policy for its work in resolving this issue;    

 
Agreed: that the proposals set out in the paper be approved for implementation in 
the 2014/15 academic year.  

Action: SNA 
 
9. Chair’s Business 
 

(a) European Structural and Investment Funds 
 
Considered: a briefing note on European Structural and Investment Funds; 

Document EC/13/14d (TABLED) 
 
 
Noted:  
 
(i) that the North East Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) had been allocated 

€540m of European Structural and Investments Funds for 2014-20, and had 
requested input from universities in the region on how to allocate these funds. It 
was likely that funding would be focused on areas of relevance to the University 
such as higher skills, graduate education, employability and placements. DBIS 
was working with Durham County Council to feed into the LEP’s strategy, and 
wished for assistance on this from other offices within the University;  
 

(ii) that this presented a very good opportunity for the University. There would be a 
need to identify what conditions would be attached to any match funding. This 
was not clear at this stage; 

 
(iii) that Queen’s Campus was located in a region governed by a different local 

authority, which had different plans in relation to European funding which it was 
understood were close to being finalised. However, DBIS would approach the 
relevant authority to ascertain what role the University might play in such plans; 

 
Agreed: that the Academic Registrar would work with DBIS to identify staff from the 
Academic Office to contribute to discussions on European Structural and 
Investments Funds; 

Action: MG 
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(b) Student Representation 
 
Noted: that the Students’ Union had experienced difficulty in obtaining the required 
number of student representatives on SSCCs, and in implementing its decision to 
delay recruitment of first year representatives. The Committee offered its support to 
the Union in working with departments to resolve this issue. The Academic Affairs 
Officer would work with the Dean for Postgraduate and Undergraduate Education 
and relevant Deputy Heads of Faculty to take this forward outside the meeting.    

 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
10. Matters of Report 

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

Document EC/13/15 
 
11. Excellence in Doctoral Supervision Award 
 

Received: a report on the 2012/13 Excellence in Doctoral Supervision Award scheme.
                          Document EC/13/16 

 
12. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

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

 
Date Time Room 
Wednesday 11 December 2013 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Wednesday 29 January 2014 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Wednesday 12 March 2014 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Wednesday 30 April 2014 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
Wednesday 28 May 2014 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
   Wednesday 25 June 2014 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
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