
 

 
 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 
FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HEALTH EDUCATION 

COMMITTEE  
(POSTGRADUATE) 

 

5 May 2015 
 
Present: Professor I Greener (Chair), Dr P Denny, Dr K Hampshire, Ms A Kandemir, Dr S Maxwell, 
Professor G Moore, Dr J Montgomery, Dr J Rattray, Dr C Schweiger (vice Dr J Gunning), 
Professor J Wainwright, with Dr E Chapman (Secretary). 
 
Apologies: Dr E Foulds, Dr J Gunning, Professor I Leigh, Dr B Matthew, Mrs J Mulvey, Professor M 
O’Neill, Professor L Staeheli. 
 
In Attendance: Mr B Leighton, Mrs H Robb, Mr A Speed (Minute 46 only). 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

MINUTES 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
 
46. Staff-Student Consultative Committees 

 
Considered: proposed changes to SSCCs in order to clarify the roles and responsibilities of 
student representatives, the Students’ Union and academic departments;  

Document ECSSHSCPG1441 
 
Reported: that the Durham Students’ Union Academic Representation Co-ordinator, Mr Andy 
Speed, would be in attendance to discuss this item; 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the Committee was broadly supportive of the proposed amendments to SSCC 

terms of reference; 
 

(b) that no issues were raised regarding the proposed changes in nomenclature to 
‘Student-Staff Consultative Committee’, with a number of departments reporting that 
they had made this change a number of years ago; 
 

(c) that the SSCC terms of reference were intended to offer broad and flexible categories 
and the Students’ Union therefore anticipated that the majority of departments would 
not need to request further permissible additions; 

 
(d) that consideration of work placements by SSCCs was covered under 3(a) of the terms 

of reference, although this was not explicit and the Committee recommended that the 
text be updated to make specific to work placements; 

 
(e) that consideration of external examiners reports by SSCCs was covered under 3(d) of 

the terms of reference; 
 

(f) that the terms of reference were intended to ensure consistency across the university 
in terms of the items of business considered by SSCCs; 
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(g) that to that end, it was emphasised that, while there was flexibility in terms of the 
specific name and membership of committees, departments should ensure that the 
elected student representatives were involved in the consideration of all topics listed in 
the terms of reference; 

 

(h) that the Students’ Union was considering the potential to develop an indicative 
schedule of business for SSCCs which would provide additional detail on what was 
covered by the terms of reference; 

 

(i) that some concerns were expressed regarding the appointment of a student chair in 
the case of taught postgraduate programmes, noting that this could be a daunting role 
and students would not have the option to ‘build up’ to undertaking this role as most 
taught postgraduate programmes were 12 months in duration; 

 
(j) that all elected student representatives would undertake training and that this training 

would include the chairing role. Support would also be available to student chairs from 
the nominated lead academic; 

 
(k) that other FECs had suggested that a co-chair role be created, shared by the student 

chair and lead academic; 
 

(l) that staff attendance at SSCCs was not limited to two (lead academic and secretary) 
and that departments could invite additional staff members to attend on an annual or 
meeting by meeting basis; 

 
(m) that departmental practice varied in relation to having separate or combined 

postgraduate SSCCs, for example: 

 Archaeology: combined undergraduate and postgraduate SSCC; 

 SGIA: combined undergraduate and postgraduate SSCC; 

 SMPH: two separate undergraduate SSCCs for Medicine and Pharmacy, 
programme-level SSCCs at taught postgraduate level, School-level Student 
Experience Committee, PGR Committee and PGR town hall meetings; 

 DUBS: one very large undergraduate SSCC, programme-level SSCCs at taught 
postgraduate level; 

 Education: separate undergraduate and taught postgraduate SSCCs; 

 Anthropology: undergraduate SSCC and combined PGT/ PGR SSCC; 
 

(n) that operating a combined UG/ PGT or PGT/PGR SSCC would resolve the concerns 
raised in Noted (i) in relation to student chairs for taught postgraduate SSCCs; 
 

(o) that the Students’ Union was in the process of developing a schedule for 2015/16 
which would set out the key dates in relation to student academic representation, 
including nomination, election and training; 

 
(p) that responsibility for the selection of postgraduate student representatives would 

remain with departments for the 2015/16 academic year; 
 

Agreed: that any additional departmental feedback and comments should be submitted to the 
Chair and Secretary by 5pm on Monday 18 May  in order to inform further discussion of the 
proposed changes to SSCCs by Education Committee on 20 May. 

(Action: FEC) 
  

47. Education Strategy 2015-2020: Aims, Objectives and Outcomes 
 

Considered: a report on the Education Strategy 2015-2020; 



 

 

Academic Support Office Faculty Education Committee (PG) 
Social Sciences & Health 

5 May 2015 

Page 3 of 10 

 

Document ECSSHSCPG1442 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the Committee welcomed the expanded framework for placements, further 

embedding of employability and emphasis on the importance of a diverse student body; 
 

(b) that the Committee expressed ongoing concern regarding the use of the term 
‘academic community of practice’, noting that these concerns had been raised during 
consideration of earlier drafts of the Education Strategy; 
 

(c) that ‘academic community of practice’ was felt to be restrictive and the Committee 
expressed a clear preference for the broader term ‘community of practice’, noting that 
this more accurately reflected how departments within the Faculty perceived their role; 

 
(d) that a potential issue was identified in relation to objective 14 (introducing pre-

applicants and applicants to a diverse Durham community) given the reduced breadth 
of programmes offered at Queen’s Campus; 

 
(e) that limited college accommodation for postgraduate students was available at Queen’s 

Campus; 
 

(f) that there was a focus on Queen’s Campus becoming a professional campus in the 
Strategy and that concerns were expressed that this could limit diversity further; 

 

(g) that it was not clear from the document where responsibility for the various aims and 
objectives would sit, and how the significant work involved in achieving these aims and 
objectives would be recognised and rewarded by the University; 

 
(h) that the aims and objectives related to transitions were focussed on the transition into 

higher education and employability, and the Committee expressed concern that there 
was no aim or objective which explicitly addressed the transition to PGT and/ or PGR 
study; 

 

(i) that the transition to postgraduate study was addressed in paragraph 20 of the Themes 
and Ideas document (Attachment I) but provided limited information on how the 
University would accelerate the speed of transition for taught postgraduate students, 
e.g. whether departments or professional support services would be responsible; 

 
(j) that the Committee strongly recommended that an explicit aim and/ or objective based 

on paragraph 20 be developed to provide further detail on the transition to 
postgraduate study and how goals in this area would be achieved; 

 

(k) that further clarification was requested in relation to paragraph 5 of Attachment I which 
stated that Doctoral Training Centres would be a key means in which community would 
be fostered amongst PGR students, e.g. what are the other means? does this 
statement apply to all PGR students or RCUK funded students only? does it cover part-
time, distance learning and Queen’s Campus students?; 

 
(l) that concern was expressed that focussing on recruitment of PGR students via the 

Doctoral Training Centres would restrict the diversity of the PGR community; 
 

Agreed: that the Committee’s discussion would be reported to Education Committee. 
(Action: EC) 
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48. Review of Discretion 
 
Considered: a report on the review of the operation of discretion undertaken during 2014-15 
and the recommendations arising from this review; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1443 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that departments found the dual zone of discretion for taught postgraduate 

programmes frustrating and confusing; 
 

(b) that the current wording around the use of discretion in the core regulations could be 
further clarified, for example by including examples (as in paragraph 29 and table 4 of 
document 43); 

 
(c) that the importance of emphasising to dissertation markers the need to carefully 

consider awarding marks of 67 and 69 was stressed, with several departments 
reporting that dissertations awarded a mark of 69 were sent back to markers for further 
consideration; 

 
(d) that there was some support for a review of the zone of discretion at taught 

postgraduate level; 
 

(e) that the likelihood of a discretion decision perceived as being unfair by a student 
leading to an academic appeal was recognised; 

 
(f) that the issue of student equity in relation to the use of discretion was discussed,  

acknowledging that this applied equally to students with a mark of 68 and students with 
a clear distinction marks profile; 

 

Agreed: that the Committee’s request for data on the number of students falling into each of 
the five categories in the example set out in paragraph 29 and table 4 of the report would be 
reported to Education Committee. 

(Action: EC) 
 

49. Student Handbooks 
 
Considered: amended proposals for the provision of central guidance on the contents of 
student handbooks; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1444 
 
Noted: that the Committee was supportive of the amended proposals. 

 
50. Review of the Research Degree Code of Practice 

 
Considered: the annual review of the Research Degree Code of Practice and the proposals 
for minor amendments arising from this review; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1445 
 
Noted: that the Committee was supportive of the proposed minor amendments to the Code 
of Practice. 
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Part B:  Routine Business 
 
51. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

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

Committee (Postgraduate) held 25 February 2015; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1446 

 
(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of 25 February 2015; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1447 
 

(c) the action log from the previous meeting of the Social Sciences and Health Education 
Committee; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1448 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) Minute 37: Postgraduate Taught Scholarship Programme (PSS2) 

 
that the PSS2 application deadline had passed on 1 May 2015 and that the Chair had 
requested an update on application numbers both within the Faculty and across the 
University; 
 
Agreed: that, once received, information on application numbers would be circulated to 
departmental representatives; 

(Action: IG) 
   

(b) Minute 26(a): Chair’s Business: PGR annual progress review system 
 
that the Chair had raised the Faculty’s concerns in relation to the PGR annual progress 
review system at the last meeting of Education Committee and reported that the 
Committee was aware of the issues experienced by departments; 
 

(c) Minute 27(e): Departmental Business: Postgraduate Study Room (SMPH/ Library) 
 
that security staff were on site at all times during the current 24/7 library opening hours at 
Queen’s Campus, but that issues related to out of working hours library access remained. 
The Library continued to monitor the situation carefully and actions taken by the Library to 
minimise the impact on student experience as far as possible was recognised by the 
Committee; 
 

(d) Minute 27(d) Departmental Business: Graduate Employment Comparison 2014 
(Anthropology, SASS, SGIA) 
 
Agreed: that the Secretary would follow up with relevant departments in relation to this 
action, and would also contact CEEC and other FEC secretaries to identify examples of 
good practice in relation to increasing survey response rates. 

(Action: EC, KH, MO’N, JG) 
 

52. Annual Report of PGR Progression and Completion 
 

Considered: the annual report on research postgraduate progression and completion; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1449 
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Reported: that the report was not yet available and would be considered by circulation 
outside the meeting. 

 
53. Annual Report on Postgraduate Concessions, Appeals and APNs  

 
Considered: the annual report on taught and research postgraduate concessions, appeals 
and APNs in the 2013/14 academic year; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1450 
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the Business School’s efforts to reduce the number of appeals by identifying and 

addressing issues that might lead to appeals as soon as possible appeared to have been 
successful and thanks were expressed to the School’s Quality Assurance Officer 
(Assessment); 
 

(b) that departments were reminded of the need to ensure that appropriate supporting 
evidence was included in all concession requests; 

 
(c) that departments were reminded of the need to consider tuition fee implications when 

requesting a concession to extend thesis submission deadlines for research postgraduate 
students; 

 
(d) that the increase in the number of APNs was seen as a positive trend linked to the 

reduction in appeals, and the supportive function of APN, particularly research 
postgraduate students, was emphasised; 

 
(e) that the Committee would like to consider additional data in relation to APNS, such as the 

number of students who successfully complete APNs and the number of those students 
who go on to successfully complete their PhD studies. 

 
Agreed: that the Committee’s discussion and request for additional data on APNs would be 
reported to Education Committee. 

(Action: EC) 
 

54. Music and Theatre Concession Paper 
 
Considered: a proposal for concessions to be granted to music and drama students from the 
start of the 2015/16 academic year; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1451 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the Committee was supportive of the proposal in principle, recognising that it was 

important that music and theatre extra-curricular activities should be recognised in a 
similar way to sporting activities, but recommended that a review be conducted after 12 
months; 
 

(b) that concerns were expressed that the need for a commitment by students to catch up on 
any work they missed was not made explicit in the paper; 
 

(c) that some taught postgraduate programmes included modules taught in an intensive 
block (e.g. 1-2 weeks) which could mean that a student with a music and theatre 
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concession missed all or most of the teaching for an entire module and that it was 
important to ensure that departments had the ability to reject music and theatre 
concession requests in these circumstances; 

 
(d) that departments would welcome further guidance on how the ‘significance of individual 

events’ would be defined, for example it was expected that this would cover 
performances but would it also cover casting calls and rehearsals; 

 
(e) that concerns were expressed regarding the two stage approval process for music and 

theatre concessions, noting that there was a risk that departments who turned down 
concession requests classified as significant by the Dean of Engagement would be 
perceived negatively by students; 

 
Agreed: that the Committee’s discussion would be reported to Education Committee. 

(Action: EC) 
 

55. Chair’s Business 
 

Considered:  
 
(a) Taught and research postgraduate recruitment: home students 

 
Noted: 
 
(i) that admissions data for 2015/16 indicated a significant decrease in home students , 

particularly around conversion; 
 

(ii) that there was a need for university acknowledgement of differences between 
departments in terms of the way admissions processes were managed (e.g. carried 
out by dedicated administrative staff or by an academic member of staff); 

 
(iii) that there was significant uncertainty around taught postgraduate tuition fees; 

 
(iv) that departments were reminded of the need to ensure that they had appropriate and 

robust processes in place on admissions and recruitment; 
 

(v) that current currency exchange rates discouraged international students from some 
countries from coming to Durham to study; 

 
(vi) that concerns were expressed that the University had made the eligibility criteria for 

award of a PSS2 scholarship too complicated and that applicants who thought that 
they did not meet all the criteria might be lost to PSS2 funded places at competitor 
institutions; 

 
(vii) that a number of competitor institutions offered fee discounts for taught postgraduate 

programmes to their own alumni and the Committee felt that if the University adopted 
a similar model there could be significant benefits in terms of increased recruitment of 
home students; 

 
(viii) that the amount of RCUK funding available for research postgraduate studentships 

was decreasing; 
 

(b) Stepping down 
 
Noted:  
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(i) that the Chair would be stepping down as Deputy Head of Faculty (Postgraduate) and 

taking up a new post as Director of the Wolfson Research Centre; 
 

(ii) that thanks were expressed to the Chair for his efficient management of the 
Committee; 

 
(iii) that several departmental representatives would be stepping down from their roles in 

the near future and that thanks were expressed to Prof Geoff Moore (DUBS) and Dr 
Janet Montgomery (Archaeology) for their support and contributions over the years; 

 
(c) that there were no further items of Chair’s business not itemised elsewhere on the 

agenda. 
 

56. Departmental Business 
 

Considered:  
 
(a) Research Postgraduate student engagement and representation (SMPH) 

 
Noted: 
 
(i) that the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health currently operated a PGR 

Committee and a PGR Town Hall Meeting (equivalent to an SSCC), both of which 
included student representatives; 
 

(ii) that the School’s departmental representatives requested feedback on a proposal to 
dissolve the PGR Committee and incorporate it into the School’s Research 
Committee; 

 
Agreed: that the Secretary would confirm whether University policy required departments 
to operate a separate PGR Committee or whether PGR business could be considered as 
part of a departmental Research Committee; 

(Action: EC) 
 

(b) Timing of NEDTC and DDS studentships (Geography) 
 
Noted: 
 
(i) that the Geography department had lost a significant number of excellent applicants 

as a result of the timing of the NEDTC studentships and Durham Doctoral 
Studentships (DDS) competitions; 
 

(ii) that while recognising existing constraints, the department was strongly in favour of 
competition deadlines and decisions being moved forward as much as possible; 

 
(iii) that it was reiterated that the DDS competition was dependent on completion of the 

NEDTC studentship decision making processes, as this determined the funding 
available to the Faculty to award DDS; 

 
(iv) that the Committee supported the need for a clear process covering PhD studentship 

competitions at institutional level; 
(c) Bill Bryson Library refurbishment update (Library) 

 
Noted:  
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(i) that the refurbishment of the Bill Bryson Library was now complete; 

 
(ii) that the main entrance to the Bill Bryson Library would be closed from 8 June for 

refurbishment and students would be directed to an alternative side entrance; 
 

(d) that there were no further items of departmental business not itemised elsewhere on the 
agenda. 

 

57. Student Business 
 
Reported: that there were no items of student business not itemised elsewhere on the 
agenda. 

 
Part C:  Items for Information 

 
58. Higher Education Review 2016 (HER) 

 
Received: a paper confirming the date of the next HER (week commencing 29 February 
2016), outlining the timescale for that process, and summarising the outcomes from the 
University’s most recent audits. 

Document ECSSHSCPG1452 
 

59. Postgraduate Taught Dissertation Submission Deadlines  
 
Received: a paper setting out approved submission deadlines for final projects/ dissertations 
for taught postgraduate programmes in the period 2015/16 – 2021/22. 

Document ECSSHSCPG1453 
 
60. Reports from QSSC  

 
Received: 
 
(a) the report from the meeting of QSSC held on 25 February 2015; 

Document ECSSHSCPG1454a-c 
 

(b) the report from the meeting of QSSC held on 18 March 2015; 
Document ECSSHSCPG1455a-b 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the high percentage of students who were required to withdrawal from the MPharm 

Pharmacy programme was discussed at the 25 February 2015 meeting of QSSC (Minute 
44(c) – (e) refers); 
 

(b) that it was recognised that recruitment to the MPharm had begun a year earlier than 
originally planned and that student numbers on the programme were increasing year on 
year; 

 
(c) that the need for postgraduate admissions decision to be robust and timely was 

emphasised, as well as the need to minimise the bureaucratic lag in decision making that 
could result from the requirement that two trained postgraduate admissions tutors sign off 
on all applications (minute 54(f) refers); 
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(d) that the Committee felt that there was scope to streamline to postgraduate admissions 
process at both departmental and institutional level. 

 
61. Reports from Education Committee  

 
Considered:  the report from the meeting of Education Committee held on 11 March 2015. 

Document ECSSHSCPG1456a-b 
 
62. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

Reported: that the 2015/16 meetings of the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health Education 
Committee (Postgraduate) would be confirmed in the near future. 

 

 

 

 

 


