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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
 

28 January 2015 
 

A meeting of Education Committee was held at 9:15 am on Wednesday 28 January 2015, 
in the Anne Galbraith Boardroom (room D/PCL216), in the Palatine Centre. 
 
Present: Professor T. Ward (Chair), Professor J. Barclay, Professor A. Darnell, Dr A. 
Fawcett, Dr M. Gilmore, Dr C. Sutherland, Professor G. Small, Miss L. Spanner and Mr W. 
Mills, with Mr A. Rennie (Secretary), Miss A. Bird (Minute Secretary) and Mr P. Bennett (item 
30 only). 
 
Apologies: Professor T. Clark and Professor I. Greener. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 

Part A:  Strategic Issues 
 

 
30. Academic Strategy 2015-20 

 
Considered: the academic strategy 2015-20 in relation to the development of the 
Education Strategy objectives and outcomes; 

Document EC/14/40  
 
Reported: 
 
(a) that the Academic Strategy 2015-20 was currently under development. A review, 

conducted by Capita, highlighted the importance of developing a sustainable basis 
for achieving Durham’s academic aspirations. The Academic Strategy 2015-20 
was a key priority for the University to ensure that it remained responsive to 
changes in the external environment and secured institutional sustainability. The 
Academic Strategy 2015-20 focused on six work streams, spanning education, 
research, internationalisation, professional support and infrastructure;  

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the ‘Education Strategy: Enhancing the Quality of Education’ work stream had 

been deliberately aligned with the development of the Education Strategy 2015-20 
to ensure that there was co-ordination between the Education Strategy, Academic 
Strategy and University Strategy;  
 

(b) that it was unclear in the document where postgraduate taught provision was 
featured. The committee felt that it was important to consider the postgraduate 
taught experience in the context of the unregulated fees environment and the 
introduction of a postgraduate loans system, announced by the government in 
December 2014;  

 
(c) that dimension 2c related to developing a diverse and inclusive student population, 

which had strong parallels with dimensions 1b and 1c which focused on the pricing 
of programmes and student diversity. The committee discussed whether the pricing 
of a programme also related to entry tariffs as this had not been captured explicitly 
elsewhere in the document. The committee noted that it was important to ensure 
that tariff entry requirements remained appropriate and supported the development 
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of a diverse and inclusive student environment and suggested that tariff entry 
requirements might be considered under work stream 1;  

 
(d) that dimension 2f outlined the aim of improving employability through the 

development of academic and personal skills. The committee was aware of a 
number of different initiatives in this area, for instance the personal development 
working group was developing proposals to ensure that students were enabled and 
encouraged to identify, develop and reflect upon the key employability skills gained 
through their academic programmes and extra curriculum activities. The committee 
noted the importance of understanding and articulating the relationship between 
professional support services such as CEEC and CARD and the colleges, 
academic departments and the Students’ Union;    

 
(e) that work stream 5 focused on professional support services and ensuring that the 

delivery of professional support was effective and efficient and aligned to the 
requirements of the University. The committee supported the plans to articulate the 
relationship between departments and the professional support services, and 
suggested that the co-ordinating team should include a member of academic staff 
to support the work undertaken in this area;   

 
(f) that the dimension 2d currently focused on defining, demonstrating and enhancing 

the value of the college offer. It was important to articulate the value of the 
collegiate system at Durham, but it was also important to recognise the 
distinctiveness of individual colleges which helped make the University attractive to 
students and staff. This was more true in relation to academic departments, which 
often had genuine disciplinary differences. The committee felt that consideration 
could be given to expanding dimension 2d to focus on the value of the Durham 
University offer more broadly to capture the nuance between the diversity within 
colleges and the multifaceted relationship between the colleges and academic 
departments in enhancing the quality of education;  

 
(g) that whilst it would be inappropriate to separate Queen’s and Durham City campus 

in the Academic Strategy 2015-20, there are specific matters that relate to Queen’s 
that would be need careful consideration during the development of the strategy;  

 
(h) that the development of the Academic Strategy and Education Strategy was a 

positive opportunity to both challenge and confirm the purpose of Durham’s current 
activity and also ensure sustainability in Durham’s future practise;   

 
(i) that consultation on the development of the Academic Strategy 2015-20 would 

continue throughout the 2014/15 academic year and it was expected that the final 
proposals would be considered by University Council in November 2015. 
Colleagues would have the opportunity to engage with the development of the 
document through written consultation and workshop style events. Student 
engagement with the development of the Academic Strategy would be supported 
through the Students’ Union, focus groups and written feedback;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the committees comments should be shared with the Director of Strategic 

Planning and UEC;  
Action: AR 

 
 

31. Graduate Employment  
 
Considered: further analysis on the destination of Durham University graduates  

Document EC/14/41 
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Reported: 
 
(a) that the further analysis on the destination of Durham University graduates had 

been undertaken at the request of Education Committee, when considering the 
Destination of Leavers in Higher Education data. The University had 25% of its 
graduates continue to further study, which was substantially higher than the 15% 
average. In the context of higher fees, there was a potential for students to be 
unable or unwilling to enter postgraduate study which could have an adverse effect 
on the University’s graduate prospect score in future years. The committee agreed 
that there would be value in exploring which institutions students were choosing to 
study their postgraduate programme and in what subjects;   
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the majority of undergraduate leavers from the University either remained in 

the North East region, or returned to their home region, when pursuing 
postgraduate study. The committee noted that whilst the report highlighted that the 
University had not retained a high proportion of students from undergraduate to 
postgraduate study, two thirds of students who stayed on in the North East after 
undertaking undergraduate study at Durham continued postgraduate studies with 
Durham, with approximately one quarter undertaking study at Newcastle. The 
committee noted that there were good reasons why students might be encouraged 
to continue postgraduate studies away from Durham; however, there might be 
value in exploring: firstly, whether students were returning to their home region for 
financial reasons, and therefore whether access to loans might encourage them to 
remain; secondly, whether working with other universities in the region to support 
progression to postgraduate study in the region would be beneficial, assuming that 
other regional institutions similarly had students who were interested in remaining 
in the North East, but who might wish to study at a different institution within the 
region;  
 

(b) that information and guidance on the differences, challenges and benefits of 
postgraduate study was provided by academic departments, colleges and the 
Careers, Employability and Enterprise Centre. Students are supported to consider 
postgraduate study through academic departments who provide subject specific 
information and guidance and Careers, Employability and Enterprise Centre also 
organise regular graduate fairs;  

 

(c) that teacher training programmes accounted for a large proportion of the 
programmes studied by leavers at the University and that it was important to 
ensure that the University retained its excellent OFSTED accreditation rating;   

 
(d) that HEFCE had allocated £50million to universities to offer bursaries, to the value 

of £10,000, on a match funded basis for 2015/16 entry. the University had been 
awarded £570,000 from HEFCE which equated to 114 studentships;  

 
(e) that those students graduating in 2015 would be first cohort of graduates under the 

£9,000 tuition fee regime which may have an impact on students financial ability or 
decision to enter postgraduate study. However, the committee also noted that the 
Government had announced the introduction of a postgraduate loans system from 
2016/7 entry across all subject areas. Whilst the Government had announced that 
the loans would not be available for graduates over the age of 30, the financial 
support offered to postgraduate applicants was welcome;  

 
Agreed:  
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(a) that the Academic Registrar should liaise with the Head of Careers, Employability 
and Enterprise Centre to consider Noted (a); 

Action: MG 
 

32. Future of quality assessment arrangements in higher education  
 
Considered: a summary of the HEFCE consultation document on the future of quality 
assessment arrangements in higher education  

Document EC/14/42 
 

Reported: 
 
(a) that HEFCE had announced its intention to consult on the future of quality 

assessment arrangements in fulfilment of its current statutory responsibilities, and 
to put its contract for quality assessment out to competitive tender. HEFCE had 
launched the first phase of a two-stage consultation process with the release of the 
Quality Assessment Review Discussion Document on 15 January 2015. The 
Discussion Document invited institutions to consider and respond to a series of 
questions on the broad purpose, principles and parameters of any future quality 
assessment arrangements. The deadline for responses to the consultation is 27 
February 2015; 
 

(b) that Annex I of the report summarised the key themes and questions asked 
through the Quality Assessment Review Document;   

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the discussion paper was deliberately broad as it sought to re-test 

assumptions about the existing arrangements for quality assurance. The 
discussion document was separated into a number of key areas for consideration 
which broadly focused on the anticipated trends and developments in higher 
education; the principles and purpose of quality assessment arrangements; the 
extent to which the diversity of providers should be reflected any future 
arrangements and the approach to academic standards. Each area had a range of 
supporting questions that the institution was invited to respond to;  
 

(b) that whilst the document refers to external assessment, there was no direct 
reference to peer review. Peer-review was, and had been, a key element in review 
methodologies under the Quality Assurance Agency. The committee was 
supportive that external review should continue to have peer reviewers. This 
should be communicated through the institutional response;  

 
(c) that externality in quality assurance arrangements, and the setting and 

maintenance  of academic standards was important. The committee noted that 
external examiners were particularly useful for highlighting matters that might span 
across multiple disciplines, or the institution, enabling the University to respond 
appropriately. The value of external examiners was also appreciated at the end of 
their tenure when they have an acute understanding and appreciation of the 
programme  and the impact of any changes that might have been made in 
response to student or external feedback or external factors;  

 
(d) that the discussion document had highlighted the expectation that MOOC-like 

provision would become increasingly visible and evolve to impact upon the quality 
assessment requirements. The committee felt that this might be better 
characterised as flexible provision within the context of online, distance and 
blended provision;  
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(e) that there was a value in ensuring that academic standards were comparable 
across providers and disciplines at a threshold level;   

 
(f) that the principles of autonomy and co-regulation had been recognised within the 

document as core principles. The committee felt that the primary responsibility for 
quality of standards should remain with higher education providers, scrutinised and 
assured through appropriate and robust internal mechanisms. The focus of any 
quality assurance arrangement should remain on testing the effectiveness of these 
mechanisms;    

 
Agreed: 
 
(a) that the committee was broadly supportive of the principles of future quality 

assurance arrangement identified by the review subject to Noted (b) and (c);  
 

(b) that the institutional response to the consultation would be drafted with attention to 
the committee’s discussion;  

Action: MG/AR 
 

 
33. National Student Survey 2014: Faculty Action Plans 
 

Noted: that the departmental level agreements which responded to the subject specific 
results were supported by a Faculty level agreement considered and approved by their 
Faculty Education Committee (undergraduate);  

 
 

(a) Arts and Humanities 
 
Considered: the report and action plan from the Faculty of Arts and Humanities in 
response to the results of the National Student Survey 2014; 

Document EC/14/43 
 

Noted:  
 
I. that students in the Faculty were most consistently satisfied with the quality of 

teaching on their programmes, while they were less satisfied with assessment 
and feedback, academic support and personal development. The committee 
noted the continued growth in the area of learning resources;  

 
II. that a common issue for English and History, raised in the free text comments, 

was the perception that contact hours were too low. However, the committee 
noted that student satisfaction for the learning and teaching category for 
History was the highest within the Faculty. Clear and early communication with 
students on the purpose of their contact hours, and the purpose of 
independent study had been particularly effective in ensuring that students 
were satisfied with the number of contact hours. The committee also noted 
that the teaching delivered within these contact hours had particularly high 
satisfaction rates;  

 
III. that the Department of English had committed to reviewing its undergraduate 

programme, as outlined in its Departmental Review, and it was anticipated that 
the changes made would impact positively upon the NSS scores in the future;  

 
 

(b) Science 
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Considered: the report and action plan from the Faculty of Science in response to 
the results of the National Student Survey 2014; 

Document EC/14/44 
Noted:  

 
I. that the use of the KIS dataset had enabled departments to disaggregate the 

data for three and four year integrated masters programmes. This had allowed 
departments to consider and address matters that might differ between the 
cohorts. The faculty had found this particularly helpful and that there appeared 
to be an improvement in student satisfaction in some departments recorded 
through the NSS as a result;  

 
II. that the Science Faculty had planned to host a number of focus groups with 

students to explore how the student academic experience can be enhance. 
The committee noted the value of engaging the student academic 
representatives in this activity in order to support and ally the student led 
discussions on the NSS results at Staff-Student Consultative Committees. 
Student academic representatives would be encouraged to lead and chair the 
focus groups;  

 
III. that Biology had participated in the Transforming the Experience of Students 

through Assessment (TESTA) project. The process had encouraged a step 
change approach to assessment and that the students eligible to complete the 
NSS 2015 would be the first cohort of students to have experienced these 
changes from level 1;   

 
IV. that the Department of Mathematical Sciences had introduced regular 

formative assessment and feedback across all years of the programme. The 
NSS results on Assessment and Feedback have subsequently improved. 
Clear communication with students on when they are receiving formative 
feedback and support appears to have a positive impact on their satisfaction;   

 
 

(c) Social Sciences and Health 
 
Considered: the report and action plan from the Faculty of Social Sciences and 
Health in response to the results of the National Student Survey 2014; 

Document EC/14/45 
Noted:  

 
I. that students in the Faculty were most consistently satisfied with the 

enthusiasm and expertise of staff and the broad and diverse nature of the 
programmes, whilst they were less satisfied with the inconsistency in the 
quality and timeliness of feedback and the perception that marking was not 
consistent; 

 
II. that one further negative arising from the free text comments across the 

Faculty was the perception that assessment deadlines were bunched. The 
committee noted that it was important to communicate to students the 
importance of time management and the value of planning their work 
effectively;  

 
III. that overall satisfaction rates for departments were very positive. With the 

exception of Durham University Business School, all programmes were either 
meeting or exceeding the sector average. The committee noted that Durham 
University Business School was undertaking additional analysis of its results to 
further identify potential areas for improvement.  
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34. Minimum standards on DUO  

 
Considered: summary of the consultation on the minimum standards on DUO; 

Document EC/14/46 
 

Reported: 
 
(a) that the report summarised the discussions at Faculty Education Committees 

(undergraduate and postgraduate) on the minimum standards on DUO report;  
 

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the feedback was positive and all three faculties had expressed support for the 

introduction of the policy;  
 

(b) that whilst some departments might have individual policies, the university policy 
on the minimum standards on DUO would supersede this. The committee noted it 
was positive that many departments would already meet and, in some cases 
exceed, these minimum expectations;  

 
(c) that whilst the committee appreciated that programme information might be 

available and accessible via other sources, such as the website, there was value in 
having relevant information in one central repository. Those items included within 
the minimum standards list should be included within DUO. Departments should be 
encouraged to populate information in DUO and avoid using links to the website. 
The committee noted that it was important to remind colleagues of copyright 
regulations when using webpages to disseminate materials;    

 
(d) that the LTT would take forward the implementation of the minimum standards in 

partnership with departments;  
 
Agreed: that the minimum standards on DUO were approved by the committee and 
that this should be disseminated to departments with guidance on the process for its 
implementation;  

Action: AR 
 

35. Conflict of interest in Postgraduate supervision and employment  
 
Considered: proposals to amend the Learning and Teaching Handbook to include 
guidance on conflict of interests in postgraduate supervision and employment  

Document EC/14/47 
 

Reported: 
 
(a) that the University had no specific guidance on what action, if any should be taken, 

where a student’s main supervisor subsequently became their line manager (when 
a student subsequently takes a position of employment within the department). 
Although this does not necessarily cause an issue in itself, it does represent a 
potential conflict in interest;   

 
(b) that the reference to ‘Staff Candidates’ was to ensure alignment with the General 

Regulations, which defined ‘Staff Candidates’ as staff members working a certain 
number of hours (therefore excluding, for instance, postgraduates who taught or 
assessed, or who undertook short-term research work);  

 
Noted:  
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(c) that the proposal was to amend the Learning and Teaching Handbook to state that 

where students become Staff Candidates during or after their period of supervised 
study, departments must ensure that a replacement main supervisor is found; 
 

(d) that whilst it was important to ensure that the conflict in interest was removed, the 
committee was concerned that removing the students main supervisor could have 
unintended negative implications. The committee noted that, in the main, primary 
supervisors would provide students with an academic reference. The committee 
felt that it was important that students would not be disadvantaged by the changing 
of their primary supervisor;  

 
(e) that consideration could be given to amending the proposal to state that 

supervisors should not normally have a line management relationship to the 
students they supervise and that, where a student subsequently takes a position 
that would have them classified as a Staff Candidate, that the department must 
ensure that another appropriate member of staff provides support for the student 
(by e.g. discussing and raising concessions with them). This could be a 
replacement supervisor, or could be a member of staff in academic management 
(normally the Director of Postgraduate Research);   

 
(f) that the proposals should be considered by the FECs (postgraduate) before 

approval;  
 
Agreed: that the proposal should be considered by FECs (postgraduate);  

Action: FEC secretaries   
 
 

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

To confirm: the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 10 December 
2014; 

Document EC/14/48 
 

Noted: that minute 14(e) should be amended to read that the committee noted that 
whilst for many universities accommodation fees covered the cost of a room, for 
Durham University, College fees covered the holistic experience within the colleges.    

  
Received:    
 
(a) the report to Senate from the meeting of 10 December 2014; 

Document EC/14/49 
 

[Secretary’s Note: that the report to Senate from the meeting of 10 December 2014 
contained the details of the report from QSSC from its 3 December 2014 meeting, 
rather than the reported 8 October 2014 meeting. The report would be corrected, 
and an amended copy filed with the minutes] 
 

(b) the extract from the minutes of the meeting of Senate held 9 December 2014, 
detailing consideration of the report from the meeting of Education Committee held 
22 October 2014;                                           

Document EC/14/50 
 
 

Reported:  that the report from the 10 December 2014 meeting of Education 
Committee will be considered at the 17 February 2015 meeting of Senate. A minute 
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extract outlining this discussion will be submitted to the 11 March 2015 Education 
Committee.  

 
37. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

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

Document EC/14/51a 
 

(e) Matters of report 
 

Received:   a report of matters arising for information.           Document EC/14/51b 
 
38. Chair’s business 
 

Considered:  any items of Chair’s business. 
 
(a) National Student Survey  

 
Reported: 

 
I. that the National Student Survey 2015 was live from Monday 26 January 2015 

and would remain open until Thursday 30 April 2015;   
 

Noted:  
 

I. that the NSS 2015 would be surveying the first cohort of students graduating 
under the £9,000 tuition fee regime. Whilst the committee noted that this 
might have an impact on the results of the National Student Survey, as it was 
likely that student expectations had grown, this would be echoed across the 
sector and that it was difficult to predict the impact this might have on the 
University’s results. The committee reiterated the importance of 
demonstrating the University’s willingness to listen to and respond to student 
feedback;   

 
(b) Academic Representatives Election Review  
 

Reported: 
 

I. that the Students’ Union had produced a report on the review of the academic 
representatives election process. Due to changes in staffing at the Students’ 
Union, the report was unable to be considered by Education Committee at this 
meeting;   

 
Noted:  

 
I. that it was important to ensure that the report was considered Education 

Committee in Epiphany Term to ensure that any recommendations could be 
implemented in time for the academic representative elections scheduled for 
Easter Term. The committee felt that it was important to ensure that 
departments had an opportunity to feedback on the recommendations in the 
report and agreed that the report should be considered by the FECs. The final 
report would be considered by Education Committee at its 11 March meeting;  

 
Agreed: that the report would be circulated electronically by the Secretary for 
comments and feedback in the first instance. The report should then be submitted 
to the FECs (undergraduate and postgraduate) in February for consideration.  
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 Action: AR 
 

39. Departmental Reviews 
 
(a) Summary Report 

 
Received:  a summary report of the Departmental Reviews of Medicine, Pharmacy 
and Health;  

Document EC/14/52 
 

Noted:  
 

I. that that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee had approved the 
reaccreditation of the programmes in Annex II for a period of 6 years;  

 
II. that the Departmental Review had noted the importance of the Learning 

Resources Strategy and forthcoming University research strategy being 
cognizant with the School’s vision for a large cohort of undergraduate students, 
as well as growing numbers of postgraduate taught and research students. The 
committee noted that this recommendation related to the limitations of student 
working space and the potential strain on laboratory resources and space at 
Queen’s Campus. The committee noted that whilst this had been raised within 
the University, it was important to ensure that the issue was taken forward. The 
committee agreed that the Chair would raise this issue with the Acting Vice-
Chancellor and Warden;   

 
Agreed:  

 
I. that the Chair should liaise with the Acting-Vice Chancellor and Warden to 

consider how this issue should be pursued;  
Action: TW 

 
 

40. Quality and Standards Sub-Committee 
 
Considered: the report from the 3 December 2014 meeting of Quality and Standards 
Sub-Committee;                

Document EC/14/53 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that the Departmental Review of the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health had 
been considered by Education Committee under item 39;  

 
(b) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee had considered the annual report on 

undergraduate and integrated master’s degree classification and that further 
analysis would be undertaken on the attainment gap between home and overseas 
students; 

  
(c) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee considered the annual report on 

concessions and appeals and a proposal to create music and theatre concessions. 
QSSC agreed that further work should be undertaken on this proposal;  

 
(d) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee considered the annual report on 

accredited provision including the Register of Accredited Provision;  
 

(e) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee considered the report from the 
Common Awards Management Board;  
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(f) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee considered the Accreditation Reports 

from the European Masters in Translation Network and Engineering Accrediting 
Board;  

 
(g) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee considered the Subject Benchmark 

Statements for Theology and religious studies and Earth Sciences, environmental 
sciences and environmental studies and noted that these would be considered as 
part of the curriculum and annual review.  

 
(h) that Quality and Standards Sub-Committee agreed that the Departmental Review 

Follow-Up of Durham Law School should be signed off as satisfactorily completed. 
 

 
41. Student Experience Sub-Committee 

 
Considered: the report from the 17 November 2014 meeting of Student Experience 
Sub-Committee;                 

Document EC/14/54 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that Student Experience Sub-Committee had considered an interim report on core 
College discipline regulations and procedures and that a final report would be 
considered by SESC in the future;  

 
(b) that Student Experience Sub-Committee had considered a student led review of e-

learning. It was agreed that this report should be further considered by the 
Learning Resources Management Group;  

 
(c) that Student Experience Sub-Committee had considered a report on the 

governance of Durham Student Organisations and Common Rooms; 
 

(d) that Student Experience Sub-Committee had considered the College review of 
University College. It was agreed that the College was implementing and 
articulating an effective approach to supporting the student experience and student 
community and that the College should further consider the matters highlighted by 
SESC;    

 
(e) that consideration would be given to a proposal to enable student academic 

representatives to write an evaluative report focusing on a theme decided in 
partnership with the Students’ Union. These individual reports could be considered 
as part of departmental annual review. Student Experience Sub-Committee would 
consider an overarching composite report, compiled by the Students’ Union;  

 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 

42. Matters of Report 
 

Reported: that there have been no instances of Chair’s action since the last meeting. 
 

43. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

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

Date Time Room     
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Wednesday 11 March 2015 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 22 April 2015 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 20 May 2015 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 

Wednesday 17 June 2015 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PCL216 
 

   
   

 

 


