
 

  

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HEALTH EDUCATION COMMITTEE  
(UNDERGRADUATE) 

 
20th October 2015 

 
Present: Dr C Walker-Gleaves (Chair), Prof I Bailiff, Mr A Baker, Dr M Dodd, Dr C Dunn, Dr 
S Elton, Dr A Leone, Mrs J Mulvey, Mrs H Robb, Ms R Roberts, Dr J Stapleton, Dr R 
Wittlinger and Dr R Eaton (Secretary)  
 
Apologies: Dr A Chaytor, Dr A Todd 

 

 
 

MINUTES 
 

Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 
 

1. National Student Survey results 
 
Received: 
 
(a) an oral report from the representative from SASS on the department’s analysis of 

the 2015 NSS results and proposed action plan; 
 

(b) a report from the Chair on the Faculty’s 2015 NSS results.  
Document ECSSHSCUG1501 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the representative from SASS reported that the department’s overall response 

rate to the NSS was slightly lower than in previous years and that the department 
were discussing ways to encourage future engagement. It was noted that the use 
of postcards to promote the NSS to students on the Sport programme had 
correlated with a peak in responses received; 
 

(b) that the representative from SASS highlighted the department’s concern to ensure 
consistency in the student experience across all programmes. The department 
were seeking to identify features of programmes which encouraged staff to 
support student experience issues, for instance, the need to respond promptly to 
emails; 

 

(c) that the representative from SASS outlined a number of measures that the 
department were undertaking in response to the NSS results. These included the 
development of module level resource provision feedback; the use of Academic 
Adviser meetings in January to support student understanding of feedback at an 
early stage; encouraging student personal development throughout degree 
programmes through a range of measures including ‘re-induction’ sessions and 
module developments such as the availability of placements; and, exploring 
issues raised by students over the assessment of group work through the use of 
focus groups; 

 

(d) that the Chair noted the need for caution in interpreting the 2015 NSS results, and 
highlighted that a range of factors could account for the various changes in scores 
observed; 
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(e) that the Chair highlighted the good overall performance by the University and 
Faculty. Within the Faculty there were three departments that were within the top 
10 and top 10% nationally (Business; Education; SASS) and two departments 
within the top 10 nationally (Archaeology; Combined Social Sciences); 
 

(f) that the Chair highlighted that only four departments were represented in the top 
two ranking scores in the Faculty for each category of assessment (Archaeology; 
Education; Geography; SASS); 

 

(g) that several Committee members noted that it was difficult to delineate the 
comments received from Combined Honours students within departmental results. 
In some cases it appeared that the comments received from Combined Honours 
students related to modules provided by other departments; 

 

(h) that Committee members reported the use of a variety of forms of feedback of 
NSS results to their SSCCs. These included town hall meetings with students, 
headline reports, and the use of SSCCs to ‘sound out’ proposed actions. 
 

Agreed: 
 

(a) that the Chair would investigate with the Academic Support Office the possibilities 
for separating out responses from Combined Honours students within the NSS 
results; 

(Action: Chair) 
 

(b) that the Committee would discuss the Faculty’s response to the 2015 NSS results 
further at its next meeting. 

 
2. Induction 
 

Considered: feedback from Committee members on the October 2015 induction cycle 
and issues arising from induction activity within the University. 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the representative from Anthropology reported that there had been minimal 

time available for departmental induction activity. It was noted that students had in 
some cases been overwhelmed by the number of sessions they were expected to 
attend and the amount of information provided to them. There had been 
attendance difficulties for Joint Honours students who experienced overlaps in 
departmental information sessions; 
 

(b) that the representative from Education reported that there had been a clearer 
distinction between the time allocated for departmental and college activity. It was 
noted that for students based in more than one department there was a 
considerable amount of travelling required in order to attend all activities. It was 
important to consider how allocated time could be best used to meet student needs 
and to consider whether there were elements of current induction activity which 
might be more usefully delivered at a later stage; 

 

(c) that the representative from the Business School noted that the deadline for 
module sign-up faced pressure from the necessity of providing module talks to a 
large number of students within the Business School. Where possible the 
department provided information online beforehand but module talks remained an 
important part of informing student choice; 

 

(d) that several Committee members noted that there was a conflict between the 
advice given to new students to talk to their Academic Advisers about module 
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choices and the timetable demands for the signing-up process. The tight schedule 
and conflicting advice was felt to place undue pressure on students and to create 
unwarranted confusion. The considerable number of concessions requested as a 
result of poor module choices was highlighted as evidence for the need for joined-
up thinking on this issue; 

 

(e) that the representative from Combined Honours reported that the process had 
operated more smoothly for Combined Honours students this year than in previous 
years; 

 

(f) that the representative from Law noted that as there were no optional modules for 
first-year students in Law the process of module sign-up had operated smoothly; 

 

(g) that the representative from Law outlined the department’s use of an induction 
survey as a means of gaining student feedback on the process. The representative 
reported that the department had significantly altered the content of their induction 
activities based on student feedback in previous academic years; 

 

(h) that the representative from SASS reported that the involvement of representatives 
from CEEC in the department’s induction activity had successfully highlighted to 
students the need to consider employability issues from the beginning of their 
degree programmes; 

 

(i) that the representative from SASS noted that a social activity organised by the 
department in response to student feedback had not been successful, with only 6 
of a total of 167 students attending; 

 

(j) that the representative from the Business School highlighted the use of task-based 
activities within the department’s induction sessions to encourage student 
interaction. For instance, students were allocated to small groups and challenged 
to produce a short film which was shared with the whole cohort at a presentation 
event at the end of the induction week; 

 

(k) that the representative from the Foundation Centre reported that time allocated for 
academic activities has been impinged upon by events organised by sports teams, 
including a student trip away from the campus site; 

 

(l) that several Committee members noted the use of departmental webpages to list 
all induction events for their students; 

 

(m) that the Chair highlighted the issue of ‘fitness to study’ as a developing concern for 
departmental practice. The Committee noted the complexity of this issue and the 
need for the University to provide appropriate guidance. It was further noted that 
staff were in need of clear advice and understanding of any legal issues involved. 
 

Agreed: 
 
(a) that the Committee’s discussion related to ‘Fitness to Study’ would be raised at 

the University Student Experience Committee for further clarity and development; 
(Action: SecretaryChair) 

 
(b) that Committee members would communicate with each other to share examples 

of good practice. 

 
Part B:  Routine Business 

 
3. Membership and Terms of Reference 
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Considered: the updated membership and terms of reference of the Faculty of Social 
Sciences & Health Education Committee (Undergraduate) for 2015/16. 

Document ECSSHSCUG1501 
 

Noted: that there was no Deputy Director of Combined Honours in Social Sciences role 
and that the terms of reference should be amended to reflect this. 
 
Agreed: that, noting the amendment requested above, the updated terms of reference 
were approved by the Committee and were recommended to Education Committee for 
final approval. 

(Action: Secretary)  
 

4. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed: 
 

(a) the minutes of the meeting of Faculty of Social Sciences & Health Education 
Committee (Undergraduate) held 28th April 2015; 

Document ECSSHSCUG1503 
 

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

Document ECSSHSCUG1504 
 

(c) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of 29th April 2015. 
Document ECSSHSCUG1505 

 
Noted: that the representative from Anthropology noted that it was unclear to what 
extent progress had been made in regards to Item 12(b) on the action log. 
 
Agreed: that an update on progress in regards to Item 12(b) would be provided to 
Anthropology. 

(Action: Secretary)  
 

5. Chair’s Business 
 

(a) Assessment Policy 
 
Noted: that departments were reminded of the need to publish their assessment 
policy and to create an annual schedule for assessment activity (deadlines for 
submission, return of marks/feedback) which should have been made available to 
students within three weeks of the start of term; 

 
(b) External Examiners 2015-16 

 
Noted: that the Academic Support Office had circulated the list of external 
examiners for the 2015-16 academic year to enable departments and schools to 
advise if these lists were correct and to take forward the nomination of 
replacement appointments as appropriate; 

 
(c) Curriculum Development 

 
Noted:  
 
(i) that the deadline for curriculum development activity had been set as 29th 

January 2016; 
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(ii) that departments were reminded of the need to review the programme 
regulations and programme specifications when making curriculum 
development changes; 
 

(iii) that the most recent version of the programme specification template could be 
found in the Learning and Teaching Handbook (Appendix a3.02 for 
undergraduate programmes and Appendix a3.03 for postgraduate taught 
programmes); 
 

(iv) that departments were also reminded of the need to refer to the relevant QAA 
Subject Benchmark Statements when reviewing the programme 
documentation; 
 

(v) that departments were asked to ensure that the correct exit qualifications are 
referenced in the programme regulations and that these should ensure that 
students leaving the University with a lower award fulfil the learning outcomes 
required for that award as outlined in the module outlines and programme 
specification, noting that this is of particular importance in the case of students 
on an integrated master’s programme who do not complete their full 
programme of study; 
 

(vi) that revised module outlines should include details of the rationale for the 
change and the internal approval process followed under the section “Internal 
Consultation” when uploaded to the online system.  Departments should 
contact the Secretary should any queries arise in respect of this activity; 

 
6. Departmental Business 

 
Considered: any items of departmental business not itemised elsewhere on the 
agenda. 
 
Noted:  
 
Schedule of Departmental Reviews 
 
(a) that a Committee member questioned whether the schedule of departmental 

reviews was published on the University’s webpages; 
 

Request by the Law School and the Business School in regard to the examination 
period 

 

(b) that the representatives from Law and the Business School noted that in their view  
the response provided to their request was inadequate and that the underlying  
issues raised by both departments remained of concern;  
 

(c) that the concerns raised by the representatives from Law and the Business School 
were supported by the rest of the Committee; 

 

Staff-Student Consultative Committees 
 

(d) that the representative from Archaeology noted that no student representatives 
had been elected during the Summer and that no information on the situation had 
been provided from the Students’ Union. The department was unclear on how 
they were to proceed with their SSCC meetings. The representative noted that the 
department had previously enjoyed an effective SSCC structure and were 
concerned that the current situation had the potential to impact negatively on staff-
student engagement and external indicators such as the NSS; 
 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/learningandteaching.handbook/Section3/a3.02.docx
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/learningandteaching.handbook/Section3/a3.03.doc
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code/subject-benchmark-statements
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code/subject-benchmark-statements
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(e) that the representative from Education noted that the system of staff-student 
engagement provided by SSCCs had broken down. It was noted that changes to 
the policy on SSCC structures had negatively impacted on student participation. 
For instance, student representatives were reported to have withdrawn from 
SSCCs as they did not wish to be involved in the new process for electing 
representatives operated by the Students’ Union; 

 

(f) that the representative from SASS noted that the current situation placed the 
University and individual departments at risk in key performance indicators, for 
instance the NSS and university league tables; 

 

(g) that the representative from the Foundation Centre noted that updated information 
on the new operating procedures for SSCCs had not been forthcoming from the 
Students’ Union. The representative also noted issues in regard to the 
accessibility of information that had been provided; 
 

(h) that the representative from the Business School noted the chaotic nature of the 
current situation. As the department’s forthcoming SSCC meeting had no student 
chair elected the department was unclear as to how to proceed; 

 

(i) that the representative from Law noted that the Students’ Union had failed in its 
duty in regard to the new procedures the election of student representatives. It 
was noted that there was a need for University oversight of the implementation of 
the policy; 

 

(j) that the Committee were of the opinion that guidance was needed on how SSCC 
meetings should proceed with no elected student representatives; 

 

(k) that there was no student representative elected for this Committee and that the 
Students’ Union Academic Affairs Officer was not in attendance; 

 

(l) that the Chair noted the concerns raised by departmental representatives and the 
need for urgent action to be taken. The Committee discussed the possibility for 
departments to organise ‘student forums’ in such cases that SSCCs were without 
elected student representatives. Departments would be responsible for ensuring 
that the constitution of such forums was representative and transparent.  
 

Agreed: 
 
(a) that the published schedule for departmental reviews would be communicated to 

members of FEC;  
(Action: Secretary) 

 
(b) that the concerns raised by Law and the Business School in regard to their request 

to bring forward the main examination period would be followed-up; 
(Action: Chair) 

 
(c) that the Chair would communicate with the Chair of Education Committee and the 

Students’ Union to outline the matters arising from the Committee’s discussion 
above and to discuss proposals for further action. 

(Action: Chair) 
 

7. Student Business 
 
There was no business to report. 
 

8. Report from Education Committee 
 

Considered:   



 

Academic Support Office  Page 7 of 7 

  

 
(a) the report from the meeting of Education Committee held on 22nd April 2015; 

Document ECSSHSCUG1506a-b 
 

(b) the report from the meeting of Education Committee held on 20th May 2015; 
Document ECSSHSCUG1507a-b 

 
(c) the report from the meeting of Education Committee held on 17th June 2015; 

Document ECSSHSCUG1508a-b 
 

Noted: that the items for noting from each respective report were noted by the 
Committee. 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
9. Summary of Policy Changes 

 
Received: a summary of policy changes implemented with effect for the 2015/16 
academic year. 

Document ECSSHSCUG1509 
 

10. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

Reported:  that meetings of the Committee will be held on the following dates in the 
2015/16 academic year: 
 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that following a request by a departmental representative the Committee voted in 

favour of alternating the location of meetings between Durham and Queen’s 
Campus; 
 

(b) that the Committee were in favour of changing the start time of all forthcoming 
meetings to 9.30am. 
 

Agreed: 
 
(a) that the location of forthcoming meetings would be scheduled to alternate between 

Durham and Queen’s Campus where feasible; 
(Action: Secretary) 

 
(b) that the start time of all forthcoming meetings would be changed to 9.30am. 

(Action: Secretary) 
 

 

Date Time Room 

Tuesday 10th November 2015 9.00am PC168, Palatine Centre 

Tuesday 19th January 2016 9.00am PC168, Palatine Centre 

Tuesday 23rd February 2016 9.00am PC168, Palatine Centre 

Tuesday 9th May 2016 9.00am PC168, Palatine Centre 


