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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
 

25 October 2017 
 

A meeting of Education Committee was held 2.00 pm on Wednesday 25 October 2017, in 
room D/PC168, in the Palatine Centre. 
 
Present: Prof A Houston (Chair), Dr T Fawcett, Prof S Gardiner, Dr P Heslin, Ms S Seel, Ms 
L Tidd, Prof S Weeks, Dr I Whitfield, with Mr A Rennie (Secretary), Dr A Burn (Minute 
Secretary), and Mrs M King (for items 5 and 10(a) only). 
 
Apologies: Prof M Allen, Dr V Kind. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 

Noted: The Chair welcomed Simon Gardiner, Sabrina Seel and Laura Tidd to the meeting as 
new members. The Chair noted that, while the Education Committee agenda contained a 
number of procedural items for every meeting, all members were also encouraged to submit 
strategic and policy issues for consideration to the Secretary in advance of meetings.  
 

Part A:  Strategic Issues 
 

1. National Student Survey 2017: Results 
 
(a) Overview of the University’s NSS 2017 results           
 

Considered: a quantitative overview of NSS 2017; 
Document EC/17/01 

CLOSED 
Reported: 

 
(i) that the changes to domains and questions between NSS 2016 and 2017 made year-

on-year comparisons of scores on individual questions unreliable, but Hefce had 
informed providers that the domains were comparable; 

(ii) that Durham’s performance was generally strong in NSS 2017, particularly in 
comparison with falling scores of 2-3 percentage points across the sector; 

(iii) that Durham’s performance was weaker in two of the new domains, ‘learning 
communities’ and ‘student voice’, and in particular was in the bottom quartile for 
‘working with other students’, ‘it was clear how feedback was acted upon’ and ‘the 
students’ union effectively represent students’ academic interests’. IT resources also 
scored in the 4th quartile of the Russell Group; 

(iv) that ASO had improved the quality of NSS data given to departments this year, 
making it more useful and more intuitive to use; 

 
Noted: 

 
(i) that the ‘student voice’ scores showed that students were not always aware of how 

their feedback had been acted upon. This was not helped by the length of the 
‘feedback loop’: information about how departments and the University were acting 
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on the most recent feedback needed to be communicated, as well as information 
about how they had acted on past feedback; 

(ii) that low scores for the ‘learning community’ domain reflected the lack of 
opportunities, in some programmes, for group working, and this was something to 
consider as part of ongoing department and curriculum reviews. In others, students 
seem not to feel that existing mechanisms for group work represented ‘the right 
opportunities to work with other students as part of my course’; 

(iii) that further work was needed by the University and the SU to account for the low 
scores in the ‘Student voice domain’, but that the relatively recent changes made to 
elections and representation for Staff-Student Consultative Committees, which had 
some teething issues, might had had an impact on scores in this domain. This should 
improve as process had bedded in; 

(iv) that low relative scores and (while individual questions were not directly comparable) 
the downward trend for IT learning resources were concerning. Students and staff 
had commented that machines took a long time to boot up, including in timetabled 
computer workshop classes, and that this day-to-day experience of slow IT might had 
created a negative impression for some students. However, IT was not a topic that 
arose frequently in the free-text comments; 

(v) that the continued increase is scores for Assessment and Feedback was welcome, in 
light of the University’s efforts in this area; 

 
(b) Report on the free-text comments in NSS 2017      

 
Considered: a qualitative report on free-text comments; 

Document EC/17/02 
CLOSED 

 
Reported: 
 
(i) that the free-text comments echoed the quantitative report in showing that Durham 

students were generally satisfied with their course; 

(ii) that most students that left comments had some negative experiences, and that 
these were usually of a specific module or a problem that had occurred in the course 
of their studies; 

(iii) that the happiest students (who gave 5/5 on question 27) tended to believe that 
academic staff cared about them, gave them time, and wanted them to succeed; 

(iv) that combined and joint honours courses were frequently cited both positively and 
negatively; 

(v) that some Arts and Humanities and Social Sciences students felt that their courses, 
and in particular their final-year research, was under-resourced in comparison to 
Science students, citing access to printing and the document delivery service (DDS); 

 
Noted:  
 
(i) that the University valued the diversity of undergraduate courses, and discouraged a 

transactional view of higher education; however, it was also important that students 
from all faculties felt that their courses had been well resourced; 

(ii) that some departments in Science  reportedly allocated small budgets to final-year 
undergraduate students for, e.g., lab equipment and related costs; other departments 
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reportedly offered free printing for undergraduates on CIS printers, and it was not, at 
present, clear where the money to pay for it originated; 

(iii) that departments had very little room in non-staff budgets to find additional money for 
research costs, and that this money would had to be found elsewhere in the 
University; and that, if this were applied across the Social Science and Arts and 
Humanities faculties, the costs could be very high in some of the larger departments; 

(iv) that further research would be needed to assess likely costs of a change in policy: a 
report from the Library on usage of DDS by undergraduates and research 
postgraduates (who tend to be able to request items at no charge) would give an 
idea of likely use by final-year undergraduates;  

(v) that the Committee would investigate the feasibility of funding some costs of final-
year research, including DDS and some printing costs, and the extent of similar 
funding elsewhere in the sector, and report back to a future meeting; 

 
Agreed: 
 
(i) that further information would be sought on the current reported arrangements 

whereby students in some departments have access to printer credits, but others do 
not; 

Action: PH 

(ii) that further information would be sought on whether comparator institutions provided 
students with budgets for dissertations/research projects; 

Action: AB 

(iii) that information would be sought from the Library on DDS usage. 

Action: AB 

2. Student Surveys in 2017-18 
 

Considered:  
 
(a) a report on the University’s participation in multi-institution student surveys, including 
NSS, PRES, PTES, UKES, ISBSB, GE-P; 

Document EC/17/03 

 

(b) a proposed operational plan for NSS 2018;  
 

Document EC/17/04 
 
Reported: 
 
(a) that the University participated in four major student surveys on an annual or biennial 

basis, and that it was considering the value of a fifth, the UK Engagement Survey, run by 
the HEA; 

(b) that an operational plan for NSS 2018 had been drawn up to obtain the highest possible 
response rate; 

(c) that new optional question banks would be announced by Hefce ‘in early November’. 
Institutions would probably be permitted to adopt up to six whole question banks (rather 
than individual questions) which would be presented to students after the main NSS 
survey; 
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Noted: 
 
(a) that surveys need to be run with sufficient frequency to monitor trends or sudden 

changes in student satisfaction in particular areas; but that running PRES and the 
Student Barometer every two years, as outlined in the plan, would allow this; 

(b) that the i-Graduate GE-P had produced some useful initial data, to be presented at a 
future meeting, but that it would not need to be run as frequently as other surveys, and 
could instead be used to test progress against objectives and the effectiveness of policy 
changes in three or more years’ time; 

(c) that the contract with i-Graduate to run the Student Barometer in 2017 was for a single 
year, so the University was not committed to running it in future; 

(d) that the UK Engagement Survey’s focus on students’ engagement in their learning would 
provide valuable new level of data for the Committee’s role in developing teaching and 
learning policy, and that participation in UKES was broadly supported by the Committee;   

(e) that UKES was potentially a powerful tool for understanding and interpreting student 
engagement with the Wider Student Experience, in particular in Colleges. Colleagues 
from WSE and Colleges should be consulted about running UKES and, ideally, it could 
be run in partnership with them; 

(f) that there was a risk that extending the NSS questionnaire further by adding optional 
Question Banks could diminish response rates; but that some institutions had been 
praised by TEF assessment panels for their work on ‘learning gain’, which was shown by 
their use of evidence from NSS optional questions to test the effectiveness of 
educational policy;  

 
Agreed: 

 
(a) that the University should participate in the surveys laid out in the proposed plan: NSS 

and PTES annually, PRES and the Student Barometer every two years, and the GE-P at 
an agreed date in the future; 

Action: AB 

(b) that colleagues from Wider Student Experience would be consulted about participation in 
UKES; 

Action: AH 

(c) that the operational plan for NSS 2018 was approved, and a decision on the Optional 
Question Banks for NSS 2018 would be made by electronic consideration when the new 
questions were announced, and before the deadline of 27 November. 

Action: AB 

[Secretary’s note: this was done following the meeting and it was agreed not to include 
any OQBs in 2018] 

 
3. Module Evaluation Questionnaire Template  

 
Considered: an updated template for departmental MEQs;  

Document EC/17/05 
 
Reported: 
 
(a) that this issue had come to EC previously, and that this version had been updated to 

harmonise with the latest questions in NSS and PTES;  
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(b) that the new template would encourage departments to collect additional information 
about comparative NSS/PTES weaknesses by adding relevant questions to their MEQs 
at both programme and module level; 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the format of the template, which combined programme- and module-level questions 

into a single table, could cause confusion, and should be separated so that it was 
clearer; 

(b) that both Heads of Department and Academic Progression Committees should be made 
aware that the new MEQs may not be suitable for measuring the teaching quality 
delivered by individual staff. Not all staff would have individualised teaching numbers 
arising from MEQs (and this was not a reflection of teaching quality), and, where 
numbers exist, they would be based on a new set of questions, and therefore 
incomparable with older MEQs. Other forms of evidence would need to be collated for 
this purpose; 

(c) that some thought should be given to the best instruments to monitor teaching quality, 
and to the use of those instruments in probation and promotion processes. Departments 
run processes of peer review already, which could, for example, be supplemented by 
training peer observers and moderating the results;  

(d) that MEQs for courses that are taught in multiple parts would provide an average of 
different parts, rather than detailed feedback on each, although students would be invited 
to reflect in free-text comments on the better and worse parts of their courses, which 
should offer some indication if this was the case;    

(e) that an additional question would provide valuable data for departments and the 
University on Equality and Diversity. It should be added to the template before it was 
circulated to departments: 

(f) that the new process would be implemented for 2017/18 and departments would be 
invited to feed back on it through FECs for future refinements; 

(g) that the timeline was short for the new MEQs to be in place for Epiphany 2018; and that 
departments would be asked to return their preferences for MEQ questions to CIS, who 
would then implement it on the system for them.  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the new template was approved by Education Committee – subject to the minor 

amendments noted above –  and would be circulated to departments for action; 

Action: AR 

(b) that APCs should be informed that this was a new tool which cannot be used in the same 
way for promotion panels; 

Action: AH 

(c) that departments should be encouraged to think about alternative quantitative and 
qualitative measures of teaching quality, and ensure that they are collecting appropriate 
evidence for promotions. 

Action: SG, SW, IW 

 
4. New Degree Programme Business Case 
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Considered: a proposal to review programme sustainability and resourcing issues alongside 
the academic rationale for new degree programme proposals; 

Document EC/17/06 
 
Reported: 
 
(a) that one of the key findings highlighted by the 2016 SPO review of Programme Approval 

had been that, while the process was comparatively agile (with programmes being 
approved within 3 months where necessary), the process had not been as effective (with 
a number of programmes failing to recruit expected numbers and/or being withdrawn); 

(b) that there was a concern that market sustainability was not considered at an early stage 
in the development of new programmes, and that a New Degree Programme Business 
Case proforma would help departments to develop the market rationale with active 
support from SPO (consolidating support previously available from SPO, International 
Office, Marketing & Communications and Finance); 

(c) that the form combined the Stage 0 and Stage 1 forms previously used, removing the 
initial filtering stage (Stage 0), and reducing the administrative requirements at Stage 1 
(for example, by removing the requirement for a full financial case to be presented as 
part of the form); 

(d) that there would be no direct impact on the academic rationale section, which would 
continue to be developed with support from faculties and ASO; 

 
Noted: 
 
(a) that greater clarity on the process could be provided in notes accompanying the form; 

the form itself was brief, and if it was not well understood by departments there was a 
risk that the process would become lengthier and more bureaucratic, increasing 
departmental workloads; 

(b) that this additional information might best be represented in a flow-chart (or similar), 
identifying to departments who to contact at the start, and laying out each connected 
stage of the development and approval process;  

(c) that the role played by faculty staff in developing new programmes with departments was 
important. This view had been endorsed by UEC, and was recognised within the revised 
process. However, while the form confirmed that the faculty should be consulted and the 
PVC should approve, it wasn’t clear how this fitted in to the process. For clarity, there 
would be value in adding a box to the form indicating that the proposal had been signed 
off (by e.g. a faculty Deputy Head);  

(d) that when a programme includes modules delivered in more than one department, all 
Heads of Department are required to endorse the form. This should be made clear; 

(e) that departments would be supported by SPO in providing evidence of market 
sustainability, and that this market analysis would go beyond identifying similar 
successful programmes elsewhere. It would consider potential new markets, so that 
Durham programmes could lead rather than follow market developments; 

(f) that in due course, once the new process had bedded in, there would be value in 
considering whether the process was well suited to both undergraduate and 
postgraduate programme proposals, given the differing challenges of the different levels 
of provision; 

 

Agreed:  
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(a) that Education Committee approved the new proposal form; 

(b) that the accompanying notes should be adapted to clarify the process of Programme 
Approval including the role of faculties.  

Action: AR 

 

5. Examination Resits outside Durham 
 
Considered: a proposal to change the policy for overseas examination resits; 

Document EC/17/07 
 
Reported:  
 
(a) that changes to the academic year and an increasing number of international students 

requesting to take resits overseas meant that a new policy for overseas resits needed to 
be considered, and that there were three possible courses of action from academic year 
2018/19; 

(b) that the first option was that all resits must be taken in Durham, subject to normal 
concessions. This was a clear policy, and one followed by a number of institutions in the 
sector; 

(c) that the second option was that all resits must be taken in Durham, with the exception of 
students with Tier 4 visas who are out of residence. This would currently affect around 
20-30 students a year; 

(d) that the third option was to move the resit period so that current arrangements could 
continue; 

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the third option (to hold resits very close to the start of term) would be very difficult 

for departments, which are already running to a very tight timeline, to implement; 

(b) that Education Committee supported the second option, that only students with Tier 4 
visas who are out of residence should be permitted to take resits in a British Council 
venue in their home country; 

(c) that it was essential this information was communicated to and understood by students, 
so that they knew well in advance; 

(d) that financial, health, family or other circumstances, rather than visa conditions, might 
affect a student’s ability to return to Durham for resits, which would be dealt with through 
the normal concession processes; 

(e) that visa restrictions might affect larger numbers of Durham students following Britain’s 
exit from the EU; 

(f) that routes to taking resits (and other examinations) electronically, for example by using 
specialised software or the timed release of papers through DUO, should continue to be 
explored, but that security and ensuring the identity of the person taking the exam would 
be crucial; 

(g) that students taking resit examinations was generally undesirable, and that departments 
and the University should continue to consider ways to provide alternative 
reassessments , where other methods could be found to examine whether students had 
met essential Learning Outcomes;  
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Agreed: 
 
(a) that Education Committee approved the second option, that all resits must be taken in 

Durham, with the exception of students with Tier 4 visas, out of residence; 

(b) that members of Education Committee would evaluate the role of resits as a feature of 
the University’s curriculum, in order to minimise their use and ensure that they are used 
fairly to all students. In the first instance, this would require a fuller understanding of how 
many resits are taken, by which students, in which subjects. 

Action: SW, MK  
 
 

Part B:  Routine Business 
 
 

6. Membership and Terms of Reference 
 
(a) Current membership and terms of reference of Education Committee 
 

Received: the membership and terms of reference of Education Committee, and its sub-
committees; 

Documents EC/17/08a-f 
 
 

Noted:  
 
(i) that the membership list of Education Committee excluded Simon Gardiner, who had 

replaced Gordon Love;  

(ii) that the office of The Colleges’ Deputy Head (Student Experience) had been 
removed, and that the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Wider Student Experience should be 
asked to nominate a suitable replacement for ex-officio membership of the 
Committee;  

(iii) that the membership and terms of reference of the sub-committees were received; 

 

Agreed: that the membership list would be amended to include Simon Gardiner, and that 
the PVC would be contacted to nominate a suitable replacement. 

Action: AB 
[Secretary’s note: the membership list was updated after the meeting] 
 
(b) Proposed new Senate Committee Structure and Terms of Reference; 

 
Considered: UEC proposals for a new Senate Committee structure; 

    Document EC/17/09 
 

Reported: 
 
(i) that the proposed new structure recognised the significance of Wider Student 

Experience, as well as Education and Research, to the University’s priorities. Under 
the new structure, Senate would receive full reports on the Wider Student 
Experience, alongside Education and Research; 
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(ii) that QSSC would remain a subcommittee of Education, recognising the importance 
Committee’s role in maintaining quality and standards. Widening Participation and 
Access were a growing priority, requiring careful thought and planning, and would be 
a full subcommittee. Teaching and Learning subcommittee would take responsibility 
for teaching, assessment and employability innovation, and disseminating best 
practice. Research Degrees subcommittee would provide a forum that recognised 
the distinctive nature of PGR study;  

(iii) that the proposed new structure was intended to be more streamlined. The Terms of 
Reference were shorter, identifying the central purpose and scope of committees, 
rather than an exhaustive list of all issues they might consider; 

(iv) that, whereas previously committee membership had been mostly ex-officio, the new 
committee structure would look to co-opt more members to make the most of 
expertise in the University among staff not holding formal faculty offices. Sub-
committees would be flexible, and would have as many members as were required to 
meet their objectives; 

 
Noted: 
 
(i) that the proposed Terms of Reference for Education Committee made no reference 

to the Library or learning resources. While the Committee had no operational control 
over the Library, it would value an ability to influence and co-ordinate the learning 
resources available to students (including, for example, library textbooks), and the 
development of strategy in that area; 

(ii) that the term ‘relevant FECs’ implied that Postgraduate FECs would no longer 
operate as Subcommittees of Education Committee, and that Directors of 
Postgraduate Research would not be formally represented at University level. This 
reflected the pre-2010 Graduate School model, and should not present a 
governance issue; 

(iii) that the membership of the Subcommittees should be as flexible as possible, so that 
Deputy Heads of Faculty could decide between them which member served on 
which committee, and they could rotate membership. Faculties should be able to 
divide UG, PGT and PGR according to their workload requirements. The 
membership list wording could be: ‘Faculty Deputy[ies] in charge of UG/PGT’ to 
reflect this flexibility in the sub-committees; 

(iv) that co-opting additional academics to the Committee and subcommittees was a 
result of the Senate Review of Effectiveness. It would be an opportunity to include 
staff with specific skills or experience that matched the Committee’s strategic 
priorities, in addition to the experienced academic staff who were serving ex-officio 
as Deputy Heads of Faculty;  

(v) that co-opted members of academic staff would not represent departmental 
interests, but would be invited by the Chair to join Committee(s) in response to 
strategic priorities, and would be expected to lead developments in a relevant area 
of expertise. There would need to be flexibility to appoint for two years, with possible 
extensions if necessary, so that members could lead extended projects; 

(vi) that Research Committee had an interest in PGR students, as well as connections 
with RCUK. Research Committee should receive minutes and reports from the 
Research Degrees Sub-committee for information, and there should be a standing 
invitation for a member of Research Committee to attend relevant items of business 
at Education Committee, as had occurred in the past; 
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Agreed: that the suggestions proposed by Education Committee were minor and were 
operational in nature (and therefore did not necessarily require changes to the Terms of 
Reference themselves).  

 
7. Minutes of the Last Meeting 

 
Confirmed: the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 21 June 2017; 

Document EC/17/10 
Received: 
 
(a) the report to Senate from the meeting of 21 June 2017;   

Document EC/17/11 
 

(b) minutes confirming consideration by Senate of the reports from the 26 April and 31 May 
2017 meetings of Education Committee;.  

Document EC/17/12 
 

8. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 
Received: 
 
(a) the action log from the previous meetings of Education Committee; 

Document EC/17/13 
 
(b) a report of matters arising for information.       

Document EC/17/14 
 
 

9. Quality and Standards Sub-committee 
 

Received: the report to Education Committee from the meeting of Quality and Standards 
Sub-Committee held 11 October 2017; 

Document EC/17/15 
 
Agreed: that the response to the University 2016 QAA HER should be signed off as 
satisfactorily complete. 
 

10. Chair’s business 
 

(a) An update on pre-registration process 
 
Reported: 
 

(i) that standardised deadlines for pre-registration had been agreed by the Faculty of 
Social Sciences and Health and the Faculty of Arts and Humanities; 

(ii) that the recommended (but not mandated) process for pre-registration was for 
departments to provide a spreadsheet of registration information to Student Registry 
so that it could be uploaded into Banner at the end of April, before general 
registration opens; the pre-registered optional modules would then appear to 
students as registered, like core modules; 

 
Noted: 
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(i) that the confusion for students taking modules in more than one department of 

having to pre-register by different deadlines and using different processes should be 
avoided where possible;  

(ii) that this was the process for  second years moving into third year, and not pre-
registration for new first years, who would need to speak with their Academic Adviser 
before final module choices were confirmed; 

(iii) that the process of module pre-registration was tied to the capping of module 
numbers, which was done by different departments for different reasons, including 
staffing and room timetabling; but that there was also a perception that some 
departments could use capping to favour single honours students unfairly; 

(iv) that departments should be urged to adopt the streamlined pre-registration system; 
but that the broader process of timetabling and module capping should be revisited; 

 
Agreed: 
 
(i) that a clear statement of the agreed process should be produced, so that it could be 

circulated to departments;  

          Action: MK 

(ii) that all departments would be strongly encouraged to adopt the new system where 
possible, so that students’ experience of pre-registration was uniform across 
departments; and that any issues that arose with implementation could be reported 
back through FECs;  

Action: AB 

(iii) that the Committee would further consider timetabling more broadly, including 
module capping and pre-registration, and report back to a future meeting.  

Action: TF 

 
(b) TEF 3 

Received: a tabled initial report on TEF 3; 
Document EC/16/19  

[CLOSED] 

 
Reported: that the initial metrics to be used for TEF 3 had been released to providers on 
19 October 2017. There had been a number of key changes since TEF 2. There would be 
value in undertaking further, more detailed analysis of positive and negative metrics. 

 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 

11. Matters of Report 
 

Received:  a report of action taken by the Chair on behalf of Education Committee. 
Document EC/17/16 

 
12. Assurance Report 

 
Received: the assurance report to Council (Quality and Academic Standards); 

 Document EC/17/17 
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Reported: that the report was designed to ensure that the University complied with Hefce’s 
short-lived APR process, which was being eliminated from 2018 as Hefce was folded into 
the Office for Students.  

 
13. Key Educational Policy Changes 

 
Received: a report on Key educational policy changes 2017-18, which had been presented 
to FECs and HoDs.  

Document EC/17/18 
 

14. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported:  that further meetings of Education Committee were to be held: 

 
Date 
 

Time Room 

Wednesday 6 December 2017 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PC169 

Wednesday 31 January 2018 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PC168 

Wednesday 14 March 2018 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PC168 

Wednesday 23 May 2018 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PC168 

Wednesday 20 June 2018 2:00pm Palatine Centre, Room D/PC168 

 
 
 
 


