
DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
 

6 December 2017, PC169 
 

 
Present: Prof A Houston (Chair), Prof M Allen, Dr T Fawcett, Prof S Gardiner, Dr M Gilmore, 
Dr P Heslin, Prof V Kind, Dr I Whitfield, Prof S Weeks, with Mr A Rennie (Secretary) and Dr 
A Burn (Minute Secretary), Mr R Emborg and Mrs K Wilson (item 15 only), Mrs C Dower 
(item 17 only), Mrs M King (item 21 only), and Mr RS Bruce (item 23 only).  
 
Apologies: Ms S Seel, Ms L Tidd. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 

Part A:  Strategic Issues 
 

15. Admissions Cycle 2016/17 
 

(a)  Considered: a report on the outcome of the 2016/17 admissions cycle;  
Document EC/17/19 

 
Reported: that, in spite of a challenging recruitment environment, the 2016/17 
admissions cycle had been successful, and that combined student admissions 
figures were on course to meet the target;  

 
Noted:  

 
(i) that the process of referring unsuccessful candidates to be considered by 

alternative programmes, mentioned in paragraph 7, took place in certain 
Science (as well as Social Sciences and Health) departments; 

(ii) that there was uncertainty about how the International Study Centre’s 
recruitment interacted with the overall admissions targets.  

 
(b)  Considered: a report on the pre-application and post-offer open days; 

Document EC/17/20 
 

Reported:  
 

(i) that the 2016/17 pre-application and post-offer visits had been successful, and 
a survey showed that 94% of visitors had been satisfied with their experience. 
However, some areas had been identified for improvement; 

(ii) that the survey showed that visitors appreciated hearing directly from Student 
Ambassadors, but these Ambassadors could have been used more frequently 
and consistently; 

(iii) that the survey also indicated that a central fair would be welcomed by visitors, 
because it gave them the opportunity to hear from different departments, 
professional services, sports and societies, and colleges, in one place; 

(iv) that some departments had only one member of staff available during the open 
days, which represented a risk to the successful running of the events and 
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meant that some visitors had been unable to speak directly to a member of 
staff in their prospective department;  

Noted: 

(i) that having enough members of departmental staff giving good-quality 
presentations and engaging with visitors was important to a positive visitor 
experience. This had been communicated to departments through direct talks 
and the admissions forum, but should be re-emphasised;  

(ii) that the dates for open days and post-offer visits should be confirmed before 
the start of the academic year, to ensure time for recruitment of departmental 
staff; 

(iii) that most universities seemed to operate a central fair for open days, often in a 
large sports hall or similar, which made information readily available to visitors. 
This has happened in the past at Durham undergraduate open days in the 
Palatine Centre, but it required an additional staff member from departments to 
be available, and some of the stands were not attended for at least part of the 
day, which presented reputational risk; 

(iv) that a central fair was operated successfully at the last postgraduate open day, 
which was held in the Law School, but that visitors commented on the distance 
to travel from the fair to certain departments. It would be possible to mitigate 
this by holding separate fairs for groups of co-located departments; 

(v) that efforts had been made to improve signage for open days this year, 
including the introduction of a number of pavement signs; and that the open 
day app was designed to help visitors navigate the City using images of 
buildings and an interactive map; 

(vi) that some of the negative comments in reports referenced the poor state of 
teaching rooms in certain departments and one college; 

(vii) that a working group could continue this wide-ranging discussion on all aspects 
of student recruitment events, working with departments, professional services 
and students, considering the implications of the survey and other evidence, 
and recommending further improvements and sharing good practice; 

(viii) that departments that were finding it more difficult to recruit students were 
assisted by SRAO in running subject-specific conferences for school teachers, 
in order to promote knowledge of the subject and ultimately recruitment to the 
University;  

 

Agreed:  

(i) that departments would be reminded of the importance of involving sufficient 
members of academic staff in student recruitment and open day events to 
ensure a good visitor experience; 

(ii) that a working group would be formed to consider student recruitment events, 
including student ambassadors, as soon as possible. Terms of Reference and 
Membership of the group would be approved by Chair’s Action.  

Action: RE 
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16. Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey 2016 and 2017 
 

Considered: a report of results of PTES in 2016 and 2017; 
 

Document EC/17/22 
[CLOSED] 

 
Reported: 
 
(a) that most taught postgraduates (between 83 and 84%) were satisfied overall with 

their courses in 2016 and 2017, the first two years that the University participated in 
PTES, but overall satisfaction and the response rate had both fallen between 2016 
and 2017;  

(b) that satisfaction with library resources was in the fourth quartile and significantly 
below benchmark in both 2016 and 2017 (cf. page 7, table 3 of Document 22); 

(c) that the University’s absolute scores for both assessment and skills development 
had stayed the same, but the University fell in comparison to the sector and the 
Russell Group; 

(d) that there was considerable variation between subjects, with some that scored 
highly compared to other universities in the sector and the Russell Group, and 
others that scored poorly; 

(e) that students studying for postgraduate certificates (PGCE and PGCAP) were very 
dissatisfied in comparison to the sector in both 2016 and 2017; 

(f) that departments would be provided with relevant data and comments from PTES 
by the Academic Support Office shortly; 

 

Noted: 

(a) that the apparent dissatisfaction with library provision was concerning, and seemed 
to reflect some students’ difficulty accessing core resources. In the summer, the 
Library asked teaching staff to provide reading list for taught postgraduate modules 
so that specific resources could be made available, but the response to this varied 
between departments; 

(b) that some students were also dissatisfied with access to specific research materials 
required for dissertations (although some others also praised the ability to request 
the purchase of specific items or order through inter-library loan); 

(c) that part of the library dissatisfaction also reflected a perceived lack of study space 
for PGT students, compared to PGRs (who had several dedicated spaces). Table 3 
showed that Economics and Business PGT students, with access to a dedicated 
library, were satisfied compared with the same subject across the sector and the 
Russell Group; 

(d) that the downward trajectory in satisfaction with Assessment was also concerning. 
Free text comments indicated that some students were dissatisfied with the 
timeliness and/or level of detail of feedback on their work. By contrast, 
undergraduate satisfaction with assessment and feedback was an area of 
improvement in the NSS over the same period. Faculties and departments had 
clarified assessment timelines and increased the quality of feedback, in line with 
University policies on the provision and timeliness of feedback. These policies 
should be applied to PGT as well as undergraduate teaching;  
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(e) that the ‘postgraduate certificate’ group reflected varying modes of study and should 
be disaggregated for further analysis. Students studying for the PGCAP were not 
typical postgraduate students, because they were also members of teaching staff at 
the University. Their feedback on the course was important, but should be surveyed 
and discussed separately;  

 

Agreed: 

(a) that departments should be reminded of the importance of submitting reading lists 
for PGT modules to the library as early as possible to assist the allocation of 
resources;  

(b) that the University policies on the provision and timeliness of feedback should be 
reinforced at postgraduate level, and that departments should be reminded that the 
policies should be applied to PGT as well as undergraduate modules; 

Action: MA/PH/VK 

(c) that students studying for the PGCAP would not be invited to participate in PTES in 
future. Their feedback on the course would be sought in other ways. 

Action: AB 

 
17. Fitness to Study  
 

Considered: a report from the Fitness to Study Standing Group’s first meeting in 
September; 

Document EC/17/23 
 

Reported: that the Fitness to Study Standing Group had recommended revised 
guidance on academic concessions, with a framework for ‘levels’ of suspension of 
studies concessions and draft wording for each of the three levels, which would improve 
the processes and consistency of outcomes. The Standing Group also recommended 
amendments to the Guidance on Medical Evidence; 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that the Committee welcomed the changes to guidance on academic concessions 

and medical evidence, which represented a clear, proportionate and rational 
process, considering the needs of both individual students and the community. The 
new processes would be monitored carefully to ensure that they worked smoothly 
with other academic and student support processes;  

(b) that a new group was being formed to consider concessions holistically, as part of a 
wider consideration of their relationship to APN and SAC; 

(c) that the 10 August deadline for submission of Return to Study evidence would lead 
to a heavy workload for Mental Health Advisers in August and September. The 
Counselling Service was expecting a large number (25-40) of cases to arrive in 
2018 and would continue to monitor this number; 

(d) that the Return to Study meeting between a student and Mental Health adviser 
(outlined in attachment 4, page 4) was intended to ensure that students recognised 
what made them unwell, and were fully prepared to return. The reference to 
educational support referred to this initial planning session only; further support 
would be developed in consultation with departments, and the Fitness to Study 
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standing group, which included academic representatives, would consider every 
recommendation; 

(e) that the Counselling Service was also producing shorter summaries of the 
guidance, intended for students, which should be ready in January;  

 

Agreed: 

(a) that the Committee approved the final draft of guidance on mental health 
concessions; 

(b) that the Committee approved the changes to the Guidance on Medical Evidence, 
subject to a minor change in wording to clarify that the Return to Study meeting 
referred to an initial planning session, and that it may require further consultation 
with departments, colleges and/or Disability Support. 

Action: CD  

[Secretary’s Note: the amended Guidance was approved by Chair’s Action shortly 
after the meeting]. 

 
Part B:  Routine Business 

 
 
18. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

 
(a) Confirmed: the minutes of the meeting of Education Committee held 25 October 

2017; 
Document EC/17/24a 

 
(b) Confirmed: the report to Senate from the meeting of 25 October 2017;   

Document EC/17/24b 
 

(c) Reported: that minutes of the consideration by Senate of the report of the October 
meeting of Education Committee would be circulated for the next meeting. 
   
 
 

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

Document EC/17/25a 
 

Noted: 
 
(i) that further information on the extent of subsidised printer credits had been 

sought, but the full picture was not yet clear. A paper about printing services 
was currently being prepared by CIS, but was not yet ready for circulation. 
Academic staff, including members of Education Committee, would have input 
into the paper;  

(ii) that the introduction of new Multi-Function Devices for printing, photocopying 
and scanning was intended to standardise printing services and reduce 
waste. Because users were required to sign in via swipe card, printing 
resources could be allocated more efficiently according to need; 
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(iii) that, in some departments, the ability to print, scan to email and photocopy on 
the same MFD had been welcomed; however, there had also been issues 
with the operation of new MFDs in a number of areas of the University, 
including academic and professional services departments;  

(iv) that it was concerning that some postgraduate students had reportedly been 
unable to print at all since the introduction of the MFDs, because they were 
unable to either access free printing or to buy printer credits; 

(v) that printing was an essential service for both students and staff, and 
therefore that a fast response was important it when had been disrupted;  

 
Agreed: 
 
(i) that further information should be gathered from departments to determine the 

nature and extent of immediate problems with printing; 

(ii) that enquiries into the equity of access to printer credits would continue and 
be reported to a future meeting.  

Action: MA/PH/AH 

 
(b) Received: the report of matters arising for information.  

Document EC/17/25b 
 
 

20. Chair’s business 
 
Reported: that there were no items of Chair’s business. 
 

 
21. Examination and Assessment 

 
Considered: the Examination and Assessment Report (EAR) following the 2016/17 
examinations cycle; 

 Document EC/17/26 
 

Reported: 
 

(a) that there had been an increasing number of late concessions and sporting 
concessions for the examination period in recent years. In order to manage this 
increase, it was recommended that a deadline be set for late concession requests 
at one week prior to the start of the examination period, i.e. 5pm on 27 April 2018; 
and for sporting concessions, two weeks after the end of Epiphany term (or the start 
of the Easter term for international selection);  

(b) that invigilators had noticed an increasing number of toilet visits during 
examinations, which raised concerns about the integrity of the exam process. It was 
recommended that toilet visits would be recorded by invigilators in 2017/18, to 
inform future action, if necessary;  

(c) that the earlier start to the exam period in 2018 meant that Student Registry would 
be unable to check exam papers before printing. It would be the responsibility of 
departments to check papers for typographical errors, errors in page numbers, 
section names, or rubrics, which commonly occurred, before submission to Student 
Registry; 
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Noted: 

(a) that the Faculty Education Committees had been supportive of the introduction of 
late and sporting concession deadlines; and that these concessions would be 
considered as part of a wider review of student concessions by a separate working 
group, which included Serious Adverse Circumstances forms as well;  

(b) that departments would be encouraged to check examination papers for 
typographical errors with the same rigour that they review the academic content of 
the papers, which are internally reviewed and audited. Student Registry had 
previously circulated a list of the most mistakes in examination papers, which could 
be made available for re-circulation, if required; 

(c) that many of the errors appeared when examination papers were adapted from 
word-processed papers from a previous year. These errors would be eliminated if 
new questions and rubrics were typed in plain text, submitted electronically, and 
type-set using an automated process;  

(d) that it was anticipated that there would be no repeat of the ‘department concession 
letters’ that had been issued by staff in some departments after the late concession 
deadline in 2017, because in 2018 the deadline had been set in good time and with 
the support of FECs; 

Agreed: 
 
(a) that the recommended of deadlines for late concession requests and sporting 

concessions, and the recommendation to record toilet visits, were approved, and 
would be effective during the 2018 examination period; 

(b) that departments should be reminded of their responsibility to check examination 
papers for typographic and other errors before submission to Student Registry, and 
encouraged to share good practice where possible. 

Action: SG/SW/IW 

 
22. Guidance on Programme Approval 

 
Reported: that further guidance on programme approval would be circulated for 
electronic consideration when ready. 
 
[Secretary’s Note: the guidance was considered at the next meeting.] 
 

23. Student Experience Sub-Committee 
 
Considered: the report to Education Committee from the meeting of Student Experience 
Sub-Committee held 6 November 2017; 

 Document EC/17/28 
 

Reported: 
 
(a) that SESC had considered the student voice, both in the context of the new Student 

Voice domain of NSS questions (in which the University performed relatively poorly) 
and in the context of the Student Union’s annual report; 

(b) that cultivating and engaging with a stronger student voice was crucial to the work 
of Education Committee, and the University as a whole; 
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(c) that the Student Voice NSS domain contained three questions about whether 
students felt their feedback was sought and acted upon, and one asking if the 
Students’ Union was effectively representing their academic interests. These 
questions were therefore intimately linked and it was important that work in this area 
was done in collaboration between the University and the SU;  

(d) that student representation at department level was in the form of Course 
Representatives, who were chosen by their cohort in elections run by the SU. There 
were 281 positions available in 2017/18; 254 people ran for 164 positions in the 
initial elections. After some in-class elections and some co-options (the proportion 
of each was uncertain), there are now 266 in place. 160 Course Reps had been 
trained on training days by the SU, and there were online resources in place to train 
the remainder; 

(e) that the number of students who put themselves forward for election varied by level 
of study and between departments. Level 1 had a higher level of engagement than 
Levels 2 and 3; but engagement was not universally high in Level 1 or low in Levels 
2 and 3. For example, Science had higher numbers of students running for election 
in Level 2, contrasting with Social Sciences and Health whose numbers were 
generally lower (although averages were also skewed by certain departments with 
particularly high and low numbers). Combined honours programmes generally 
found it difficult to recruit subject-specific representatives; 

 

Noted: 

(a) that the Committee welcomed the update on Course Rep elections, noting that 
almost all positions had now been filled and the progress of the elections had been 
much smoother than previous years, but there was still considerable variation; 

(b) that the SU was examining the reasons behind this variation. Increasing workload 
seemed to be a factor in Levels 2 and 3, as did the fact that many departments had 
fewer large lecture courses after the first year, which were used by lecturers to 
promote the elections to a large number of students, in person; 

(c) that it was important that all departments communicated with their students about 
the Course Rep elections, actively involved students in decision-making about the 
curriculum, and effectively reported back to students how their feedback had been 
acted upon. Some Course Reps had fed back in SU training sessions that they felt 
their contribution had not been valued in departments, which was an issue of 
perception and communication, because all departments valued student 
contributions highly; 

(d) that communication from SSCCs back to the student body, about how feedback had 
been acted upon and the representatives’ role in decision-making, was crucial, and 
the joint responsibility of departments and student representatives. Communication 
was a key part of the SU’s training of representatives in 2017/18, with a focus on 
communicating to students through all means; 

(e) that there were concerns that the language of manifestoes unhelpfully politicised 
the process, putting some potential representatives off and misrepresenting the role 
of the student representative. Rather than delegates, with a mandate to fulfil 
election promises, representatives were trustees who were trusted by their electors 
to represent their best interests and take decisions on their behalf. A personal 
statement might be preferable to a manifesto for this reason; 

 

Agreed:  
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(a) that departments and Faculty Education Committees would be encouraged to share 
best practice in student representation, and particularly communication with 
students; 

Action: SG/IW/SW 

(b) that the SU would continue to monitor the Course Rep election process, and 
consider the use of the word manifesto specifically. 

Action: SU officers/RB 

 
24. Quality and Standards Sub-Committee 

 
Reported:  
 
(a) that the report to Education Committee from the meeting of QSSC held 22 

November 2017 would follow; 

Document EC/17/29 

(b) that there were no items for consideration by Education Committee except but the 
report of the Departmental Review of Engineering, which was a separate agenda 
item at this meeting [Minute 25]. 

 

 
25. Departmental Review: Engineering 
 

Received: the report of the Departmental Review of Engineering; 
 Document EC/17/30 

 
Reported: that the Review had previously been considered by the Quality and 
Standards Sub-Committee on 22 November. QSSC had approved the review team’s 
recommendation that the headline recommendations from the report should be 
addressed by the Department in 2017/18, before final approval and revalidation in 
advance of October 2018, when the current validation was due to expire; 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that both the Engineering Department and Faculty of Science would need to take a 

proactive approach to ensure smooth passage through the Periodic Review and 
Accreditation Panel during this academic year. The PRAP included members of 
both the original review team and Education Committee, who would ensure that the 
recommendations were clearly understood and appropriate actions taken; 

(b) that the Department of Engineering was also due to be re-accredited by the 
Engineering Council in 2017/18, and that the two processes could be harmonised. 

 

 
26. Faculty Education Committees 

 
 

(a)  Arts and Humanities 
 

(i) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Arts and Humanities FEC 
(Undergraduate) held 10 October 2017; 
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 Document EC/17/31 
 

Reported: that the Arts and Humanities UG FEC had sought an update on the 
implementation of personalised timetables; 

Noted:  

i. that  module pre-registration had been discussed at the previous meeting 
of Education Committee on 25 October; 

ii. that the personal timetables project was progressing, but that progress 
depended on complete and accurate data in Syllabus Plus. Core teaching 
sessions in centrally timetabled rooms (e.g. lectures) were already 
included, but some smaller teaching sessions in non-timetabled rooms 
were not. Work with CIS to develop an interface between the mobile app 
and Syllabus Plus was also ongoing, and it was hoped that personal 
timetables would be available by the end of the academic year; 

 
(ii) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Arts and Humanities FEC 

(Undergraduate) held 14 November 2017; 
 Document EC/17/32 

 
(iii) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Arts and Humanities FEC 

(Postgraduate) held 7 November 2017; 
 Document EC/17/33 

 
(b) Science 

 
(i) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Science FEC (Undergraduate) 

held 11 October 2017; 
 Document EC/17/34 

 
 

(ii) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Science FEC (Undergraduate) 
held 14 November 2017; 

Document EC/17/35 
 

Reported: that concerns had been expressed at the Science Undergraduate 
FECs about the condition and maintenance of centrally timetabled teaching 
facilities, including some lecture theatres. There was particular concern about 
the condition of whiteboards, and the provision of whiteboard pens, which often 
went missing;  
 
Noted: that concerns raised at the FEC about support for learning and teaching 
activities from CIS had been considered earlier in the meeting, within 
discussion of Matters Arising from the minutes; 
 
Agreed: that the condition of centrally booked teaching facilities should be 
reviewed by the Committee at a future meeting [cf. item (c) (i) Agreed, below]; 

 
 

(iii) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Science FEC (Postgraduate) 
held 8 November 2017; 

Document EC/17/36 
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Noted: that some departments had expressed concern over the introduction of 
Visiting Student Fees, because of the potential impact on student recruitment. 
The Science PG FEC had originally previously supported the proposal; 

 
 

(c) Social Sciences and Health 
 

(i) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Social Sciences and Health 
FEC (Undergraduate) held 12 October 2017; 

 Document EC/17/37 
 

Reported:  

i. that the FEC had requested information regarding what action was 
being taken about the low score in the Students’ Union question; 

ii. that the FEC had asked Education Committee to consider the 
streamlining of pre-registration; 

iii. that, at the November meeting, departmental representatives had raised 
concerns about the maintenance and condition of some of the centrally 
booked teaching facilities;  

[Secretary’s Note: the report for the November meeting of FSSH FEC 
(UG) was considered at the next meeting of Education Committee] 

 
Noted: 

i. that the Student Voice section of the NSS had been considered with the 
Students’ Union at the Student Experience Sub-committee in 
November, and at this meeting of Education Committee in the context of 
the SESC report; 

ii. that pre-registration had been discussed at the meeting of Education 
Committee on 25 October; 

iii. that some teaching staff had reported arriving at their booked teaching 
rooms to find them locked, or that the audio-visual equipment was not 
working, which had delayed the start of their sessions. Other staff had 
reported rooms that were damp, or too hot or cold, which was also 
detrimental to the student experience;  

iv. that concerns about the condition of teaching facilities echoed similar 
concerns expressed by the Faculty of Science Education Committee 
(UG) in Documents 34 and 35; 

 
Agreed: that the present condition, where known, of all centrally bookable 
teaching rooms, including AV facilities within the rooms, would be considered in 
a report to the Committee in Epiphany term; 

Action: MG 
 

(ii) Considered: the report from the meeting of the Social Sciences and Health 
FEC (Postgraduate) held 9 November 2017; 

 Document EC/17/38 
 

Reported: that one section of the report from the meeting of the FEC on 11 May 
2017 had been revised to better reflect the Committee’s discussion on the 
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report from the Module Evaluation Questionnaire Working Group at that 
meeting; 

 
Noted:  

i. that the MEQ template circulated after the 25 October meeting of 
Education Committee did contain postgraduate questions, which had been 
informed by questions in the Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey; 

ii. that the implications of the revised MEQ for team-taught modules and for 
progression had both been discussed at the 25 October meeting of 
Education Committee; 

iii. that the importance of lecture capture as part of inclusive teaching practice 
should be re-emphasised; but that concerns expressed by FECs were 
recognised and staff would be invited to contribute their views in a 
consultation. 

 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
27. Office for Students consultation 

 
Received: a report on the DfE consultations on the regulation of Higher Education by the 
Office for Students;   

EC/17/39 
[CLOSED] 

 
Agreed: that comments from the Committee on the report and the consultations should 
be communicated to the Secretary in the first instance. 
 
 

28. Matters of Report 
 
Reported: that Chair’s Action was taken by Professor Houston on behalf of the 
Committee to approve a proposal for level 3 undergraduates to act as demonstrators in 
practical sessions in Computer Science. 

 
29. Dates of Future Meetings 
 

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

Date 
 

Time Room 

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 

 
 
30. Any Other Business 

 
Reported: that departments in the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health had raised 
concerns about a lack of certainty about student numbers being recruited via the 
International Study Centre; 
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Noted: that the University Link Tutors should be able to obtain information directly from 
DUISC, and that a monthly update or similar would be helpful; 

Agreed: that this issue would be discussed at a future meeting of Education Committee. 


