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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: THE WIDER STUDENT EXPERIENCE 
 

1.   Durham students combine rigorous hard work on their degree courses with a 
strong commitment to activities outside the curriculum.  Much of this activity happens 
in Durham’s Colleges, the primary point of attachment to the University for many 
students and a great source of friendship, pastoral support, and well-being.  For a 
large number of students another reference point will be the centres of excellence in 
Experience Durham. We take pride in our high participation rates and excellence in 
sport, music, drama, and volunteering in particular.  For all students, the Durham 
Student Union supports an enormous range of societies and ensures the student 
voice is heard across the University. The wider student experience also extends to 
the broader physical, cultural, regional and social context occupied by the University. 

2   Student Experience is an area where Durham can and should aim to be the 
number one University overall in Europe.  We can build on our existing strengths and 
continue to stand out amongst our peers as offering something truly distinctive to 
applicants, students and alumni.  We are guided by the value that participation in 
extra-curricular activities plays a crucial part in developing successful, well-rounded 
and happy graduates who possess strong leadership skills and motivation, and the 
desire to make a positive difference to the world around them.  

3.    Durham cannot afford to be complacent in its historic and current success. The 
gap analysis shows that our competitors are investing heavily in these areas. There 
is clear evidence of significant capital investment in sports and cultural facilities, as 
well as strong commitments to volunteering, international opportunities, and 
leadership programmes, in Universities ranging from Edinburgh to Loughborough 
and Northumbria.  Durham will need to show ambition in order to maintain its unique 
position.  

4.  Key priorities are to: (a) further develop the educational and extra-curricular 
missions of the Durham Colleges, in the process ensuring that Durham is seen as 
one of the three main Collegiate universities in the UK (not the same as Oxbridge but 
clearly distinct from, say York or Lancaster); (b) further develop the College 
residential experience at Durham, while also ensuring greater variety of offer (of 
rooms, facilities, catering, access) for DU students; (c) invest sufficiently in sport, 
music and theatre (facilities and coaching) to ensure that DU remains competitive at 
the highest levels within the relevant British (and potentially European) arenas and 
league tables; and (d) invest in everyday students services (shops, catering, prayer, 
etc.) at Durham through a centralised facility. 

5.   The evidence considered by the group included views from a large proportion of 
the student body, particularly through the Student Barometer surveys. The group has 
specifically invited 4 Durham Students’ Union Associations to submit their views on 
how the University might improve the wider student experience: LGBT; Students with 
Disabilities, International Students, Mature Students.   

6.   Capital costs associated with the proposed new investment in sport, music, 
drama, volunteering and leadership will be presented as part of the new Estate 
Strategy at the end of 2016. 
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ACADEMIC STRATEGY: THE WIDER STUDENT EXPERIENCE 

 
1.   Context and Vision:  

 
1.1   Durham students combine rigorous hard work on their degree courses with a 
strong commitment to activities outside the curriculum.  Much of this activity happens 
in Durham’s Colleges, the primary point of attachment to the University for many 
students and a great source of friendship, pastoral support, and well-being.  For a 
large number of students another reference point will be the centres of excellence in 
Experience Durham. We take great pride in our high participation rates and 
excellence in sport, music, drama, and volunteering in particular.  For all students, 
the Durham Student Union supports an enormous range of societies and ensures 
the student voice is heard across the University. The wider student experience 
extends beyond these, to the broader physical, cultural, regional and social context 
occupied by the University. 

1.2   Student Experience is an area where Durham can and should aim to be the 
number one University overall in Europe.  We can build on our existing strengths and 
continue to stand out amongst our peers as offering something truly distinctive to 
applicants, students and alumni.  We are guided by the value that participation in 
extra-curricular activities plays a crucial part in developing successful, well-rounded 
and happy graduates who possess strong leadership skills and motivation, and the 
desire to make a positive difference to the world around them.  

1.3    Durham cannot afford to be complacent in its historic and current success. The 
gap analysis shows that our competitors are investing heavily in these areas. There 
is clear evidence of significant capital investment in sports and cultural facilities, as 
well as strong commitments to volunteering, international opportunities, and 
leadership programmes, in Universities ranging from Edinburgh to Loughborough 
and Northumbria.  Durham will need to show ambition in order to maintain its unique 
position. This aim will require considered and continued investment that recognises 
the breadth of the student experience, but is targeted especially at those areas that 
will make the biggest difference to our achievement in this area.  

1.4   The University facilitates and supports students in many different ways, but 
always with a single overarching framework: 

(a)   Departments primarily deliver outstanding environments for learning and 
educational experiences which allow students to develop intellectually and 
personally not only for the time that they are in Durham but for the rest of their lives.  
The outstanding academic reputation of Durham degree programmes drives the 
recruitment of students who possess high levels of intelligence, creativity, 
commitment, resourcefulness and drive. Beyond learning and teaching, Departments 
also contribute to the wider student experience by supporting a variety of activities 
beyond core course provision: e.g. field trips, subject-based societies, community 
engagement and international exchanges. 

(b)   Colleges primarily provide: supportive environments which build a sense of 
community around the individual student experience; opportunities for broader 
intellectual engagement outside of the degree programmes; opportunities for 
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leadership and participation through College Common Rooms, sport, societies, 
volunteering and activities; pastoral support; a lifelong affiliation to the University.  

(c)  Durham Students’ Union primarily seeks to represent students on a local and 
national level, and provide opportunities for students to participate in activities for 
recreation and personal development.  The Students’ Union’s vision is that of 
students working together to create a lasting positive impact, and the Union’s work is 
shaped by its student members and elected Officers.  Over 230 student groups fall 
under the SU, including DUCK, the fundraising arm, and four Associations which 
seek to represent minority groups.  The elected Officers liaise with the University, 
local community, Common Rooms and National Union of Students to enhance 
students’ experience and voice students’ views. 

(d)  Experience Durham has overall responsibility for sport across the university and 
supports music,   drama and volunteering in partnership across the institution, 
providing support in performance, participation and outreach.  In sport, in each of the 
last four years Durham has been ranked second in the British University and 
Colleges Sport (BUCS) League Table and in 2015 was recognised as the Times and 
Sunday Times Sports University of the Year. In 2014 the Times and Sunday Times 
league table placed extra-curricular activities at Durham as number one in the 
country.  In 2015 and 2016 Durham achieved national success in both music and 
drama, culminating in students receiving ten of twenty-five awards at the National 
Student Drama Festival in March 2016.  Volunteering at both student and staff level 
has received national recognition through the ‘Investors in Volunteering for 
Employers’ quality standard award. 

(e)  The Library – Durham University Library and Heritage Collections – supports 
students through access to an excellent range of collections (1.65 million printed 
items, 19,500 e-journals and 400,000 e-books), by helping students further develop 
information skills, through access to world-class Special Collections, galleries and 
museums and to flexible study spaces across five library locations.  Extensive use is 
made of collections and services, with over 6 million e-journal downloads or e-book 
accesses in 2014-15, almost 1.2 million visits to libraries and with organised visits 
attended by over 15,000 students and school pupils to the University’s museums, 
galleries and libraries over the last 12 months. 

(f)  Professional Support Services enhance the experience of students through the 
provision of specialist services that enable them to engage fully with their academic 
and personal development.  The services also enable students to complete a wide 
range of encounters with the University in an efficient and effective way.  The 
services are necessarily wide ranging and incorporate, amongst others, the library, 
IT, registry, finance, careers, counselling and mental health support, disability, 
scholarships, immigration and international student support.  

(g)  Students in Durham benefit from living in a beautiful part of the United Kingdom, 
from the World Heritage Site at the heart of the City, and from the community, culture 
and experiences outside the University offered by Durham City, County and the 
Northeast.  
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1.5   There is a perceived difference in experience between students in Durham City 
and those at Queen’s Campus. The report of the Queen’s Campus Working Group 
makes clear that students at Queen’s are positive about many aspects of their 
experience - valuing the modern facilities and sense of community - while 
recognising that there can be barriers to participating fully in University life (e.g. 
college sport, travel to events). The proposal to relocate the majority of academic life 
from Queen’s has meant that this working group has limited its long-term proposals 
to activity at Durham City, while recognising the need to be cognisant of maintaining 
(including investing at an appropriate scale) the student experience at Queen’s 
during the transition period.   

 

2.   Goal: 
 

2.1   To ensure that Durham students enjoy an unrivalled ethos and environment in 
which to pursue the highest quality of education and student experience, through 
which they will further develop qualities of, inter alia, independence, self-expression, 
intellectual curiosity, critical thinking, creativity, entrepreneurship, teamwork, 
leadership and a strong sense of social citizenship.  

 

3.  Strategic Aims: 
 

3.1   To support a student’s educational attainments by providing non-curricular 
avenues for skills and personal development.  

3.2   To continue to build the College system at Durham University as a focus of 
student pastoral, scholarly, cultural and extra-curricular life, further consolidating 
College life as a focal point for sports, the arts and student volunteering. 

3.3    To support Durham Students’ Union and the Colleges’ Common Rooms in 
ensuring that the voice of students is heard at all levels and that students have 
access to a diverse range of extra-curricular activities to support their personal 
development. 

3.4    To continue to invest in Experience Durham, both to build on high levels of 
participation and to ensure that all those involved in performance sport, music and 
drama can do so at the very highest levels within UK university life.  

3.5    To continue to support and develop Durham volunteering in the wider 
community through Experience Durham and other key student and staff bodies. 

3.6    To embed the principles of diversity, equality and inclusion across all aspects 
of the wider student experience, and to promote equality of opportunity for all of our 
students in a tolerant and supportive environment. 
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3.7   To ensure that all Durham students, irrespective of background and level of 
study, enjoy a world-class environment and facilities in which to live, study and enjoy 
leisure activities. 

3.8    To ensure that a strong culture of affection is built up between Durham 
students and the University that underpins lifelong relationships of giving and support 
in both directions between alumni and the University.  

 

4.  Gap Analysis: 
 

4.1   An initial gap analysis examined the offers of competitors across the different 
areas of the wider student experience (see also Appendices 9 and 10). This 
overview placed the Durham offer into a wider context and revealed or confirmed: 

a.   the importance of the collegiate structure in increasing participation and enriching 
the extracurricular life of the University; 

b.   that the accommodation expectations of students have been changing with a 
more differentiated offer available at many of our competitors, which reflects the 
diversity of student experiences. Of particular note is the increasing move away from 
fully catered to self-catered or flexible packages;  

c.  the prominent billing that leading institutions are now giving to their sporting 
facilities, particularly over the last five years: universities that compete directly with 
DU are investing heavily in this area; 

d.   that the wider student experience is valued as much in terms of participation and 
diversity of opportunities as excellence, and that this variety takes a prominent place 
in the marketing of comparator offers; 

e.  that most – nearly all – of our competitors have a digital platform to provide 
services and information to students, and there is a clear expectation from our 
students that this be the standard. 

 

4.2   An initial analysis of student survey data also considered any key gaps or areas 
where the University performs below comparators. The (International) Student 
Barometer includes a number of questions with relevance to the wider student 
experience. Most of these are under a section entitled ‘Living’. The following 
summarises the results of the combined International Student Barometer and 
Student Barometer 2014 surveys: 
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Global (N.=47) UK (N.=24) RGI (N.=8) 

Ranking Quartile Ranking Quartile Ranking Quartile 

Learning 10 1 9 2 4 2 

Living 3 1 3 1 1 1 

Support 9 1 8 2 3 2 

Arrival 2 1 2 1 1 1 

Overall 5 1 5 1 3 2 

Recommendation 5 1 5 1 3 2 

 

 

4.3   The University performs particularly favourably in the Living section, ranking 
first in the Russell Group (against the other 8 institutions who took part in both 
surveys) and third in the UK. 

4.4   An initial analysis of the same survey for 2015 suggests that the University has 
broadly maintained its position in terms of the ‘Living’ section, ranking second by the 
same measure in the Russell Group and fourth in the UK.  Similarly, Durham 
continues to perform better in the ‘Living’ section against comparators than in the 
‘Learning’ and ‘Support’ sections. 

4.5   The Times Higher Education Student Experience Survey examines some 
similar areas, with questions on social life, community atmosphere, extracurricular 
activities and facilities.  The University has generally performed well in this survey, 
although it has slipped to 30th in the most recent iteration. The full data are yet to be 
available but initial analysis would suggest that our rankings will be anchored by the 
perceived performance of the Student Union, which was in the bottom quartile.  
Anecdotally this reflects a) our context as a collegiate university; and b) the 
difficulties of working within the constraints of Dunelm House.  It should be noted that 
the value of further analysis is limited: the survey is only based on a sample of c. 200 
students and there is no indication of whether this is a representative sample.  It will, 
however, remain important to monitor and respond to the league table if our ambition 
to be number one in Europe is to be seen as credible to students.  

4.6   These two surveys paint a broadly positive picture of the University’s 
performance against comparators in this area. The Working Group also considered 
an initial analysis of the (International) Student Barometer open comments.  These 
capture more specific issues that would not always be evident from the survey data.  
Findings here are integrated into the recommendations in Section 5 where relevant. 
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5.  Strategy into Action: 
 

Key priorities are to: (a) further develop the educational and extra-curricular missions 
of the Durham Colleges, in the process ensuring that Durham is seen as one of the 
three main Collegiate universities in the UK (and distinct from, say York or 
Lancaster); (b) further develop the College residential experience at Durham, while 
also ensuring greater variety of offer (of rooms, facilities, catering) for DU students; 
(c) invest sufficiently in sport, music and theatre (facilities and coaching) to ensure 
that DU remains competitive at the highest levels within the relevant British (and 
potentially European) arenas and league tables; and (d) invest in everyday student 
services at Durham through a centralised facility. 

 

Objective Associated Policy or Action 

5.1   To continue to build the 
College system at Durham 
University as a focus of student 
pastoral, scholarly, cultural and 
extra-curricular life; further 
consolidating College life as a 
focal point for sports, the arts 
and student volunteering.                                                

HIGH PRIORITY 
 
a.   Further build a framework around 
development/leadership for Durham 
students, potentially comprising a new 
Durham Award, and suitably 
resourced courses on critical thinking 
and/or certification in global citizenship 
that involve some degree of College-
based teaching (tutorials). 
 
b.   Develop Fellowship programmes 
across the Colleges to build academic 
support for students and strengthened 
engagement with the scholarly 
community; also, to help with 
academic recruitment. 
 
c.   Encourage further diversity in 
College academic and cultural 
offerings. 
 
 

5.2   Ensure that a majority of 
Durham students are able to live 
in College/university 
accommodation and that greater 
variety of offer is provided. 

HIGH PRIORITY 
 
(a)  Plan to have in excess of 50% of 
students in university accommodation 
by 2027. 

 

(b)  Build 4 to 6 new colleges in or 
near Durham City 
 
(c)  Work appropriately with private 
providers of residential student 
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accommodation to ensure that 
specification is most effectively 
mapped onto student demand and 
expectations. 
 
(d)   Develop a more flexible approach 
to catering packages offered in 
colleges, (in line with the colleges 
catering review). 
 

5.3   Further invest in 
Experience Durham to build 
high levels of participation and 
to ensure that all those involved 
in performance sport, music and 
drama can do so at the very 
highest levels within UK 
university life 

HIGH PRIORITY 
 
(a)  Build a concert hall.  
 
(b)  Make a step-change in investment 
for theatre and music, including by 
means of more professional coaching 
and tuition. 
 
(c)   Build a Sports Park and increase 
revenue funding to allow Durham to 
compete sustainably at the highest 
levels of British university support, 
whilst increasing overall levels of 
participation in sport and physical 
activity. 
 
(d)   Encourage the active participation 
of Durham’s Sport Scientists [SASS] in 
the delivery of DU elite sports. 
 
(e).   Ensure consistency of approach 
to enabling top level athletes, 
musicians and performers to represent 
the University.  

 

5.4   Continue to support and 
develop Durham volunteering in 
the wider community through 
Experience Durham and other 
key student and staff bodies 

(a)   Challenge DU student and staff 
volunteers to complete 100,000 hours 
of volunteering per annum by 2027.  
[The Working Group notes that there 
is an opportunity to develop further the 
involvement of students in Heritage 
Collections / Culture  and in widening 
participation activities run by 
museums, and recommends that more 
detailed proposals are brought 
forward] 
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(b)   Ensure Central University match 
funding for this activity in the event of 
a shortfall in fundraising.  
 

5.5   Increase the provision of 
central student facilities (other 
than academic and residential) 
to a level which will enable a 
world-class wider student 
experience at Durham. 

(a)  Facilitate efforts to replace 
Dunelm House and to ensure delivery 
of a world-class wider student 
experience at Durham. 

5.6   Ensure that Durham 
students enjoy a world-class 
environment and facilities in 
which to live, study and enjoy 
leisure activities 

HIGH PRIORITY 
 
(a) Build an effective mobile platform 
for student use. 
 
(b) Ensure that a dedicated Islamic 
prayer room is built on the Lower 
Mountjoy site, with the possibility of a 
second facility closer to the Business 
School, should the School relocate  
 
(c) Increase provision of study space 
in the Library and elsewhere to 
improve the current ratio of study 
space to student numbers. 
 
(d)  Improve retail facilities at Lower 
Mountjoy (including catering, shops 
and a cash machine).  
 
(e)  Enable all students to enjoy, 
engage with, make and develop skills 
in culture of the highest quality. 
 
  

5.7   Build lifelong cultures of 
affection between alumni and 
their College/University 

(a)   Work with the Research Division, 
Academic Office and Marketing and 
Communications to ensure that 
Durham students are able to access 
the University in ways that they 
consider most valuable throughout 
their lives. 
 
(b) Work with the Colleges and DARO, 
as well as with the International Office, 
to build strong cultures of lifelong 
mentoring and giving. 
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6.   KPIs and Targets: 
 

6.1   To be consistently in the top third of the Russell Group for those national 
measures of student satisfaction that fall within the definition of the Wider Student 
Experience, including: 

(a)  THE Student Experience Survey: particularly those questions on Facilities, 
Extra-curricular activities/Societies, Community and Environment [also International 
Student Barometer on Facilities and Living]; 

(b)  Graduate Prospects (DLHE survey): there is a link between the opportunities for 
personal development and leadership offered by the wider student experience and 
employability. Graduate prospects scores also feed into a number of league tables. 

[(c)   Delivery of new sports, music and drama facilities] 

 

6.2   More broadly, the University should seek to: 

(a)   deliver the new facilities outlined in this White paper; 

(b)  have in excess of 50% of students in university accommodation by 2027; 

(c)  develop ways of improving the reported level of student satisfaction with the 
Durham Students’ Union, as measured in student surveys (e.g. NSS and 
International Student Barometer);  

(d)  maintain or improve the University’s position in the BUCs table; 

(e)  maintain or improve Durham’s presence at both the National Student Drama 
Festival and the Edinburgh Fringe; 

(f)  maintain or improve Durham’s performance status in music when set against 
competitor universities; 

(g)  maintain or improve high levels of delivery in student volunteering, evidenced by 
the retention of our national recognition through the ‘Investors in Volunteering for 
Employers’ quality standard award; 

(h)  maintain or improve participation rates in College and University sport and 
physical activity, music, drama and volunteering. 

 

7.  Dependencies: 
 

7.1   The wide-ranging nature of the Wider Student Experience means that there are 
overlaps and dependencies with several other areas of the University Strategy: 
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7.2   Education Strategy – Sustainability, Growth and Subject Profile: The ability to 
invest in additional facilities depends on the University successfully growing student 
numbers and income. Increased student numbers will also lead to a greater burden 
on existing facilities. 

7.3   Queen’s Campus: similarly, the group is mindful that the proposed repurposing 
of Queen’s Campus will lead to an increase in student numbers in Durham and that 
this will impact on facilities.  

7.4   Education Strategy – Enhancing the Quality of Education: The Wider Student 
Experience focusses on areas outside students’ programmes of study. There are, 
however, some elements of the groups proposals that overlap with this aspect of the 
Education Strategy 

7.5   Library: Proposals to change the nature of the space available in the Library will 
enhance the facilities available to students and therefore support the aims of the 
Education Strategy. There may also be an impact on the Research Strategy.  

7.6   Mobile Platform: The main driver of this rests in its capacity to support the 
delivery of academic content. It is therefore important that its implementation would 
support the aims of the Education Strategy.  

7.7   Internationalisation: The group’s considerations and proposals have so far 
largely focussed on a generic ‘student need’. It is recognised, however, that the 
student cohort is diverse, and that certain needs and opportunities are more 
important to some groups than others. There is an evident separation of priorities in 
some areas between Home students and International students (although it is 
recognised also that neither of these groups are themselves homogenous). The 
wider student experience in light of the development of a more international student 
body at DU.  

7.8   Professional support: The proposals considered by the wider student 
experience group would not have a significant impact on the level or organisation of 
professional services. We do note, however, the importance of the Disability Service 
to the wider student experience, given the rise in the number of students (now in 
excess of 10%) reporting themselves as having a disability.  

7.9   Accommodation and Estates: any proposals for new buildings or facilities will 
need to be considered in the work of the Accommodation and Estates Strategy 
Programme Board (AESPB) in due course. The group has already been working 
closely with the AESPB on the issue of student accommodation, and particularly the 
facilities required of new PBSA or College builds. 

 

8.   Risks: 
 

8.1   Durham’s strong reputation for student experience is key to its recruitment of 
future students. Should the quality of this experience, and the perception thereof, 
decline, there will be severe threats to the University’s goals of excellence in 
Education and Research.  
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8.2   The interventions proposed in this document are also intended to address the 
following risks on the Register of Key Strategic Risks:  

 

D1: Student accommodation  

If additional accommodation options are unavailable or unaffordable then it 
may be difficult to attain the required quantity and quality of student rooms, 
impacting on reputation, market positioning and income streams. 

H3: Equality and Diversity (student element) 

If the University does not improve on its current position in terms of equality 
and diversity of the staff and student body (one element being the proportion 
of women in top academic posts), this could impact on our ability to recruit 
and retain the best staff and on our ability to achieve national standards such 
as Athena Swan and Gender Equality Mark, reputational and funding losses 
could result in the short-term.  

J1: Estate and infrastructure  

If the university’s estate and facilities are not retained as fit for current 
purpose and developed to support world-class research and education then 
this will hinder achievement of the university’s strategic objectives. 

8.3    Other significant risks related to the strategy include: 

The University’s expansion will involve a greater level of co-operation with 
private providers of purpose-built student accommodation. The design of the 
number of proposed new developments will need to be in line with the 
expectations of future students in order for the quality of the student 
experience to be maintained and enhanced.  

If the design and pricing structure of new college accommodation is not 
optimised, this could impact on occupancy and the college ethos.  

If the level of investment in the student experience does not keep pace with 
peer universities in an increasingly competitive sector, this could impact on 
perceptions of student experience and consequently on recruitment.  

 

9.    Equality and Diversity 
 

9.1   The group’s third objective relates to equality and diversity: To embed the 
principles of diversity, equality and inclusion across all aspects of the wider student 
experience.  

9.2   The evidence considered by the group included views from a large proportion of 
the student body, particularly through the Student Barometer surveys. The group has 
also invited Durham Students’ Union Associations to submit their views on how the 
University might improve the wider student experience. There are four student 
associations, at least two of which are linked to Protected Characteristics: LGBT; 
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Students with Disabilities; Mature Students; International Students. Responses are 
forthcoming. 

 

10.  Indicative costs/rate of return: c. £32-53 million capital costs [details and 
business cases to follow in December 2016.  Operational costs: £170k for a 
mobile platform and c.£100k annually for theatre, music and volunteering support 
costs.  Key returns in student recruitment, satisfaction and league table 
performance.  This will be significant if and when fee caps are relaxed or 
removed. 

  


