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Review of St John’s College – Michaelmas Term 2017 

 

1. Executive Summary 

 

1.1.  A review of St John’s College was undertaken in Michaelmas Term 2017 in accordance 
with the published College Review process approved by Senate.  

1.2.  The team would like to thank the staff and students of St John’s College for their 
participation in the review process and the hospitality shown to the team throughout the 
day. 

1.3.  The Review Team was: 

 Owen Adams, Pro-Vice-Chancellor Colleges and Student Experience (Chair) 

 Professor Ann MacLarnon, Master of Hatfield College 

 Professor Linda McKie - Head of the School of Applied Social Sciences  

 Professor Janet Stewart, Head of the School of Modern Languages & Culture 

 Ms M Marlow, Asst. Head of Colleges (Student Experience) 

 Mrs Caroline Dower, Head of Counselling Service 

 Miss Emma Dobson, Postgraduate Student, Van Mildert College 

 Miss Rachael Graham, Undergraduate Student, Grey College 

 Mr Ben Lewis, Head of Student Advisory Services Division, Cardiff University 
(external) 

 Mr. M Deakin, Head of Operations (Colleges) (Secretary) 

1.4.  The Review Team considered the documentation presented by the College and over the 
course of the day held meetings with College Officers, other College staff, Student 
Representatives from Junior Common Rooms (JCR), other undergraduate and 
postgraduate students, College Mentors and Senior Common Room (SCR) members. 

1.5.  In reaching the conclusion and recommendations detailed below, the Review Team drew 
its evidence from the documentation provided and from the discussions held with staff and 
students in the College. 

1.6.  The following are headline commendations for the College: 

1.6.1 There are no major concerns with St John’s College. The Review Team was 
impressed and assured by what it saw on the day of the review. 

1.6.2 As the University moves forward with the creation of new colleges and communities, 
there is much good practice to be learnt from St John’s College. 

1.7.  The following are headline recommendations for the College: 

1.7.1. The College needs to make improvements in Widening Participation. 

1.7.2. There are challenges to be faced in improving the College’s diversity strategy 
implementation. 

1.7.3. There should be close attention paid to how the delivery of student experience and 
residential operations at St John’s College is aligned with the wider University aims 



for these areas. The College has a highlighted a number of opportunities for 
enhanced delivery that the University should be mindful of. 

2. College Management and Strategy (as they pertain to the student experience, support and 
welfare within the college as a scholarly community) 

2.1 The College Officers are; 

 Revd Professor David Wilkinson – Principal 

 Dr Anne Allen – Deputy Principal 

 Mrs Angela Cook – Director of Finance and Administration 

 Revd Dr Philip Plyming – Warden of Cranmer Hall 

 

2.2 At the time of the review the position of Senior Tutor was vacant. The College has since 
appointed Dr Rebecca Bouveng to the post. 

2.3 St John’s College was founded in 1909, as a theological college for the training of Anglican 
ordinands and matriculated five students.  In 1966, the College became the first Church of 
England theological college to train men and women together.  

2.4 St John's is the second smallest college to accept Durham University students. It has two 
distinctive communities; a community of around 500 undergraduates, 150 postgraduates 
and academics studying for University degrees in all disciplines, and 80 members of 
Cranmer Hall, an Anglican theological college in which people are educated and formed 
for church leadership. The College has a degree of independence within the University, 
both financially and in its governance. 

2.5 A memorandum of understanding with Durham University defines the relationship between 
the two parties and is characterised by respect for each other’s commitment to the 
purpose, values and aspirations held in common and a mutuality in which independence 
and interdependence are recognised.  The Memorandum binds the parties to specific 
commitments to each other. 

2.6 The University and the College each acknowledge the particular character, values and 
principles of the other, including the religious character of the College (serving people from 
all backgrounds and beliefs and of all faiths and none), and the secular nature of the 
University, and their respective statutory responsibilities. 

2.7 A financial deal was reached with Durham University last year, which, the College 
believes, is fair for a recognised college. The College was thankful to reach an agreement 
on a new memorandum of understanding and has expressed a desire to work more closely 
with Durham University on these types of arrangements. The College would hope to revisit 
the agreement in 4 – 5 years’ time. 

2.8 St John’s College is proud of it’s independence but strongly values the links with Durham 
University and wants these to endure. 

Mechanisms for ensuring effective communication relating to the student experience across the 
management of the college. 

2.9 It was stated that the majority of students, even if they had not applied to St John’s directly, 
have said that they are glad they are at the College. In an informal survey, carried out by 
the College about five years’ ago, about 15% of first year students said their choice was 
based on their Christian background and/or desire to develop their faith. The remainder 
said that it was the location or ‘vibe’ on open day, size or it was the next best thing to 
another college. 



2.10 Approximately 80% of first year students made St John’s their first choice and there 
appears to be a variety of reasons for this.  The identity and ethos of the College and how 
it presents itself to the outside world remains constant.   

2.11 International students spoken to had been attracted to St John’s by its reputation, the 
location and facilities.  Most viewed the College community as friendly with very good 
support offered where necessary.  Some international students said that they felt they had 
integrated well with home students however, some did highlight cultural differences meant 
they found things difficult, especially at the beginning.  

2.12 Most students live out during their second year and a popular reason given was that it is 
seen as more expensive to live in.  However, some had the view that the cost of living out 
is not much different to living in. The College through the SJCR gives advice on how to 
live out including talks and information.   

2.13 St John’s College operates a rent guarantor system for international students, otherwise 
students are asked to pay anything from six to twelve months’ rent in advance.   

2.14 St John’s still has good demand from students wishing to return to live in the college in 
their final year.   

2.15 International students spoken to gave a variety of views on Durham City as a place to live. 
Some highlighted that it is a small place and it is easy to bump into friends.  One student 
said that Durham was dangerous and they did not feel secure having been burgled three 
times. Other students generally felt safe, although there are certain parts of Durham that 
they would not go to.  

2.16 Domestic staff know they can report any issues regarding student welfare to Student 
Support staff in College. Catering staff know most of the students by name and can flag 
up when a student has not been in as usual.  

2.17 The College felt that at times it leaned towards ‘hand holding’ due to the College’s small 
size and the fact that staff get to know most students.  Maintaining the right balance of 
support is a continuing challenge. 

2.18 The St John’s College Award based around recognition of a student’s personal 
development is still at an early stage.  It is envisaged that the College tutors will be 
increasingly involved with the Award. 

2.19 At the end of a student’s first year, the College asks them for feedback on their 
accommodation, housemates (which the College feels is useful information to identify if a 
housemate is struggling) and the tutor system.  Students are asked whether they would 
like to continue with the tutor group system, whether they would like to stay with the same 
tutor (this allows a student to be reallocated, which the College feels is useful if a particular 
expertise is requested).  Occasionally a student’s expectation of what their Tutor can 
provide needs to be managed. 

2.20 Tutors are most often found by word of mouth (except for Resident Tutors) and the College 
has not needed to advertise for Tutors during the past five years.  The College is seeking 
a commitment to the role rather than any previous attachment to St John’s College.  Tutors 
meet Student Support once a term as the core reporting structure.  If a Tutor does not 
send in a report or turn up for a meeting this will be followed up by the College as this is a 
mechanism for raising any concerns about students. 

2.21 With regard to future employability, the College encourages students to explore careers’ 
options, ways in which they would like to develop, whether in a group or one-to-one setting.  
There are careers’ drop-in sessions for students. Some Pastoral Tutors have looked at 
applications and offered practice interview sessions for potential internships. 



2.22 The College also advertises careers events in the freshers’ handbooks and on 
noticeboards, but it feels engagement is low. It is thought that this is probably because the 
students are focused on other activities. 

Mechanisms for ensuring that student support and welfare are represented appropriately in the 
college strategy and that these are consistent with the University's strategy and relevant aspects of 
the Education Strategy. 

2.23 St John’s has a proactive approach towards student support, but are reactive when 
support is needed.  A freshers’ questionnaire seeks to identify any issues that may be 
worth following up in a one to one interview. The College values the importance of making 
students familiar with the location of Student Support and what services they can access 
there.  Student Support has an open door policy and some students prefer to e-mail, use 
Facebook or a webcam if they need to get in touch. 

2.24 Student Support staffing totals 1.8 FTE and consists of a Senior Tutor, Assistant Senior 
Tutor and Administrator. The Senior Tutor spent between a quarter and a third of their time 
on student support and the Assistant Senior Tutor spent at least half of their time on 
student support issues.  Both have regular timetabled availability. There is also a student 
support administrator, who remains visible to students and undertakes some filtering of 
queries. In addition, St John’s has a chaplain, working half-time who supports staff and 
students 3 days a week and runs the chapel.   

2.25 College staff feel adequately supported by Durham University and support is always given 
when required.   

2.26 The College operates a Resident Tutor system for overnight first call cover. There are no 
overnight Porters (Porter cover is provided from 8.30am until 10.45pm).  There are five 
Resident Tutors and they are usually postgraduate researchers although there is currently 
one full-time Durham University employee in one of the roles. Resident tutors receive 
accommodation and meals, a small honorarium but no salary.   

2.27 The Senior Tutor, Assistant Senior Tutor, Chaplain, Director of Finance and 
Administration, and Resident Tutor Team meet weekly, which provides a forum for 
reporting concerns;  Resident Tutors also report on any emergency call-outs during the 
week.  They swap electronic notes during the week.  At a typical meeting there would be 
4 or 5 students that are being actively monitored out of an active student support caseload 
of 20 – 25.  Student support staff keep records on an electronic system which is kept 
between the Senior Tutor and Assistant Senior Tutor.   

2.28 Two electronic student support systems exist in the College. The first is a shared Durham 
University, limited access drive with a folder for every student.  The administrator maintains 
that system.  The second, for daily activities, student support is entered using EverNote, 
using shared notebooks.  For weekly meetings with Resident Tutors, EverNote agendas 
are used.  Resident Tutors do not have access to the EverNote records.  Student concerns 
are noted on EverNote and discussed between the Senior and Assistant Senior Tutors. 

2.29 There are a range of student support issues dealt with from relatively minor homesickness 
and difficulty settling in to more serious mental health concerns. The St John’s Common 
Room (SJCR) have 10 welfare officers and they have a drop-in, which all students know 
they can access.  The SJCR has a good relationship with the College Student Support 
team and sometimes pass concerns to them, with the student’s permission. 

2.30 The College has acknowledged areas in student support in the recent past where their 
response could have been better. The College feels that new policies and processes in 
the University such as the Fitness to Study policy together with changes to the University 
Counselling Service now ensures that any areas of concern have been mitigated. 

2.31 It was acknowledged by the College that some students can develop a dependency on 
Student Support and take up disproportionate levels of staff time. The College believes 



that it is good at working to get students to support themselves and become less reliant 
on College.  

 

3. Support and Opportunities (Organisation & Enhancement) 

Policies for the effective support of students 

3.1 St John’s offers a variety of bursaries and scholarships as well as mentoring and other 
opportunities for student development and community engagement. In terms of bursaries 
and scholarships, St John’s has recently started to approach Alumni focusing on specific 
projects to target donations. The College has planned further community projects. 

3.2 St John’s has an alumni scheme called ‘John’s Eagles’ which is advertised to students via 
the Alumni office, not the Student Support office.  This has proved challenging to organise 
due to availability of College alumni, their location and diaries.  John’s Eagles are not 
pastoral tutors and students are sometimes reluctant to contact them directly. The 
possibility of subject dinners was raised, between Eagles and interested students, as 
either a formal or a table in the dining room.  The College feels this could be less 
intimidating and could be taken up University wide.  Funding could perhaps be used to 
help some students attend. 

3.3 . St John’s operates two separate dining rooms, Bowes dining room for Cranmer students 
and staff and Haughton dining room for all other members of the College. This enables 
the college to fulfil the requirement of the Church of England that students preparing for 
ordination eat together in community a certain number of times per week. To ensure the 
whole College have the opportunity to eat together at other times all evening and weekend 
meals are provided in Haughton dining room only. 

 

3.4 The College delivers a presentation to students during induction week on the College 
Pastoral Tutor system and how to engage with it. The College currently has approximately 
30 Pastoral Tutors. There is a formal Tutor appointment process undertaken including 
application and interview. Tutors spoken to viewed the system as very positive for both 
parties. As St John’s is small, Tutors stated that ongoing support for the role was positive, 
from the Senior and Assistant Tutors in addition to excellent student resources.  Tutors 
are invited to events and lectures in the College and receive training sessions twice a term. 

3.5 Students are allocated to a tutor group for their first year. Beyond this, students have the 
choice of opting in. Some students opt out and then opt back in during their final year.  
Prior to the opt-in system being implemented, tutors were allocated automatically and 
significant time was spent on students who did not wish to engage. Since the opt-in system 
was introduced three years’ ago, resources became focused on students who want to 
engage.  The College feels the system has been very successful. About 60% of students 
re-engage after their first year. There is no information gathered to analyse the type of 
students that engage. 

3.6 St John’s is flexible in terms of how much tutors choose to do and how much their students 
engage.  Each tutor has an average of 10 students and time spent with students varies.  
Tutors offer to see their students on a one-to-one basis, once a term and also one social. 
The College has an expectation set out in the tutors' contracts that there will be a minimum 
of 10 hours contact provided to their group over a three week period. 

3.7 If tutors have concerns they are aware that their first point of contact is the Senior Tutor’s 
office (Student Support) and tutors often e-mail staff for advice, provided the student 
agrees.  Some Tutors give their students their mobile ‘phone numbers because, 
occasionally, if they have arranged a meeting, the student may need to cancel.  They do 
not believe students take advantage of having ‘phone numbers and have not been 



overburdened with contact.  In addition, they also use social media and carry out polls for 
group socials and find that students engage better with Facebook than Durham University 
e-mails. 

Mechanisms for reflecting, reviewing and enhancing support 

3.8 The College has identified that student diversity is an area where opportunities exist for 
further improvement.  Past activity has been done in an ad-hoc and one off way with less 
attention paid to a more concerted strategic approach. 

3.9 One of the key challenges of diversity is widening participation.  St John’s accept that they 
have not, historically, been particularly good at widening participation and there is the 
potential to do significant work on a number of levels. 

3.10 One example of this potential is the Cranmer network with Church of England parishes, 
chaplaincies and an annual schools week means that there exists a natural network which 
the College could work with and develop.  The College did state that it had done some 
work, at times, such as the Cranmer project in Easington (The East Durham Mission 
Project) with a staff member and students, and this has gone well. The College has a 
number of contacts with black-led churches in the Midlands but again they had not built on 
this.   

3.11 The College has stated that a priority for the new Senior Tutor is to think strategically 
around widening participation and how the College can do more to encourage applicants 
from low participation communities and neighbourhoods.  There is no doubt that the 
students at St John’s are keen, but the College itself has not led as it feels it should have.  

3.12 Students in University priority groups who have attended St John’s have been very 
successful, but the College feels it has not shown enough initiative in attracting further 
students from this sector. 

3.13 The College is actively considering ways to generate income to invest in widening 
participation activities. 

3.14 The College is not using income from Durham University undergraduate or postgraduate 
fees to supplement theological training. There is no cross-subsidization and as the Church 
of England does not provide sufficient funds to cover the residential education, St John’s 
must generate funds to support that side of the College’s work.   

3.15 The College works hard to be transparent during this process.  The College feels there is 
a belief by some at Durham University that the evidently good student experience at St 
John’s results from a large amount of funding, however, this is not the case. The College 
states that it is more efficient and it is difficult to compare with the University itself.   

3.16 The College highlighted that students who are allocated to St John’s may receive a 
different (higher) level of service to others in the maintained colleges. This may become 
more apparent as the University progresses through the Durham DOES programme. 
Operational activity at St John’s may in future differ markedly to other colleges. This would 
need to be addressed in marketing and recruitment material to ensure applicants receive 
correct information. 

3.17 The Review Team emphasised the current triangle of college-community-residence in 
student support and student experience.  Durham University’s view is that student 
experience must be consistent across colleges and it is important that it is clearly 
understood how the recognized colleges sit within this.  Levels of pastoral support also 
needs to be consistent, to avoid a postcode lottery. 

3.18 Regarding endowments and investments, there is space for enhanced delivery, 
opportunities and differences.  The College confirmed that it has attracted around £2 
million in student hardship endowments.  There is also an endowment due to come on 



stream which should net the College income of £100,000 per annum.  St John’s would like 
to roll that into the student experience and complement Durham University’s bursaries, so 
that the College can offer an added ‘extra’.   

3.19 The College confirmed that it has always tried to align itself with Durham University and 
hope that this would be maintained, using endowments as an enhanced benefit and not 
core business. The College is keen to work with the University on any future differential 
pricing. 

3.20 The College has raised approximately £6million independently from alumni, trusts and 
foundations to invest in its estate. 

3.21 The College has spent £2m to get to a stage where there is no longer a maintenance 
backlog.  They sold a property, removing a financial drain which, as well as creating a 
surplus, released some money to be used within the maintenance fees to provide a richer, 
residential experience. 

Mechanism for ensuring effective communication with departments, central support services and 
other bodies 

3.22 The Assistant Senior Tutor is the main contact for all student support issues, supported by 
the Senior Tutor. Referrals to central support services are always made where appropriate 
and working relationships   

3.23 The College is undertaking mindfulness training with a recognized practitioner in Easter 
Term at a low cost.  They recognize that resilience building in students through alternative 
approaches may be the correct approach for the future.  The background to this is that as 
long as they do not let a handful of weaker and vulnerable students slip through the net 
then doing something more proactive is great. 

 

Mechanisms for facilitating and monitoring student-led activities 

3.24 The College works closely with the student body to see that the student-led activities are 
supported and discussed weekly with the SJCR President, Vice-President and Welfare 
Officer.  

 

4. Communication and Links 

Marketing and recruitment activities 

4.1 The College has a particular interested in connecting with schools. They have provided 
mentors for a variety of schools across the UK, talking to young people from about 12 
years’ old, to spark interest and raise awareness of University.   

4.2 The College feels that currently connections are being made in a piecemeal and ad hoc 
fashion and that this requires more resources than would be necessary in a more 
structured and targeted approach.  

 

5. St John’s Common Room (SJCR) Executive 

Mechanism for ensuring student representation within the college 

5.1 The SJCR has had charitable status for seven years, under a trust deed.  The position of 
President is a sabbatical post. The Trustees are very supportive and there is an annual 
cycle of tasks that are adhered to, meeting twice termly.  The Trustees support the 



President if there are issues in college.  In terms of income, the SJCR receives a 
composition fee from Durham University.   

5.2 The SJCR is small and stated that they do not have cliques.  The Executive is made up of 
students from many backgrounds. In Freshers’ Week they observe people coming into 
college and FREPS make sure everyone is alright and if they find someone sitting alone 
they will go and talk to them.   

5.3 The SCJR has a very large welfare team in the College and is involved in events 
throughout the year.  As a result of this, the team find that they can pick up on students 
who are withdrawn from college activities and mealtimes. Follow up would be via email or 
more usually reported to College Student Support staff who would always be included in 
welfare matters.   

5.4 The SJCR is trying to offer more drop-ins for students who live out, e.g. daytime sessions 
as night time is not always convenient if they live further afield.  They are also looking at 
starting a drop-in session at the Bill Bryson Library, rather than all students having to come 
to college.   

5.5 The current SJCR President is also the chair of the Presidents’ Committee (Prescom).  It 
is mandatory for all of the SJCR Executive to be FREPS.  During Induction week, SJCR 
members will accompany students on night outs and walk people home etc.  

5.6 The Principal of St John’s College, Senior Tutor, Finance Director, Warden of Cranmer 
Hall and SJCR representatives are all involved in the new College Student Experience 
Sub-Committee, giving an opportunity for students to feedback about buildings or the wider 
college experience.   

The extra-curricular opportunities provided for students and the mechanisms in place to ensure 
equality of opportunity. 

5.7 There were no long-term problems mentioned.  The SJCR stated that the small size of St 
John’s College meant that friendship and social groups develop across year groups. The 
College Library is very well used and students work together in common areas. 

5.8 During induction week the SJCR organise events and access is provided to a tutor group.  
There is no formal schedule but information is provided in the College handbook, prior to 
arrival. 

5.9 International students arrive the week before Induction week and feedback has shown that 
the students found this to be really helpful.  St John’s planned and ran its own set of 
international events which since 2017-18 have been done jointly with St Chad’s College. 
International arrival is the opportunity for students to settle in and engage with the college, 
e.g. coffee at cafes and movie nights.   

5.10 International students state that the FREPS are very good and encourage rather than 
‘force’ students to attend events. Staff are there to issue keys and campus cards, then 
student teams come in and Cranmer help because their students arrived the previous 
week. The SJCR have a number of international reps who new students found good to 
talk to about their own experiences. 

5.11 Students who were living out of College recognised that it was a major difference to living 
in in terms of engagement with college activities. Examples were given such as “the 
amazing catering” and housekeeping teams who are often “like college mums”. At least 
one student stated that the College lifestyle was phenomenal. 

5.12 It was accepted, however, that livers out still get a lot of College support.  Some students 
said that living out means it can be very challenging to join in St John’s College life, 



whereas livers-in found it easier to get involved.  Generally, due to geographical 
constraints, there is less potential for college involvement. 

5.13 Students living out stated that the attractions to visit college include formals, sport, 
committees, events, library, free leftovers at mealtimes, university teams, gym, bar, the 
price of soft drinks and food in the bar, room availability, John’s Day, Bailey Ball, Chapel 
and College Communion .  Students were also attracted to support in College, especially 
during exam periods. 

5.14 The SJCR stated that they have not noticed a lot of anti-social behaviour by St John’s 
students and there was a belief expressed that this would not normally apply to John’s 
students.  There were issues after Freshers’ Week, but the SJCR spoke to the students 
and things calmed down. 

5.15 The SJCR planned alcohol awareness roadshows and in Freshers’ Week they encouraged 
people to visit the College bar, rather than pre-loading with supermarket alcohol.  Bar staff 
are vigilant and if anyone is too drunk they refuse service.  Usually, due to social media 
(Snapchat etc.). If something happens everyone will know in approximately 30 minutes 
due to this being a small community.  However, students are adults and the SJCR are 
clear that cannot ‘nanny’ students but can support them as best as they can. Every fresher 
has a lanyard with a card holder and three bullet points about drink, drugs etc. which acts 
as a reminder. 

5.16 For returning students who are livers-out, many will come to the college bar and there are 
posters everywhere in college.  Outside of college, as St John’s is a small community, if 
there is a house party everyone seems to hear about it.  There will usually be a member 
of the Executive there.  If people do misbehave SJCR members try to reinforce responsible 
behaviour.   

5.17 The SJCR state that they have tried to create a community in which students know what 
is acceptable and if they see a John’s student ‘wobbling’ they will walk with them to make 
sure they are okay. 

5.18 With regard to issues of sexual violence, the SJCR have reinforced University messages 
about this in college. This has led to students being reprimanded when unacceptable 
behaviour has been reported.  The SJCR promoted the University consent talk within 
induction week.   

5.19 The SJCR believe that the University is taking such issues seriously but they would like to 
see a zero tolerance approach followed. 

Communication with the wider student community 

5.20 The College felt that there was currently a very negative view of the Durham Students’ 
Union and encouraging people to stand for election to the Students’ Union is difficult. 

5.21 The College has a Student Union representative from the St John’s Common Room but 
feels the communication does not necessarily filter back.  The SJCR President meets the 
College Principal every week and students have the chance to shape what goes on in 
college.  

Communication with the college 

5.22 The SJCR is an independent charity that works in parallel with St John’s.  There is a good 
understanding between the common room and college and a general rule that one will 
never offend the other.  They work together on a lot of projects, whilst maintaining their 
independence.  The SJCR is well supported, with significant help from college staff.  The 
college has match funded, for example, the purchase of a pool table.   

5.23 The SJCR has a good relationship with St Chad’s JCR. 



5.24 The College believe that they are good at generating enthusiasm and activity amongst 
student representatives and there is now scope to focus this in terms of strategy, time 
management and consistency of approach between SJCR officers each year through 
management, co-operation and dialogue. 

5.25 College staff have a close working relationship with the SJCR and the SJCR feel that 
College staff are really supportive. There are many opportunities for informal 
conversations with the Principal, Director of Finance and Head of Maintenance.  Students 
in general are positive about all College staff.  


