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Proposals for Revising the University’s Graduate Qualities 
 
Proposed Resolution 
Education Committee and the Wider Student Experience Committee are asked to provide feedback 
on proposals for a Senate Task and Finish Group to review and update the Durham Graduate 
Qualities. 
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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 In May 2012, Senate agreed to the introduction of a set of Graduate Qualities, developed 
through consultation with internal and external stakeholders, including students and 
employers. 

1.2 This paper proposes that a Task and Finish Group of Senate be initiated to review the Durham 
Graduate Qualities, in light of the University Strategy 2017-27, to ensure that they reflect the 
aims of the Education and Wider Student Experience strategies. 

1.3 Education Committee and the Wider Student Experience Committee are asked to discuss the 
proposal and comment on the scope, terms of reference and composition of the Task and 
Finish Group. 

2. Strategic Context  

2.1 The University Strategy 2017-2027 clearly identifies three pillars: research, teaching and wider 
student experience. It follows then, that students should develop in each of these three areas, 
as appropriate to their level of study, in courses - through the curriculum, through engagement 
in research and through extra-curricular activities, including those in colleges, Experience 
Durham and Durham Students Union societies. 
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2.2 The Steering Group of the new Student Development Programme identified that there would 
be value in reviewing the University’s approved set of Graduate Qualities to align them with 
the Strategy (specifically the Education and Wider Student Experience strategies). The revised 
graduate qualities will sit alongside the University’s Characteristics and Values as a reference 
point for student development inside and outside of programmes of study.  

3. Background and Analysis  

3.1 An early definition of Graduate Attributes, developed by Bowden (2000)1, is: ‘the qualities, skills 
and understandings [that] include but go beyond the disciplinary expertise or technical 
knowledge that has traditionally formed the core of most university courses. They are qualities 
that also prepare graduates as agents of social good in an unknown future.’ Since then, many 
universities have developed attributes they wish to see their students develop inside and 
outside of formal study, often varying the list of attributes depending upon the mission and 
focus of the institution. 

3.2 Research into the use of Graduate Attributes at universities in Australia and Hong Kong 
(Donleavy, 2012; Kember, 2017)2 has shown a preference towards social responsibility, with 
attributes such as ‘ethical conduct and responsibility’, ‘global perspectives and sense of 
citizenship’, ‘intercultural understanding’ being prioritised. The benchmarking process against 
other UK universities has supported this research, with attributes relating to ethical awareness 
and global citizenship having a significant presence. Other commonly recurring Graduate 
Attributes in the UK market relate to intellect and innovation, and communicative skills. 

3.3 The current Graduate Qualities (a term used synonymously with Graduate Attributes) were 
approved by Senate in 2012 (S/11/83); at that time this was one of the first examples in a UK 
university (See Appendix 1 – for current list of attributes). Although used extensively by 
Careers and Enterprise for the Skills Audit - undertaken by undergraduate students on entry - 
and in the delivery of the current Durham Award, they have not been as widely adopted by 
departments or colleges.  

3.4 The Durham Award Steering Group has highlighted the value of having community-agreed 
graduate attributes and proposed that the Durham Graduate Qualities be reviewed and 
updated to reflect the current University Strategy. The Group identified potential improvements 
by, for example, reducing the overall number of attributes; making the language more active 
and easier to communicate; and ensuring that they reflect the whole spectrum of University 
developmental experience. 

4. Financial and Resource Implications 

N/A 

5. Consultation 

None to date. 

                                                
 
1 Bowden, J., Hart, G., King, B., Trigwell, K., & Watts, O. (2000) Generic Capabilities of ATN University 
Graduates. Canberra: Australian Government Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs. 
2 Donleavy, Gabriel (2012) ‘Proclaimed Graduate Attributes of Australian Universities: Patterns, Problems, and 
Prospects,’ Quality Assurance in Education, 20/4, 341-356.  
Kember, David, Hong, Celia, Yau, V. W. K., Ho, Shun Amaly (2017) ‘Mechanisms for Promoting the 
Development of Cognitive, Social, and Affective Graduate Attributes,’ Higher Education, 74/5, 799-814. 
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6. Next Steps 

6.1 Following feedback from Education Committee and the Wider Student Experience Committee, 
the proposal to review and update the Graduate Qualities will be presented to Senate.  

7. Further Information 

Further information is available from Tony Fawcett tony.fawcett@durham.ac.uk. 

Appendix 1: Durham Graduate Qualities 

 Understanding Disciplines 
o Critical Analysis 
o Research Capability 
o Engaging with the Professional World 
o Scholarship 
o Practical Competency 

 

 Study Skills 
o Independent Learning 
o Numeracy 
o IT Skills 
o Information Skills 
o Literacy 

 

 Interpersonal Skills 
o Networking 
o Negotiation 
o Communication 
o Leadership 
o Teamwork 

 

 Entrepreneurial Behaviours 
o Initiative and Drive 
o Opportunity Identification 
o Problem Solving 
o Emotional Intelligence 
o Innovation and Creativity 

 

 Personal Effectiveness 
o Time Management 
o Careers Management 
o Self-Awareness 
o Continuing Professional Development 
o Adapting to Change 

 

 Understanding the World Around You 
o Ethical Sensitivity 
o International and Local Perspective 
o Cultural Awareness 
o Environmental Awareness 
o Commercial Awareness 

 
 
 

mailto:tony.fawcett@durham.ac.uk
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Appendix 2: Proposed Terms of Reference for Senate Task and Finish Group 
 

1. The Senate Task and Finish Group is to review and update the Durham Graduate 
Qualities to reflect the University Strategy (2017-27) 
 

2. The proposed Graduate Attributes should have broad support as a reference point for 
student development and cover the breadth of students’ development both inside and 
outside of their programmes of study. 
 

3. The Task and Finish Group will consist of faculty, college, Experience Durham and 
student representatives. 
 

4. The Group will consult widely with internal and external stakeholders including, but 
not necessarily limited to: staff in colleges, academic departments and professional 
services; students at different levels of study (undergraduate, post-graduate taught 
and postgraduate research); alumni and employers. 
 

5. Proposals for updated Graduate Attributes will be presented to Senate in the 2018-19 
academic year, so that they can be employed in 2019-20. 

 


