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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 This paper feeds back to the Committee the outputs of three strands of Division-wide 
engagement in the form of “Divisional Clinics” that have taken place over the past year in 
response to its request in February 2019. 

1.2 The Committee is invited to consider these outputs and advise on productive means to take 
this work forward.  

2. Strategic Context  

2.1 The University has strategic commitments to house 50% of its students so as to ensure that 
as many as possible can benefit from the residential aspect of a college experience, to 
substantially increase the proportion of its student body who come from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, and also to substantially increase the proportion of its student body who come 
from overseas. Practical and strategic challenges to the University’s Wider Student 
Experience (WSE) work arise directly from all of these overarching objectives. 

3. Background and Analysis  

3.1 Since 2017, the Colleges and Student Experience Division has been conducting “Divisional 
Clinics”, workshops involving 40-50 participants from across the Division and the University, 
including student representation, to discuss topical questions relating to the Wider Student 
Experience. WSEC was asked by the Chair at its February 2019 meeting to identify the most 
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important topics for discussion at future Clinics. The committee’s consensus was that “the 
two highest-priority areas for exploration and resolution of uncertainty were (a) what the role 
and form of the colleges should be; (b) how to ensure the University’s wider student 
experience offer was valuable and attractive to, and inclusive of, the broadest possible range 
of students”. 

3.2 The former point was considered through two Clinics which explored creative solutions to the 
problem of the increasing size of the Colleges. 

3.3 The latter point was considered to encompass both (a) access and participation by less 
advantaged students within the UK, and (b) the engagement of international students in the 
Wider Student Experience. These two topics were discussed on separate occasions, and the 
second was broadened in line with the University’s Global Strategy to encompass the 
international dimension of the WSE for all students as well as the WSE of international 
students specifically. 

4. Size and Shape of Colleges 

4.1 A Clinic in January 2019 had already identified six possible actions which could address the 
problem of the growing size of colleges: 

4.1.1 To proactively steer postgraduate taught (PGT) students towards non-collegiate 
purpose-built student accommodation (PBSA) 

4.1.2 To recreate the non-resident Society model alongside the residential College model 
(previously known in the University in the form of St Cuthbert’s Society and the 
Graduate Society, both of which are now residential colleges) 

4.1.3 To strike agreements to use PBSA blocks as annexes for designated colleges 
(already in use in some cases) 

4.1.4 To abandon the guarantee of first-year UG accommodation 

4.1.5 To modify the guarantee of first-year UG accommodation, perhaps by reserving 
accommodation on the college site for returning students, with first-year students 
given accommodation in annexes; students would “progress” to living in, rather than 
living out 

4.1.6 To tie college membership to residence, such that livers-out were not members of 
colleges (as is the case, for example, at the University of Otago, the University of 
Western Australia, and the Australian National University) 

4.2 UEC considered these six options in February 2019 and rejected options 4 and 6,  asking for 
the remaining four to be further explored. This was done in a second Clinic in May 2019. 

4.3 The May Clinic used voting software to assess attendees’ attitudes to these options before 
and after detailed discussion of their merits and disadvantages. The following points stood 
out particularly from the discussions: 

4.3.1 It was not acceptable to steer PGT students to PBSA blocks: the assumption that 
these students did not participate in the college experience which underlay this 
suggestion was simply incorrect, and such an action would also be clearly 
discriminatory. 

4.3.2 The use of PBSA block as satellite sites for colleges was problematic due to the 
physical distance between most PBSA sites and existing colleges, and the fact that 
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many of the rooms in such developments were studio flats, well known to work 
against the formation of community. 

4.3.3 The non-resident Society model did have some advantages, but by definition would 
not assist the University in reaching the target of 50% accommodation; it would also 
need to clearly provide the same collegiate benefits as other colleges did for their 
non-resident members. 

4.3.4 The concept of “progressing” to college residence was unlikely to be workable, given 
current difficulties in attracting returning students to college residence and the fact 
that residence elsewhere in the first year – when college identity is formed – was 
likely to very strongly dilute students’ allegiance to their college. 

4.4 All options other than the revival of the Society model were less popular in the second round 
of voting that followed the detailed discussion. However, a fifth and perhaps more radical 
model was identified by the group: to use PBSA blocks (often somewhat smaller than typical 
Durham colleges, with 100-200 rooms) as “satellite colleges”, with their own identities and 
leadership, linked to an existing larger college whose facilities they could use for activities 
such as sport and the arts. These colleges could potentially be led by a new category of 
college leader at a grade intermediate between existing Vice-Principals and Principals, line 
managed by the Principal of the linked College and providing opportunities for career 
progression for Vice-Principals. They could in some cases be “themed”, for example around 
sport if a site were found near Maiden Castle, or be designated for postgraduate students. 
This fifth option was also assessed using the voting software and was seen to be 
considerably more favourably perceived by the participants than any of the others. 

4.5 These results were presented to UEC in July 2019, and the Division was asked to convene a 
task group to examine the advantages and disadvantages of all five options in detail. It is 
likely that this group will be formed in 2020. 

5. Access and Participation in the Wider Student Experience 

5.1 A Divisional Clinic took place in July 2019 on this topic. The participants were reintroduced to 
the six mechanisms of development identified in 2017/18, and asked to vote to choose the 
three they felt were most relevant to the issues around access and participation in the Wider 
Student Experience for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The three mechanisms 
chosen were (a) infrastructure (physical and financial); (b) culture; (c) range of activities. The 
participants then discussed these topics in depth in breakout groups. 

5.2 Infrastructure. The following ideas were generated by the participants, mostly on the topic 
of financial infrastructure (funds for grants, bursaries etc.): 

o Financial infrastructure 

▪ Particular problems noted: drinking alcohol is widely expected, but 

expensive; assessment of parents’ income (required for much means-

testing) is problematic for estranged students; disability assessment is 

expensive and thus difficult to access for less advantaged students 

▪ WSE Fund outlined in the Access and Participation Plan – could be used to 

pay for: 

• Membership fees/subs 

• “Have a go” fund like Collingwood’s “Pitch for it” 

• Helping clubs and societies be more inclusive, rather than making 

individuals apply to a fund 

• Blanket grants to relevant groups of students, as at Hatfield 

• Must be combined with support for budget management 
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▪ Increase awareness of the financial support available 

▪ More marketing should show free activities such as walking clubs 

▪ Some US universities guarantee their students a certain number of hours’ 

work if they want it 

▪ Possibilities in regard to college catering work and other ops jobs – could 

help break down social barriers between staff and students 

▪ The University could choose to impose inclusivity conditions on the 

composition fee paid to common rooms 

▪ Increase price range of accommodation 

o Physical infrastructure 

▪ Need for more multi-faith prayer space 

▪ Studio flats are isolating 

5.3 Culture. The following ideas and points were generated by the participants: 

o Run sessions for first-generation students in all colleges 

o Run mature student conferences (used to happen) 

o Improve accessibility at occasions like formals – cease separating college officers 

onto a high table 

o Use outreach to break down myths that are perpetuated in schools 

o Don’t expect students to come to us: take services to them (as is done by Ustinov) 

o Combat culture of expectations around scale of events – for example introduce joint 

college events to reduce cost 

o Historical language used is exclusive, not self-explanatory to outsiders – e.g. 

“Common Rooms”, “Formals” – we must explain this language up front 

o 93-05% of freshers live in college – it is “expected”. But students from the local area 

tend not to live in college, for a variety of reasons, not all financial 

o Catered colleges can resemble boarding schools 

5.4 Range of activities. This topic was less productive, but it was noted that the University 
should better market the diversity of its offer – emphasising the culture of participation – and 
conduct research with under-represented groups, such as the First in Family Research 
Project linked to Hatfield College. 

6. Internationalisation of the Wider Student Experience 

6.1 A Clinic held in November 2019 considered (a) the outcomes international students would 
value from the Durham WSE; (b) the outcomes for all students from the international 
dimension of the WSE; (c) what steps could improve how we deliver these outcomes. 

6.2 The following outcomes particularly valuable for international students were identified: 

o Social and business relationships in the UK 

o Extended networks giving them courage, confidence and resilience 

o Sense of having a role to play 

o Pride and CV enhancement and through volunteering and teamwork (some 

international students place a lot of value on physical certification of extra-curricular 

experiences) 

o Communication skills 

o Confidence through taking on leadership positions 

6.3 The following valuable outcomes for all students, home and international, deriving from an 
international experience were identified: 

o Enhanced sense of group responsibility and citizenship 
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o Understanding and appreciation of other cultures 

o Critical understanding of one’s own culture in perspective 

o Confidence to thrive in a global environment 

o Recognition of cultural differences and confidence in negotiating them 

6.4 Ideas for improving the delivery of these outcomes fell into two categories, academic and 
non-academic. 

6.5 Academic proposals: 

o More flexibility – include a module into which many types of international 

experiences can feed 

o Recruit more diverse students – review entry criteria, target demographics, 

marketing activity, website, scholarships 

o Increase numbers of exchange programmes 

o Connect students with students elsewhere in the world through online courses or 

overseas campuses 

6.6 Non-academic proposals: 

o Consult with relevant student groups to ensure that the WSE offers what they want 

o Guarantee diversity in living and learning environment – for example, more even 

allocation of international students across the colleges, and mixed nationalities on 

corridors in colleges. 

o With regard to distribution of international students, review PG-only colleges – 

should we have none (an option of course strongly opposed by colleagues from 

Ustinov College), one as at present, or more than one? 

o Foster diverse relationships and a diverse community spirit, regardless of 

background – start by communicating the importance of these things and the 

benefits they bring 

6.7 Overall, the participants expressed the strong view that these efforts must be driven from the 
highest level, and international students must have a voice at that level; they must also be 
driven through the curriculum. 

7. Financial and Resource Implications 

7.1 N/A 

8. Risk, Equality, Environmental, and Social Responsibility Impact Analyses 

8.1 Risk: N/A 

8.2 Equality: N/A  

8.3 Environmental: N/A  

8.4 Social Responsibility: N/A  

9. Consultation 

9.1 The Divisional Clinics included representation from across the University, but specifically 
from staff in the Colleges, the Student Support and Wellbeing Directorate, the Operations 
Directorate, Experience Durham, and student representatives. 
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10. Next Steps 

10.1 No next steps have been planned to date, save for the commitment to UEC to investigate 
potential future collegiate models. It is hoped that the Committee’s advice can shape further 
work in all these areas. 

11. Further Information 

11.1 Further information is available from Tom Pullman (thomas.pullman@durham.ac.uk, 
x44885). 


