
Development and the wider student experience at Durham 

University  

Introduction to the paper 
This paper is concerned with student development in its broadest sense. While academic 

learning cannot be meaningfully divorced from other aspects of student growth, the paper’s 

primary focus is upon those other elements at Durham that are considered to embrace the 

wider student experience. 

The paper is divided two parts. Part One provides a retrospective account of some of the key 

developmental mechanisms that operate within Durham University. It seeks to make explicit 

many of the subtle, often tacit, interpersonal and symbolic processes operating within the 

colleges and across the wider University (notably, in the Students’ Union and Experience 

Durham), that, in combination, produce what is often described as The Durham Difference.  

In contrast, Part Two looks to the future. It seeks to outline a number of ways by which the 

University can further its ambitious student development agenda. Recognising the need to 

significantly upscale development activity, it offers a scenario that places high emphasis 

upon proactivity, coordination, communication, and reflection, while drawing upon the unique 

characteristics and strengths of a collegiate system working in close partnership with all 

sections of the University.   

PART ONE:  How and why the Durham Difference works 

The development outcomes 
The Colleges and Wider Student Experience Division, together with colleagues across the 

University, proposed three over-arching student development outcomes that were 

subsequently endorsed by UEC and Council. These are: personal effectiveness, intellectual 

curiosity, and a sense of belonging and responsibility.  

Personal effectiveness enhances students’ ability to lead, and also to support, members of 

their community; it boosts their employability and, ultimately, increases their ability to fulfil 

their life goals. Intellectually curious graduates will achieve better outcomes for themselves 

and for society, through seeking out and integrating diverse perspectives, by recognising the 

problematic nature of received wisdom, developing good arguments, and by contributing to 

society’s intellectual and academic firmament. Achieving a strong sense of belonging and 

responsibility is a key means of ensuring individual and collective wellbeing both for Durham 

students and for those others whose lives they are seeking to enrich, and for encouraging 

behaviour underpinned by principles of ethics and sustainability in students and graduates.  

The mechanisms of development at Durham 
Human development always take place within a context, comprising several systems ranging 

from at one end, the microsystem, which incorporates the settings where the individual has 

most direct contact with others (for our students, this is their home and various university 

and work settings) to, at the other end, the macrosystem - those aspects of their broader 

culture in which people share common beliefs and values with others.  Ranging across all 

systems, human development results primarily as a function of our personal characteristics, 

our situational and temporal contexts, and those everyday proximal interactions regularly 

experienced over extended periods of time.  



When students join the Durham University community, they do so as high achieving, strongly 

motivated, individually and socially committed, aspirational persons. While the desire that 

university life should prove to be a formative and rewarding experience is probably universal, 

each new entrant will bring with them, not only a distinctive and wide variety of personal 

characteristics, but also a unique set of experiences, priorities and goals.  

It is important to emphasise that, in seeking to offer our students multiple opportunities for 

transformational development, we are not envisioning, or positioning, them as passive 

recipients of university-offered processes geared to producing graduates who conform to a 

pre-determined notion of excellence. Rather, we seek to provide, not only a first-rate 

academic experience, but also an environment that enables our students to follow their wider 

interests and fulfil their potential in whatever ways they deem most important. Here, the 

importance of student choice, agency, and autonomy is key. For example, leadership is a 

greatly valued characteristic in most societies, and is likely to be particularly emphasised at 

Durham. However, it is important to recognise that not all aspire to be leaders; some prefer 

to contribute socially in other ways, perhaps as active supporters or as followers, or, indeed, 

not at all. Some are eager to reflect upon and record explicitly the acquisition and/or 

improvement of specific skills; others prefer to engage in some activities purely for the 

intrinsic sense of enjoyment that results from participation or because they value the 

outcomes of those activities for their own sake. We recognise that, in some cases, to reflect 

and report on one’s activity would be to stifle and diminish the nature of the experience. In 

other situations, considered reflection will be key to learning that can be subsequently 

transferred to new experiences and settings. Typically, students will differentiate between 

those situations where reflection upon action is deemed appropriate or not; it is our task to 

help them make considered choices in this respect. This issue is explored in more detail in 

Part 2. 

In ensuring that our students gain maximally from their university experience, we endeavour 

to offer opportunities, information, perspectives, encouragement, and guidance, in ways that 

will help them to gain knowledge and develop skills and, as a result, transcend their existing 

understandings and ambitions. Here, it is important to note that the term, ‘we’ refers to the 

broader University community comprising staff, students, alumni, and other contributing 

parties.  Crucially, recognition of the central role of students, as reciprocally influencing, and 

being influenced by, the University environment is both fundamental and central to our 

philosophy, operations, and structures. 

While powerful mechanisms to aid development are listed below, we recognise that these 

rarely operate as discrete elements. Rather, they function organically to create a University 

ethos that: 

 Anticipates that all students will strive to achieve academically, while also seeking to 

develop their potential in those domains that are personally meaningful for them 

 Emphasises the role of students as key instigators and drivers of developmental 

goals  

 Embodies a culture which encourages and champions the maximisation of personal 

growth and development irrespective of current ability  

 Facilitates individual and group learning within multiple communities of practice 

 Celebrates an abiding spirit of participation  

 Provides a secure setting in which failure, following committed endeavour, is typically 

framed as a positive learning experience 

 Operates both proactively and reactively to enhance student engagement and 

development in both familiar and novel forms of activity 



 Encourages students to reflect upon their learning and development in ways that can 

inform and influence their future lives 

 Anticipates that members of the wider University (including alumni and members of 

Senior Common Rooms) with domain-specific expertise will willingly act as mentors, 

coaches and role models 

 Encourages and fosters a strong sense of social responsibility not only towards 

members of the University community, but also regionally, nationally and 

internationally. 

Within the University, our values and ethos are evidenced across multiple settings: academic 

departments, professional services, the Students’ Union, Experience Durham, the Colleges, 

and many other forums. They are signalled, not only by particular organisations, operations 

and structures, but also during the multiple interactions of daily life. Here, subtle, often 

implicit, messages about our community’s core beliefs are communicated and variously 

absorbed, modified, challenged, ignored, or discounted. While the University has a strong 

sense of purpose and an explicit set of values, it recognises that the extent to which these 

will be embraced by our students should, ultimately, be a consequence of individual choice. 

The existence of the college system enables a range of generic mechanisms, instantiated in 

many different ways in different colleges or other contexts, to foster students’ development 

towards the three outcomes highlighted above. It will be noted that they frequently interact 

with and strengthen each other. The mechanisms considered in this document are: 

 student initiative and leadership 

 a wide range of avenues for engagement 

 challenge and support at both individual and group levels  

 infrastructure 

 communal living with diverse peers 

 culture, values, symbols and stories 

Student initiative and leadership 
Possibly the most significant of all the mechanisms is the clearly communicated expectation 

that students will act on their own initiative, take responsibility for personal and community 

development, lead groups, and establish new ones, in the pursuit of their various individual 

and collective interests. While they may often choose to seek advice from experienced 

others, in most aspects of their lives they will self-organise and ultimately retain responsibility 

for decision-making. 

The availability of leadership, and other roles of responsibility, is a direct function of the 

range and scope of possible activities; put simply, the more groupings that operate, the more 

group leaders are required. While all universities have the potential for groups to form for 

such purposes, the availability of both pan-University and collegiate activity at Durham 

encourages and facilitates substantially higher numbers of groupings than is typically found 

in other educational institutions. Each requires leaders, officers, advocates, and supporters, 

so maximising the proportion within the student body performing such functions. An 

investigation in 2016 for the Wider Student Experience Strategy Working Group established 

that, across the colleges, there were a total of 2,803 positions of leadership or responsibility 

in student-run organisations. The collegiate structure provides an encouraging and 

facilitative environment for anyone who wishes to establish a new club or society. College, 

student common room and external alumni funding can often be made available to assist in 

supporting such initiatives.  



A wide range of avenues for engagement 
The operational spheres of Durham Students’ Union, Experience Durham and the Colleges 

not only maximise the number of activities and groupings that can operate but, crucially, they 

permit skill development and enjoyment irrespective of one’s initial or potential ability.  

Experience Durham (ED) provides coaching and mentoring in arts, sports and volunteering 

for all University students many of whom are operating at the highest levels. Input is 

provided by University staff, fellow students, external coaches, and alumni with relevant 

expertise and interest. Working in concert with the Students’ Union, a range of pan-university 

clubs and societies operates for those whose abilities may range from novice to expert. The 

emphasis at ED and the Students’ Union differs somewhat in terms of the expectation of, 

and desire for, expert instruction, assistance, and guidance. A key philosophical component 

of the SU is its emphasis upon peer leadership in undertaking activity and, to some extent, 

this provides a valuable counterpoint to the ED mission to foster excellence in student 

performance, in part, through the provision of expert assistance. Essentially, these are 

primarily differences of emphasis, rather than differences of kind. Many of the activities in the 

Students’ Union are replicated in college clubs and societies, but others are relatively 

specialised and niche, and some have close links to particular academic departments  The 

SU offering provides a valuable opportunity for those wishing to form an esoteric or highly 

specialist society to recruit sufficient numbers of students to make its operation viable, while 

also ensuring that there is no barrier to participation because of insufficiently high student 

interest. 

Much student development activity operates within the University’s sixteen colleges. These 

offer opportunities for student engagement that are typically not limited by current ability.  In 

some cases, provision exists for those for whom the desire for skill development and 

improved performance is the primary factor; for others, the opportunities club membership 

provides for social cohesion and affiliation is equally, if not more, important. In some 

settings, for example, student theatre, members of the same group may differ in their 

priorities. Some may engage in order to acquire or develop high level skills; others may 

prioritise the social and creative aspects of ‘putting on a show’. What is important is that, 

whatever their goals, no student considers themselves excluded from participation on the 

grounds of insufficient ability or experience.  

The multiplicative effect of sixteen Colleges each offering theatre and music groups, multiple 

sports’ teams, volunteering, academic events, and a plethora of other clubs and societies, 

results in very high levels of participation. Currently, there is participation from over 6,000 

students in arts, music, theatre, volunteering, charities and other societies at college level 

(though some double-counting is unavoidable). The opportunity to engage, irrespective of 

ability, has resulted in a 75% sports participation rate and ambitions to increase this. 

University and College theatre at Durham (28 theatre companies with 82 productions) enjoys 

participation rates that are only rivalled by Oxford (29/45) and Cambridge (25/90). 

Competitor institutions offer a far reduced opportunity (UCL 4/20; Imperial, 3/5; Warwick, 

3/12; York, 2/24; St. Andrews, 2/5; Bath, 3/14). Music is similarly strong. Boasting the top 

music department in the UK (Sunday Times 2018 Tables), and 81 University and college 

ensembles, provision ranges from premier level groups where entry is by successful audition 

to others that are open to musicians of all abilities.  

Challenge and support at both individual and group levels 
The normalisation of high-level participation and the desire for excellence are, in part, a 
function of repeated interactions within communities that exemplify, emphasise, and endorse 
a growth mindset. Within the colleges and other University groupings, our students engage 



individually and collectively with a wide variety of personnel who are dedicated to the 
enhancement and realisation of student potential.  In the Colleges, the scale of the 
community is smaller such that each student can feel themselves a member of a clearly 
defined, long-lasting and physically immediate community. A sense of purpose and agency 
is signalled through repeated interactions with fellow students whose close physical 
proximity and collegiate identity are core to the provision of a highly aspirational, nurturing, 
and supportive environment that encourages a strong sense of responsibility to others.  
Members of the community are actively engaged in prompting, encouraging, and inspiring 
others to try out new experiences. 
 
Students act as role models to others by virtue of their position and status within their college 
and the wider University, their demonstrable levels of dedication and expertise, and by their 
willingness to contribute to the development, performance and wellbeing of others. College 
staff, in all their many and varied roles, show considered interest in the individual, making 
them feel welcome, important, interesting, and valued. In their multiple, daily interactions, 
senior staff consistently signal a strong belief in each student’s ability to succeed in those 
areas that are important to them. A powerful mechanism is the consistent sense of challenge 
to students to create and grasp development opportunities. Staff seek to encourage students 
to develop new ideas and possibilities, provide opportunities for exploratory dialogue, advice 
and guidance and, as appropriate, signpost students to others (e.g. alumni) with specialist 
knowledge and expertise. College alumni, mentors, members of the SCR, and friends of the 
University, acting as powerful role models, regularly engage with students. They build 
trusting relationships over time, and offer advice, challenge, support and access to powerful 
learning experiences, sometimes in fieldwork/professional settings that would not otherwise 
be easily accessed. The role of our alumni has become increasingly influential in recent 
years. Many are highly accomplished in their chosen fields yet remain willing to offer high 
level mentoring and internship opportunities in leadership, sports, arts, and a variety of 
careers. Some regularly return to their academic departments and colleges as recruiting 
agents for their various organisations. Such a contribution powerfully reinforces our students’ 
understanding about University/College lifetime identity, loyalty and commitment.  
 
Student leaders are cognisant of areas where the provision of knowledge and advice about 
wellbeing and health is helpful to members of their communities. In each college, and in the 
Students’ Union, they offer multiple opportunities for student learning by means of 
campaigns, presentations, workshops and written communications on welfare issues. They 
can also engage in the everyday dialogue and debate that occurs when group members live 
in close proximity. They highlight and sensitise their peers to issue of diversity and equality, 
and seek to alleviate the tensions that can result when reconciling the exercise of individual 
rights with the expectation of social responsibilities. 
 
College staff act proactively with student leaders to maximise student wellbeing. Their 

accessible presence within a collegiate community enables students to have confidence to 

seek advice and support, as necessary. In most cases, problems can be resolved at an early 

stage before situations become critical.  Where necessary, however, staff ensure that 

students are signposted to specialist University and external services. A range of university 

services are available to offer this specialist advice and assistance.  

Support is recognised as an important process that, provided appropriately, will facilitate 

student development. However, achieving a critical balance is essential; without sufficient 

support, students may sometimes flounder and fail to achieve their goals. On the other hand, 

the provision of excessive support can undermine or negate a student’s sense of personal 

responsibility and agency and ultimately result in unhelpful expectations and dependencies.  

University staff intervene in those situations where student conduct is injurious to 

themselves, the smooth running of their communities and the harmony of the wider locale. In 



intervening, a key goal is to help students to understand their responsibilities to others, and 

to themselves. Wherever possible, disciplinary action is conducted in a manner than leads 

those concerned to recognise the impact of their actions upon themselves and to others and 

to understand the ways that they may better discharge their social responsibilities. It is 

important that this is carefully managed and those subjected to disciplinary sanction are not 

left with a residual sense of injustice and grievance that may lead them to rationalise 

inappropriate, maladaptive behaviour. Such outcomes are undesirable, even if they 

extinguish problem behaviour, as they are likely to undermine the individual’s personal 

growth and development. Top down management control over student behaviour is 

minimised, wherever possible, and the desirability of achieving self-regulating communities 

is exhibited through both word and deed. 

Infrastructure 
Collegiate identities are framed within buildings and grounds that offer an ideal human scale 

for the purpose of student development. Each college is of sufficient size for a wide diversity 

of activity while ensuring close physical proximity and regular planned and unplanned 

interaction. Colleges provide locations for a full range of social, academic and recreational 

activities that encourage livers-out to visit regularly and interact with students from other year 

groups, staff, alumni and members of the SCR. 

Financial infrastructure is a crucial contribution of the college system, Experience Durham, 

and the Students’ Union to student development. Financial structures permit students and 

staff to use resources flexibly and in ways that are responsive to student needs. Many 

alumni are eager to offer financial support for scholarships, to support development 

activities, and to contribute to the provision of particular buildings, equipment and other 

physical resources that are beneficial for their college, department, or the University more 

generally. This has led to the existence of trusts in some colleges providing financial support 

for the development activities of students over and above that which can be provided by the 

University. 

The personal and professional networks possessed by college staff and SCR members 

constitute a third form of infrastructure for student development, allowing many students to 

be put fruitfully in contact with third parties they would otherwise never have encountered 

(see Part 2 of this document for a vision of how this could operate in the future).  

Communal living with diverse peers 
A college community consists of far more members than those who live in its immediate 

environs. However, the physical structure of a college provides a focus for interpersonal 

activity and a strong sense of communal continuity. 

Residence in College offers our students an invaluable opportunity to experience life as an 

independent member of an adult community. Students learn to balance the personal 

freedoms of adult life with the responsibilities and obligations of communal living. Powerful 

relationships are typically built up with peers living together but, unlike a hall of residence, 

the network of associations with immediate neighbours operates within a clearly defined, 

larger college community that typically embraces a distinctive ethos and culture. Life 

alongside those from a wide variety of backgrounds and countries reduces the human 

tendency to associate with those who share similar backgrounds. As a result of multiple 

exchanges, students become aware of perspectives and ways of seeing the world that they 

may not have encountered before. Close proximity typically provides rapid feedback on the 



consequences of their actions. A close temporal link between action and reaction is often 

important for learning and reflection. 

Elected student leaders in colleges have high visibility within their communities. JCR and 

MCR officers gain experience of leading and representing members of a student body who 

will have competing interests, perspectives and values. On behalf of their community, they 

will negotiate with a wide range of personnel, both within and outwith their college and the 

University. They will learn from the challenge of exercising influence, and a degree of 

behavioural regulation, over their fellow students, some of whom will not be readily accepting 

of their authority. Large numbers of students will gain invaluable experience of applying and 

campaigning for elected office, and, if elected, they will experience the challenge of juggling 

the consequent and competing demands that often result. Others will learn to cope with 

disappointment, and what may be unhelpfully perceived as public failure, within a safe 

environment that will respect and appreciate their willingness to put themselves forward.  

Colleges operate in partnership with academic departments as communities of academic 

practice in which undergraduate and postgraduate students from across a full range of 

disciplines regularly interact with one another, with academic staff, with highly accomplished 

professionals, and with visiting national and international scholars. Students are encouraged 

to engage in the high-level consideration of ideas, and in ways of thinking and understanding 

that often differ markedly from those to which they are exposed in their own particular 

disciplines. In the colleges, and across the Students’ Union, students are encouraged to 

debate, critically examine and, where possible, seek to resolve, pressing social and 

philosophical issues. Intellectual curiosity can be encouraged both by the many 

presentations and seminars that operate in colleges and departments, but also as a 

consequence of the everyday interpersonal exchanges of College and University life. Staff 

understanding and knowledge of the particular interests, specialisms and goals of individual 

students enables them to assist with introductions to, and sometimes, more prolonged 

engagement with, leading thinkers and professionals from around the world.  

Culture, Values, Symbols and Stories  
The first part of Durham’s strapline, “Shaped by the past” is reinforced heavily by multiple 

symbols around the City, particularly on Palace Green. At the beginning of each student’s 

academic career, our Matriculation Ceremony in the Cathedral offers a powerful and moving 

experience. Such symbolism adds to students’ sense of belonging to an academic 

community that dates back for more than a thousand years. In contrast, our more modern 

buildings reflect the second half of the strapline, “Creating the future”. The relatively close 

physical juxtaposition of iconic University buildings, separated by almost a thousand years, 

perfectly reflects the University’s emphasis upon academic scholarship as reflecting both 

tradition and innovation. As they leave the Matriculation ceremony, they are typically met by 

other members of their colleges who welcome them in a variety of noisy and celebratory 

ways (this experienced will be closely mirrored at their Graduation ceremony). Usually, on 

the same day, they pose for their college photo in the knowledge that, for many, a moment 

frozen in time will be looked upon with affection and pride throughout their lives. 

In relation to student development, particularly pervasive symbols can be found on items of 

student clothing. Students are proud to signal their various and complementary University 

and Collegiate affiliations on shirts, hoodies, tracksuits and other items. As is the case in 

many universities, clothing depicting student membership of their university assists in identity 

formation. However, the widespread signalling of the complementary membership of a 

college further deepens students’ sense of belonging at a different scale. What is particularly 

characteristic of Durham students is the proliferation of clothing items and other items 



(mugs, lanyards, pens etc.) that proclaim membership of a particular University or College 

club or society. As behavioural economics has shown us, we tend to be motivated to pursue 

courses of action that others appear to be taking. The existence and accessibility of multiple 

collegiate clubs and societies enables even those students with relatively modest 

accomplishments in any given domain to gain a sense of pride in their participation. Such 

items are often proudly retained by alumni for many years after graduation. 

Although Durham colleges vary in their use of academic gowns, their ubiquity and visibility 

across the City environment helps to proclaim Durham’s longstanding academic heritage. 

Their absence from some colleges helps to emphasise collegiate diversity, and this 

difference accentuates, rather than conceals, the University’s academic traditions.  

Powerful symbols are represented and communicated by patterns of human behaviour, and 

it is through myriad forms of activity that the students’ sense of belonging and the 

importance of giving to others is primed and nurtured. For example, on arrival at their 

colleges on “Freshers’ Sunday”, incoming students and their families are enthusiastically 

greeted by Freshers’ Reps (Freps) and their luggage is borne to their bedrooms in a spirit of 

thoughtfulness and comradeship. The sharing of the load is more than just a logistical aid: it 

is a powerfully symbolic act - a powerful mechanism to communicate the sense of 

community and belonging that operates at Durham. Our student representatives ensure that 

in providing a wide and diverse range of experiences, and being strongly aware of the 

responses of a subset of Freshers, no one feels lost or isolated, or feels any pressure to 

conform to behaviours or engage in activities that are not appropriate for them. During this 

first week, the constant commitment, energy, dedication and self-sacrifice of our Freps are 

highly salient and immediately symbolic of a community that gives to, and cares for, one 

other.  

Students rapidly become aware that many college and academic staff have a long-term 

history and commitment to the university. Many academic and professional staff speak 

openly and with pride about their own time as Durham students. College buildings are 

replete with human history, whether they are contemporary, products of the mid 20th century, 

or nine hundred years old; and first-hand or third-party accounts of the experiences of alumni 

and staff are frequently shared with present students. 

The photographic presence of previous generations, printed alumni material, and regular 

contact with former students provides a constant reminder that, for many, social networks 

formed at university are not transitory but remain for a lifetime. The commitment of alumni to 

provide support in many different ways serves as a constant reminder that one’s university 

and college affiliation is for life, not just for a few years. Students are regularly reminded of 

their future responsibilities to others and encouraged to make the world a better place 

through service to local and international communities. Opportunities to realise such 

responsibilities are provided by Experience Durham (e.g. the Zambia project), the Students’ 

Union (e.g. Student Community Action and DUCK activities) in the colleges, and through 

academic departments and institutes (e.g. the IHRR).  

Key characteristics pertaining to the three outcomes 

Students and graduates may demonstrate the three overarching outcomes of personal 

effectiveness, intellectual curiosity and a sense of belonging and responsibility in many 

different ways. The following constitute some of the most important. 



Personal effectiveness 
1. A ‘growth mindset’ in which the development of skills and talents is recognised as 

achievable by means of focused effort and determination (incremental 
understanding), rather than as reflecting fixed capacity (entity understanding). 

2. An ability to identify personal goals through reflection. This involves a willingness to 
critically appraise default/ready-made assumptions around desirable goals, and 
construct goals that are personally meaningful. 

3.       A determined propensity to act purposefully in pursuit of prioritised goals. 
4.       An ability to achieve goals and surmount obstacles by one’s own actions and the 

strengthening of key characteristics and dispositions. Important elements may 
include planning, time management, self-discipline, budget management, self-
awareness, emotional intelligence, resilience, enterprise, initiative, and creative and 
critical thinking. 

5.     An ability to achieve goals, and surmount obstacles, by working with others. This 
requires skills in communication, assertiveness, negotiation, management, and 
leadership. 

 

Intellectual curiosity 
1. Appreciation of the broad diversity of academic disciplines and their value and 

unique contributions. 
2. Open-mindedness, inquisitiveness, broad horizons, and respect for diversity. 
3. Creativity. 
4. Critical thinking and recognition of the problematic nature of knowledge 
5. Conscious, critical reflection on one’s own ethical principles and assumptions. 

 

Sense of Belonging and Responsibility 
1. Lifelong affinity to the College, the University, the City, and the North-East region. 
2. Engaged social citizenship. 
3. Respect for others and for oneself. 
4. Belief in the responsibility to sustain and develop the communities at all scales of 

which one is a part.  
 
The ultimate product of these three outcomes may be conceived of as wisdom. Wisdom is 
defined by Robert Sternberg (Visiting Professor, and recipient of an Honorary Doctorate, at 
Durham University) as the balanced use of one’s analytical intelligence, creativity, common 
sense/practical ability, and knowledge. These are mediated by positive ethical values toward 
the achievement of a common good through a balance among (a) intrapersonal, (b) 
interpersonal, and (c) extrapersonal interests, over the short and long term to achieve a 
balance among the adaptation to, and shaping of, existing environments, and the selection 
of new environments. 
 

 

  



PART TWO:     Looking to the future 
 

By 2020, a transformed WSE Division will have a prominent role in taking forward a wider 

University student development agenda unlike anything experienced in other higher 

education settings. In their operations, colleges will build upon their record of outstanding 

activity, but will also have progressed from a stance that sometimes tended to be reactive 

and primarily concerned with supporting rather than challenging our students. While it is 

understood that the provision of support is an important component of development and 

challenge, we will rebalance our processes in ways that are geared to proactively promote 

student agency and responsibility. Our future focus will be upon effecting the 

transformational enhancement of student abilities, energies and motivations, leading to the 

maximization of their potential in the areas of personal effectiveness, intellectual curiosity, 

and the fostering of a sense of belonging and responsibility. In seeking such an outcome, we 

will be mindful of the need to recognize, understand, and cater equitably for student 

difference and diversity in all their many forms. 

To achieve these outcomes, we will have established comprehensive networks and 

mechanisms that will enable our students to be more cognisant of opportunities operating in 

their College and across the University more broadly, understand how these might be 

accessed, and subsequently reflect upon their experiences and new learning. College staff 

will have major responsibility for maintaining and managing the information network and for 

promoting and signposting activities to our students. While many student opportunities will 

continue to be linked to particular College initiatives and alumni groups, a structured network 

involving close communication across colleges, academic departments, professional support 

services, Experience Durham, and the Students’ Union will ensure the ready exchange of 

information that will enable a greater proportion of students to access specialist guidance 

and assistance. Such pan-College provision will be particularly necessary over the next 

decade when several new colleges will be building their networks and will be largely unable 

to draw upon a large alumni base or other long-term partners and supporters. 

In line with the philosophy espoused in Part 1 of this document, our students will be fully 

participating members of a University environment where actively seeking to fulfil one’s 

potential in whatever ways are personally meaningful is a normalised and ubiquitous 

expectation. To maximize the fulfilment of their potential, our students will benefit from high 

quality mentoring and coaching that will be provided by multiple sources: peers, college and 

university staff, alumni, and a wide network of other partners and supporters. 

A number of key aspects of personal development, cutting across key domains of activity 

(e.g. sport, arts, employment, volunteering), will be actively targeted. These could include: 

 Leadership 

 Broad intellectual growth and curiosity 

 Enterprise 

 Community affiliation and contribution         

 Interpersonal and intrapersonal effectiveness 

 Health and wellbeing 

While these elements are routinely catered for in many Durham University settings, it is 

envisaged that a more targeted, organic, and systemic approach that enables the services of 

highly skilled coaches/mentors to be accessible to a high proportion of students will operate. 

Such activity will not replace much existing high quality work in individual colleges, often 



reflecting particular enthusiasms, climates and traditions, and but, instead, serve in a 

complementary fashion, widening and deepening broader student experience.  

The furtherance of each of these elements will be managed and led by tasked groups 

comprised of students and University staff, with active engagement from alumni and other 

external partners. In some cases, a physical network may be established to coordinate a 

range of training and development activities; although others may be virtual. Where there is 

a physical presence, the network will be located within, and coordinated primarily by a staff 

team based in that setting -  a college, an academic department or a pan-university grouping 

such as Experience Durham. However, it will be understood that the relevant activities will 

not the preserve or the full responsibility of the particular body concerned. For example, 

should a network be located in a particular college, students in that college would not have 

prioritized access to its services and some key staff contributors will not be members of that 

college (although SCR membership will be encouraged).. 

There are some areas where there is very significant expertise and experience operating in 

different parts of the University. For example, in the area of Leadership, Experience Durham 

has developed a powerful development programme involving high-achieving alumni from a 

variety of professional spheres. The University’s Business School operates a highly 

successful International Network for Leadership and Followership. Additionally, leadership 

features in the research and teaching of academics in many different disciplines. Colleges 

also seek to develop their students’ leadership abilities, often drawing upon the collaboration 

of their alumni. The Students’ Union seeks to develop the leadership capabilities of its 

students through various training activities. Finally, leadership training courses are a 

significant feature of the offering for staff that are provided by Human Resources.  

The proposed Network for Leadership, perhaps led by Experience Durham, but formed of 

staff from across the University, would firstly engage in environmental scanning to 

understand what is on offer, what is not, what is desirable, and what is possible.  In the light 

of this analysis, the network would subsequently create a pan-University programme that 

would offer a suite of opportunities embedded within a range of different activities, These 

would most likely include the high level elite leadership training programme currently offered, 

academically focused modules and other inputs, College and Student Union-based 

initiatives, and the many serendiptitous opportunities that regularly arise in a dynamic 

academic environment such as Durham.  

Colleges and Experience Durham will work closely with the University Careers Service to 

engage with alumni across a wide range of occupations. The Careers Service will retain 

major responsibility for providing vocational guidance, and forming links with companies and 

partners at regional and national level. They will operate an extensive internship and work-

experience programme that will be far more extensive and far-reaching than has been the 

case to date. In addition, each college will be encouraged to operate a web-based data-base 

that permits alumni to offer their expertise and professional opportunities to a) students in 

their college and, ideally, b) more widely across the University. As noted above, it must be 

recognized that the establishment of several new colleges lacking a substantial alumni pool 

for the next generation, will place significant responsibility upon staff to seek to generate 

cross-College alumni activity. Nevertheless, alumni perspectives on this issue are likely to 

vary and we shall need to be sensitive to this. 

The University’s understanding of intellectual curiosity will be reframed as operating 

significantly beyond students’ immediate academic concerns. In line with the Durham Award, 

our students will be encouraged to search for the problematic in received knowledge and go 

far beyond their particular disciplinary understandings to examine, reflect upon and seek to 



resolve intellectual and practical life challenges. The traditional visiting lecturer format is 

often not highly succcessful in capturing student (particularly undergraduate) interest and 

engagement, and it is recognized that student-led events are often more widely embraced. 

Accordingly, our students will be encouraged to take greater responsibility for generating and 

organizing intellectual activities operating through a range of diverse formats. 

Our students will be encouraged to examine and extend their sense of belonging and 

responsibility in relation to College and University peers, their local and regional 

environment, and in wider national and international outreach activity. The involvement of 

alumni and other supporters will be substantially increased to extend and upscale the 

exemplary community activity already operated at College and University level. We 

anticipate that many more students would typically wish to engage in such activities but, for 

structural and temporal reasons, have not committed to these in the past. This untapped 

potential will be realized by stimulating the operation of a larger range of projects that will 

see participation in outreach as a mainstream student experience. To maximize the diversity 

and breadth of coverage, colleges will operate a variety of community projects that will 

reflect particular enthusiasms and interests yet, as far as possible, will demonstrate a degree 

of complementary and coordinated activity across the University. 

Finally, in realising the dynamic agenda outlined above, full recognition will be given to the 

need to overcome any potential tension between the cherished ideals of individual college 

diversity and agency, and the maximisation of opportunity for all students. For this reason, 

key staff in each College will act as key drivers and agents for their own student 

communities. These colleagues will ensure a culture and context in which students can 

create meaningful college experiences and opportunities that will reflect their unique set of 

interests and priorities. College Division staff, in partnership Experience Durham, the 

Students’ Union and academic and professional departments, will retain ultimate 

responsibility for ensuring that the broad aims for each student, as outlined in this paper, are 

offered and, in the majority of cases, realised (ultimately, and crucially, each student will 

retain control over the extent to which s/he engages in the WSE agenda) . However, no 

College should operate as an island and the encyclopaedic knowledge and understanding of 

particular College staff about broader University opportunities will enable them signpost their 

students to other colleagues and opportunities as appropriate. 

 
Illustrations –  
 

 The Network for Student Leadership  
 The Network for Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Effectiveness  

 
In the area of student leadership, Experience Durham has developed an extremely powerful 

development programme involving high-achieving alumni, the uniformed services, and 

student peer leaders. The University’s Business School operates a highly successful 

International Centre for Leadership and Followership. Additionally, leadership features in the 

research and teaching of academics in many different disciplines. Colleges also seek to 

develop their students’ leadership abilities, often drawing upon the collaboration of their 

alumni, while the Students’ Union helps to develop the leadership capabilities of its students 

through various training activities. The dynamic environment in which our students flourish 

actively encourages the development of leadership qualities that help to set our students 

apart from many of our peers. Our challenge is to further build on this natural environment 

and instill value based leadership at the core of our objectives.  



The proposed Network for Student Leadership, perhaps led by Experience Durham, but 

with its officers based in various parts of the University, would follow a process of 

programme establishment and operation common to each network. Colleagues would firstly 

engage in environmental scanning to understand what is already on offer, what is not, what 

is desirable, and what is possible.  In the light of this analysis, the network would 

subsequently create and co-ordinate a pan-University programme that would offer a suite of 

opportunities embedded across a range of different activities. In relation to student 

leadership, these would most likely include: 

 a year round elite leadership programme, engaging and supporting a relatively small 
group of student leaders selected on the basis of competitive application; 

 a series of shorter term initiatives (much of which would be delivered within colleges) 
designed to provide a far larger group of students with development opportunities 
whilst also encouraging them to challenge themselves further by accessing other 
components and activities provided by the Leadership Network; 

 academically focused modules and inputs (such as those offered within DUBS)  

 Student Union-based initiatives, and  

 the many serendiptitous opportunities that regularly arise in an academic and 
communal environment such as Durham.  

 

Leaders of the Network for Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Effectiveness will be charged to 
commission, catalogue and make accessible a network of bespoke I.I.E. courses and other 
activities that will embrace an encyclopaedic range of skills across the domain. These might 
cover such topics as conflict resolution, assertiveness, reflective listening, supporting others, 
recognising and understanding non-verbal communication, public speaking, decision-making, 
interpersonal, problem-solving, negotiation, understanding group behaviour, and working with 
challenging children or adults. Some inputs will be directly related to life after graduation and 
cover such topics as how to perform well in interviews, how to succeed on work placements and 
internships, and how to write a persuasive academic or vocational application. Other activities 
will place particular emphasis upon intrapersonal skills and knowledge, for example in self-
understanding and self-regulatory ability.  
 

Network Operations  

While inputs covering such topics as those listed above are often already available, these 

currently operate across the University in a wholly disconnected, disparate, and 

uncoordinated fashion, and are not readily identifiable or easily accessed by students or 

staff. Many students who might benefit greatly from participation fail to learn of events, or to 

gain access to these, because they are not members of a particular department, society or 

college. On occasions, this can result in poor attendance and reduced inclination to repeat 

the activity. 

Inputs may be delivered by, inter alia, members of academic departments and their visiting 

scholars, the Students’ Union, College staff, SCR members and alumni, Experience 

Durham, the Careers and Disability Services. It is also likely that colleagues from Human 

Resources would be able to make a valuable contribution to planning and providing input. 

To make the initiative maximally effective, the networks would do considerably more than 

merely identify, catalogue and advertise a programme of events operating over a term or a 

year. While a systematic and planned programme of relevant topics will be produced on a 

termly/annual basis, the dynamic and ever-changing nature of life and activity at Durham 

requires the operation of a comprehensive database that can be immediately updated and 



readily accessed by participants, as new opportunities arise. Information on emerging 

activities will be provided to the relevant network coordinators by colleagues and students 

from across the University. The resultant database would contain full details of each activity 

and its objectives, and indicate whether a given activity is open to all students, or whether 

priority is to be given to particular groups (e.g. law students, members of Student Community 

Action, finalists, or members of a particular college).  

University staff with particular responsibility for driving the student development agenda 

forward (and who will typically be operational leaders in at least one network) will have a 

sound grasp of the full range of opportunities available to students.  College staff will actively 

promote these to all of their students while also being cognisant of particular individual 

student needs and requirements. They would actively engage with alumni to encourage their 

participation and enrich the institutional offering. As a result of constant dialogue by 

University staff with network coordinators, the suite of activities would continually evolve to 

reflect student needs, preferences and satisfactions. 

In creating a number of networks that can provide inputs across key domains, we will guard 

against any possible iatrogenic consequences where silo groupings operate in isolation. We 

will produce an organic database that will accommodate the activities of all of the networks, 

together with, as far as is practicable, all other relevant development opportunities provided 

by other sections of the University. For example, such a database could list details about 

auditions for theatrical performances, meetings of religious associations, news of a visiting 

speaker, sessions for those interested in Olympic weightlifting, training on the use of a 

college recording studio equipment, a student-led debate on a particular topic, or a new 

community volunteering initiative. 

Learning from experience and building expertise 

There are many ways of learning from activity. Following action, we receive environmental 
feedback that we typically draw upon to help us change our behaviour (e.g. hitting golfballs 
on a driving range, observing what happens each time, and adjusting our swing as a result). 
Often, however, we need someone with expertise to guide us in making changes (e.g. we 
might not know how to improve one’s errant golf shots unless a professional provides 
guidance). Having received expert feedback, it may be possible to learn by ourselves once 
more (e.g. by returning to the range alone). Expert guidance of this kind can be contrasted 
with coaching, a form of assistance that can be undertaken by a procedurally skilled 
significant other who may lack domain-specific expertise. 
 
Contemplative reflection on action which includes:  

 examining what knowledge and skills have been employed in a given activity or role, 

 considering how things may have been done differently, and  

 identifying what other knowledge would have been/will be valuable,  
is often a powerful element of learning. Such processes can occur through self-reflection but 
are often more powerful when undertaken through focused examination with others.  
 
A key challenge for a development agenda, in which reflection is a key component, is that of 

targeting resources effectively. While many students benefit from detailed consultation with 

University staff, the proportion currently involved with staff in development-related reflection 

is considerably smaller than that to which we aspire. In helping our students to reflect upon 

and learn from their experiences, a range of procedures are likely to be necessary. These 

may include: 

a) Written or video-recorded reflection communicated to a third party (commonly, a 

member of staff). Here the expectation is that this material will either result in written 



feedback or be used to stimulate subsequent discussion. It may also be used for 

certification purposes (e.g. The Durham Award). 

b) A presentation to peers (and others) as part of a larger student development event;  

c) Group discussion between several students facilitated by an appropriate member of 

staff; 

d) 1:1 interviews between a student and a member of staff, mentor, or other appropriate 

supporter. 

While increased participation by alumni and DU supporters will help us to provide high 

quality opportunities for reflection and learning, scaling up such activity to the desired level 

will require additional staff time. While repurposing and refocusing the work of College staff 

and some colleagues in Academic Departments and Professional Services, will prove 

helpful, it would seem highly likely that additional staff resource will be necessary. Here, it 

would seem essential that this ties in closely to the additional resource earmarked for the 

operation of the Durham Award. 

It is important to recognise that learning from activity is not always easily accomplished. In 

some situations, knowledge acquired from action in a given context may be difficult to 

articulate or make explicit. Some such knowledge is tacit and conceptualised according to 

three main features. Firstly, it is acquired without a high degree of direct input from others. 

Learning takes place not primarily from instruction from others but, rather, results from the 

individual’s experience of operating within a given context. Such knowledge may not be 

easily understood or communicated. Secondly, tacit knowledge is essentially procedural in 

nature; it concerns how best to undertake specific tasks in particular situations. Tacit 

knowledge involves more than a set of abstract procedural rules, however; it is context-

specific and concerns appropriate action in given situations. Thirdly, the utilisation of tacit 

knowledge is intricately bound up with one’s own goals. Thus, we may be instructed on 

procedures to adopt in a given situation but our own circumstances, dispositions and 

personalities may lead us to take a different approach that may seem more effective in 

serving our own personal goals and agendas.  

Given the complexities involved in learning and reflecting on action, further thought will need 

to be given to issues of training for staff. Clearly, the capacity of staff to operate effectively in 

the area of student development is not fixed, but rather, requires a growth mindset. The 

repertoire of their core skills should include: an ability to engage with and communicate to 

students and staff from diverse backgrounds, an ability to inspire and empower others, 

networking skills, creativity, and a capacity for proactivity and enterprise. These should be 

combined with a personal investment in the process and ideology of student development as 

a key commitment of the University, and a key component of its wider student experience 

operations. 

Final comment:  The instilling of wisdom and the importance of leading an 

ethical and virtuous life 

Finally, the process of instilling wisdom involves, implicitly or explicitly, an appeal to the 

individual student’s personal values – moral, social, epistemic, spiritual – that s/he may or 

may not have articulated or examined. Indeed, sometimes certain values can be tacit, 

unrecognised except by reflection on a common thread emerging in one’s prior actions. So 

each aspect of personal development is also a prompt to reflection, examination, articulation: 

in other words a prompt to consider ‘the examined life’ and to discern what his/her flourishing 

might consist in. 



To facilitate this, the activities and mentoring associated with any aspect of development 

should include structured invitations (or challenges) to the student to reflect on her/his 

personal values – to consider how they are expressed in her/his conception of leadership, 

intellectual growth, well-being etc., whether they are adequate to those conceptions, indeed 

whether in the long run they are the right values for the flourishing life that the individual 

hopes to lead.  

 

Given this, moreover, it follows that in articulating our vision of development we have the 

opportunity to explain in ethical terms why one might wish to come to a collegiate life of 

study; and to this end, we should promote in detail the notion of ethical leadership, 

responsibility, initiative, the virtues of justice and compassion, an awareness of inequity as 

well as of diversity.  Indeed, students exhibiting wisdom in such fashion would become the 

leaders that we sorely need as a society, in all its aspects.  


