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Curriculum Review – interim report 
Background 
1. At the end of October 2010 the Working Group circulated widely across the University a 

consultation paper detailing draft principles for curriculum review.  Feedback was sought 
and received from a wide range of groups.  This report summarises the key issues 
arising from the consultation exercise, and recommends for approval underlying 
principles for the development of the taught curriculum (detailed in Annex 1).  The 
implementation of these principles, should they be approved, is considered in 
paragraphs 22 to 24, but the intention is that once approved by Senate these principles 
should inform the development of all taught undergraduate and postgraduate 
programmes within the University. 

2. This report has been approved by the chair of the Working Group, and approved by 
Education Committee for recommendation to Senate. 

Results of the consultation exercise 
3. The following paragraphs summarise the significant issues raised in the consultation, 

and responses made to these issues in developing the final principles for consideration 
for approval. 

4. A comprehensive list of those bodies and individuals that responded to the consultation 
is attached as Annex 2.  The feedback totalled c.60 pages of A4, and the Curriculum 
Review Working Group considered both this raw feedback and a summary report on the 
key issues emerging from the feedback.  Both the summary report and the raw feedback 
itself are available from the Head of the Academic Support Office on request.  
Additionally on 16 December 2010 Education Committee with participation from 
members of Research Committee held a half away-day to consider the draft principles 
for curriculum review, and the feedback received at this event has informed the drafting 
of this interim report. 

General issues 

5. Several general issues relating to the draft principles were raised in responses to the 
consultation.  A number of these were detailed issues that will be addressed in later 
stages of the Curriculum Review when detailed proposals are brought forward (for 
example the relative priority of the areas detailed in the principles, and when 
departments would be expected to address each area). 

Research-led education 

6. Overall, responses to the consultation warmly welcomed the emphasis in the principles 
on research-led education.  Some responses expressed the view that the University’s 
definition of research-led education needed to be sufficiently broad to encompass the 
range of approaches already employed in this area, while others emphasised the need 
for the University to make clear to all staff the definition of research-led education 
adopted by the University.  This latter approach was emphasised at the Education 
Committee half away-day, and given the feedback received, raising knowledge of the 
University’s chosen definition of research-led education is critical. Systematic 
dissemination, for example through the Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice, 
FECs and departmental education committees will be important to ensure Durham’s 
approach to research-led education is widely understood and delivered. 

7. The consultation paper prompted a number of comments on the proposed principle that 
research-led education should be ‘a coherent, progressive and explicit strand at all 
stages of a programme’.  This was welcomed by respondents, and while there were a 
small number of adverse responses, the Working Group felt that these were based on 
the respondents not fully appreciating the breadth of the University’s definition of 
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research-led education.  Given this, and the centrality of research-led education to the 
University Strategy, the Working Group believe this principle should remain as currently 
drafted. 

8. A number of responses linked the principle of ‘a coherent, progressive and explicit 
strand’ of research-led education in all programmes to the need for a clearer 
understanding of what the University meant by progression and coherence in an 
undergraduate degree.  One element of this was the view that the University needed to 
consider ‘contact hours, content and structure of modules and conceptualising ways of 
structuring programmes in different years of programmes’.  Another was the need for 
clearer progression and coherence in Combined Honours, Natural Sciences and joint 
honours degrees (in particular the view that in such programmes a student’s dissertation 
should explicitly address the range of subjects studied in such programmes). 

9. The Working Group felt that these were important issues.  The Department of Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS) have established a joint review group with UUK and the NUS 
on Student Charters and the indication is that all universities will be obliged to have a 
Charter in place by 2012. Work should therefore commence to develop a document 
which provides clarity on the rights and responsibilities of students, enabling the 
University to manage students’ expectations both before and during their time at Durham 
and clarify the University’s expectations of staff in ensuring an excellent student 
experience.  This would not be a service level agreement or student contract, but rather 
an overarching expression of the balance of rights and responsibilities between the 
University and our students, which highlights that the student is an active partner in an 
academic community of practice and not a passive consumer of higher education.  
Follow-on work may well identify the need for tailored documents to meet the different 
needs of undergraduate students and taught postgraduates and additional work on our 
rationale(s) that underpin our approach to contact hours. 

10. Currently at undergraduate level, elements of a progressive curriculum have been 
embedded within the core regulations, through the specification of University level 
descriptors and minimum credit values. However there is a strong case for revisiting 
some elements of this particularly the adjacent level rule.  Programme coherence is 
already considered through processes such as programme approval and review, 
although the Working Group felt that where programmes were inter- or multi-disciplinary 
by design (for example joint honours, Combined Honours and Natural Sciences) greater 
emphasis might be given to ensuring that students integrated knowledge across the 
disciplines studied. 

11. Consideration was, therefore, given to developing a principle or principles that would 
specifically address the issue of coherence and progression.  Writing meaningful 
principles in these areas that added anything of substance to the existing formal 
requirements for departments to demonstrate progression and coherence, at the same 
time as ensuring that these did not become overly prescriptive is difficult.  More 
importantly, the issues raised are more likely to be effectively addressed through the 
implementation of the principle relating to coherent and progressive approaches to 
research-led education.  The need to ensure that such approaches are at the heart of 
each programme’s curriculum will require progression and coherence to be a 
fundamental issue of programme design and development, as all programmes identify 
the ways in which they will progressively induct students into the relevant community(ies) 
of practice.  Emphasising this aspect of the existing principles is, therefore, likely to be 
an effective way of addressing the progression and coherence issue, and an approach 
that is more aligned with the overall emphasis of the University Strategy and Education 
Strategy.  Consequently it is proposed that for the moment no further specific mention of 
coherence and progression be made in the principles. 
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12. Many respondents commented on the proposals that all students do a major ‘capstone’ 
project/dissertation, and on the minima of 40 credits at undergraduate level and 60 
credits at postgraduate level for such projects/dissertations.  While many respondents 
welcomed these proposals, others expressed some concern either about the 
requirement that a project/dissertation be completed by all students and/or the proposed 
level of the minima.  The Working Group felt that it was an important principle that all 
graduates from the University’s taught programmes had experience of undertaking a 
piece of significant independent research, reflecting the centrality of research to the 
Durham’s mission, the University’s belief in the value of the links between education and 
research and the wide range of valued competences and skills students developed 
through independent research.  The Working Group therefore felt that these principles 
should be retained, although it recognised that there would be circumstances in which a 
strong and compelling case might be made for an individual programme to vary from the 
norms detailed in the proposals.  The Working Group also agreed that it would be helpful 
if the principles made explicit the underlying assumption that there were research-based 
activities that fulfilled the same function as a dissertation. 

Inter- and cross-disciplinarity 

13. This was by far the most controversial area of the consultation paper.  A small number of 
respondents urged the Working Group to be far more ambitious in this area.  These 
responses were, however, far outnumbered by those who in effect felt that the proposals 
were already too ambitious in requiring that students be given the opportunity to take 
modules outside their primary area(s) of study.  There were many reasons for this.  
Some felt that developments in this area would run counter to the emphasis elsewhere in 
the principles on inducting students into a community of academic and professional 
practice.  There were concerns, for example, that if enacted at master’s level this would 
dilute the subject focus required at this level of study.  Others raised issues relating to 
the requirements of PSRBs and accrediting bodies, while several pointed out that the 
University offered opportunities to study multi- and inter-disciplinary programmes through 
Combined Honours, Natural Sciences and joint honours, and that they did not feel it was 
appropriate to compel students who had chosen to study single honours subjects to 
study ‘outside’ modules.  To these were added the view that there was little evidence of 
student demand or desire for this among the undergraduate student population.  It was 
also clear from the consultation responses that any developments in this area would 
need to pay greater attention to the different contexts in which undergraduate and taught 
postgraduate programmes operate. 

14. The fundamental issue that underlies this reaction was highlighted at the Education 
Committee half away-day.  The clear view expressed here was that the University had 
not undertaken the type of detailed consideration of the issue inter- and multi-
disciplinarity provision that it had in an area such as research-led education.  It was 
therefore felt that more preparatory work needed to be undertaken to understand the full 
breadth of issues raised by this before specific recommendations could be brought 
forward.  Consequently this proposal has been removed from Annex 1.  It is proposed a 
strand of work is undertaken by the Working Group drawing on the comments from the 
Education Committee half away-day. On the basis of this work a recommendation will 
subsequently be made to Education Committee. 

15. A more positive response was received to the suggestion that cross-department thematic 
modules should be developed.  It was felt that such modules should be linked to 
University Research Institutes and research centres, drawing on the peaks of excellence 
in the University’s research activity, and thereby broaden the perspectives of students at 
the same time that they helped to deliver research-led education.  The enthusiasm for 
this type of development was shared by a number of respondents, although the need for 
such modules to have a clear academic rationale based around groups of academic staff 
with shared research interests was emphasised.  While two departments specifically 
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objected to this suggestion arguing that interdisciplinary modules should be linked to 
specific degree programmes, the balance of opinion supported this principle. 

16. In taking forward developments in this area, it would be clear that all modules would 
continue to need to be ‘owned’ by a single board of studies for the purposes of 
governance and quality management. 

Employability and skills 

17. Where respondents commented on this area of the consultation paper, the response was 
generally positive.  Some negative comments were made about the lack of a member of 
the Careers Advisory Service on the Working Group. However there had been a lengthy 
discussion of the consultation paper at the meeting of the Student Experience Sub-
Committee’s Employability and Skills Steering Group which had made a number of 
recommendations to the Working Group, the Deputy Head of CAS attended the 
Education Committee half away day and the Curriculum Review and Student Support 
Review would be discussed with the Employer Advisory Forum (a new standing group 
comprising leading employers of Durham graduates).  There was a suggestion that more 
emphasis needed to given to the international context for developing the employability 
and skills agenda.  The Working Group agreed to contact the Director of CAS to look at 
this issue and report back to the next meeting of the Working Group. 

18. The issue of what academic and generic skills should be offered in Durham taught 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes emerged as a key issue both in relation to 
the curriculum and the student support reviews.  Responses indicated the need to have 
a clearer sense of what ‘is’ a Durham Graduate in terms of essential graduate attributes; 
what tools we can make available for the assessment of generic skills, focusing 
particularly on an initial assessment of the skills level of students on arrival at Durham 
and an assessment of “distance travelled” by the student during their time at Durham; 
what training and development support we need to provide to students at Durham and 
the level of provision which should be available to address any skills gaps which are 
identified. This feedback does not require amendment to the principles but in response to 
the comments a Skills Audit Group has been set up to investigate these issues and feed 
recommendations into both Working Groups. 

19. Issues relating to the development of academic literacy skills were raised in a number of 
responses.  These responses served to emphasise the importance of this area, but this 
is already acknowledged in the specific commitments contained in the curriculum review 
principles (together with parallel commitments in the principles on student support).  
Consequently no revision was felt to be necessary to the principles in Annex 1.  However 
follow on work will be necessary to ensure detailed work is undertaken in this area and 
though there are no simple solutions for example by dealing with academic skills through 
better induction arrangements, there are important opportunities that will be explored. 

20. The proposal that the University develop a framework to ‘allow credit to be awarded for 
student employment or short-term community/work-based placements that have involved 
the application or development of academic knowledge and skills relevant to their subject 
area’ was specifically welcomed in a number of responses.  There was discussion at the 
Employability and Skills Steering Group as to whether it should be required in all 
circumstances that there was a link to a student’s subject, but overall the Group felt that 
the challenge of assessing this type of placement, plus the resourcing requirements 
relating to management, of placements that did not link to a department were significant.  
The Working Group did feel it would be helpful, however, to revise the relevant principle 
to stress that the important issue was the responsibility of an academic department for 
assessment to make it clear that where appropriate a student in one department could 
undertake a work-based module offered by another department. 
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21. Finally, one response to the consultation highlighted the need to stress even more than 
the draft principles currently did ‘student outcomes from research-led education being 
transferable into employment;  in other words, what the students learn about research in 
a research-intensive university should be demonstrably linked to applying research 
thinking in other environments’.  The Working Group endorsed this point, agreeing to 
strengthen the principles in this respect, while noting that an emphasis research-led 
education was not a silver bullet that would address all of the challenges the University 
faced in advancing its employability and skills agenda. 

Internationalisation 

22. A common comment on the consultation paper was that there needed to be further 
consideration given to the section on internationalisation, which was felt to be the 
weakest of the paper.  At its most extreme this view was expressed as requiring 
‘rethinking the nature of what we teach in order to create an international ethos’.  The 
Working Group concurred with the general sentiment that the guiding principles relating 
to internationalisation needed clarifying and strengthening.  There is, however, a need to 
stress that the purpose of Annex 1 is not to map out a detailed plan of action, but to 
establish the principles against which detailed plans can be developed.  The key point at 
this stage is to establish the principle. 

23. The issue in this section of the consultation paper that prompted the most feedback was 
that of study abroad.  Many respondents welcomed the suggestion in the ‘Underpinning 
structures’ section of the principles that more flexibility be introduced in allowing the 
delivery of more short-fat modules at undergraduate level (this is already permitted at 
taught postgraduate level), noting that this would potentially increase the scope for 
incoming and outgoing exchanges. 

Underpinning structures 

24. The most frequently referenced of the proposals under this heading related to increasing 
the provision for short-fat undergraduate modules, referred to above.  The other issue of 
substance raised was the strong advocacy by the Faculty of Science of scheduling 
teaching in the final three weeks of the Easter Term, ‘and that there should be no penalty 
for departments who wished to schedule teaching during this period’.  Following 
investigation it remained unclear to the Working Group what the obstacles to, and 
penalties for, this are.  Nonetheless the Group felt that departments should continue to 
be encouraged to make use of this time for student learning (for example, the Group felt 
that for continuing undergraduate students this period might be used to help induct 
students into the requirements of their next level of study). 

Implementation 
25. Annex 1 contains proposed ‘Underlying principles for the development of the taught 

curriculum’, which have been revised as detailed above in the light of the feedback 
received on the initial draft of these principles in the consultation paper.  If they are 
approved, these will be incorporated as a statement of principles in Section 3 – 
Curriculum Development of the Learning and Teaching Handbook. 

26. The intention is not that these principles prescribe the content of individual programmes.  
Instead principles 1 to 3, 6 to 9 and 11 will serve as core questions that must be 
addressed in the design and delivery of every programme.  They will inform key quality 
management processes such as module and programme approval, annual review and 
periodic review.  Where a department feels that it has a strong and compelling case for 
varying from one of these proposals, this will be considered for approval at faculty level.  
The remaining principles (4, 5, 10 and 12 to 15) will drive the development of University 
policy in relation to the development of the curriculum. 
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27. Should the principles in Annex 1 be approved, the next phase of activity will be for the 
Working Group to develop detailed proposals to support the implementation of the 
principles.  Several such proposals will be brought forward during 2010/11, but given the 
scale of the ambition within the proposals it is likely that implementation will extend into 
future years.  These detailed proposals will be subject to consultation across the 
University, and final approval by Education Committee and (where appropriate) Senate. 

Impact assessment 
28. It was suggested as part of the consultation exercise that consideration needed to be 

given to the impact of the proposed principles.  The Working Group did not, however, 
feel that it was practical to impact assess principles, but it will provide an impact 
assessment for all future detailed proposals (as it is only when this level of detail is 
available that impact can properly be assessed).  All proposals will be considered for 
approval by Education Committee, which will consequently have a crucial role in 
assessing the specific and cumulative impact of all proposals.  The intention is to embed 
implementation within existing processes and structures wherever this is possible, in 
order to avoid an overly bureaucratic approach to implementation. 

Action requested 
29. Senate is asked to approve the principles proposed in Annex 1, and the approach to 

implementing these principles detailed in paragraphs 25 to 28 above. 
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Annex 1 Underlying principles for the development of the 
taught curriculum1 

Introduction 
Durham University’s strategic aim is to ‘achieve the highest standards in research-led 
education for both undergraduates and postgraduates’ in a learning community ‘that 
empowers all to learn and develop to their full potential’.  To support it in achieving this aim, 
the University will develop and support curricula in accordance with the following principles. 

Research-led education 
1. Research-led education2 will be embedded within the curriculum of all programmes of 

study, with research-led education (as appropriate to the academic community(ies) of 
practice to which the department belongs) being a coherent, progressive and explicit 
strand at all stages of a programme.  The University will expect that this begins at Level 
1 of undergraduate programmes (and Level 0 for those programmes incorporating a 
foundation year) and immediately in taught postgraduate programmes. 

2. All programmes of study will normally engage with all four of the modes of research-led 
education defined in footnote 2, and while in some cases there may be specific reasons 
why a programme(s) is not able to incorporate all four modes any exceptions will need to 
be explicitly justified. 

3. All degree programmes will include a major research project, dissertation or equivalent 
(at undergraduate level typically 40 credits and at taught postgraduate level typically 60 
credits) where students are able to demonstrate the development of their own research 
and independent study skills, as well as their expertise in their chosen field of study.  
This major research project will provide a ‘capstone’ to their Durham education that 
allows students to demonstrate their ability as independent learners and researchers. 

4. The University will develop a research culture at undergraduate and taught postgraduate 
levels, with programmes of study ensuring that students at these levels are inducted into 
the research culture of their department.  Mechanisms will be developed for recognising 
student research in taught programmes from Level 1 onwards.  This might include 
developments such as prizes, junior research associate schemes or journals of 
undergraduate and taught postgraduate research. 

Inter- and cross-disciplinarity (also see principle 12 below) 

                                                 
1 Unless otherwise stated, the principles should be understood as applying to both undergraduate and 

taught postgraduate programmes. 
2 Throughout these principles , the term ‘research-led’ should be understood in its broadest sense 

encompassing all four types of research-led education detailed in the standard definition of this term: 
‘research-led:  in the sense that the curriculum is structured around subject content, and the content 

selected is directly based on the specialist research interests of teaching staff; teaching is often based on a 
traditional ‘information transmission’ model; the emphasis tends to be on understanding research findings rather 
than research processes. Limited emphasis is placed on maximising the potential positive impacts of teaching on 
research. 

research-oriented:  in the sense that the curriculum places emphasis as much on understanding the 
processes by which knowledge is produced as on learning the codified knowledge that has been achieved; 
careful attention is given to the teaching of inquiry skills and on acquiring a ‘research ethos’; the research 
experiences of teaching staff are brought to bear in a more diffuse way. 

research-based:  in the sense that the curriculum is largely designed around inquiry-based activities, rather 
than on the acquisition of subject content; the experiences of staff in processes of inquiry are highly integrated 
into the student learning activities; the division of roles between teacher and student is minimised; the scope for 
two-way interactions between research and teaching is deliberately exploited. 

research-informed:  in the sense that it draws consciously on systematic inquiry into the teaching and 
learning process itself’. [Griffiths, 2004 quoted in A Jenkins and M Healy, Institutional strategies to link teaching 
and research (2005), p.21]. 
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5. The University should develop a suite of inter- and/or cross-disciplinary modules, 
thematic and issues-based in nature, that will draw on staff across academic disciplines 
in ways that reflect the increasingly cross- and inter-disciplinary character of the 
University’s research strategy and activity.  An opportunity to undertake one of these 
modules at some point in their studies will be available to all students. 

Employability and skills 
6. All programmes will develop a wide-range of skills in our students (also see principles 4, 

12 and 13 in the Principles for student support), with many of these skills being acquired 
through enquiry-led activities that develop many of key attributes valued by employers 
and which prepare our graduates for further study and employment.  The skills 
developed through enquiry-led activities will be combined in all programmes with the 
development of a wide range of skills that will provide students with the competences to 
succeed in the world of work and the ability to manage their own intellectual and 
professional development. 

7. Skills acquisition and the way in which these are developed through academic content, 
modes of learning and assessment methods, will be clearly defined in module and 
programme material and effectively communicated to students. 

8. All programmes of study will provide an ongoing clearly-structured academic induction 
that provides students with a firm foundation in the writing, communication and numeracy 
skills (appropriate to their level) required in their chosen subject area so that they are 
fully prepared for their studies. 

9. All programmes of study will utilise a diverse range of modes of assessment (appropriate 
to the discipline, subject matter and learning outcomes) that support the development 
and demonstration of a broad range of competences and skills, with modes of learning 
and teaching being revised as necessary to support this diversification of assessment. 

10. The University will develop a framework that will allow academic credit to be awarded for 
student employment or short-term community/work-based placements that have involved 
the application or development of academic knowledge and skills relevant to the 
academic subject of the department offering the module. 

Internationalisation 
11. Curricula will be designed to provide students with the opportunity to develop as 

international citizens.  All programmes of study will be internationally relevant, and their 
curricula will incorporate intercultural competence (in ways that are appropriate to their 
subject area) so that they can make a positive contribution to an increasingly globalised 
society. 

12. All students will be strongly encouraged to undertake credit-bearing languages as 
optional modules within their programme of study, and will be given the opportunity to 
undertake such modules at some point during their programme of study. 

13. The framework proposed in principle 10 above will also apply to short periods of study 
abroad. 

Underpinning structures 
14. The University will retain its current academic year and modular structures, but seek to 

increase the flexibility within these structures as far as is practicable in order to 
implement effectively the principles detailed above. It will do this through delivery of an 
increased number of modules in a short-fat mode of study and increased flexibility in the 
potential credit values of modules, in order to facilitate placements, study abroad and 
research-led education.  It will also encourage departments to make full use of the 
teaching year, including the final three weeks of the Easter Term. 
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15. Key quality management processes, for example programme approval, curriculum 
development, annual review and periodic review will be used to support, and monitor, the 
implementation of these principles. 
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Annex 2 Consultation responses received 
University committees 
University Executive Committee 
Education Committee 
Student Experience Sub-Committee 
Arts and Humanities Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) 
Arts and Humanities Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate) 
Science Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) 
Science Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate) 
Social Sciences and Health Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) 
Social Sciences and Health Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate) 
Board of the Faculty of Arts and Humanities 
Board of the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health 
Colleges’ Board 
Senior Tutors’ Committee 

Departments 
Department of Anthropology 

Department of Archaeology 
School of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 
Combined Honours 
Department of Geography 
School of Government and International Affairs 
Department of Mathematical Sciences 
School of Modern Languages and Cultures 
Department of Music 
Natural Sciences 

Individual responses 
Dean of Queen’s Campus 
Andrew Russell, Department of Anthropology 

Students 
DSU Council 

Professional support services 
Academic Office 
Information Technology Service 
International Office 
Library 

Others 
Employability and Skills Steering Group 
Senior officers of the Faculty of Science1 

                                                 
1 Submitted in lieu of a response from the Faculty Board. 


