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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

Governance Support Unit 
 

Senate 
 
Title:  Review of Student Support Report 
Brief description of business Item: In June Senate approved the establishment of a 
working group to conduct a review of the University’s student support provision 
undergraduate and taught postgraduate levels.  During the Michaelmas Term 2010 this 
Working Group developed draft principles for the provision of student support, and 
undertook a wide-ranging consultation across the University on these draft principles.  This 
report takes this feedback into account, and proposes a final version of these principles for 
approval by Senate.  It also asks Senate to recommend revised term dates to Council, to 
allow for a full week induction at the start of the academic year. 
Deadline for action/response and staff to be invited to attend meeting: (if any)  
Consideration for approval at the 1 March 2011 meeting of Senate.  The Head of the 
Academic Support Office will be invited to attend discussion of this item. 
Action requested: 

 
Approval 

 

 
Endorsement 

 
Comment 

 

 
Information 

 
Outcome of previous consideration of item at Committee (if any):  The principles for 
student support proposed in Annex 1 have been the subject of extensive consultation 
across the University, as detailed in the attached paper.  This report has been approved by 
Education Committee for recommendation to Senate, and endorsed by UEC. 
Other committee approvals obtained or required (please give date where known):  
Council is required to approve the proposed revisions to term dates. 
Does the paper contain budgetary proposals? If yes, please consult with the 
Director of Financial Planning.  No 
Author name and contact details:  Professor Anthony Forster 
(anthony.forster@durham.ac.uk ;  extn. 46050) 
UEC sponsor name (where applicable): Professor Anthony Forster 
(anthony.forster@durham.ac.uk ;  extn. 46050) 
+Is paper to be closed? *Yes/No   If yes, please state reason  No 

Please contact Kate Deeming, Director of Governance Support for advice on scheduling of 
items to UEC, Senate and Council and for further advice about closed papers.  Telephone: 
46113 or email: c.r.deeming@durham.ac.uk 

Please contact Julie Waterfield, Director of Financial Planning if your paper contains 
budgetary proposals. Telephone: 46970 or email: j.d.waterfield@durham.ac.uk.  

 
*Note: There is also guidance at http://www.dur.ac.uk/foi/staff/committeedocumentation/.  A 
closed paper will be confidential to committee members and will not be placed on the web. 
 
** Strike through as applicable. 
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Review of Student Support – interim report 
Background 
1. At the end of October 2010 the Working Group circulated widely across the University 

draft principles for student support.  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 student support 
(detailed in Annex 1).  The implementation of these principles, should they be approved, 
is considered in more detail in paragraphs 19 to 20, but the intention is that once 
approved these principles should inform the development of student support provision 
across 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 Review of 
Student Support 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.   

Overarching 

5. A number of responses welcomed the general approach suggested by the opening 
section of the proposed principles.  Some responses noted that the line between 
academic and pastoral issues was not always a clear one, and one respondent 
suggested that to address this the mechanisms for academic support and guidance 
within academic departments should be the primary element of student support with 
support in colleges a secondary element of student support.  This view was explicitly 
refuted by another response which pointed to the value that pastoral support in the 
colleges added to the student experience as a source of support to which students could 
turn.  The Working Group concurred with the latter view, feeling that the balance of 
responsibilities between departments, colleges and Specialist student services proposed 
in the principles was appropriate.  It noted that this would place a particular premium in 
the next phase of the Group’s work in ensuring effective communication between the 
different providers of student support. 

6. When the interim report was discussed at Education Committee it was felt that the 
principles could usefully include a separate section on personal development, drawing 
together material on the responsibilities for personal development that was diffused 
across several principles in the consultation paper circulated in Michaelmas Term 2010.  
It was also felt that a clearer statement should be included about the obligations of 
students in respect of making use of the many opportunities for personal development 
the University offered through its academic departments, and its colleges.  These 
amendments have been incorporated into Annex 1. 

7. 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 
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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. 

Induction 

8. While a very small number of responses disagreed with the contention in the 
consultation paper that ‘current arrangements for initial induction are not fit for purpose 
and need to improved’, the Working Group noted that 13 responses supported extending 
the induction period to a full week with an increased emphasis on academic induction 
during this period.  Only one response opposed an extension to the induction week, 
while two others expressed the view that the Michaelmas Term should commence on a 
Monday without commenting on the length of the induction week. 

9. Consequently the Working Group proposes that the University proceed with developing 
plans for a full induction week with the Michaelmas Term commencing on a Monday 
(thereby extending this term by two working days for incoming students), to take effect 
from October 2012.  Revised term dates to take account of this are included in Annex 3.  
In response to issues raised in the consultation exercise, proper account will be taken 
when developing these proposals of the varying needs of different students groups (for 
example international students, taught postgraduate students).  There will be full and 
further consultation on the detail of these new arrangements, which will be submitted to 
Education Committee and Senate in due course for approval.  Some responses 
expressed the view that if the University did move to a full induction week it might also 
consider altering the pattern of its term lengths from 10 weeks plus one induction 
week/nine weeks/nine weeks to nine weeks plus one induction week/10 weeks/nine 
weeks.  The Working Group were not entirely convinced by this suggestion, but felt that 
such issues should be considered when detailed proposals for induction are developed. 

10. Some responses expressed a view that the annex on induction attached to the 
consultation paper appeared to concentrate on its structure rather than its content.  The 
consultation paper was not the place to set out this level of detail as it was setting out 
general issues not detailed proposals, and this detail will be provided later this academic 
year.  The Working Group did, however, think that now the general shape of the 
induction period was settled it would be helpful to have a high level principle on key 
aspects of induction and this is included in Annex 1.  One important part of the 
development of induction will be the introduction of a diagnostic generic skills audit that 
all students will be asked to undertake on entry to the University (drawing on examples 
of good practice at leading US and Australian HEIs).  The Skills Audit Working Group is 
undertaking this work and will feed recommendations into the Working Groups on 
Student Support and Curriculum Review. 

Academic support and guidance 

11. Responses to the consultation paper made little reference to the principle relating to the 
provision of support for academic literacy and study skills, save for the concern 
expressed in one response that this amounted to a transfer of responsibility from 
colleges to departments.  It has never been the case that colleges are responsible for the 
provision of academic study support, and the fact that such a contention can be made 
emphasises the need to state clearly the responsibility of departments for academic 
support. 
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12. The aspect of the consultation paper that prompted by the far the most reaction was the 
principles relating to the proposed academic adviser system.  There was broad support 
for the proposals in the Faculty of Science, where it was felt that at undergraduate level 
systems of this type already operated in many departments 

13. Many responses welcomed the proposed academic adviser system in principle, but 
some expressed concerns about aspects of the proposal such as the feeling that rather 
than impose a single model of adviser system the principles should ‘focus on the 
fulfilment of functions, rather than a standard mechanism through which they might be 
fulfilled’.  In relation to the mechanisms for academic support and guidance a number of 
alternative approaches were suggested, such as an enhanced role for level tutors (at 
undergraduate level) or dissertation supervisors.  The Working Group considered these 
proposals very carefully, but remained concerned that such approaches would not meet 
the need for the University to provide consistent, personal academic support for 
students.  Typically level tutor schemes are more reactive in the way that they support 
students than the proactive support envisaged through the academic adviser scheme.  
Moreover, the sheer number of students a level tutor is responsible for militates against 
the kind of personal engagement between adviser and advisee that the Working Group 
believes is essential to effective academic support and guidance.  In relation to an 
enhanced role for dissertation supervisors, the Working Group was concerned that this 
placed too much emphasis on the final stages of a student’s programme of study when 
academic support and guidance is as, and frequently more, valuable in the earlier stages 
of a student’s programme of study. 

14. Some concerns were expressed about how the proposed academic adviser system 
would operate for specific groups of students (for example taught postgraduate, joint 
honours, Combined Honours, Natural Sciences).  Issues relating to the resourcing and 
workload implications of the academic adviser scheme were raised by several 
respondents, both in general terms and in relation to specific concerns such as whether 
the additional resource that the scheme would require would be the most cost-effective 
way of improving the student experience and levels of student satisfaction.  Finally, some 
responses expressed the view that not all members of academic staff should be 
expected to act as academic advisers as this role would require detailed knowledge (for 
example about programme regulations and module choice) that not all would have. 

15. The Working Group recognised and welcomed the constructive way that colleagues had 
engaged with this aspect of the draft principles.  There was a recognition in the Group 
that some of the detail included in the principles on academic support and guidance 
perhaps detracted from the key point that the Working Group was trying to communicate:  
its belief that all students should have a designated member of academic staff who knew 
them personally and was able to support their journey through their programme of study, 
by taking an overview of their academic performance and providing academic support 
and guidance at key points in each student’s academic programme.  The Working Group 
accepted that it would therefore be appropriate to reduce the level of specificity relating 
to the academic adviser scheme by removing some of the more detailed aspects of 
these proposals, but that the core principles of the proposed scheme should be retained.  
By doing this the Working Group felt that it was ensuring that the University would have a 
clear framework for providing high quality academic support and guidance for its 
students, while reducing the level of prescription within the proposals in recognition of 
the issues raised in the consultation (it would for example allow for a degree of variation 
between departments or types of provision, provided that the key principles were met), 
and that ways of reducing the administrative demands placed on academic staff will 
need to be identified in order to free up time to act as academic advisers. 

16. In recommending the principles on academic support and guidance contained in Annex 
1, the Working Group recognises that there are specific issues that will need to be 
progressed.  If these principles are approved UEC will need to consider how to respond 
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to any resourcing implications;  work will need to be undertaken by the Dean of the 
Graduate School to consider the most effective way of implementing these principles for 
taught postgraduate students (taking particular note of the needs of part-time and 
distance learning students);  and similar conversations will need to take place with the 
directors of Combined Honours and Natural Sciences to develop models of provision that 
meet these principles in the very different organisational context in which these 
programmes operate.  The Working Group also recognise that in implementing these 
principles care will need to be taken to ensure that this is done in a way that minimises 
any administrative demands resulting from the scheme and UEC will need to review 
what resources will be required to ensure effective implementation.. 

Pastoral support 

17. Senior Tutors’ Committee were generally supportive of the consultation paper as a 
whole, and Colleges’ Board limited itself to comments such as the need for the paper to 
give more attention to the student support needs of postgraduate students and part-time 
students (almost all of whom are postgraduate).1  The only other comment of note was 
the view of the Arts and Humanities Faculty Board that ‘the Colleges’ Division need to 
ensure that consistency is imposed across the colleges in the way that they deal with 
students’.  The Working Group considered this issue, and noted that the proposed 
principles would significantly strengthen oversight of the provision of student support 
within colleges as for the first time the structures for the provision of this support would 
be subject to consideration and approval by Student Experience Sub-Committee. 

Specialist student services 

18. The draft principles on the specialist student services yielded little if any comment.  other 
than a matter of nomenclature (with Colleges’ Board questioning whether ‘professional 
support services’ was in fact the right term, suggesting an alternative term was needed 
to avoid any potential perceived implication that other areas of the University providing 
student support were not professional in their approach).  As a result the term ‘specialist 
student services’ has been adopted in this report, and the principles in Annex 1. 

19. The Working Group noted that the principle concerned with the review of specialist 
student services’ provision was particularly apposite, given the opportunity to review 
processes that will result from the current development of Palatine House. 

Underpinning structures 

20. Little was said under this heading, and the principle has not been amended. 

Implementation 
21. Annex 1 contains proposed ‘Principles for student support’, which have been revised as 

detailed in the light of the feedback received on the initial draft of these principles in the 
consultation paper.  If they are approved, it is suggested that Section 2 of the Learning 
and Teaching Handbook be recast as a section on student support and progression and 
that Annex 1 form the statement of principles for this section of the Handbook. 

22. 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.  These proposals for implementation will, amongst others, address issues 
such as model(s) for the operation of academic advisers;  resourcing implications of the 
academic adviser role;  training and support for implementing the principles;  and the co-
ordination of information and support across the various students 
tutors/advisers/services. 

                                                 
1 A group led by the Dean of the Graduate School is already considering the issue of college membership 

for part-time postgraduate students, which is due to report to SESC and Education Committee in Epiphany Term 
2011. 
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23. 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 proposals will be subject to consultation across the University, and final approval 
by Education Committee and (where appropriate) Senate. 

Impact assessment 
24. The Working Group did not 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 
25. Senate is asked to: 

a. approve the principles proposed in Annex 1, and the approach to implementing these 
principles detailed in paragraphs 21 to 24 above; 

b. recommend to Council that it approve the principle that the University should move to 
a one week induction period, with the Michaelmas Term starting on a Monday, from 
October 2012 (leading to the revised Michaelmas Term dates detailed in Annex 3). 
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Annex 1 Principles for student support 
Overarching 
1. Significant change in our student profile is underway as a result of the growth in the 

numbers of postgraduate and international students, the increase of students with 
disabilities and the development of distance taught and distance learning programmes. 
Student support must recognise and address the needs of our increasingly diverse 
student community. 

Induction 
2. Approaches to induction will recognise and address the fact that induction is an ongoing 

process that extends beyond the first two weeks of a student’s programme of study.  
Effective induction is crucial to ensuring that students are supported throughout their 
time at the University.  Formal induction processes will be put in place in all departments 
and colleges. 

3. Induction for new students will cover all aspects of the student experience including an 
academic induction that addresses the skills required to read for a degree in the 
student’s chosen subject area(s) and a college induction which amongst other things 
covers student support within colleges and access to Specialist student services. 

Academic support and guidance 
4. Provision for developing academic literacy and study skills will form an ongoing part of 

the academic support provided by our departments.  This will be supported by a 
University level generic skills audit for all incoming students. 

5. All taught students will be appointed an Academic Adviser in their academic 
departments, who will be responsible for providing academic support and guidance – by 
which we mean providing feedback and advice on a student’s overall academic 
performance and progress (including performance in examinations), and advice and 
guidance on study choices - throughout a student’s programme of study.  An Academic 
Adviser will offer their advisees the opportunity of individual meetings at key stages in 
the programme of study (these will depend on such factors as the stage and mode of 
study but for example is likely to include initial induction; in connection with module 
choice; and to provide feedback on overall academic progress and performance 
including feedback on examinations), and be available for consultation (for example 
through publicised office hours). 

6. Academic Advisers will be members of academic staff, and will normally be responsible 
for providing academic support and guidance throughout a student’s programme of study 
(noting that alternative arrangements will be need to be made when an academic adviser 
is on research leave).  The number of advisees per academic adviser will be such that 
the adviser knows each of them personally. 

7. The workload of academic advisers will be recognised and included in departmental 
workload models. 

8. All Academic Advisers will be available to act as a student’s academic referee for 
applications for employment or further study, although students may approach other 
members of academic staff (for example their dissertation supervisor) for academic 
references.  

Pastoral support 
9. All Colleges will have a Senior Tutor with appropriate secretarial support. The primary 

responsibility for providing pastoral support - by which we mean welfare support in 
relation to personal or financial matters and personal circumstances that affect academic 
studies - rests with the College Senior Tutor:  the principal point of contact on all pastoral 
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support matters.  In consultation with Senior Tutors Education Committee will set out 
core provision in these areas and Senior Tutors will be responsible for their delivery. 

10. The implementation and monitoring of the arrangements for pastoral support will be 
carried out through College Review, and the Student Experience Sub-Committee’s 
oversight of the student experience in colleges. 

11. Departments will nominate a principal point of contact for Colleges. 

Personal development 
12. The personal development of our students is fundamental to a Durham education in 

order that graduates are well-prepared for their future lives and employment.  In part 
personal development derives from college life and extra-curricular activities, but it also 
derives from our academic modules and programmes.  The provision of opportunities for 
personal development is therefore the responsibility of both academic departments and 
colleges.  Students are responsible for taking up these opportunities to further their 
personal development. 

13. Academic departments are responsible for that aspect of personal development that 
derives from student acquisition of generic and transferable skills within our modules and 
programmes (in accordance with principles 6 to 10 of the University’s underlying 
principles for the development of the taught curriculum), and through the provision of 
academic support and guidance (as laid out in principles 4 to 8 above). 

14. Senior Tutors are responsible for that aspect of personal development that is delivered 
through the Colleges.  The exact model for delivery of this may vary. It could be based 
on a relatively small core team or a larger group. Colleagues supporting the Senior Tutor 
will be called College Mentor in order to avoid confusion with the role and responsibilities 
of the Senior Tutor and Academic Advisers.  Student Experience Sub-Committee will be 
responsible for approving the model adopted by each college and a role description for 
the College Mentor. A funding model to support this provision will be developed. 

Specialist student services 
15. Specialist student services will provide support, specialist knowledge and expert advice 

in their respective areas.  This expertise will be drawn on by departments and colleges, 
by referring specific issues to these services and by seeking their professional advice in 
these areas. 

16. Specialist student services will review their provision from the perspective of the student, 
to ensure that their support to students is delivered quickly, effectively and efficiently. 

17. Relevant specialist student services (for example CAS, DUSSD) will ensure that they 
have a named member of staff in their service who acts as a main point of contact for 
colleagues in departments and colleges.  Departments will nominate a main point of 
contact for professional services, and the Senior Tutor will be the principal point of 
contact for each College. 

Underpinning structures 
18. Clear mechanisms will be put in place to ensure effective liaison between academic 

departments, colleges and Specialist student services, in order to ensure co-ordination of 
student support.  While the particular form of these mechanisms may differ according to 
the specific situation/issue mechanisms must be clear, and transparent and accessible 
information about them will be provided. 
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Annex 2 Consultation responses received 
University committees 
University Education 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 

Combined Honours 

Department of Geography 

School of Government and International Affairs 

Department of History 

School of Medicine and Health 

Natural Sciences 

Individual responses 
Dean of the Graduate School 

Dean of Internationalisation 

Students 
DSU Council 

Specialist student services 
Academic Office 

Counselling Service 

Information Technology Service 

Library 

Others 
Employability and Skills Steering Group 

Ustinov College
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Annex 3 Proposed new term dates 
The table below gives revised term dates should the recommendation to move the start of 
the Michaelmas Term from Wednesday to Monday, and introduce a full induction week, be 
approved by Senate.  Consequently only the dates relating to the Michaelms Term vary from 
those already approved by Senate. 

  2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 

Michaelmas  Induction Week 1 Oct 2012 – 7 Oct 
2012 

30 Sept 2012 – 6 
Oct 2012 

29 Sept 2012 – 5 
Oct 2012 

 Term 08 Oct 2012 - 14 
Dec 2012 

07 Oct 2013 - 13 
Dec 2013 

06 Oct 2014 - 12 
Dec 2014 

Christmas  Vacation 15 Dec 2012 - 13 
Jan 2013 

14 Dec 2013 - 19 
Jan 2014 

13 Dec 2014 - 11 
Jan 2015 

Epiphany  Term 14 Jan 2013 - 15 
Mar 2013 

20 Jan 2014 - 21 
Mar 2014 

12 Jan 2015 - 13 
Mar 2015 

Easter  Vacation 16 Mar 2013 - 21 
Apr 2013 

22 Mar 2014 - 27 
Apr 2014 

14 Mar 2015 - 19 
Apr 2015 

Easter  Term 22 Apr 2013 - 21 
Jun 2013 

28 Apr 2014 - 27 
Jun 2014 

20 Apr 2015 - 19 
Jun 2015 

 

 


