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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

Governance Support Unit 
 

Senate 
 
Title:  Final report from the Student Charter Task and Finish Group 
Brief description of business Item:  In May 2011 Education Committee established a 
Task and Finish Group to draft a University statement that would fulfil the expectation that 
all HEIs should have in place a Student Charter or equivalent document.  The Group 
developed a draft Statement of responsibilities of community membership, which would 
meet the expectation that the University should have a student charter but which took full 
account of the University’s distinctive approach to educational provision.  This draft has 
been subject to extensive consultation across the University during the Michaelmas Term.  
The Group has considered the feedback received from this consultation exercise, and has 
revised the draft Statement in light of this feedback and is now making final 
recommendations.  The attached paper is the final report from the Group. 
Deadline for action/response and staff to be invited to attend meeting: (if any)  None 
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Final report from the Student Charter Task and Finish Group 

Background 

1. At the start of the Michaelmas Term 2011 the Task and Finish Group circulated widely 
across the University a consultation paper containing a draft Statement of responsibilities 
of community membership (the consultation document is available at 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/academicsupport.office/committees/FEC/AH/PG/local/EC
AHSCPG1106_correct.pdf).  Feedback was sought from a wide range of groups:  This 
report summarises the key issues arising from the consultation exercise, and asks that 
Education Committee recommend to Senate and Council the approval of a final version 
of the Statement (attached as Annex 1). 

Results of the consultation exercise 

2. The draft Statement proposed by the Group embodied a distinctive approach to 
responding to the expectation that all HEIs should have in place a student charter.  This 
approach was based on the belief that all members of the University are part of an 
academic community, and that membership of this community confers responsibilities on 
all its members (both staff and students).  The Group’s view was that this reflected the 
values embodied in the University Strategy, the Education Strategy and other key 
institutional documents.  Since the draft Statement was developed by the Group, the 
government White Paper on higher education has emphasised that: ‘Charters should 
emphasize that to pursue higher education is to belong to a learning community and that 
the experience will be most enriching when it is based on a partnership between staff 
and students’ (Students at the heart of the system, paragraph 3.4). 

3. Overall the feedback from the consultation exercise was positive.  In particular, the 
student representatives who considered the draft welcomed the clarity of the draft 
Statement.  The approach taken by the Group was supported in the responses to the 
consultation exercise, although a number of specific issues and suggestions regarding 
the draft were identified through the exercise.  The following paragraphs summarise the 
most significant issues raised in the consultation, and the responses made to these 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.40 pages of A4, and the Task and 
Finish Group considered both this raw feedback and a summary report on the key issues 
emerging from the feedback.  This paper does not detail all issues raised during the 
consultation exercise, but both the summary report and the raw feedback itself are 
available from the Head of the Academic Support Office on request. 

5. Following the meeting of Education Committee at which the report was considered, the 
draft Statement attached as Annex 1 has been considered in relation to the work being 
led by the PVC – Research to develop a University values framework and it has been 
confirmed that the proposed Statement is consistent with the emerging framework. 

Overall approach 

6. While the responses indicated support for the approach proposed by the Group, some 
respondents expressed the view that the draft did not sufficiently capture the distinctive 
mission, ethos and culture of the University.  A number of specific areas were identified 
that it was felt needed to be drawn out more clearly within the Statement, for example 
the University’s commitment to excellence, the importance to the University community 
of its distinctive collegiate system, the contribution of the University to the communities 
within which it is located and with which it interacts and the University’s relationship with 
its alumni.  The Group agreed that these were important issues that needed to be drawn 
out more fully, and agreed with Council that this should be addressed by revisions to the 
preamble to the section of the Statement that set out responsibilities.  While this would 
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require a slightly longer preamble to the Statement than was included in the draft, the 
Group felt that this increase in length was appropriate and justifiable.  The Group also 
felt that once approved by Senate and Council this preamble could be utilised within 
appropriate externally facing publications and websites to communicate key messages 
about the nature of the University’s academic community. 

7. Some comment was received regarding the length of the document, with several 
respondents suggesting that it could be shortened and citing the guidance from 
UUK/NUS that student charters should ideally be approximately two pages in length.  
The Group noted, however, that few suggestions were received as to which aspects of 
the draft Statement could be omitted from the final version.  Rather, respondents tended 
to recommend additional areas and topics that they felt needed to be included within the 
Statement.  The Group’s view was that the enumeration of responsibilities within the 
Statement was less than two pages in length, when allowance was made for the initial 
preamble and the final section detailing further sources of information, and that therefore 
while it would not wish to increase the length of the responsibilities, equally it did not 
believe there was scope to reduce them.* 

Concern regarding the formulations ‘students will’ and ‘staff will’ 

8. A number of respondents expressed concerns about different aspects of this issue.  
Some felt that the formulation ‘students will’ was too strong given what they felt were the 
absence of mechanisms to compel students to meet some of the responsibilities in the 
Statement.  The phrase ‘staff will’ was of concern to a greater number of respondents.  
Essentially, the concern expressed was that the use of ‘staff will’ was intended to mean, 
and would be interpreted as meaning, that each individual member of staff would 
perform all the staff responsibilities, or that at the very least the difference between 
individual and collective responsibilities within the staff responsibilities was not always 
clear.  This view was echoed in comments that while it was clear from the Statement 
what staff and students would do, it was not clear what the University would do.  While 
the Group felt that the latter comment represented a misunderstanding of the Statement, 
on reflection it agreed that the draft Statement had not sufficiently articulated the fact that 
the term ‘staff’ referred not to a series of obligations that all staff members would be 
expected to fulfil but rather to obligations on the staff of the University as a whole and 
that individual members of staff would meet those responsibilities that were relevant to 
their defined role. 

9. The Group therefore agreed to clarify within the revised preamble the issue relating to 
staff, and that the word ‘will’ should be removed from the statements ‘staff will’ and 
‘students will’. 

The relationship between members of the University and the communities in which the 
University is located 

10. Several responses expressed the view that while the draft Statement emphasised the 
University as an academic community, it said little or nothing on the way that members of 
this academic community interacted with the local community.  There were suggestions 
that this should be addressed by a more detailed, prescriptive set of responsibilities in 
this area.  This issue was raised by a number of resident groups, and Professor Chris 
Hutchison (who has lead responsibility for the University’s relationships with such 
groups) met with them to discuss this issue. 

11. The outcome of these discussions was the proposal that the Statement should be 
revised to include one specific responsibility for both staff and students in this area, and 
references to key documentation (for example the Livers’ Out Code) should be included 

                                                 
* It should also be noted that if the Statement is approved the text will be reformatted, as while 

the current format is helpful while the draft is being considered by committees it is not the most 
appropriate way to present the final text to staff and students. 
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in the Further information section of the Statement.  While the Group fully supported the 
latter suggestion, it was concerned that adding the proposed additional responsibilities 
would not be consistent with the overall approach of the Statement.  The proposed 
additions would require the creation of a new section within the Statement that contained 
only one staff and one student responsibility.  Moreover the Group felt that the Statement 
is intended to be a high level summary of existing obligations, and that the suggested 
additions were not consistent with this.  Finally, the Group believed that the proposed 
additions did not sufficiently capture the contribution that staff and students made to local 
communities as well as their obligations to those communities.  Consequently the Group 
agreed to address the issue of the University’s relationship with its local communities 
within the revised preamble to the Statement, at the same time as including links to key 
documentation on this issue within the Further Information. 

The draft Statement did not reflect sufficiently the distinctive nature of postgraduate provision 

12. The view was expressed in a number of responses that the draft Statement was too 
closely modelled on the nature and expectations of undergraduate rather than 
postgraduate education.  In some instances the Group felt that these responses did not 
fully realise the general applicability of some of the terms used in the draft Statement.  
For example, some concern was expressed that the term ‘academic programme’ was not 
relevant to research degree provision but the Group felt that research degree students 
were undertaking a research degree programme.  However, the Group did feel that in a 
small number of places (for example the references to feedback) the text of the 
Statement needed to be revised to ensure that it was relevant to all types of provision. 

The need to reflect more fully academic programmes that are professionally oriented 

13. A number of responses pointed out that for a number of the University’s programmes 
behavioural expectations relating to professional expectations and/or formal codes of 
practice were in place, and these were not reflected in the draft Statement.  It was 
therefore suggested that the preamble to the Statement could recognise this by referring 
to the University’s aspiration to produce professionals.  The Group felt, however, that the 
relevance of such a statement would vary significantly between programmes and subject 
areas.  Furthermore, the intention was not to limit the setting of responsibilities in relation 
to individual programmes to those contained within the Statement.  The responsibilities 
set out in the Statement are intended to be a common core across the University, but the 
Group recognises that these will need to be interpreted and applied within specific 
disciplinary and programme contexts so that departments offering programmes with 
specific responsibilities relating to issues such as accreditation by professional bodies 
are free to specify these additional responsibilities.  Consequently the Group do not 
believe it is necessary to revise the Statement in relation to this issue. 

Minor revisions to the text 

14. A number of other suggestions were received as part of the consultation to revise 
aspects of the draft Statement, where the Group agreed that small revisions to the 
proposed responsibilities should be made.  These included revisions to responsibilities 
relating to pastoral support, academic support and guidance, feedback and the provision 
of information to students. 

Implementation, monitoring and revision of the Statement 

15. The Group’s interim report stressed the need for the Statement to be embedded within 
relevant core University processes in order to realise the full potential value of the 
Statement, and proposed that this should primarily be achieved via induction.  In its 
interim report the Group referred only to student induction, noting that the extended 
induction period for new students to be introduced in 2012/13 would provide the 
opportunity to introduce students to the Statement.  The Group continues to believe that 
this is how the Statement should be implemented, but also feels that it is important that it 
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is embedded within induction programme for new members of staff to ensure that both 
sides of the partnership represented in the Statement are familiar with the 
responsibilities. 

16. UUK/NUS guidance proposes that student charters should be reviewed annually by HEIs 
and their student unions, in order to maintain currency and validity.  The Group fully 
supports this objective, and proposes that the University meet this through an annual 
review process.  This would start with discussions of the Statement at the March 
meetings of Faculty Education Committees (Undergraduate and Postgraduate) each 
year, at which staff and student representatives would be able to identify any issues 
relating to the Statement that they felt needed to be addressed.  The views expressed by 
FECs would then be considered at a meeting involving the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, the 
deans of Undergraduate Education and Graduate School, the DSU President and DSU 
Education and Welfare Officer.  This group would then be asked to make a report, 
including any recommendations to revise the Statement, to the May meeting of 
Education Committee.  Education Committee would consider the issues highlighted, and 
subsequently submit a report and recommendations for consideration by Senate and 
Council. 

Impact assessment 

17. The Group’s view is that the proposed Statement in effect summarises existing 
University strategy, policy and regulation and does not create new additional 
responsibilities.  Given this, and that implementation will take place through induction 
processes that are already in place, it does not believe that the Statement will have any 
significant impact in terms of staff workloads. 

Action requested 

18. Senate is asked to recommend to Council: 

a. the Statement of responsibilities of community membership attached as Annex 1; 

b. the proposed approach to the implementation, and subsequent monitoring and 
review, of the Statement of responsibilities of community membership (see 
paragraphs 15 to 16). 
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Annex 1 Draft Statement of responsibilities of University 
membership 

The University’s academic community 

1. Durham University is a distinctive academic community, encapsulating ancient traditions 
and modern values.  We are committed to maintaining the high standards of academic 
excellence, critical thinking, creativity and intellectual freedom that are essential to 
learning, education, research and scholarship for the development and communication of 
knowledge,.  All members of the University are part of this academic and collegiate 
community, and have expectations of, and responsibilities to, that community and to 
each other. 

2. The staff and students who constitute the University’s academic community work 
together within available resources to realise the full potential of both individuals and the 
University as a whole.  This partnership has its roots in the shared commitment of all 
members of the University community to the achievement of excellence in all of the 
University’s activities, and that commitment to providing a rounded educational 
experience for students that equips them with the academic and the personal skills to 
succeed in life.  It is also based on a shared commitment to value and engage with the 
search for, and creation and development of, knowledge and understanding, both for 
their own sake and for the wider benefits these bring to individuals, the University and to 
wider society. 

3. Mutual respect between all its members is central to the University’s academic 
community, allied to a strong commitment to supporting and promoting diversity and 
equality within that community.  This respect is fostered through the relationships 
established between staff and students in both academic departments and the 
University’s colleges, which together create a distinctive community that benefits both 
staff and students. 

4. The University’s community is by its very nature outward looking.  Its members respect 
their obligations to the local, national and international communities in which they are 
located and with which they engage.  Staff and students seek, through academic 
departments, colleges, Durham Students’ Union and professional support services, to 
work with these communities to their mutual benefit.  The University community is 
committed, through its academic provision and extra-curricular activities such as arts, 
music, sport and volunteering, to making a positive contribution to the wider 
environments and communities in which it is located. 

5. Students and staff have distinctive but complementary roles within the University 
community (whether in academic departments, colleges or professional support 
services) leading to the different responsibilities as set out in this Statement, but they 
work together to their mutual benefit.  The obligations of individual staff vary in 
accordance with their role(s) within the University, but all contribute to the collective 
delivery of the staff responsibilities outlined in this Statement.  Additionally, alongside 
their responsibilities in respect of education, academic staff are engaged in research and 
administration, and these activities enrich the educational provision that they offer.  The 
academic obligations of students are complemented by the extensive range of 
development opportunities that the University offers outside its programmes of study 
through Durham Students’ Union and colleges. 

6. The relationship between staff and students that is at the heart of the University’s 
community is not one that ends when a student graduates.  Through appropriate staff in 
academic departments, colleges and professional support services the University 
engages on a reciprocal basis with its alumni, an ongoing and valued relationship that 
enriches the University community and supports the University in its engagement with 
local, national and international communities.  
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Responsibilities of community membership 

Student engagement 

7. Staff: 

a. Fully involve students, through their representatives, in decision-making processes 
relating to educational issues at all levels, from academic departments and colleges 
through to Senate, and engage with and respond to the issues raised by students. 

b. Support students taking on representative roles through the provision of training 
opportunities, working with DSU to do this. 

c. Involve students in monitoring and reviewing of academic programmes. 

d. Ensure that where student views have been sought, students receive feedback on 
the action taken in response. 

8. Students: 

a. Engage with the range of opportunities provided for student representation, either 
through serving as a student representative or by raising any issues through their 
representatives in DSU, colleges and departments. 

b. When asked for their feedback by the University, reflect on the issues being raised 
and engage constructively with the consultative process. 

Learning, teaching and assessment 

9. Staff: 

a. Offer academic programmes that draw on the University’s research environment, and 
which give students the opportunity to engage with research (as understood in their 
academic discipline(s)) and thereby develop their critical and analytical abilities. 

b. Ensure that the learning, teaching and supervision methods of all academic 
programmes are effective in supporting students in meeting the expectations of their 
programme, and developing the capacity of students as independent learners. 

c. Use methods of assessment that are valid, reliable, equitable and transparent.  
These methods will assess student achievement in relation to published criteria, and 
will support students in their learning as well as assessing their achievements. 

d. Provide students with helpful and constructive feedback on their academic progress 
and development (with written feedback being made available according to 
timescales agreed and published at departmental level), to support students in 
developing their academic capabilities. 

e. Are appropriately qualified for their duties and build on these qualifications to develop 
and enhance their learning, teaching and supervisory practice. 

f. Take advantage of the learning resources available to them in ways that are 
appropriate to individual programmes, to deliver and enhance these programmes of 
study. 

g. Reflect regularly on academic programmes, to ensure that that these maintain high 
academic standards and to identify where and how they can improve the quality of 
programmes. 

10. Students: 

a. Take responsibility for their own learning, developing their capacity as independent 
learners. 

b. Engage with the opportunities for learning provided by the University:  preparing for 
and attending timetabled classes;  fulfilling all the academic obligations of their 
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programme;  engaging in independent study as expected in their programme;  and 
taking advantage of opportunities provided to engage academically outside the 
formal requirements of their programme. 

c. Reflect critically on the feedback provided on their academic work, to develop the 
ability to learn from past experience and apply these lessons to future activities. 

Personal development 

11. Staff: 

a. Ensure that academic programmes provide students with a wide range of skills that 
will prepare graduates for further study and/or future employment. 

b. Make available opportunities for students to reflect on, and record, the skills and 
abilities they have developed through their academic programmes and extra-
curricular activities. 

c. Work with students (for example through colleges, student common rooms and 
student societies) to provide students with extra-curricular activities that support 
personal development and which enrich the experience of students. 

12. Students: 

a. Engage with the opportunities in their programmes, and through extra-curricular 
activities, to support and reflect on their personal development and to support 
preparation for work and/or further study. 

b. Manage their time to ensure an appropriate balance between their commitments to 
their academic programme and their extra-curricular activities. 

Student support 

13. Staff: 

a. Ensure that appropriate academic support and guidance is available to students 
within all academic departments, through a range of provision that includes the 
provision for all students of a named academic adviser/supervisory team to whom 
students are known personally. 

b. Provide excellent student support to students through colleges and specialist student 
support services. 

c. Provide students with clear and accurate information relating to their programme, 
extra-curricular activities and the University’s policies and procedures relating to 
educational provision, the student experience and (working with DSU where relevant 
and appropriate) student support. 

14. Students: 

a. Engage fully with the academic support and guidance provided by their departments, 
attending scheduled meetings with their academic adviser/supervisory team. 

b. Identify problems relating to their academic studies promptly to their academic 
adviser/supervisory team or another appropriate member of their academic 
department. 

c. Seek help for pastoral problems in a timely way from their College Senior Tutor, or 
the relevant specialist student support services. 
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Further information 

15. The responsibilities detailed above underpin, and are amplified by, a wide range of 
University policies.  These are summarised for undergraduate students in the Student 
Survival Guide, and for postgraduate students in the Postgraduate Student Guide, which 
are made available to all students every year.  There are also a number of other 
information resources available that are based on and supplement the responsibilities 
laid out above: 

a. The University’s values and mission are contained in its Strategy 2010-20.  Its 
commitment to mutual respect between all members of its community are supported 
by its Diversity and Equality Policy, and its Policy on Respect at Work and Study. 

b. The support provided to students through by the Durham Students’ Union is set out 
on the DSU website. 

c. The University’s commitment to high quality learning, teaching and assessment, and 
its plans to improve this provision between now and 2015, are detailed in the 
University Education Strategy.  Specific plans to improve postgraduate education are 
included in the Postgraduate Strategy. 

d. The University’s Principles of Student Engagement lay out its commitment to working 
with its students, and the detailed policies in Section 5 of the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook demonstrate how this commitment is implemented.  The work of course 
representatives is explained in a Handbook published by DSU. 

e. The key features that all taught programmes should demonstrate are laid out in the 
University’s Principles for the development of the taught curriculum.  The key 
elements of its research degree provision are detailed in its Code of Practice on 
Research Degrees. 

f. The way in which Durham assesses its academic programmes, and provides 
feedback to students, is founded on its Principles of Assessment, which inform the 
detailed assessment policies available in Section 6 of the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook. 

g. The University’s approach to supporting students in developing their skills and 
enhancing their employability is available in the University’s Employability Statement.  
Extensive information on careers, employability and enterprise issues is available on 
the website of the Careers, Employability and Enterprise Centre. 

h. Durham’s commitment to high quality student support is embodied in the University’s 
Principles for Student Support, which underpin the detailed student support 
arrangements. 

i. The General Regulations that apply to all students of the University are available in 
Volume I of the University Calendar.  Regulations for specific types of programme, 
and individual programme regulations, are available in Volume II of the University 
Calendar. 

j. The expectations for students living outside University accommodation and within the 
local communities in which the University is situated are set out in the Livers’ Out 
Code. 

k. How the University handles situations where students feel that mistakes or errors 
have been made is detailed on its Appeals, Complaints and Discipline webpages. 

l. The way that the University monitors and enhances the academic standards and 
quality of its provision is summarised in its Quality Management Framework. 
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Annex 2 Consultation responses received 

University committees 

Council 

Senate 

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) 

Joint Management Committee for the validated programmes in theology and ministry 

Departments 

Department of Chemistry 

Durham Business School 

Department of Geography 

School of Medicine and Health 

Individual responses 

Professor T Allen 

Mr B Blundell 

Mrs C Butcher 

Dr D Evans 

Rev. J Lawson 

Professor P Waugh 

Students 

Durham Students’ Union 

Others 

Colleges’ Division 

Faculty of Science 

Meeting with resident groups 

Two town meetings 


