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Interim Report of the Diversity and the Curriculum Task and Finish 
Group 
Background 
1. In 2010/11 Education Committee agreed that during 2011/12 a Task and Finish Group 

be established to consider Diversity in the Curriculum based upon the following Terms of 
Reference,  
 
a) to explore the extent to which equality and diversity currently informs the curriculum 

and its development, and to identify effective practice that exists across the HE 
sector; 

b) to identify any issues, concerns or barriers; 
c) to consider and make recommendations to Education Committee and Senate to 

develop and enhance this aspect of the University’s educational provision. 
 

2. Subsequently in the summer of 2011 the Task and Finish group was established with the 
following membership, 
 
Chair and member from the Faculty of Social Sciences & Health      Mr A Baker 
Faculty of Arts & Humanities representative             Dr S James 
Faculty of Science representative                                                       Dr K Johnson 
Deputy Academic Registrar              Mr S Dale 
DSU Education & Welfare Officer                    Mr S Parker 
Diversity Adviser         Mrs S Winship/Mr S Lee 
Academic and Researcher Development Officer (CARD)         Dr E Loughlin 
Deputy Head Academic Support Office (Secretary)                            Miss E Amies 
 
The Group recognising the expertise and knowledge of colleagues and inviting other 
members of the University to attend as appropriate, including the Head of DUSSD, Dean 
of the Graduate School and Internationalization, Director of the International Office, 
Deputy Director of pre- and in-sessional language provision at the English Language 
Centre and Head of the Careers, Employability and Enterprise Centre. The Group have 
also received two presentations from individuals working specifically in the area as 
follows,  
 
Dr S Grace, University of York focusing on disability within the curriculum  
Dr V Carauna, Leeds Metropolitan University with a focus on internationalisation.  
 

3. The Group has met on four occasions. At these meetings the group has considered the 
current processes for curriculum design at Durham along with the key sector wide issues 
identified by the external consultants and any current good practice identified by the 
Faculty representatives on the Group and across professional and central services.  
 

4. The work of the Group to date has led to the development of a number of key principles 
that the Group recommends underpin the embedding of diversity in the curriculum, and 
the Group having considered feedback from Education Committee now seeks feedback 
from Faculty Education Committee on its work to date before forming the final 
recommendations for consideration at the March meeting of Education Committee. The 
final Report of the Group will be considered by the University’s Senate in June 2012. 

 
Key Findings 
 
5. This University and the university sector generally face significant challenges in meeting 

the needs of an increasingly diverse student body. Universities are required by the 
Equality Act 2010 not to discriminate on the grounds of the following “protected 
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characteristics”: race (which includes ethnicity, nationality, and national origin), sex, 
pregnancy and maternity, sexual orientation, gender reassignment, marital status, 
disability, religion or belief, or age. This means that not only is it forbidden to treat people 
(staff and students) less favourably on those protected grounds, but that the University 
must avoid policies, criteria, practices, or (in the case of disability) physical arrangements 
that put or would put people with those protected characteristics at a disadvantage, 
unless they are a proportionate means to a legitimate aim. These legal requirements are 
severely tested by a student body that is increasingly diverse, and includes a growing 
number of disabled students and students from other countries whose prior educational 
experiences are often very different from those educated in the UK.   

 
6. With regard to disability, the University is under a now well-known duty to make 

reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities.  What is less well-known is that (a) 
cost or inconvenience seldom make a proposed adjustment “unreasonable”, (b) this duty 
applies to students who might not have declared their disability, if there is reason to 
believe they might have one or more grounds for inquiring into whether they do, and (c) 
the Equality Act 2010 introduced an “anticipatory duty” to make adjustments to policies, 
criteria, practices, or physical features that might foreseeably disadvantage disabled 
students. In the face of these requirements Durham’s student intake increasingly 
includes students with conditions involving complex and non-obvious effects, such as 
Asperger’s Syndrome, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Chronic Depression, or sensory integration 
disorders (as well as growing numbers of students with conditions whose effects are 
more easily observable).  Many of these students come from a school environment in 
which they relied on extensive adjustments to their educational provision, and in any 
event assessment methods at secondary level are already very different from those at 
university level.  In short, this University faces the growing challenge of meeting the 
needs of disabled students, to whom it has an explicit and anticipatory legal duty, who 
are often unprepared for university teaching and assessment methods, and many of 
whom will be disadvantaged by their condition in adapting to those methods. 

 
7. At the same time, the University attracts growing numbers of students from outside the 

UK, which means that more of our students come from diverse cultural and religious 
backgrounds. Many of these students are unfamiliar with even the most basic 
conventions of academic practice in the UK. Students from some backgrounds have 
trouble understanding what we mean by “plagiarism”, or deriving the intended benefits of 
small-group teaching. Meanwhile, the hoped-for advantages of an internationally diverse 
student body often do not materialise when the demographics of the students are not 
reflected in the content or methods of the curriculum.  Research shows that 
internationalisation tends to go through three stages: (1) international student recruitment 
for business reasons, (2) an era of support and assimilation for international students, 
and (3) a ‘third wave’ where business interests are wholly consistent with a more holistic 
and sustainable approach based on sound ethical principles of diversity and inclusion. 
This University appears currently to be engaged in the second stage and ready to move 
to the third. 

 
8. Although the University is currently responding admirably to these challenges, and has 

produced many examples of best practice, the key word in this sentence remains 
“responding”. The University has made great strides in developing procedures for 
managing reasonable adjustments for disabled students; the recently adopted policy on 
providing lecture outlines in advance of sessions was a key improvement whose benefits 
have yet to be fully explored; support and advice to international students around 
plagiarism, referencing, and study skills is enhanced every year.  However, these are all 
reactions to flashpoints; they reflect a mainstream curriculum and processes that are not 
fundamentally oriented to addressing the needs of disabled; international, and other non-
traditional students. The curriculum and the mechanisms for its review and development 
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often remain focused on the needs of an imagined “typical” student that might still 
represent the majority of Durham students, but not those of a growing plurality. We have 
done well thus far to identify solutions for the increasing number of “atypical” students, 
but it is time to include those students in the underlying logic of the curriculum and its 
processes. 

 
9. Similarly, although the majority of staff and leaders in the University increasingly engage 

with and understand the issues faced by non-traditional students, too many are simply 
unaware of the problems they face.  This is not necessarily a matter of some staff being 
more well-intentioned than others, but of some having diversity issues brought to their 
attention and others not.  For example, the recent departmental planning documentation 
featured a box about diversity and equality issues. Some departments had no idea what 
to say; others spoke only about the proportion of male to female staff in various 
academic grades; few mentioned anything about plans to enhance diversity or 
accessibility for their students.  This is not a criticism but a recognition that if diversity is 
treated passively by the University—consigned to an open-ended box on a form—there 
is no reason to expect all staff to have the same level of awareness of the problems 
faced by, for example, disabled or international students. Although all universities face 
these challenges in one form or another, some universities are further along in their 
thinking on these issues than Durham (e.g., York, Leeds Metropolitan): we need to make 
an effort to raise awareness and join the leaders in this area.  

 
10. Although every disability; every religious belief; every cultural background can present its 

own challenges, and the University must be prepared to respond to these, there are 
some obstacles to full participation in a Durham Education faced by all non-traditional 
students (and indeed by many traditional ones). Many non-physical disabilities 
(Asperger’s, dyslexia, depression) make it difficult to come to terms with new learning 
approaches, assessment methods, and assessment criteria; they also make it difficult to 
process information quickly in a lecture setting. Interestingly, these are problems faced 
by many international students, whose prior schooling might not have prepared them for 
ways of presenting material, referencing, and assessing employed at Durham; 
international students often struggle to keep up in teaching sessions for reasons of 
language or in some cases the accents of lecturers.  All of these disadvantages could be 
ameliorated by enhancing the curriculum to include more instruction on general 
academic conventions, disciplinary conventions, referencing rules and their logic, 
learning approaches, and assessment criteria, and by diversifying assessment methods 
and providing outlines before lectures and other teaching sessions. NSS and other 
student feedback indicate that all of these measures would be welcomed by “traditional” 
students as well. 

 
11.  The following principles and recommendations fit alongside other measures currently 

being taken to improve the extent to which the Durham curriculum is “international”.  
These include recommendations to increase the availability of credit-bearing language 
modules on all programmes and to make available semester-length modules to facilitate 
outward and inward study abroad arrangements with institutions (for example in North 
America) that work on a “semester abroad” model.  There is no conflict between these 
measures and the principles in this Report; they fall outside the remit of this report 
because they are not driven by diversity considerations, but by a more specifically 
international agenda. 
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Key principles  
 
At a basic level, policies for diversity in the curriculum must ensure that the University is 
compliant with legal requirements (e.g., the Equality Act 2010) but it should also look to 
mainstream diversity issues and good practice beyond what is strictly required by the law 
 
12. It is of fundamental importance to ensure that alongside the inclusive approach that the 

Group advocates below there is continuing support provided to those students with 
legally protected characteristics. Although the primary objective should be to change the 
curriculum in such a way that, for example, international or disabled students would not 
need additional support because the curriculum already suits their needs, it will always 
be necessary to have in place mechanisms for supporting and, where necessary making 
exceptions for, those individual cases where reasonable adjustments should be made. 
This Report in no way recommends any change from the current position in which 
DUSSD is a key point of contact for students with disabilities and networks of diversity 
and harassment contacts exist to respond to specific issues. 

 
13. The World Health Organisation has concluded that the definition of disability is evolving 

and is focused on an interaction between an individual and the world that they live in. 
The University should not build its policies exclusively around the existing legal definition 
of disability (although this must at time be used for line-drawing purposes), but should 
recognise the University might have moral obligations to some people who are unable to 
invoke legal obligations. 

 
14. Non-discrimination and legal compliance are distinct from making a commitment to good 

practice in diversity, equality, and inclusiveness: the first is reactive and minimal while 
the second is active and ambitious. The University should take an active, ambitious 
approach to build a curriculum, as well as support and accommodation mechanisms, that 
celebrate diversity, are fit for students from diverse backgrounds, and can adapt, within 
reason, to the needs of all students. 

 
Many best practices developed and adopted to support diversity in the curriculum for 
international or disabled students can be sensibly implemented for all students as good 
practice for the entire student body 
 
15. Good practice for diversity may in fact be good practice more generally.  For example, 

the clarification of assessment criteria or what qualifies as plagiarism would be of benefit 
to all students in preparedness for entry into an academic community of practice and for 
higher education; the recent policy on providing lecture notes in advance of lectures for 
disabled students is an example of good practice that would be of potential benefit to all 
students, including international students. 

 
16. The University should aim, at a minimum, to mainstream diversity issues within 

curriculum development and review, acknowledging the need for departments/schools to 
maintain their autonomy within the curriculum design process.  

 
17. That the development of such an embedded approach within the curriculum aids the 

preparation of students for a complex globalized world and encourages academic 
colleagues to consider how students can benefit from sharing experiences and how they 
can develop intercultural competency and is aligned with and complements the 
conclusions of the University’s Strategy which is keen to ensure that ‘working with and 
through existing curricula, programme development and review processes, staff will be 
supported in ensuring all new and existing programmes are internationally relevant and 
that develops the skills, intercultural competence and employability of all students’. 
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The work of the Group should inform the implementation of the guiding principles of the 
Curriculum Review, especially with regard to the development of inter-cultural competencies; 
 
18. The recommendations of the Group for an inclusive approach and diversifying the 

curriculum can sensibly be included within the induction into a community of practice 
identified as key during the University’s recent Curriculum Review Process. For example, 
some of the recommendations of this group could flesh out the internationalisation 
elements of the Curriculum Review Principles, and the ongoing curriculum review 
process could be the means of implementing some of the recommendations of the 
Group. 

 
19. Alongside internationalization there may be a need to consider the diverse communities 

of home students to ensure the promotion of inclusivity as a reflection of the increasingly 
diverse student body. 

 
20. The curriculum should not be considered in isolation from student support; this Report is 

mindful of the work of the Student Support Group and development of the induction 
process, and designed to dovetail with it.   Taking some elements of induction into the 
curriculum itself will allow induction to concentrate on support that can be better 
delivered outside the classroom. 

 
Recommendations 
 
Raising awareness across the University 

 
21. A curriculum fit for a diverse student body requires that all academic staff involved in 

design and delivery of the curriculum develop an appropriate level of awareness of the 
needs of non-traditional students and the means of adapting to those needs. Awareness-
raising about these issues should be facilitated through inspiring staff to support and 
embed the agenda, and making it easy for them to do so through the use of concise 
guidance documents, simple forms and clear reporting protocols. The intention is that 
such an approach will ensure engagement with the diversity in the curriculum agenda 
and promote both the sharing of good practice for compliance with legislative 
requirements at the most basic level and more significant changes in both approach and 
philosophy at a broader level.  To this end it is proposed that the working group develop 
a portfolio of mechanisms, including a Diversity Champion, training sessions, staff 
development courses, policies, and the Diversity Guidance Handbook referred to below, 
to mainstream diversity into the design and delivery of the curriculum.  Where relevant 
awareness-raising activities already exist the intention is not to duplicate or gold-plate 
them, but to take account of them in the overall portfolio and ensure that they are 
adapted to address curriculum-related issues.    

 
Development of a diversity guidance handbook 
 
22. The Group recommends the development of a Diversity in the Curriculum Guidance 

Handbook that would set out the key principles for Diversity in the Curriculum, feature an 
extensive appendix with examples of good practice and techniques, and be supported by 
a focused web resource and workshops (a suggested outline for the handbook is 
attached as Appendix I). The Handbook will include specific guidance to be further 
developed by the Task and Finish Group, of a kind represented by the examples in 
Appendix II. It must be emphasised that not all of these examples will be appropriate for 
all modules or programmes, and that the intention is not that all programmes have the 
same features dictated by a central guidance document. Instead, it is recommended that 
all curriculum development and review activities involve some demonstration of 
engagement with the recommendations in the guidance handbook.  This handbook 
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would support curriculum development and review activities within departments/schools 
through the inclusion of a clear outline of how to mainstream diversity into the 
development and review of the curriculum, and by being specifically referred to in 
curriculum development and review pro formas. Any guidance developed should be 
supported through the work of established units such as DUSSD and CARD and the 
work of the Diversity Adviser. In addition, it is intended that diversity in the curriculum 
should become a key element of both the Post Graduate Certificate in Academic 
Practice (PGCAP) programme and the induction sessions for new staff facilitated by 
Human Resources, the need for such training around diversity and internationalisation a 
key foundation in the University’s Internationalisation Strategy 

 
Mainstreaming of information related to Diversity in the Curriculum 
 
23. To support the embedding of Diversity in the Curriculum any documentation developed 

to disseminate diversity information, such as a guidance handbook as detailed above, 
should be used as a reference point in curriculum review and development processes 
such as those for new programmes and annual review.  A number of relatively minor 
changes should be made to curriculum development-related documentation, such as 
those relating to the new programme approval process and the annual review of 
teaching, which would further encourage the embedding of diversity in the curriculum 
(this would include specifically calling on departments to refer to the guidance handbook 
and diversity principles in completing the documentation). 

 
Diversity Champion 
 
24. The University should look to identify or appoint an academic Diversity Champion, with 

primary, day-to-day responsibility for awareness-raising, advice, investigations, 
maintaining the guidance handbook, and the wider promotion of diversity in curriculum 
development and review processes. This could be achieved in a number of ways, 
including the appointment of a Dean for Diversity, a Diversity Champion who is not a 
Dean (although some consideration would need to be given to what message this would 
send), or even a small group of diversity liaisons.  The purpose of the recommendation is 
to ensure that (1) diversity/disability contacts within departments are able to talk to an 
academic colleague with expertise in the relevant issues, (2) colleagues in professional 
services (DUSSD, HR, International Office, etc) have academic assistance in their 
communications with departments and (3) diversity is given a high profile among 
academic staff.   

 
Induction by Curriculum 
 
25. The University should consider introducing, as part of its current Curriculum Review 

process in connection with the Internationalisation strand, a requirement that all 
programmes, in some way, incorporate into the first term of their teaching some 
instruction on disciplinary and general academic conventions, academic and disciplinary 
skills, and working through the assessment criteria by students and staff. This would 
benefit all students, but especially those with certain disabilities and international 
students, by ensuring that it is an ordinary part of the curriculum to prepare students for 
the conventions according to which they will be expected to perform and be assessed. 
This could be implemented seamlessly through the (already planned) fleshing out of the 
Internationalisation requirements of the phased, three-year Curriculum Review.  All work 
to this end will also take account of the work around induction being led by the Academic 
Registrar, to ensure that work is not duplicated and support is delivered where it will be 
most effective. 
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Action Requested 
 
26. Senate is asked to consider the Key Principles (paragraphs 12 to 20 refer) and 

Recommendations of the Group (paragraphs 21 to 25 refer).  It is contemplated that 
implementation will proceed in concert with the existing Curriculum Review process, and 
that all approved actions be in place by the start of 2014-2015.
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Appendix I 
DIVERSITY IN THE CURRICULUM 
Diversity in the Curriculum, a handbook for teaching staff at 
Durham University 
 
PURPOSE 
This handbook describes the University’s responsibilities in relation to equality and diversity 
and provides guidance to academic staff at Durham to help them undertake their teaching in 
a way that is inclusive and designed to meet the needs of all learners.  It aims to be a useful 
and practical resource for teaching staff to help them think through some of the key equality 
and diversity issues and how these might impact on academic practice. 
FOREWORD 
The Deputy Vice Chancellor and Chair of the University’s Diversity and Equality Advisory 
Group 
INTRODUCTION 
Including: 
What do we mean by equality and diversity? 
Compliance with the Equality Act 2010 and the responsibilities of staff. 
ADOPTING AN INCLSUIVE APPROACH TO TEACHING 
Key principles underpinning inclusive teaching. 
What are the benefits to the University of adopting an inclusive approach to teaching? 
How can teaching be adapted to be more inclusive? 
MEETING THE LEARNING NEEDS OF A DIVERSE STUDENT BODY 
Identification of the challenges that students with some of the protected characteristics*

Identification of the challenges that international students might have with the approaches to 
teaching currently adopted across higher education institutions. 

 
defined in the Equality Act 2010 might have with the approaches to teaching currently 
adopted across higher education institutions. 

EXAMPLES AND CASE STUDIES 
A series of cross-disciplinary examples of approaches to inclusive teaching from within 
Durham University and from outside. 
RESOURCES 
A comprehensive list of resources that staff can draw on to support the development of their 
teaching in this area. 
TRAINING 
It is proposed that the handbook could be developed in tandem with a new training session 
in this area developed in consultation with CARD, the Diversity Advisor and the Assistant 
Director of HR (Training and Development).

                                                
* The 9 protected characteristics set out in the Equality Act are as follows: age; disability; 

gender reassignment; marriage and civil partnership; pregnancy and maternity; race; religion and 
belief; sex; sexual orientation. 
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Appendix II 
Examples to encourage consideration of diversity in the curriculum 
(noting that upon development more specific guidance will be 
provided in the Handbook referenced in Appendix I). 
 

• Reflection on the student experience in the delivery of teaching, making sure to 
include examples that will be relevant to any diverse or marginal groups represented 
within a seminar or tutorial session; 

 
• Consideration of using a diverse range of assessment methods to allow students to 

engage fully with the assessment process, this may include adjustment from 
examination based assessment or the use of assessment methods which allow 
different opportunities to display key skills such as presentation or report writing; 

 
• Considering diversity of the student body and experiences when setting assessment 

titles, allowing students the space within an assessment to apply their own cultural 
experiences; 

 
• Asking students to introduce themselves in pairs in small seminar group teaching, 

encouraging consideration of cultural differences and experiences; orientation for 
home sessions for home students can enable them to understand the process of 
adaptation which international students undergo when studying overseas; 

 
• The continuing practice of making lecture notes available to all students in advance 

of lectures. 


