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Strategic Management of the Taught Postgraduate Portfolio  

Background 

1. The University Education Strategy approved by Senate in June 2010 included as a key 
objective for 2010/11: 

To put in place structures and processes to allow the strategic development of the 
University's portfolio of taught programmes in response to the emergence at faculty 
and University levels of new research themes and strengths, interdisciplinary 
opportunities (including those associated with the University's research institutes) 
and evidence of strong market demand in areas aligned with the University's 
research expertise. 

When the Postgraduate Strategy was approved by Senate in January 2011, it was 
agreed that these structures and processes should ‘facilitate and encourage’ rather than 
‘allow’ the ‘strategic development of the University’s portfolio of taught programmes’.  
This paper makes proposals to address this objective. 

2. Education Committee / UEC subsequently approved a new policy on the Strategic 
Development of the Taught Portfolio (Education Committee, 2010/11, Minute 75 refers). 
As a further step, in anticipation of the changing market for taught postgraduate 
programmes from 2015/2016, UEC on 25 October 2011 asked the Dean of Graduate 
School to 'produce a draft Masters strategy for consideration by UEC early in January 
2012'. The purpose of this was to (1) ascertain the strengths and weaknesses in the 
current and planned taught postgraduate portfolio and, (2) make recommendations to 
further strengthen the taught postgraduate portfolio and ensure the University remains in 
a strong market position beyond 2015/2016. This paper was considered by Education 
Committee at its meeting of 13 February 2012 (Minute 74 refers).  Recommendation 1a 
in this paper (building on the recommendation in paragraph 9 of the aforementioned 
paper on the Strategic Development of the Taught Portfolio) stated that ‘The Dean of 
Graduate School and Internationalisation work with SPCU and Faculties to develop a 
more nuanced understanding of the standing of individual PGT programmes in order to 
ascertain the shape and balance of risk within the PGT portfolio as a whole’.  

3. Subsequently, the Dean of Graduate School conducted a risk analysis of the taught 
postgraduate portfolio which was considered by UEC on 28 February 2012.  This report 
identified those taught postgraduate programmes which departments strategically review 
in advance of the next recruitment cycle, and those programmes that are already being 
reviewed or are planned to be reviewed in the next planning cycle. This is being taken 
forward by Faculty PVCs and Deputy Heads of Faculty. 

4. UEC requested that the Dean of Graduate School develop some principles to underpin 
the strategic management of the taught postgraduate portfolio.  These were initially 
presented and discussed at the Meeting of UEC on 17 April 2012. 

Principles 

5. The paper on the Strategic Development of the Taught Portfolio noted that the University 
has well-established processes for the development of new programmes of study.  
These ensure that full consideration is given to the underlying business case for all new 
programme proposals (with the authority to approve business cases resting with Faculty 
PVCs as divisional budget holders) and the academic quality and standards of proposed 
new programmes (with final approval taking place under the authority of Education 
Committee and Senate). 

6. Within these processes the responsibility for initiating new programmes rests solely with 
departments.  This reflects the need for the development of the University’s portfolio of 
taught programmes to be responsive to the developing academic profiles and strategies 
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of departments, and to make effective use of the knowledge that exists within 
departments about the changing patterns of student demand in their subject areas.  
Currently programme development is almost entirely a bottom-up process, although 
proposals emanating from departments must demonstrate the way in which they support 
the achievement of University strategic objectives.  Faculty PVCs are responsible for 
confirming that this is the case when they approve Stage 1 new programme proposals, 
and are also charged with bringing to UEC’s attention any proposal that raises significant 
issues of principle or business risk for the University. 

7. However, there is presently no formal process for reviewing and ascertaining whether a 
programme has met the objectives of the business case that forms part of Stage 1 
approval.  To address this weakness in the current processes the following Principle is 
proposed: 

Principle 1 - Drawing on existing programme, departmental and planning review 
processes, all new taught postgraduate programmes will be reviewed after a 
period of two years against the Stage 1 business plan. 

8. Whilst the University has well-established procedures for reviewing programmes and a 
process for withdrawing programmes, the latter mechanism is driven by 
Departments/Schools in that they submit a request to ‘their Faculty Support 
Administrator, for consideration by the Chair of the relevant Faculty Education 
Committee’.  The Chair of the relevant Faculty Education Committee decides whether a 
proposal to withdraw a programme should be recommended to Education Committee.  
The Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education) considers these requests on behalf of Education 
Committee.  At present there is no formal mechanism within the planning process that 
can trigger such a request.   

9. The paper on the Strategic Development of the Taught Portfolio noted that ‘Reviews of 
the viability (relative to agreed recruitment targets, and in the context of the full range of 
benefits that a given programme brings to the University) of existing provision are less 
well embedded’.   

10. This paper proposed and it was agreed by Education Committee that ‘with effect from 
the annual reviews of learning and teaching conducted in summer/autumn 2011, 
departments be provided with more focused admissions data (applications and intakes) 
that allows them, as part of the annual review process, to reflect on admissions on a 
programme-by-programme basis and that they be required to report on this within their 
annual review report (this would include reporting for any recently approved programmes 
on recruitment against the targets agreed when the new programme was approved).*  
The same data would be analysed by professional services in the summer/autumn each 
year, in order to identify any issues that these services felt required further consideration 
by faculties and departments.  This analysis would then be shared with Faculty PVCs in 
October each year, to allow Faculty PVCs to identify those issues they felt needed to be 
raised with departments.  These issues would then be discussed by Faculty PVCs and 
departments in the November planning review meetings, with both parties to the 
discussion having had the opportunity to review and reflect on the information and 
issues.  This would allow actions to be agreed to address any issues of concern.’  Whilst 
the nature of these actions might vary they are not formally linked to the withdrawal 
process outlined in paragraph 8.  The following Principle is therefore proposed in order to 
address the absence of a link between the planning process, assessment of the viability 
of programmes and the process for withdrawing programmes.    

                                                 
* This data would include information about admissions on a programme-by-programme basis.  It would 

also need to include data on the number of students registered per module, as in several departments in the 
University there are ‘integrated suites’ of programmes that extensively share modules so that while recruitment 
per programme may appear low the provision is nevertheless being delivered efficiently as a result of the shared 
teaching and assessment. 
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Principle 2 – Any taught postgraduate programme identified within the planning 
process as experiencing a significant shortfall of recruitment against target will be 
recommended for withdrawal through the process outlined in the Learning and 
Teaching Handbook, unless the department is able to make a sufficient case for its 
retention. In this context 'significant' is deemed to mean greater than 20%, and the 
case must be accepted by the Faculty PVC. 

Action requested 

11. Senate is asked to consider approving the two Principles outlined in paragraphs 7 and 
10.  


