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Annual Report of QSSC’s Activity in Relation to Responsibilities Delegated by 

Senate 
The paper provides an overview of the activity of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee (QSSC) 
during 2013/14, in order to inform Senate of QSSC's exercise of powers delegated by Senate and 
the key developments instigated by QSSC.  
 
Proposed Resolution/Action 
Senate is asked to receive this report for information. 
 
Document Status  
Open. 
 
Previous Committee Consideration 
n/a. 
 

 
1. Annual Report of QSSC’s Activity in Relation to Responsibilities Delegated by Senate 

Senate has overall responsibility for establishing, reviewing and upholding the academic 
standards of the University, and for the establishment of collaborative partnerships at other 
institutions. Many of the resulting responsibilities are delegated to Quality and Standards Sub-
Committee (QSSC) through Education Committee, as articulated in the terms of reference of 
those committees and the Statement of Senate Delegations.  This document provides an 
overview of QSSC’s exercise of those powers in the 2013/14 academic year, alongside an 
indication of the key issues discussed by QSSC.  

 
2. Common Awards in Theology, Ministry and Mission 

A major focus of QSSC’s activity this year has been consideration of proposals to establish 
partnerships with a range of Theological Education Institutions (TEIs), as part of the 
overarching partnership with the Church of England for validation of ministerial training via the 
Common Awards in Theology, Ministry and Mission. Acting under delegated authority, QSSC 
approved the overarching programme specifications for the Common Awards. Education 
Committee and QSSC have approved specific pathways through these Theology, Ministry and 
Mission programmes at, and partnerships with, the following TEIs:  
 

 South East Institute for Theological Education 

 St. John’s College, Nottingham 

 Queen’s Foundation for Ecumenical Theological Education 

 St. Mellitus College 

 Trinity College Bristol with Bristol Baptist College 

 South West Ministry Training Course 

 Cambridge Theological Federation 

 Cranmer Hall 

 Lindisfarne Regional Training Partnership 

 Yorkshire Theological Education Partnership 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/committees/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/committees/senate/further_information_about_senate/senate_statement_of_delegation/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/common.awards/
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 Lancashire and Cumbria Theological Partnership (up to 2015/16) 

 Ripon College, Cuddesdon 

 Guildford Diocesan Board of Finance 

 The Society of St. Stephen’s House 

 Wycliffe Hall 

  Lincoln Diocesan Trust and Board of Finance.  
 
In each case QSSC and Education Committee considered if conditions identified as part of the 
validation review process had been met, and in some cases identified the need to resolve such 
conditions prior to signing of the contract. QSSC has also established Core Regulations for the 
Common Awards programmes, subsequently approved at Senate in February 2014; and 
established principles and a process for recognition of prior learning for the transition from 
previous validation arrangements to the Common Awards.  
 

3. Programme Approval 
During 2013/14 the committee approved the following programmes, acting under delegated 
authority from Senate:  
 

 DBA within Durham University Business School 

 Global MSc Finance, within Durham University Business School  

 MA TESOL and MA Applied Linguistics for TESOL in the English Language Centre 

 PhD with Integrated Studies, in Durham University Business School 
 
The Chair of QSSC has also approved the withdrawal of a number of programmes which have 
been replaced and were thus redundant (a list is available from Academic Support Office upon 
request). QSSC instigated revisions to the programme withdrawal process so that this now 
takes fuller account of the impact of withdrawal on the diversity of the student body, the 
operation of Queen’s Campus, and the Foundation Centre.  
 

4. Periodic Review and Accreditation 
QSSC has delegated responsibility for considering reports arising from periodic review of 
departments (Departmental Review); and for the revalidation of taught programmes following 
Departmental Reviews. In 2013/14 QSSC has considered reports from Departmental Reviews 
of, and revalidated programmes in, the Departments of Chemistry, Mathematics and Music and 
Combined Honours. Following assurance from the Business School on their alignment to the 
Curriculum Principles, QSSC fully validated the MSc Economics and MSc Islamic Finance and 
Management Programmes, having previously validated these for 2013/14 only pending such 
assurance. QSSC has also revalidated existing Theology and Ministry programmes at Cranmer 
Hall and the Lindisfarne Regional Training Partnership, following review visits to those 
partners. 
 
QSSC also exercises responsibility for considering reports from accrediting bodies, and for 
monitoring follow-up by departments to periodic review and accreditation reports, noting 
resulting University-level issues. QSSC identified a need for all departments to review and 
update their programme specifications: Education Committee agreed that this should be done 
within three years via annual review. Follow-up to specific recommendations in Departmental 
Review or accreditation reports are monitored via Periodic Review and Accreditation Panels 
(PRAPs). QSSC has identified key risks in relation to accreditation from particular professional 
and regulatory bodies, where a loss of accreditation would be damaging to a programme and 
potentially the University.  
 

5. Collaborative Partnerships 
QSSC has responsibility for considering proposals to establish collaborative partnerships with 
other universities, recommending these to Education Committee for approval or 
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recommendation to Senate depending on the level of risk. The following partnerships have 
been considered and approved in the 2013/14 academic year:  
 

 University of Iceland (Reykjavik) – Dual-Award PhD with Earth Sciences  

 University of Western Australia – Dual-Award PhD with Chemistry 

 University of Campinas, Brazil – Dual-Award PhD with the Earth Sciences, 
Mathematical Sciences, and Engineering and Computing Sciences 

 Dalian University, China, for an articulation agreement with the Department of 
Physics to deliver BSc Physics and MPhys (Dalian) programmes, approved by 
QSSC under chair’s action 

 China Youth Centre for International Exchange, with Durham University Business 
School 

 University of Caen, France – Dual-Award PhD with Archaeology 

 Qatar University – Dual-Award PhD with the School of Government and 
International Affairs 

 
No particular University-level issues have emerged from consideration of collaborative 
partnerships this year. QSSC has monitored oversight of collaborative partnerships via reports 
from Faculty Collaborative Provision Panels.  
 
QSSC also has authority to approve student-exchange agreements with other universities. In 
2013/14, QSSC approved agreements with the University of Los Andes, Colombia; the Catholic 
University of Chile; Zhejiang University, China; the University of Tokyo; the University of 
Sydney; and the Universities of Bern, Geneva, Fribourg, Neuchatel and Zurich and the Luzern 
University of Teacher Education in Switzerland (for two years, following the withdrawal of 
Switzerland from the Erasmus+ programme). QSSC also renewed exchange agreements with 
the University of British Columbia, Canada; Boston College, USA, and the National University 
of Singapore, and approved departmental agreements between the Business School and the 
Pontificia Universidad Católica Argentina (UCA), Universidad Argentina de la Empresa 
(UADE); and Universidad Adolfo Ibanez, Chile. QSSC has monitored student exchange activity 
via consideration of an annual report from the International Office on this issue.  
 

6. Oversight of Examination Policies and Procedures 
QSSC has considered faculty and University overviews of external examiners’ reports and the 
conduct of boards of examiners (including reports from the University’s Chief Examiner). These 
reports assured QSSC that the standards of the University’s programmes were appropriate. In 
response to issues raised by external examiners and the Chief Examiner, QSSC has ordered a 
review of the guidance on policy on the exercise of discretion for the 2014/15 academic year to 
improve clarity for staff; and has reminded departments of the need to use the full range of the 
marking scale. Following a recommendation from the Chief Examiner in 2012/13, QSSC also 
took forward proposals, subsequently approved by Senate, to revise policy on attendance at 
boards of examiners so that this is now obligatory only for a core group of staff. 

 
7. Matriculation Requirements and Qualification Equivalencies 

QSSC has delegated responsibility from Senate to consider revisions to matriculation 
requirements (including English Language requirements) and qualification equivalencies, and 
has considered annual reports in this area. QSSC approved the introduction of the Edexcel 
International A-Level as a qualification equivalent to GCE A-Level; and has agreed revisions to 
University policy on the acceptability of the TOEFL iBT English language test, following 
changes to Home Office policy in this area. Action will be taken to analyse the effect of 
variations in English Language qualifications and of pre-sessional English Language provision 
on future performance of international students.  
 

8. UK Quality Code for Higher Education 
QSSC considers implications for University policy and practice of changes in the external 
context for quality and standards. A major focus of QSSC’s work in 2013/14 has been mapping 
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University policy and practice against a number of chapters of the QAA’s recently published UK 
Quality Code for Higher Education. QSSC is confident that policy and practice is fully aligned to 
all but three of the 15 chapters of the Code, and has identified work necessary to ensure full 
alignment to the remainder. The Quality Code mappings conducted in 2013/14 led to the 
following notable plans / enhancements:  
 

 Revisions to committee terms of reference, qualification descriptors and the 
Statement of Senate Delegations to improve clarity 

 Proposals to improve monitoring and review of student engagement practices  

 A planned review of the initial proposal stage of the programme approval process 

 Establishment of a requirement for all departments to publish admissions 
requirements for taught postgraduate programmes 

 Guidelines on when chair’s action can be taken on behalf of boards of examiners 

 Proposals to support greater consideration of equality and diversity issues at 
programme approval and Departmental Review 

 A planned review of the Departmental Review process 

 A planned review of the Complaints Procedure for students 

 Plans to review risk-assessment in the development of collaborative partnerships 
 
9. Other Issues 

QSSC received University and faculty overviews on annual reviews of taught and research 
degree provision. No particular issues of concern at institution-level were identified via 
consideration of overviews of reviews of taught provision. QSSC followed up to ensure the 
annual review of research degree process was followed according to procedure with two 
departments. Annual reviews of research degrees also identified a need to remove ambiguity in 
guidance on when a viva should be held: proposals on this issue have been considered at 
Education Committee for transmission to Senate. 
 
QSSC considered annual reports on progression, completion and classification on taught 
programmes. For the first time, these reports broke down progression and attainment data by 
demographic variables. This identified, in particular, that international students tended to 
perform less well than Home / EU students. QSSC asked departments to consider this issue, 
and this data has informed the development of the next Education Strategy, 2015-2020 and of 
the academic skills programme being introduced in October 2014. QSSC has also considered 
reports on concessions, appeals and APNs, asking FECs to follow-up any areas of 
disproportionate activity at departmental level.  
 
QSSC monitored submission rates amongst postgraduate research students. It agreed to 
request that Chairs of FECs (Postgraduate) work with departments with relatively low 
submission rates to obtain assurance on action being taken to address this issue. 
 
QSSC considered the results of the Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 2013. Further 
analysis will be undertaken on areas of comparative strength and weakness, particularly results 
in relation to research culture and resources.  
 

10. Proposed Resolution/Action/Next Steps 
Members of Senate are asked to note the action taken by QSSC during 2013/14.  

 


