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1.0 Executive Summary 
 

This paper presents the recommendations arising out of discussions at the Senate Review Working 

Group in relation to the size, composition, and chairing of Senate. The Working Group’s 

considerations have been informed by a discussion paper (available on request) and have been 

mindful of the values and principles for Senate operations, as defined in the first report of the 

Working Group, and supported by the Senate Review Committee. The recommendations contained 

in this report reflect the views of the Working Group and will require approval from the Senate 

Review Committee, and, in due course, approval at Senate (and, where necessary, Council). 

2.0 Recommendations  

 

The recommendations listed below focus on three key issues; namely, size, composition, and 

chairing. Background into these recommendations is provided, including comparative information 

from a group agreed by the Working Group (see discussion paper). These universities were selected 

for their range of missions and approaches to academic / University governance, as well as 

understanding the outcomes of prior governance reviews.  

2.1 Size and Composition 

The Working Group discussed in detail the size and composition of Senate. The comparator analysis 

showed that, at both national and international universities, there is no clear correlation between 

the size and type of the institution, and the size and composition of its Senate. Individual institutions 

rather determine their own appropriate structures according to their specific requirements. The 
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Working Group has therefore concluded in the absence of clear sector wide norms that Senate's size 

and makeup should reflect the needs specific to Durham University. 

Key therefore to the size and composition of Senate at Durham, is the need for membership to 

reflect the Principles established by the Working Group in its first report; namely, the importance of 

embodying the Academic Community in Senate membership. The Principle of Collegiality, and the 

creation of a collegial culture at Senate in the widest sense, was felt to be central to decision making 

around Senate composition, and that decisions on composition would, in turn, define Senate's size.  

In order to achieve collegiality  and the facilitation therefore of the agreed Principle of "One 

University", the Working Group recommend retaining a membership of Senate which enables 

engagement from and with all areas of academic activity at the appropriate level. The Working 

Group believe that those responsible for implementing key academic strategic decisions should be 

present at the Senate decision making phase, to promote integration between responsibility and 

accountability.  

The recommended composition of Senate therefore reflects the above Principles, and seeks to 

achieve a Senate membership with the sufficient knowledge, expertise, and experience to make 

informed decisions. In addition, given the differences in mode of enquiry, culture, and expected 

practice (internally and externally), the Group acknowledged that it is important to ensure 

experience from across a range of disciplines. As a body with a remit for academic gatekeeping, 

ensuring this breadth of experience was felt to be more important than strict representation. 

The Working Group therefore recommends the following composition of Senate: 

2.1.1 Ex-officio Membership 

The majority of Senate members are currently ex-officio members (67%). The Group’s view is that, 

given Senate’s role as the academic governing body, it is appropriate that key UEC members with 

responsibilities for the University’s academic agenda should retain ex-officio membership at Senate, 

to facilitate a two-way dialogue with Senate which engenders a transparent, trustful and 

consultative decision-making environment and communication with senior staff. It is therefore 

recommended that the following academic roles on UEC retain  ex-officio membership of Senate: 

 

- Vice-Chancellor 

- Deputy Vice-Chancellor 

- Pro-Vice-Chancellor and Deputy Warden 

- Pro-Vice-Chancellors 

 

Apart from the Principles articulated above, this recommendation aligns to general practice across 

the comparator group, with all institutions including members of the Executive on Senate, including 

the equivalents of the Vice-Chancellor and Pro-Vice-Chancellors. Additionally, all institutions with a 

similar faculty structure to Durham include the Heads of Faculty amongst the membership of Senate. 

The group also agreed that the Deans and Deputies to the PVC Research and Education should be ex-

officio members, on the basis that they have an ongoing and substantive responsibility for academic 

delivery aligned to Senate’s remit. The group proposes that other Deans be invited to attend Senate 

when issues pertaining to their responsibilities are to be discussed, but that they do not receive 
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membership by virtue of their Deanship where their post lacks direct responsibility for the delivery 

of academic strategy.  

When defining the core ex-officio membership of Senate, it is also recommended that this be linked 

explicitly to those areas of the institution subject to quinquennial Senate review – Heads of 

Academic Departments (including the Foundation Centre and English Language Centre), Heads of 

College, and Directors of University Research Institutes.  

 2.1.2 Members “in attendance” 

The group suggests that all other Professional Services staff currently included in the membership of 

Senate should remain in attendance at Senate (Chief Operating Officer, Academic Registrar, and 

Director of the Research Office (or future equivalents of these posts)), and are encouraged to attend 

all meetings to support discussion. It is recommended that the Chief Information Officer and 

Librarian become members “in attendance”, as opposed to ex-officio, in recognition of the principle 

noted above, that ex-officio membership of Senate is reserved to those subject to quinquennial 

review. The Group encourage attendance by the above members to promote inclusivity at Senate.  

It is recommended that outside of this group of role holders, attendees should be invited to Senate 

when relevant items are on the agenda.  

The University Secretary, and those supporting the Secretary, will remain in attendance.  

2.1.3 Appointed Members 

Currently, there are three student representatives appointed by the Students’ Union, (the President 

is ex-officio, and two are appointed by the Union), for membership of Senate. The Working Group 

acknowledges the benefits and value of encouraging student engagement on University committees, 

and recognises the positive contribution made by student representatives, as set out in the 

Principles of Student Engagement agreed by Senate. The Group agreed that student representation 

on Senate should be expanded to a maximum of five members, with three students appointed from 

amongst the student body, in line with the Principles of Student Engagement, which reflect the 

makeup of the student population. In addition, two ex-officio student members of Senate are 

suggested: the Union President, and the Union’s Academic Affairs Officer. It is recommended that 

criteria for and process of the appointment of student representatives is formalised, and that Senate 

is made aware of such conditions for appointment. It is suggested that an assurance statement is 

brought to Senate, from the Union, clarifying how the appointed individuals meet the criteria set, 

and therefore best represent the diversity of the student body.   

2.1.4 Elected Members  

At present, the number of AEA elected members is equal to one-third of the ex-officio membership 

of Senate. The Working Group agreed that Senate should retain some members elected from the 

academic community to:  

- Broaden the range of Senate membership, encouraging more junior representation which 

facilitates discussion based on a breadth of experience and supports professional 

development;  

- To ensure the presence of a voice independent of line management, with individuals 

responsible, in their role as a Senate member, to their electorate.  
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In addition, members from the AEA provide a line of scrutiny regarding academic activities. The 

group will confirm the recommended number of AEA members on Senate following identification of 

the full Senate membership, but is envisaging that, as a proportion, it should stay at ~20%.  

2.1.5 Co-opted Members 

Co-opted membership was also discussed, and the Working Group, in recognition of the flexibility 

co-option entails, recommended retaining co-option. Due to the size of Senate proposed, it is 

recommended that a maximum of two co-opted members be included in Senate membership.  This 

is intended to reduce reliance on co-option and to encourage a more judicious use of “in 

attendance”, thereby maintaining clear boundaries for Senate membership.   

2.2 Size 

 
On the basis of the recommendations identified by the Working Group in relation to the composition 

of Senate, the Group recommend retaining a Senate of similar size to the current body, with a 

relatively high proportion of academic staff as members, to promote collegiality and the Principle of 

"One University".   The Group also recognised a benefit of a larger Senate; namely, that efficiency 

savings may be achieved through establishing a single point of engagement with individuals from all 

areas of academic activity in the University. 

2.3 Equality and Diversity 

The Working Group also considered Senate’s commitment to achieving equality and diversity as part 

of its deliberations regarding size and composition; particularly in relation to ex-officio membership. 

It was agreed by the Working Group that Senate should promote and encourage fundamental 

change across the institution; particularly in the development of academic leaders. Holistic cultural 

change, as envisaged by the current equality and diversity strategy, will itself, in time, engender 

enhanced equality and diversity in Senate membership, due also in part to the work of the AEA in 

championing equality and diversity.  

2.4 Conflicts of Interest 

The findings of the Interim Report of the Governance Review Board in relation to “conflicts of 

interest” were also considered by the Working Group as part of its discussions on Senate 

composition. The Interim Governance Review Report noted that, in its current form, Senate was 

vulnerable to conflicts of interest.  

The Working Group acknowledged that there may be some circumstances in which individual 

members of Senate have a conflict of interest in the normal understanding of the phrase (i.e. where 

an individual member has a personal stake in a matter of Senate business), but felt that a larger 

Senate mitigates the risk of such conflicts of interest, as there is limited likelihood of having a 

sizeable proportion of Senate members with a shared personal interest in an issue. The Group also 

recognised that the Governance Review Project Board’s comments were not limited to a narrow 

definition of conflicts of interest, and were intended to include issues regarding undue influence of 

line managers on other members of Senate. The Interim Report stated that “There are few members 

of Senate who do not have their line manager present during debates on management proposals, 

leaving some members feeling potentially uncomfortable about expressing dissenting views. The 

recent vote on the creation of a Faculty of Colleges was cited as a clear example of this inherent 

problem”.  



Appendix B - S/14/78 
 

5 

In discussing this specific example raised in the Interim Report of the Governance Review Board – 

the debate concerning whether the Colleges should become a Faculty – the Group concluded that 

the underlying governance issues it raised were not the result of conflicts of interest. Rather the 

issues related to the lack of prior broad consultation, an approach to managing the Agenda and 

business of Senate, and the culture existing at the time. The Group have therefore sought to address 

these issues partly via the Principles and Values identified in its First Report, (namely, the need to 

engender cultural change in which hierarchy is suspended for the facilitation of an open and 

discursive environment), and via a number of mechanisms elaborated below, in particular the 

Senate Forum. 

In addition, the group felt that there was minimal risk of conflicts of interest arising of the nature 

suggested, due to the presence of a number of appropriate checks and balances; namely, checks on 

the balance of papers in advance of the meeting, the declaration of interests, and members 

absenting themselves from discussions. Furthermore, the very nature of Senate’s membership 

would also contribute to the mitigation of such risks arising from line management presence, given 

that Heads of Department also serve a dual role as Chair of their Boards of Studies, and as such, are 

accountable to both Faculty and Pro VCs and other senior managers and their departmental  

members.   

2.5. Chairing 

The Chair is recognised as a vital component of Senate, responsible for setting the dynamic and tone 

of the Meetings. The Chair is therefore essential for facilitating the cultural change required to 

establish a culture of open and transparent decision making which encourages inclusive consultation 

and discussion. The Working Group discussed several potential models for the Chair title; namely, 

whether to retain the Vice-Chancellor as Chair, or whether an elected or appointed Chair should be 

recommended.  

Whilst the option of an elected or appointed Chair is unusual in the sector, the Group noted its 

potential benefits; namely, the ability to separate the governance role of Senate from the proposals 

and decisions made by the Vice-Chancellor as Chief Executive.  However, the Group concluded that 

the benefits of this option were outweighed by potential concerns relating to the introduction of an 

additional authority figure, which may produce ambiguity in responsibility and reporting lines in 

senior governance and management roles.  

By retaining the Vice-Chancellor as Chair of Senate, the concept of the Senate as the key academic 

governing body in the University would be upheld, through positioning the most senior academic in 

the institution as the accountable officer for academic strategy setting and decision-making. As 

Chair, the Vice-Chancellor would remain visibly accountable to the wider academic body.  The Group 

also noted the potential for the Vice-Chancellor as Chair to promote a key Senate Principle; that is, 

the concept of "One University", through encouraging collegiality between the Executive and wider 

academic community. 

To address the potential issue which could remain with the maintenance of the Vice-Chancellor as 

Chair of Senate (that is, the potential for conflicts of interest to arise between the role of Vice-

Chancellor as Senate Chair, and their role as Chief Executive), the Working Group recommends the 

creation of a Senate Forum (see 2.5.1.2 below) which would mitigate such risks through the creation 

of an open, discursive environment for the consideration of Senate issues independent of the 

Executive.  
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The Working Group therefore recommends that the Vice-Chancellor continues to be the Chair of 

Senate, on the basis that this arrangement will be supported by various mechanisms (see 2.5.1), to 

ensure the effective and transparent operation of Senate for its Members. In line with this 

recommendation, it is recommended that the position of Vice-Chair should be filled by the Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor. 

2.5.1 Support Mechanisms 

Given the centrality of the role of Chair, the need to provide appropriate support was discussed by 

the Group. Mechanisms of this sort would not just exist to support the Chair in performing his/her 

duties, but would also act as a means of ensuring that a) checks and balances are available which 

accommodate different styles of chairing, b) direct feedback is available and, c) Senate has a direct 

input into managing its Agenda and business. The mechanisms recommended for ensuring that the 

Chair is supported effectively include an Agenda Setting Committee and a Senate Forum.  

2.5.1.1 Agenda Setting Committee (ASC) 

It is recommended that an Agenda Setting Committee is established to:  

- Co-ordinate the business of Senate and support the University Secretary in the preparation 

of  the agenda and papers for a meeting of Senate;  

- Support cultural change by considering at each of its meetings the continuing operation of  

the Principles; 

- Identify what business is to be reserved from student representatives at full meetings of 

Senate.  

The University Secretary would be explicitly responsible to Senate collectively for the effective 

operation of this committee, and would be expected to closely liaise with the Chair of the ASC to 

agree an appropriate range of business, which may be both called to, and put to the committee as 

required.  

The existence of an Agenda Setting Committee is not unique, and, at five comparator institutions, (St 

Andrew’s, Heriot-Watt, Bristol, Dundee and Bath), a Senate Business Committee or broadly 

equivalent Standing Committee of Senate are in operation.  

It is recommended that the Chair of the ASC should be different to the Chair of Senate, to provide a 

safeguard that the interests of Senate as a collective body are taken into account. This would further 

be achieved through the process of election itself, in which nominations for the position should be 

presented by the Committee, and confirmed by Senate. The group proposes that the elected 

members would be responsible for electing a Chair from amongst the members in the group, 

excluding the Vice-Chancellor due to their position as Chair of Senate. The suggested membership of 

this committee has been drawn up to ensure that key constituent bodies are represented, and is as 

follows: 

- Vice-Chancellor 

- University Secretary 

- One Head of Department from each faculty 
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- One Head of College 

- One Director of a University Research Institute 

- One Academic Electoral Assembly member 

The secretariat for the Agenda Setting Committee would be provided by the University Secretary’s 
office. Membership of the ASC is intended to reflect the makeup of Senate as a whole, and as such, 
any changes in Senate membership will incur a subsequent change in the membership of the ASC.  
 
The Vice-Chancellor, as the only member of the Executive present on this committee, would be 

expected to ensure communication and consultation with the rest of the Executive in identifying 

priorities for Senate. The Vice-Chancellor should work with the University Secretary to ensure this.  

For the committee to be as effective as possible, it is recommended that at least two members 

(other than the Vice-Chancellor) are of a professorial level.  

The suggested lengths of office are as follows: 

- Members to serve a maximum of two consecutive terms, of no more than two years each; 

- Chair to serve a three year period, and should be co-opted onto Senate, should their term as 

a Senate member end before their term as Agenda Setting Committee Chair. 

2.5.1.2 Senate Forum 

A Senate Forum is also recommended, comprised of all Senate members excluding the Executive, in 

recognition of the value of the more discursive approach to Senate matters demonstrated by the 

Senate Review Committee, and at meetings of Senate at which the Executive had absented 

themselves. The Working Group recognise the benefits of an environment in which open discussion 

is more possible than at a formal Senate meeting, although recommends that the forum have no 

formal decision making powers. The Forum would therefore act as a discursive arm of Senate, 

enabling future Senate meetings to take place in a better informed and prepared fashion and 

facilitating more effective and efficient decision making at Senate. The Forum may: 

 Meet prior to Senate, to discuss  issues arising from the Agenda Setting Committee; 

 Highlight issues not featured at the Agenda Setting Committee, which require discussion; 

 Further discuss issues, following their consideration at Senate, as agreed by Senate.  

The Working Group recommends the following draft Terms of Reference: 

1) To consider matters identified by the Agenda Setting Committee or Senate; 

2) To enable individual members of the Forum, with the agreement of the Chair, to raise 

institutional issues that they feel may need to be addressed. The type of items which may 

warrant referral to a special ad hoc meeting of the Forum are to be identified by Senate; 

3) To respond to issues tabled, and to inform Senate and ASC of discussions via a formalised 

reporting line to Senate; 

4) To support Senate in providing effective academic governance for the University.  



Appendix B - S/14/78 
 

8 

The Working Group discussed whether there may be overlap with the function of the AEA, but it was 

felt that the Forum was distinct from the AEA in that the latter is very much for the academic 

community at large to debate issues, as opposed to a Senate Forum, which would provide a 

discursive environment for Senate members alone. As such, it was felt that a Forum would act as 

complementary to, rather than as a duplication or supersession of, the AEA.  

Although members of the Executive may be invited to attend as needed, the Group recommends 

that the Chair of the Forum is elected by, and from amongst the members of Senate other than 

those also on UEC. The Chair would be expected to liaise with the Agenda Setting Committee to 

agree items for discussion by the Forum, thereby keeping the Vice-Chancellor informed of activity 

within the Forum. The Group recommends that the Forum meet formally once a year, in a half away-

day format, during which progress at Senate during the year may be discussed, along with priorities 

for the coming year. Further ad hoc meetings may be called in response to major items of discussion 

at Senate. Identification of what type of item constitutes “major” will be defined by Senate. 

Secretarial support for the Forum will be provided by the University Secretary’s Office. 

2.5.1.3 Secretary 

The Working Group supports the proposals for the permanent University Secretary role, and 

encourages the embedding of a Secretary with holistic responsibility for the complete committee 

structure. The Group recognises the importance of independence to this role, necessary for the 

ability to challenge governance and management at a high level. 

The Working Group recommends that the Agenda Setting Committee be established, in part, to 

ensure that the Secretary relates to the body of Senate. In addition, the Group supports the 

introduction of joint reporting lines to both the Chair of Council and the Chair of Senate, in contrast 

to the current emphasis on supervision by the Vice-Chancellor; to reduce the risk of a loss of 

independence and the creation of an asymmetric dynamic between the two bodies.  

3.0 Next Steps Going Forward 

The next phase of discussions with the Senate Review Working Group will focus on a) delegations; b) 

sub-committees; and c) operational issues. With regard to delegations, a revised list of delegations 

to both committees and individuals will be identified, along with a clear statement of powers 

reserved to Senate for inclusion in the Standing Orders. A review of committees alongside those 

present in comparator institutions will also be undertaken, to highlight any gaps in current Senate 

responsibilities, including those delegated to subcommittees. Finally, a number of operational issues 

will be addressed, including: induction of new members; annual review of Senate; declarations of 

interest; and whether there should be business reserved from students.  

It is anticipated that discussion of delegations, committees, and other ad hoc operational issues will 

occur during March, with recommendations to be brought to Senate in April. However, there is 

some flexibility and, if necessary, final recommendations may be brought to the June meeting of 

Senate.  
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4.0 Summary of Recommendations 

 

In summary, the following recommendations have been proposed by the Working Group: 

 

1) Size: It is recommended that Senate remain a relatively large body, as currently established. 

 

2) Composition: A number of recommendations are made: 

 
a. Ex-officio membership retained for the Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, PVC 

and Deputy Warden, and PVCs (Research, Education, and Faculty); 

b. Deans and Deputies to PVCs Research and Education to receive ex-officio 

membership; 

c. Broader ex-officio membership to be linked to those areas subject to regular review 

by Senate i.e. HoDs, HoCs, and Directors of URIs; 

d. The Librarian and CIO to become members in attendance; 

e. Other Deans with responsibility for the delivery of academic strategy, and relevant  

Professional Services staff to be in attendance at Senate; 

f. To retain representation from the AEA, amounting to 20% of Senate membership; 

g. To maintain co-option of members – although this is restricted to two members. 

 

3) Chair: It is recommended that the Vice-Chancellor remain Chair of Senate, with the Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor as Deputy Chair. 

 

4) Agenda Setting Committee: A number of recommendations are made: 

 

a. The Chair of Senate to be supported by an Agenda Setting Committee, with a 

different Chair to that of Senate; 

b. Only the Vice-Chancellor from the Executive to be present (but expected to feed the 

wider Executive’s input into discussion, and to feed back to them), together with the 

University Secretary, one head of department from each faculty, one head of a 

college, one director of a URI, and one AEA member; 

c. At least two of the members to be of a professorial level; 

d. Members would be expected to serve a maximum of two consecutive terms, of no 

more than two years each; 

e. The Chair would serve a three year period, and be co-opted onto Senate should their 

term as Senate member end before their term as Agenda Setting Committee Chair.  

 

5) Senate Forum: A number of recommendations are made: 

 

a. That a Senate Forum be established which encourages discussion in an open and 

informal environment; 

b. The Forum to meet formally at a minimum of once a year; 

c. The Forum to have no formal decision making powers;  

d. Executive colleagues are to be engaged in discussions at the Forum, but a Chair 

should be elected by, and from amongst the members of Senate; 

e. The Chair would be expected to liaise with the Agenda Setting Committee to agree 

items for discussion by the Forum. 
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