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Wider Student Experience Committee Report: 22 October 2020 
 
Proposed Resolution 
The University Executive (UE) is asked to: 

1) note the discussion of items by Wider Student Experience Committee at its meeting on 22 
October 2020; 

2) note the Committee’s decision to dissolve its two Sub-Committees; 
3) endorse the consequential amendments to the Committee’s Terms of Reference to 

Senate, in addition to a request to add “inclusion” after “equality and diversity”. 
 

Communication 
Status: Paper  Open X Open Internal  Confidential 

Restricted/External  

Communication 
Status: 
Appendices 

Open X Open  
Internal   Confidential 

Restricted/External  

Freedom of 
Information 
Exemption and 
Rationale 

Paper: n/a 

Appendices: n/a 

 
Previous Consideration by this or other Committee  
N/A 
 
Further Committee approval required  
Senate – 24 November 2020. 
 
Appendices  
N/A. 
 
 

 Executive Summary 

1.1 This is a report of the meeting of Wider Student Experience Committee (WSEC) held on 22 
October 2020. The agenda and papers of all WSEC meetings are available at 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/colleges.se.division/pvcoffice/wsecommittee/wsedocuments/. 

 Strategic/Policy Context  

2.1 Wider Student Experience Committee supports Senate in maintaining the quality of the wider 
student experience, and does so in line with the Terms of Reference provided by Senate. 
The Committee has responsibility for scrutinising and recommending to Senate (and UEC 
and Council, where appropriate) policy and sub-strategies in support of the Wider Student 
Experience Strategy. 

2.2 The matters considered at the meeting of Wider Student Experience Committee held on 22 
October 2020 included the following: 

2.2.1 The Terms of Reference and plan of business of the Committee; 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/colleges.se.division/pvcoffice/wsecommittee/wsedocuments/
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2.2.2 The refreshed Wider Student Experience Strategy, including a discussion of Wider 
Student Experience Bursaries; 

2.2.3 The University’s efforts to provide an excellent Wider Student Experience under 
Covid-19 conditions; 

2.2.4 Student conduct on social media; 

2.2.5 The review of the Durham Student Organisation Framework. 

 Background and Analysis  

3.1 The following provides a summary of the key items considered by Wider Student Experience 
Committee: 

3.2 Terms of Reference and plan of business. The Committee received its current Terms of 
Reference and draft plan of business for information. The Committee discussed the role of its 
two Sub-Committees, Student Enrichment Sub-Committee and Student Support and 
Wellbeing Sub-Committee. There was a consensus that the Wider Student Experience 
Committee itself was able to provide sufficient assurance to Senate on these policy areas, 
without a need for additional layers of governance. However, management bodies to bring 
together practitioners from across the University, initiate projects, and create communities of 
practice were required. It was thus decided to dissolve the Sub-Committees as currently 
constituted and re-create them as management groups under the aegis of the Colleges and 
Student Experience Division, though still drawing a representative membership from across 
the University. The membership of the groups would be reviewed to ensure it remained 
relevant and comprehensive. Student representatives particularly welcomed the opportunity 
to participate in groups with a mandate to take action as well as in groups with an assurance 
function. 

Permission is thus sought to make the consequential amendments to the Committee’s Terms 
of Reference to replace mention of the Sub-Committees with references to the new 
management groups, noting that they would continue to report on their activities to the Wider 
Student Experience Committee. 

The addition of “inclusion” to the statement “To support and promote equality and diversity in 
all its activities” in the Terms of Reference was also requested. 

3.3 Wider Student Experience Strategy. The Committee received the Wider Student 
Experience Strategy for reference in the form approved by Senate and Council in Easter 
Term 2020, which would now underpin the Committee’s work. It discussed the particular 
matter of the Wider Student Experience bursaries mentioned in the Strategic Action Plan. 
These bursaries are mandated in the University’s Access and Participation Plan, and a 
generous donation has recently been received to enable a pilot scheme focused on students 
from North-East England. Some concern was expressed regarding potential duplication with 
existing schemes in Colleges and elsewhere. The commitment in the Strategic Action Plan to 
supplement the donation with University funds to broaden the scheme beyond the North-
East, with a focus on students with protected characteristics, was noted. 

3.4 The Wider Student Experience under Covid-19 conditions. The Committee received 
verbal updates on (a) enrichment, (b) support and wellbeing, (c) community-building and (d) 
operations. Considerable success and student engagement to date were noted, along with 
the great importance of safe face-to-face activity in supporting students’ mental health. The 
Committee noted its formal thanks to all students and staff involved in firstly moving the 
Wider Student Experience online and secondly in beginning to bring back face-to-face 
activity. 
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Student support had moved very quickly and effectively online and there were some benefits, 
including lower rates of non-attendance at appointments. Demand on student support 
services had been lower than usual early in the term but was now rapidly increasing, with a 
number of students beginning to struggle with the realities of university life under Covid 
restrictions and serious mental health issues emerging for some students. College student 
support services were emphasising proactive contact with students in the absence of the 
typical “corridor encounters” which played an important part in supporting students in typical 
years. There were concerns that college staff were very stretched and there might not be the 
usual capacity to deal with serious incidents. 

Pre-arrival contact had assumed additional importance in building college communities. 
Colleges had carried out very successful Induction Week activities, facilitated crucially by 
large numbers of volunteer Freshers’ Representatives (Freps) – their activities were central 
to this every year but had been even more important under Covid-19 conditions. Much praise 
had been received from parents. With the ubiquity of online meetings, colleges had been 
able to draw on their alumni to help induct freshers into college communities without the 
need to travel back to Durham. Online activities had helped to integrate self-isolating 
students and livers-out, but there were concerns that fatigue with these activities could set in 
before the end of term. 

College operations were under pressure but achieving considerable success, for example in 
delivering safe and socially distanced formals. Staffing was a major concern due to other 
employers having used up much of the spare capacity in the local labour market, e.g. to 
operate Covid-19 testing sites. Lessons had been learned with regard to food provision for 
self-isolating students, who had welcomed a shift to provision of freshly prepared food direct 
from College kitchens. Reassuringly, levels of infection of Operations staff appeared to be 
extremely low, providing confidence in the health and safety measures that had been 
adopted for their protection. 

3.5 Student conduct on social media. The Committee discussed the ongoing issues with 
student conduct on social media. A working group planned at the previous meeting had not 
gone ahead, partly to avoid conflicting with the Respect Commission Working Group and 
partly because issues over the summer had escalated these matters to the top of the 
University. It was noted that a training video on online conduct in academic settings had 
been produced and was of high quality; there was support for a proposal to produce a 
parallel video on non-academic contexts, as long as student voices (e.g. the Durham People 
of Colour Association) were included from the outset. The Committee further noted that while 
the new measures taken to publicise serious disciplinary outcomes were welcome, greater 
visibility of less formal disciplinary outcomes was also desirable in order to allow reporting 
parties to be informed of the consequences of their reports. Bystander training was viewed 
as an important component of the strategy in this area, but it was necessary to scale it up 
considerably and allow all members of the community to be trained, not just student leaders 
(who might need this training less than others in the first place). This had been successfully 
done at York University. It was noted that the negative behaviours and cultures observed 
took root long before individuals applied to university; it might be advantageous to be clear 
on expected values and behaviours at the points of application and offer-making. 

3.6 Review of the Durham Student Organisation Framework and interface with 
independent Common Rooms. The Committee received a verbal update on progress with 
these matters. It was noted that the challenges with the Framework lay largely with student 
Common Rooms and not with smaller organisations such as sports clubs. Practical 
improvements to processes were being introduced to improve the operation of the 
Framework for Common Rooms. The governance arrangements around the University’s 
relationship with independent Common Rooms were also being reviewed and clarified. 
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 Financial and Resource Implications  

4.1 N/A 

 Risk and Equality, Environmental and Social Impact Analyses 

5.1 No formal analyses have been undertaken. 

 Consultation  

6.1 N/A 

 Future Action/next Steps 

7.1 The two Sub-Committees will be reconstituted immediately as management bodies. 

7.2 The DSO Framework review will be circulated to the Committee for feedback prior to 
submission to UEC. 

 Further Information 

8.1 Further information is available from Tom Pullman, Senior Divisional Manager, Colleges & 
Student Experience Division (thomas.pullman@durham.ac.uk; extn: 44885). 
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