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Headlines 

 Durham’s ‘Academic Safety Net’ seeks to ensure that each student receives the grade they 

deserve, despite the pandemic. Find out what it means in practice. 

 Across-the-board algorithmic approach to grades and degree classifications are neither 

possible nor appropriate this year.  

 Additional information is available via our Academic Safety Net FAQs 

 Register to attend the Academic Safety Net Town Hall on Wednesday 17 February.  

 

Dear Students, 

Teaching and learning at Durham University have been profoundly affected by Covid-19. Every effort 

has been made to enable students to successfully complete their modules and degree programmes. 

Staff have shown tremendous creativity and dedication. Students have responded in kind, investing 

time and energy in their studies. We know that this has not always been easy. Some have struggled 

with internet access and learning resources. Others have had to balance work and caring 

responsibilities. All have had to cope with the mental and physical stress caused by the pandemic. 

 

Academic Safety Net 

Durham’s ‘Academic Safety Net’ seeks to ensure that despite these challenges, each student 

receives the grade they deserve. No student’s educational attainment should be worsened as a 

result of the pandemic. What does that mean in practice? 

 If you are unable to submit your summative coursework by the agreed deadline, you can 

follow normal department procedures to request an extension of up to 7 days, without the 

need to provide any supporting evidence. If you need this additional time, you will be able to 

use it. 

 If you are unable to take an examination – for example, if you are ill or caring for someone 

who is ill – you will be able to defer your assessment to the 2020/21 resit period in August. 

All students can defer one or more of their examinations and undertake as a first attempt. 

 If your dissertation, major project, or other key assessment has been adversely affected by 

academic factors – e.g., lacking access to key resources – this will be factored into marking. 

All students submitting a dissertation or other major assessment will be able to submit an 

academic impact statement, using a standard template. 

 If you narrowly miss out on a higher degree classification, by up to 2 percentage points, 

then you will automatically be considered for promotion under our standard procedures 

for discretion. In addition, Boards of Examiners will consider students who fall outside this 

zone of discretion if the Board believes that serious adverse circumstances justify the use of 

discretion. 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/student.registry/assessment/covid19/safety.net/


 All departments will review assessments to ensure that marks awards are not out of line 

with previous years.  

 

The Academic Safety Net has been designed to apply to both undergraduate and postgraduate 

students. However, we recognise that not all measures – in particular, the commitment to compare 

a student’s marks from one year to the next – are applicable to all postgraduate students. 

We are therefore undertaking a specific review of postgraduate outcomes in 2019-20, and of the 

effectiveness of measures to mitigate the impact on assessment of postgraduate students (as we 

have already done for undergraduates, whose results were available earlier in the year). 

As part of this review, we will identify whether any further mitigations would help to ensure that 

postgraduate students are not academically disadvantaged by the pandemic. We will update the 

Academic Safety Net policy if necessary, in due course. 

The information above illustrates the breadth and depth of measures being taken to give you 

confidence that the award you receive will not be adversely affected by pandemic.  

 

Collaborative development of measures 

The Academic Officers of the Durham Students’ Union have been heavily involved in the 

development of the Academic Safety Net. They have faithfully represented the views of students, 

after holding extensive consultation which included a drop-in session, and repeatedly emphasised 

the need to provide a level of assurance that will enable you to approach your studies with 

confidence. This collaborative effort has enabled us to reach agreement on each part of the 

Academic Safety Net.  

 

An individual approach 

The Academic Safety Net builds on last year’s experience, incorporating lessons learned as well as 

responding to current circumstances. After careful consideration, our Academic policies and 

procedures have been amended to ensure that grades and degree outcomes are not negatively 

affected by Covid-19. It is agreed that one of last year’s policies, an across-the-board algorithmic 

approach to grades and degree classifications, is neither possible nor appropriate for several 

reasons.  

 Unlike last year, when an unanticipated crisis forced us to make many changes to 

assessments and examinations, this year we have time and experience to develop an 

approach that treats each student as an individual. 

 For the vast majority of students, we lack the data needed to create authentic baseline 

averages.  

 

Find out more 

 Comprehensive FAQs, providing additional information and responding to key questions and 

concerns are available on our Examinations and Assessment webpages. 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/student.registry/assessment/covid19/safety.net/


 Read our Serious Adverse Circumstances (SACs) and Covid-19 guidance 

 On Wednesday 17 February at 5pm we will hold an online forum, open to all students, to 

address remaining questions and concerns. Please register online to attend this event. 

 If you have specific questions relating to your programme, please contact your Academic 

Department in the first instance. 

 Our support network is available to you, no matter where you are. To find out more, please 

visit our Counselling Services webpages or contact your College Student Support Office. 

This is a year like no other. We hope that the Academic Safety Net will give you confidence that your 

grades and degree outcomes will not be negatively affected by Covid-19, and that the integrity of 

your degree will be maintained. And we wish you the very best for the remainder of the year. 

 

Best wishes, 

 

Alan Houston  

Vice-Provost (Education) 

 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/student.registry/assessment/covid19/sacs/
https://durhamuniversity.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJYkcO2prDosEtOPfTECVBdFocOl0WRKeaHo
https://www.dur.ac.uk/counselling.service/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/colleges.se.division/local/studentsupportdirect/college.contacts/

