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Effectiveness Review of Boards of Studies  
 
Proposed Resolution 
Senate is asked to note and provide comment on the initiation by the University Secretary’s Office 
(USO) of a project to review the Standing Orders of Boards of Studies.  
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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 The purpose of the paper is to inform Senate of the initiation by USO, working with the DVC 
and Provost, of a project to review the effectiveness of Boards of Studies in supporting the 
delivery of the University Strategy. The project will include two strands of work already 
identified as key: the role and appointment process of Heads of Departments and 
modernisation of the standing orders of Boards of Studies. The project will be taken forward 
by a working group with the expectation of benchmarking, evidence gathering, consultation 
within the University community, and recommendations being brought for consideration by 
UEC, Senate and Council during 2017.   

2. Strategic/Policy Context  

2.1 The governance structures of the University, which includes Boards of Studies, need to be fit 
for purpose in supporting management to deliver the University Strategy approved by Senate 
and Council. The University Secretary is charged with ensuring all governance committees 
are reviewed during 2017 with this aim in mind.  



S16/96 
 
 
 
 

 
 

2 of 4 

 

3. Background and Analysis  

3.1 Review of the Standing Orders of Boards of Studies as part of the governance framework of 
the University and the review of the role description and appointment process for Heads of 
Departments are key interrelated pieces of work in support of the delivery of the new 
University Strategy. 

3.2 The review of Standing Orders of Boards of Studies is being led by the University Secretary 
as part of her overall review of the University’s governance structures and high level 
management structures supporting University governance. It is a key objective in the 
University Secretary Office’s Operational Plan. Senate at its 18 October 2016 meeting noted 
that a review of Standing Orders and Statutes would commence in 2016/17.   

3.3 The review of the role and appointment process of Heads of Department, being led by the 
DVC/Provost working with the University Secretary and Director of HR&OD, is an important 
component of delivery of the Faculty Strategy and one of the Critical Initiatives identified by 
UEC. Council agreed in February 2017, on the recommendation of the Nominations 
Committee, to delegate authority to the Executive to manage the appointment process for 
Heads of Department until the review’s recommendations are considered. In both cases the 
appointment process should include input from the Board of Studies. Senate will be  advised 
of the Nominations Committee’s recommendations at its May meeting. At an earlier meeting 
members gave support to a review of the Head of Department appointment process.   

3.4 Boards of Studies are statutory bodies which derive their status as a component of the 
University’s governance structure, powers and membership from Statutes (Statutes 1, 4, 29). 
They are subject to the provisions of Statute 41 which sets out general principles relating to 
the operation of the statutory bodies. Any amendments to the University’s Statutes require 
the approval of Council, following consultation with Senate, and the Privy Council.  

3.5 The duties and responsibilities of Boards of Studies are set out in Senate and Council Joint 
Standing Orders which provide detailed and often prescriptive information about the 
composition, meeting procedure, committees and officers of the Board of Studies, including 
the role and appointment process for Heads of Department and Chairs of Board of Studies 
(J4.1 and J4.2). Amendments to Standing Orders can be made with the approval of Senate 
and Council. 

3.6 Responsibility for the appointment of Heads of Department (Chairs of Boards of Studies) lies 
with Council after consultation with Senate (Statutes 29 and 12). The appointment process 
for Heads of Department and their duties are set out in Standing Orders (J7.1, 7.2 and J4.10-
4.12) 

3.7 The 2014 Governance Review considered Departmental matters and its recommendations 
were: 

 Greater delegation to Heads of Department where possible, consistent with the 
efficient management of Faculties and the University as a whole; 

 Boards of Studies retain their involvement in the appointment of Heads of 
Department; 

 Once appointed, Heads of Department to serve a 3-year term (that can be extended 
to 5 years) with direct line management accountability to Faculty PVCs and the 
Provost; and 

 A review to take place of job descriptions and terms of reference for Heads of 
Department to clarify their roles and responsibilities and to identify appropriate 
remuneration, training and support needs. 
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3.8 The Review concluded that ‘the current arrangements in relation to Boards of Studies will 

remain, amended only to reflect the points above. It is accepted that junior academics, in 
particular, value being directly involved in the formulation of departmental policy. The Review 
Board accepts that this engagement is an important element in attracting academics to 
Durham.’ 

3.9 Given the role of Boards of Studies as components of the University’s governance structure, 
it is proposed to take the two interrelated strands of work identified in 3.1-3.3 forward 
together through the establishment of a working group with the following remit: 

1. To conduct a review of the effectiveness of Boards of Studies in supporting the 
delivery of the University Strategy to include: 

 gathering an evidence base on the effectiveness of the operation of Boards of 
Studies, their interrelationship with other parts of the University’s governance 
structure and with the role of Head of Department; 

 engaging with key stakeholders;  

 reviewing the appointment process for Heads of Department, appointment period 
and support provided 
 

2. To report to UEC, Senate and Council with recommendations during 2017.  

3.10 The proposed membership of the working group is: 

DVC/Provost  
University Secretary 
A current Head of Department  
A former Head of Department  
Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellors 
Director of HR &OD 
Representative nominated by the Durham Students’ Union 
 
(The Group will be supported by GES). 
 

3.11 It is envisaged the review will include:  

1. desk based review of key documentation, including for example sample Board of 
Studies’ minutes 

2. call for views     

3. evaluation of information from other institutions on departmental 
governance/management operating models, role of Head of Department, support, 
appointment periods and process  

4. Dependencies 

4.1 Potential interrelationship with the governance cluster of the Durham DOES programme. 
Project outcomes will inform the project to review Statutes and Standing Orders. 

5. Resource Implications 

5.1 n/a  
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6. Risk Analysis  

6.1 There is a risk that there will be concern within the community about the potential for the role 
of Boards of Studies to be undermined. Mitigations will take the form of clear 
communications and call for views. 

7. Equality Analysis 

7.1 Concerns about equality issues relating to the current process for recruitment of Heads of 
Department and the composition of Boards of Studies will be addressed by the project. 

8. Social Responsibility 

8.1 n/a 

9. Consultation 

9.1 The University Secretary has discussed the project with the DVC and Provost who is 
supportive of the proposed approach.  

10. Future Action/next Steps 

10.1 The next steps will be to establish the working group, determine its method of working, 
develop a communications plan and carry out desk top review.  

11. Communication of Decision 

11.1 A wider communications plan will be discussed at the first meeting of the Group.   

12. Proposed Resolution 

12.1 Senate is asked to note and provide comment on the initiation by the University Secretary’s 
Office (USO) of a project to review the Standing Orders of Boards of Studies. 

13. Further Information 

13.1 University Statutes: https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/statutes/ 

13.2 Senate and Council Joint Standing Orders:  
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/committees/standingorders/JointSO201617f.pdf 
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