
 
 

 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
Academic Office 

SECTION 4 
APPENDIX (A4.13) - Departmental Review: guidance note for review teams 

Introduction 

1. Prior to each Departmental Review a range of documentary evidence is made available 
to review team members (in hard copy and online) to allow them to commence 
consideration of the research and educational provision in the department under review.  
Team members are asked to consider and analyse this documentation as the starting 
point of the review process. 

2. There follows (under the headings that will be used in the review report) a list of some of 
the key issues that review team members will need to consider in conducting the review.  
This list is not intended to be prescriptive or exhaustive, and the documentation will raise 
issues for discussion in addition to those listed below.  Rather, this list is an aide 
memoire for review team members to assist them in their initial analysis of the review 
documentation, and to support them in conducting the review as a whole. 

3. Approximately four weeks before the review visit, members of the review team will meet 
to discuss the results of their individual analyses of the documentation and to identify: 

a. areas of strength in the department under review, which might be commended as 
good practice; 

b. areas where the documentary evidence presented is sufficient to allow the review 
team to reach a conclusion without the need to request further documentation, or 
discuss the issue further with the department; 

c. key issues and themes for discussion with staff and/or students during the day, and 
the meetings at which issues will be pursued; 

d. areas where further documentary evidence (over and above that which will be 
available on the day of the review visit as a matter of course) needs to be requested 
from the department. 

Research 
Department’s research position 

4. Key issues and questions: 

a. To what extent is the department’s research profile actively monitored and nurtured? 

b. How does the department’s research performance compare to national and 
international benchmarks? Is the department aware of its positioning? 

c. In which area(s) of activity does the department demonstrate genuine international 
research leadership? 

d. Are there examples of the department’s research shaping national and international 
agendas? 

e. How will the department raise the quality and impact of any research areas in which it 
has identified that these need to be increased? 

f. To what extent are research findings shared beyond the discipline with a wide range 
of audiences and to the benefit of economy or society? 

g. How effective is the department’s recruitment strategy in supporting its research 
goals? 
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Departmental Review 

h. How does the department offer effective support for early career researchers? 

Management of research activities 

5. Key issues and questions: 

a. To what extent is good practice in the management and support of research 
delivering high quality research outputs? 

b. How effective is the department’s approach to research planning and management? 

c. What are the main influences/ factors that steer research activity? How are these a) 
prioritised and b) communicated to researchers? 

d. How effectively and productively are research groupings managed and supported? 

e. How is inter- and multi-disciplinary research promoted and resourced? 

f. How effectively does the department engage with the activity of research centres 
and/or institutes? 

g. How effectively does the department’s implementation of the following HR processes 
support its strategic objectives relating to research? 

i. Probation 

ii. Promotion 

iii. Annual staff review (including personal research plans)  

iv. Research leave 

v. Performance Management  

Research funding 

6. Key issues and questions: 

a. In the context of attracting research funding what is the department’s general ethos? 

b. How does the department’s income per FTE compare to competitor institutions? 

c. Is activity directed at making grant applications well-spread within the department 
and, if not, (how) does it plan to engage the remaining researchers? 

d. In the context of the department’s current success ‘strike rate’, how does it plan to 
maintain/increase the quality of applications (e.g. peer review)? 

e. How effective is the department at diversifying its research income? 

f. What factors are likely to prevent the department from attaining its funding goals? 
Are these factors being actively addressed? 

Facilities and environment 

7. Key issues and questions: 

a. To what extent do resources, including staff, space, equipment, funding, systems, 
central services e.g. Library, CIS, etc. currently support or hinder research activity? 

b. Does the department support a major research facility and how does this help the 
department to achieve its research goals? 

c. Are there research areas that could be successfully exploited through entrepreneurial 
activity on a regional, national, or international level (without compromising integrity), 
and if so how effectively is the department doing this? 

d. How effective is the department in developing and maintaining research partnerships 
with influential external agencies such as research councils and charities, 
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professional associations, businesses and spin-out companies, non-governmental 
organisations, or public sector bodies (UK, EU, and international)? 

e. To what extent does the department recognise and utilise high-level representation 
on key decision-making and grant-awarding bodies? 

f. How effective is the use made by the department of university structures and facilities 
in support of research?  For example: 

i. Research Office 

ii. University Research Institutes 

iii. Cross-departmental research centres 

iv. Seedcorn schemes 

v. Research training opportunities 

vi. Durham Business and Innovation Services. 

Education 
The department’s strategic approach to educational provision 

8. Key issues and questions: 

a. Is the department’s taught provision clearly underpinned by a strategic approach to 
managing the portfolio of provision? 

b. Has the department effectively considered the University’s Principles for the 
development of the taught curriculum, and put in place a clear action plan to ensure 
that all programmes are aligned with these principles by October 2014? 

c. Are the department’s taught programmes viable in terms of recruitment, student 
numbers and graduate employment prospects? 

d. For departments with collaborative provision: does the provision align with the 
Department's strategic aims and objectives; is the rationale for the ongoing 
collaborative clear; does the provision retain the support of senior staff within the 
Department? 

9. Likely sources of information:  departmental action plan in response to the Curriculum 
Review;  departmental strategic plan;  programme specifications. 

Academic standards of provision 

10. Key issues and questions: 

Programme aims and outcomes 

a. Are the programme specifications for all the University awards covered by the review 
suitably up-to-date and appropriate to the learning outcomes? 

b. Are the aims of the department’s programmes consistent with its broader aims as 
detailed in its education strategy? 

c. How effectively do the programme learning outcomes support the achievement of the 
programme aims? 

d. If any of the programmes involve a placement, are appropriate learning outcomes 
detailed in relation to this? 

Academic standards 

e. How effectively do the programme learning outcomes align with such reference 
points as the University’s qualification descriptors (and therefore the FHEQ), relevant 
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QAA subject benchmark statement(s) and other reference points (e.g. expectations 
or requirements of professional and accrediting bodies)? 

f. Are module learning outcomes consistent with the University’s level descriptors, and 
do they collectively support the defined programme outcomes? 

g. Do module learning outcomes continue to support programme outcomes, taking into 
account any changes in the programme since the last review? 

h. How effectively are learning outcomes communicated to staff, students and external 
examiners? 

i. What evidence is there that the standard of student achievement meets the minimum 
expectations for the award? 

j. For departments with collaborative provision and/or distance learning/taught 
provision, are academic standards for collaborative programmes comparable with the 
academic standards for equivalent Durham-only programmes? 

Curricula 

k. How does the department ensure that the content, design and organisation of its 
curricula allow students the opportunity to progress towards achievement of the 
defined learning outcomes? 

l. How does the department ensure that the level of material being taught is 
appropriate to the defined learning outcomes, and that the curricula are up-to-date 
and current? 

11. Likely sources of information:  departmental education strategy;  programme 
specifications;  module information available in the Faculty Handbook and duo;  reports 
of external accrediting bodies;  external examiners’ reports;  departmental assessment 
criteria;  annual review of learning and teaching. 

Quality of learning and teaching 

12. Key issues and questions: 

a. How does the department ensure that the methods of learning and teaching it uses, 
and the balance between contact hours and independent learning, support students 
in achieving the defined learning outcomes? 

b. How does the balance between learning and teaching change over the duration of 
the programmes under review? 

c. What evidence is there of the effectiveness of the learning and teaching provided by 
the department (e.g. via NSS, student views as expressed in SSCCs, internal 
questionnaire results)? 

d. For departments with collaborative provision and/or distance learning/taught 
provision, are appropriate learning opportunities being provided through the 
collaborative partnership? 

13. Likely sources of information:  programme specifications;  module information 
available in the Faculty Handbook and duo;  departmental handbooks;  National Student 
Survey results;  departmental education strategy;  annual review of learning and 
teaching;  external examiners’ reports. 

Quality of assessment 

14. Key issues and questions: 

a. How does the department ensure that the modes of assessment it employs measure 
the achievement of students relative to the defined learning outcomes? 
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b. How does the department ensure that the modes, nature and content of its 
assessment remain fit for purpose, and enhance its provision in this area? 

c. How effectively do the assessment criteria differentiate between different categories 
of student achievement, and are these consistent with relevant subject benchmark 
statements and the University’s generic assessment criteria?  How, and how 
effectively, are these communicated to staff and students? 

d. How do the modes of assessment employed promote student learning (e.g. the role 
of formative assessment)? 

e. Does the department have a clear policy on the provision of feedback on assessed 
work (including turnaround times for the provision of feedback) that is consistent with 
University requirements?  Is the policy implemented consistently?  Are students 
aware of this policy? 

f. How effective is the department’s approach to providing students with feedback on 
assessed work in order to support their learning? 

g. For departments with collaborative provision and/or distance learning/taught 
provision, how effective are the processes for ensuring the effectiveness and security 
of assessment for students studying at a distance from the University? 

15. Likely sources of information:  programme specifications;  module information 
available in the Faculty Handbook and duo;  departmental handbooks;  National Student 
Survey results;  departmental education strategy;  annual review of learning and 
teaching;  external examiners’ reports;  departmental assessment criteria. 

Quality of student support 

16. Key issues and questions: 

a. Does the department have a clear and strategic approach to recruitment to taught 
programmes, and is this effectively supported by the department’s recruitment and 
admissions processes? 

b. Are there effective arrangements for admission and induction, which are understood 
by staff and students? 

c. How effectively have departments implemented the University’s expectations in 
relation to academic advisers?  What are student views of the academic adviser 
system? 

d. How effective is the overall strategy for the academic support of students, and how 
effectively is learning supported and facilitated by the department’s mechanisms for 
providing academic support to students?  Are students aware of these mechanisms? 

e. How effective are the mechanisms in place for liaison with colleges in respect of 
student support? 

f. How effective are the materials provided by the department to support student 
learning (e.g. via handbooks, use of duo etc.)? 

g. Where a department offers placement learning, how effective are the processes to 
brief students before their placement, support them during it and debrief them when 
they return to the University? 

h. How effectively is student progression and attainment monitored by the department? 

i. How effectively is careers advice provided to students? 

j. Does the department operate SSCCs in a way consistent with the University policy 
on SSCCs?  How effective are SSCCs in providing an opportunity for students to 
raise issues, in ensuring that issues raised by students are considered in an effective 
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and timely way and in providing feedback to students on action taken in response to 
issues raised at SSCCs? 

k. Is the department operating student questionnaires in line with University 
expectations?  How effectively does the department consider and respond to this 
feedback?  Are students informed effectively of action taken in response to issues 
raised in student questionnaires? 

l. For departments with collaborative provision and/or distance learning/taught 
provision, are effective mechanisms in place to support students studying at a 
distance from the University, and to provide them with opportunities to provide 
feedback on their learning experience? 

17. Likely sources of information:  programme specifications;  departmental handbooks;  
performance indicators;  departmental education strategy;  annual review of learning and 
teaching. 

Quality and use of learning resources 

18. Key issues and questions: 

a. How suitable are the resources available (e.g. learning and teaching accommodation, 
library resources, IT resources) to support learning and teaching, and how does the 
department ensure that these are appropriately sustained and where possible 
enhanced? 

b. How does the department ensure that there is an appropriate balance of knowledge 
and skills in terms of the academic and support staff available to support the learning 
and teaching requirements of the curriculum? 

c. How effectively does the department promote staff development in relation to 
learning and teaching (e.g. induction, mentoring and training of new staff, 
participation in internal and external training opportunities, peer observation of 
teaching)? 

d. How effectively does the department train and support postgraduate students 
engaged in learning, teaching and assessment? 

e. For departments with collaborative provision and/or distance learning/taught 
provision, how effective are the mechanisms for ensuring that the learning resources 
provided to such students are appropriate? 

19. Likely sources of information:  programme specifications;  departmental handbooks;  
departmental plan;  departmental education strategy;  annual review of learning and 
teaching;  National Student Survey results;  list showing take-up of academic staff 
development;  briefing notes from Library and CIS. 

Operation of quality management and enhancement procedures 

20. Key issues and questions: 

a. What are the department’s processes for curriculum design and review, and how 
effective are these? 

b. Does the department’s annual review take a comprehensive and strategic overview, 
leading to action points to enhance the department’s provision? 

c. How effective is the annual review’s consideration of relevant management 
information (e.g. applications and admissions statistics, progression and 
achievement statistics, results of internal questionnaires, National Student Survey 
results, first destination data)? 

d. How effectively are external examiners used to assure and enhance the 
department’s provision? 
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e. Where a department engages in placement learning, how effective is the 
consideration of the placement as part of annual review? 

f. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, how 
effective is the management of that partnership? Do the annual review and 
Management Committee meeting minutes demonstrate understanding and oversight 
of the partnership? How effective is the involvement of the partner organisation in the 
annual review? How does the management of the partnership relate to the 
management of learning and teaching within the Department more generally? 

 

g. Where a department has professionally accredited programmes, how does it 
consider these reports and use these for quality assurance and enhancement? 

h. How is good practice identified from processes such as annual review, peer 
observation, participation in staff development etc. disseminated to enhance the 
department’s provision? 

i. How is good practice and innovation external to the department (e.g. via subject 
associations, HEA subject centres etc) identified and incorporated within the 
department’s provision? 

21. Likely sources of information:  departmental education strategy;  annual review of 
learning and teaching;  departmental plan. 

Research student supervision 
Recruitment and admissions 

22. Key issues and questions: 

a. Does the department have a clear strategic approach to the recruitment of research 
students, which is effectively supported by its recruitment and admissions 
processes? 

b. Is useful and accurate information provided to students as part of the admissions 
process? 

c. How do the department admissions processes ensure that adequate supervision and 
resources will be in place for prospective research students? 

d. How has the department implemented the requirement that all applications to 
undertake research degree programmes should be considered by more than one 
member of academic staff? 

e. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, are 
recruitment processes for collaborative programmes clear to staff and students? 

23. Likely sources of information:  departmental policy on the selection and induction of 
research students. 

Supervisory arrangements 

24. Key issues and questions: 

a. How has the department implemented the University’s requirements in respect of 
supervisory teams for all research students registered after October 2005? 

b. How effective are the arrangements for research student supervision? 

c. What, and how effective, are the arrangements for recording the outcomes of 
supervisory meetings? 

d. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, are 
supervisory arrangements clear to staff and students? 
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25. Likely sources of information:  departmental policy on the progress and review of 
research students. 

Quality and use of resources 

26. Key issues and questions: 

a. How suitable are the resources available (e.g. learning and teaching accommodation, 
library resources, IT resources) to support research students, and how does the 
department ensure that these are appropriately sustained and where possible 
enhanced? 

b. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership is 
there evidence that the resources available (e.g. learning and teaching 
accommodation, library resources, IT resources) are suitable for students 
undertaking study as part of that partnership(s)? 

27. Likely sources of information:  departmental handbook. 

Student support and monitoring of progress 

28. Key issues and questions: 

a. How does the department ensure that an appropriate research environment is 
provided? 

b. Are effective arrangements for induction (including use of the training needs analysis) 
and training in place? 

c. How effective are the departmental mechanisms to monitor the progress of research 
students? 

d. How effectively is the department managing its submission and completion rates 

e. How effective is the annual review of research degree programmes as a basis for 
enhancing this provision? 

f. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, is 
there evidence that the support and training opportunities are suitable for students 
undertaking study as part of that partnership(s)? 
 

g. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, are 
progress and review arrangements clear to staff and students? 

29. Likely sources of information:  departmental policy on the progress and review of 
research students; departmental handbook;  annual review of research degree 
programmes;  submission rates. 

Opportunities for student feedback 

30. Key issues and questions: 

a. How effective are the formal (e.g. questionnaires, representation on departmental 
committees) and informal mechanisms for student feedback? 

b. Where a department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, are 
there appropriate formal (e.g. questionnaires, representation on departmental 
committees) and informal mechanisms for student feedback, and are these 
mechanisms clear to students? 

31. Likely sources of information: departmental handbook. 

Research-teaching links 
32. Key issues and questions: 
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a. How, and how effectively, does research inform the curricula of the department’s 
educational provision? 

b. How, and how effectively, does the department’s curricula offer students 
opportunities to engage in research-based activities? 

c. How, and how effectively, does the department’s curricula train students for, and 
support them in, undertaking research-based activities? 

d. Are students aware of the way that the department links research and teaching, and 
do they feel that this is done in an effective way that adds value to their educational 
experience? 

e. How does departmental policy and practice in all areas (including the provision and 
use of support staff) support academic staff to engage at high levels in both areas of 
activity? 

f. Does the departmental workload model effectively balance the demands on staff time 
in relation to education and research? 

g. Where a Department offers programmes as part of a collaborative partnership, to 
what extent are Departmental approaches to research-led teaching evident within 
collaborative programmes, and communicated to those students undertaking those 
programmes? 

37. Likely sources of information:  departmental strategic plan;  departmental education 
strategy;  programme specifications. 
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