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CHANGES TO CREDIT LEVEL TITLES
In August 2008, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) published a second edition of the national Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ).  The new edition has made no substantive changes to the descriptors for qualifications at each level within the framework.  However the titles of the qualification levels have changed to a series of numbers.  These values correspond to those adopted in the new credit framework for England, and are the same as those used to label credit levels in the Northern Ireland Credit Accumulation and Transfer System (NICATS).  The University has used the NICATS descriptors since 2002 but not the numbers.  (The reference ‘EWNI’ (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) now replaces ‘NICATS’.)
The Teaching and Learning Committee has agreed to change level names for its credits as follows:

	UNIVERSITY CREDIT LEVEL
	FHEQ QUALIFICATION LEVEL

	Current
	New
	New
	Old

	D
	8
	8
	Doctoral

	M
	7
	7
	Master’s

	3
	6
	6
	Honours

	2
	5
	5
	Intermediate

	1
	4
	4
	Certificate

	A
	3
	-
	-


Two further credit levels, 1 and 2, previously subsumed within level A, are used for specific modules in University Access to HE Diplomas offered by the Regional Colleges.

The Committee considered that the new titles will provide ease of reference and clarity of alignment to the national framework.  It will also offer better articulation with the FE sector where the terminology is widely used within the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and the new Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) of CCEA and QCA.
The new level titles will be applied automatically within the University’s Student Records System (including the module database), and changes will be made retrospectively for all current students from 2009/10.  Transcripts for former students will not be changed.  Transcripts issued for students graduating from 2009/10 will reflect the new values.
A communication will be issued to returning students.

	Staff with responsibility for student handbooks, module information or other teaching (or promotional) material which identifies credit levels are asked to ensure that they update these references for next session 2009/10.


Further information on the FHEQ is available from the QAA’s website at www.qaa.ac.uk under ‘Standards and quality’.

CONDONEMENT AND CLASSIFICATION

The University undertook a review of its regulatory framework in 2007/08.  Three outstanding matters were considered further in 2008/09 through consultation with Faculties and an on-line survey of academic staff.  The majority of responses (Faculty and individual) supported the proposals.  Senate at its meetings on 10 and 24 June 2009 approved the recommendations of the Working Group and the decisions of the Teaching and Learning Committee.  
There will be no change to the modular framework for combined Honours degrees (Major/Main; Main/Main and three Minor combinations). The changes in respect of condonement of failure and classification of awards and the timetable for implementation are set out below.
CONDONEMENT
Condonement is to be removed from regulations with effect from 2009/10.  This change applies to all cohorts of students.  A pass in a module is now defined as ‘the achievement of the overall pass mark, with a minimum mark of not less that 5% below this threshold in each assessment element where a module is assessed by a combination of coursework and examination’.
In undergraduate programmes, students must achieve an overall mark of 40% with a minimum of 35% in each element; an overall mark of 50% with a minimum mark of 45% in each element is required for postgraduate programmes.

Course/subject committees retain the option of specifying in regulations a requirement for the threshold standard to be achieved in each element or in all or specified components of each assessment element.
Student Administration will shortly be issuing a pro forma to collect from faculties information on such core modules.

	New Regulations templates are now available on the Academic Office website.  Those responsible for updating course material including regulations should make necessary changes for next session.  Returning students will be advised of the change by email.  


The change does not require student consent, as it will apply to all students in the University.  CA3 forms are not required and revised regulations need not be submitted to the Academic Office.  Students’ Union Officers were party to the discussion in Committee.  The Working Group and the Teaching and Learning Committee are of the view that the change is in the best interests of students.  They will have greater certainty at the end of semester 1 than under current regulations about their position regarding resit requirements.  There is a clear view that condoned results are perceived as failures and that this could devalue an award in the eyes of a prospective employer, particularly as transcripts and the overall record of achievement assume greater importance.  Now students can be confident that their assessment results show no ambiguity about the achievement of learning outcomes in each module.  The Committee also noted that the practice of condonement could also demotivate other students as such failure has not been penalised.  
For staff, an important benefit of the change will be to place responsibility for all aspects of the module assessment strategy and consequent assessment decisions with the module co-ordinator and module team.  The Teaching and Learning Committee had been particularly uncomfortable with the way in which the current rule allowed failure in one subject to be offset by success in a different topic.  The practice does not fit well with an outcomes-based assessment scheme.
The new rule should help clear, consistent decision-making at Boards of Examiners.

CLASSIFICATION OF AWARDS
Senate has now approved the principle that the summary classification in all University of Ulster awards represents the ‘exit velocity’ of the student and should therefore be determined by achievement at the highest credit level.  The full transcript evidences achievement in each module at the time it was taken.  The final classification represents the summative assessment of the student on the basis of the most recent evidence at the most challenging level.

Senate has also approved the recommendation to abolish the rule which requires students to achieve results in or above the class in modules amounting to at least half the credit value contributing to the final award, in addition to their overall average.  It is considered that, if modules are marked and moderated in accordance with University assessment criteria, there should be no reason to reduce a student’s classification to counter strong performance in certain modules.

Honours Degrees
The review of the University’s regulatory framework took place at a time when the national review of the Honours degree classification system, under Professor Bob Burgess, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Leicester, had concluded that the system was no longer fit-for-purpose, owing to the diverse methodologies used between and within higher education institutions, the small number of bands and the actual outcomes with over 60% of graduates achieving 2i or 1st class degrees nationally.  It reported that students and others needing information on student achievement would be better served by an expanded transcript of results.  The sector did not favour the immediate abandonment of the summary classification system, but is seeking over the next five years to give greater prominence to the full record of performance by supporting development of an Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR).   For more information on the HEAR see paper TLC/09/27 on the Academic Office website.

The University Working Group and the Teaching and Learning Committee noted a minority view that student motivation in Year 2 would be helped by a contribution from that year but were not convinced that the evidence supported this opinion.  It was noted that use of the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) as a formative as well as summative record could help encourage student motivation, given that employers might be provided with records of performance with job applications made at the end of Year 2.  The value of students having appropriate time for reflection in Year 2 without the added pressure of a contribution to the award was noted.  The so-called ‘sophomore slump’ is a common feature in other countries which do not use summary classification awards.
The current policy, which has been in place since 2001/2, is therefore confirmed:

· the classification of Honours degrees is normally determined exclusively by students’ average performance in modules at the final level (Level 6);
· in degrees with more than 120 credits at Level 6, course teams may propose to restrict the proportion to the final 120.

Exceptions

The Senate has agreed to allow exceptions to this rule, through formal requests to Teaching and Learning Committee, where the course/subject committee provides either:

a)
evidence that the relevant professional body requires the exception; OR
b)
a detailed, evidenced rationale.

Senate has agreed that where an exception is permitted a standard 25% contribution from Level 5 should normally be applied.  Course/subject committees proposing exceptions should take account of this decision.  Proposals should be endorsed by the Faculty.


Overall Result (Honours degrees)

In all Honours degrees except those with a permitted Level 5 contribution the final result is determined by the overall average at Level 6 with each module weighted according to its credit value.  There is no longer an additional requirement to achieve results in the class or above in modules amounting to at least 60 credit points.

Other Undergraduate Awards

The classification of all other undergraduate awards – Access Diploma, Certificate, Diploma, Advanced Certificate, Advanced Diploma, Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma – is now to be determined exclusively by students’ average performance at the highest level, with each module weighted according to its credit value.  No exceptions are permitted.


Until 2008/9 intake, with the exception of Foundation and Associate Bachelor’s degrees, all modules have counted.


A new band of ‘Pass with Distinction’ (at 70%+) has been introduced.  For the awards of ‘Pass with Distinction’ and ‘Pass with Commendation’ there is no longer a requirement for results from modules amounting to at least half the credits to be in the band.  There is no Distinction award in the DIS, DAS or DPP associate awards where the Commendation level is set at 70%.  

Taught Postgraduate Awards (including integrated Master’s degrees)
Senate has agreed that the classification of taught postgraduate awards - Postgraduate Certificate, Postgraduate Diploma, Master’s degree – is to be determined exclusively by students’ performance in the modules studied at the highest level (Level 7) with each module weighted according to its credit value, with the exception of Master’s degrees of more than 200 credit points, where the classification is based on the final 120 credit points.  (This rule as it applies to integrated Master’s degrees may be reviewed.)
There is no requirement for a proportion of modules in the Distinction band for the award of ‘Pass with Distinction’.  However, where a dissertation or a project (with 45 credit points or more) is part of a Master’s degree, the result in that module must also be at 70% or above for the Distinction award.

No Commendation band is available.

IMPLEMENTATION
The new regulations which remove condonement, introduce Pass with Distinction in undergraduate awards, and remove the ‘50% or above in the class’ rule apply from 2009/10 to all students, new and returning.  
The new regulations for classification, extending the final level basis of the award to all courses, apply from 2009/10 to new students (Year 1) only.  (Current students have worked in the knowledge that the results from all modules count in their final award and there is no change for them.  Students admitted with advanced standing are examined under the regulations for their cohort.)  Most Honours degree courses are unaffected as the principle already applies.  The course committees of those Honours degrees which currently have a Level 5 contribution have been asked to review their position.
INFORMATION FOR STUDENTS
	Staff responsible for preparing student handbooks and other material for next session should ensure that the changes are incorporated where applicable.  An email will be sent to returning students outlining the changes in late summer (attached for information).


The Academic Office has updated regulation templates and these are available from its website.

June 2009

ANNEX

EMAIL MESSAGE TO RETURNING STUDENTS (EXCEPT PhD STUDENTS)
To all returning students (except PhD students).  For information only.  

Please do not reply directly to this message.

Dear Student

CREDIT LEVELS, CONDONEMENT OF FAILURE, CLASSIFICATION OF AWARDS
Some changes have been introduced from 2009/10.

CREDIT LEVEL TITLES
In August 2008, the UK’s national Framework for Higher Education Qualifications was updated and a new numeric scale has been adopted for the levels applied to qualifications.  The University has decided to use these new numbers for the credit levels associated with modules and qualifications for our own courses.  The change will help to maintain the currency of awards through ease of reference and clarity of alignment to the national framework.

The old and new levels correspond as follows:

	OLD
	NEW
	STANDARD


	A
	3
	Pre-HE: A Level

	1
	4
	Year 1 of full-time degree

	2
	5
	Year 2 of full-time degree

	3
	6
	Final Honours degree

	M
	7
	Postgraduate/Master’s level

	D
	8
	Doctoral level


(Lower levels, 1 and 2, are used in Access Diplomas offered by partner colleges.)

There is no change in the definition of levels and the standards for your course and its modules.

The new levels are being used from summer 2009 and the course, module and student records have all been updated.  The changes have been made retrospectively for your record of previous years.

CONDONEMENT OF FAILURE IN TAUGHT COURSES
During the last two years, the University has been undertaking a thorough review of its regulations.  This process has involved consultation with representatives of the Students’ Union.

You will be aware that the University has, under certain conditions, allowed students who have marginally failed elements of courses or whole modules to have the failure condoned, provided that there has been evidence of sufficient merit elsewhere in the module or the year as a whole.

From this academic year, 2009/10, the concept of condonement of failure has been abolished.  A pass in a module is now defined as ‘the achievement of the overall pass mark (40% in undergraduate courses; 50% in postgraduate courses) with a minimum mark of not less than 5% below this threshold in each assessment element, where a module is assessed by both coursework and examination’.  As previously, course/subject committees may identify modules where the threshold standard must be met in both elements or in all or specified components of each assessment element.

The University considers that the new rule is in the best interests of students for the following reasons:

· it provides greater certainty than previously about resit requirements in the light of performance in the autumn semester;

· condonement is not well understood and the change removes any ambiguity about whether a student has achieved the programme’s and the module’s learning outcomes;

· a final result in a module below the pass mark would have negative implications for future employment or further study in view of the growing importance of the transcript and the student’s complete profile;

· the new rule applies in each module in the year.  Previously condonement was restricted to a proportion of the study load.

CLASSIFICATION OF AWARDS
Two changes are being made for returning students:

· a new band of ‘Pass with Distinction’ at 70% is being introduced in all undergraduate courses other than Honours degrees and the associate awards of DIS, DPP or DAS;

· the requirement to achieve results in the requisite class or band in modules amounting to at least half of the credit for the award, in addition to the overall average, is removed. For example, in Honours degrees where the classification is determined by results from the final 120 credit points, the overall average will determine the classification.  It is no longer necessary to achieve this minimum standard in at least half the modules.  Each module must, of course, be passed.

In Master’s degrees which include a project or dissertation of 45 credits or more, a Pass with Distinction will be awarded on the basis of the overall average, but 70% or more must still be achieved in this module.

If you have any questions about these University-wide changes, please contact your Adviser of Studies or Course Director in the first instance.

PROFESSOR D A McALISTER

PRO-VICE-CHANCELLOR (TEACHING AND LEARNING)
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