UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER

TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
CONSULTATION ON UNIVERSITY REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

1 
BACKGROUND

The final version of the new Teaching and Learning Strategy was considered by Senate on 16 April 2008.  This establishes as a guiding principle the creation of a safe environment for experimentation and risk-taking for curriculum development and teaching and assessment practices and for students.  A consensus emerging from the consultation on the Strategy was the value of streamlining bureaucratic processes in order to encourage risk-taking and more flexibility in the curriculum and multi- and inter-disciplinarity.
Notwithstanding the review of processes undertaken in 2005/6 and  the annual review for enhancement in light of participants’ comments, the development of a new Strategy has provided the impetus for a thorough review of the University’s taught course regulatory framework and quality assurance processes by the Teaching and Learning Department, to ensure that they remain fit for purpose, are informed by a risk-based approach which protects standards and does not impede academic creativity by perceived or real, but unnecessary, bureaucratic burdens on academic staff.  This review has been informed by discussion with a small but representative group of academic staff to brainstorm processes.  A whole-department approach was taken to ensure a holistic view.  It is always useful periodically to stand back and undertake such a systemic review, in order to remove the accretions that may build up or remain over time.  Some safeguards may have been useful at the time when novel arrangements were being tested but former exceptional practice may now be more accepted, or former accepted practice may be now more questionable.
This review has noted that our existing arrangements have provided important benefits to the University both for the external quality assurance perspective (QAA), which has confirmed that they meet the expectations of the UK’s Academic Infrastructure and the Code of Practice, and for self-assurance.   The proposals are designed to continue to fit within the University’s Principles of Standards Assurance and Quality Management and the external regulatory requirements.
2 
UNIVERSITY REGULATORY FRAMEWORK
The review considered whether the various elements of the University’s Regulatory Framework might be constraining innovation and creativity in the curriculum.  It was noted that the vast majority of the rules have been introduced after due consideration, and are designed to safeguard standards by fulfilling the expectations of the Academic Infrastructure or by ensuring students are treated fairly and equitably across the University and in comparison with other UK institutions.  As HEIs are autonomous bodies, there is no single universally applicable set of rules.  All institutions have developed their own, and in making comparisons it is often important to ensure that specific matters are considered in the round and not in isolation.  It is important too that rules should be long-standing and should not be, nor need to be, subject to frequent change.
The University’s Regulatory Framework has only a small (but important) number of areas where course teams are obliged to meet a University standard without exception.  (Occasionally University regulations are explicitly amended to accommodate a variation eg assessment requirements in Nursing or the less generous resit arrangements in the Honours degrees in Occupational Health and Speech and Language Therapy where the relevant Professional, Statutory, or Regulatory Body had determined that a higher standard was a requirement for public safety.)  In some instances the Framework specifies a norm, and exceptions to this norm require approval at University level, through the Teaching and Learning Committee.  Such cases are reconsidered at the time of revalidation.  It is understood that the requirement to articulate again the rationale is seen as a hurdle, which may act as a deterrent to innovation and creativity in curriculum design or assessment practice.  Consequently, it is considered that the merits of such non-standard approaches should generally be judged through the evaluation/revalidation engagement without subsequent review by Teaching and Learning Committee.  (The external examiner’s support would then generally be adequate during a period of approval.)  The Committee is asked to consider whether, as a norm does not preclude departures, variations should continue to require the Committee’s approval; if so, it is proposed that, for departures raised at the time of validation and supported by the panel, the panel itself, rather than the Faculty, should make the case to TLC. 
	Agree

        Disagree

departures from norm, where permitted, should not be referred to TLC?



	Comment



This review has focussed on those aspects of the Regulatory Framework, which may be holding back such development, rather than on those that act as safeguards to standards.  It has been proposed to provide subsequently a commentary which summarises not only what the framework requires but also to emphasise what is not proscribed.  Course and subject teams might use this to assist them in developing or recasting their curricula and their delivery in creative and innovative ways.
2.1 
Qualifications and Credit Framework
There is no proposal to reduce the minimum credits and levels required for each of the University’s awards.  The requirements of the main awards (Honours degree; Foundation degree; CertHE; postgraduate awards) are aligned with national practice.  With regard to the Honours degree, there is scope within the parameters for this award to have up to 30 points at level A and to have more than 120 at level 3; course teams are not obliged to provide 120 credit points at each of levels 1, 2, 3.
In accordance with the policy decision of 2001, it is now proposed to rescind the DipHE award given that DEL has allowed Foundation degrees in all vocational areas.  The AB award is used extensively as an exit award within degrees and has been used in two partner institutions.  The DipHE has not been used for internal courses for a number of years.  The AB and DipHE are identical in specification.  (The HND/C awards will also be removed once the final students have completed.)
	Agree

        Disagree

to rescind DipHE award.


	Comment



No change is proposed to the Access Diploma, which, although longer than the norm in England, has proven successful and its 120-point standard is in keeping with the QUB model.  The option of developing 60-point Access Certificates was not supported in partner institutions when provided in the early part of the decade, with preference for exemptions from the early part of the Access Diploma.
2.2 
Module Size
The Framework currently states that taught modules in award-bearing courses normally use any of the following sizes: 10, 15, 20, and 30 credit points.  The undergraduate project/ dissertation may have a value of 20, 30 or 40 points.  (The postgraduate dissertation, if there is one, is usually 60 credit points.)  Exceptions are proposed to TLC by the Faculty and requests for 40, 45, 90 and 120 point modules have been approved in the last two years.  (Short courses may have a size of 5 credit points and this size is also explicitly permitted for the Certificate of Personal and Professional Development.)

The current Framework reminds Faculties intending to introduce 15 and 30 point modules in undergraduate programmes to ensure that this does not impede the modular framework and the necessary matching by students with other subjects.
It is not proposed to extend the use of 5 point modules.  However it is proposed that any multiple of 5 credit points be permitted, with a minimum module size (outside short courses and the CPPD) of 10 credit points (100 notional hours of student effort).  Course/subject teams, external examiners, evaluation and revalidation panels have the academic and professional capability to consider the suitability of module size within the integrity of the programme’s curriculum design and structure, and its impact on student choice and workload.  Course teams should be mindful that with large-size modules the opportunities to apply condonement may be reduced.
	Agree

        Disagree

to allow any multiple of 5 from 10 credit points up in award bearing courses. 



	Comment



Currently in full-time undergraduate courses, the number of 10 point modules is normally restricted to two per semester (with a special case for more to TLC).  It is proposed to remove the restriction.  No special case need be made in future.
	Agree

        Disagree

to remove restriction on number of 10 point modules in full-time courses.



	Comment



There is currently no restriction on the use of “long-thin” modules.  It is suggested that Faculties and course/subject teams take greater account of this opportunity in developing the curriculum.

2.3 
Semesters and Study Load
The University has used semesters since 1992 (and they were in place at the New University of Ulster).  Senate received guidelines on first year teaching in November 2007 and noted that the use of semesters and the consequent lack of contact with students in January might be a constraint.  

It is not proposed to revert to a term-based organisation of the academic year as some institutions have recently decided.  
It is considered that the availability of long-thin delivery and wider recognition of the fact that the semester is of 15 weeks duration rather than 12, and that the 3 week examination period may be used for course delivery, will allow course teams and students to make full use of the time available – particularly if formal examinations are not part of semester 1 assessments or the assessment is completed in week 1 of the examination period.
	Agree

        Disagree

to retain semesters.


	Comment



The University currently prescribes the maximum study loads for full and part-time students, based on the national norm of one credit point notionally equating to 10 hours of effort (inclusive of class attendance, directed study, reading and assessment and revision).  This notionally equates to c. 40 hours of effort per week.  It is however well recognised that, as self-directed learners, students’ pace of study outside the timetabled curriculum will vary according to their own abilities, engagement, learning styles, assessment deadlines and external pressures.  The University does not attempt to regulate this nor does it propose to.  

The review has however noted that the University prescribes study loads for each semester as follows.

	Study load
	Full time (notional hours per  week)
	Part time maximum (notional hours per week)

	Semester 1
	60  (40)
	45  (30)

	Semester 2
	60  (40)
	45  (30)

	Intensive summer semester
	40  (50)
	20  (25)

	Normal summer semester 
	60  (40)
	45  (30)


For full–time students, this was intended to ensure a balanced workload through the year and to guard against excessive study requirements affecting students’ ability to cope with the demands of the course.  The total full-time loads of 120 credit points in the 30-week academic year and 180 in a calendar year accord with national norms.

Part-time study is more flexible with course teams determining through regulations the requirements (subject to the prescribed maximum and the expectation of some study each semester) and whether they are fixed or students are able to pace themselves.
It is important to remember that the distinction between full-time and part-time remains real for University funding and student support purposes.  Consequently, it is not proposed that full-time students should be allowed to study part-time while retaining the full-time designation or vice versa. 
The review noted that in practice some teams have provided flexibility by exceptionally permitting full-time students to take an additional module in a semester.  While this arrangement may put additional demands on the student, approval was given to accommodate a student request.  It has therefore been suggested that the semester basis of the limit should be removed.  In practice, the University recognises an academic year structure through its formal student progression process (except in BSc Hons Nursing and Nursing Sciences for which regulations have been amended to allow the Faculty to finalise results and determine progress each semester).  It is proposed that the study loads be expressed for the 30-week academic year, the calendar year and for the intensive summer semester, as follows.
	(Normal) study load
	Full time (notional hours per week)
	Part time maximum (notional hours per week)

	Academic year (30 weeks)
	120  (40)
	  90  (30)

	Calendar year (48 weeks)
	180  (40)
	120  (30)

	Intensive summer semester
	  40  (50)
	  20  (25)


Where appropriate course teams continue to be able to extend the academic year to meet additional study requirements, which may involve recognition through additional credit.
A consequence of the new flexibility proposed may be that more full-time students, in fulfilling the 120 credit requirements for a year, will wish to take a heavier load in one semester than in the other in response to the restricted availability of optional modules.  If Faculties support such choices, it is considered that this decision should be driven by a desire to facilitate flexibility in student learning and not by staff convenience.  Course teams should take care to ensure that a balanced study load is offered and that student choice is not unduly constrained by options only being available in a particular semester if there is sufficient demand to deliver in both semesters.

	Agree

        Disagree

to permit imbalanced  study  between  semester  for full-time students in response to individual student choice.



	Comment



In addition, the Committee may determine that it wishes to allow course/subject teams to design full-time programmes with an imbalanced study load for academic reasons related to the particular teaching and learning strategy, or because of uneven module sizes, for example to allow 70 credits in one semester and 50 in the next.  
	Agree

        Disagree

to permit imbalanced study loads in course delivery.



	Comment



If so, the Committee should decide whether, as well as fulfilment of the total requirement, any minimum requirement is set for each semester for a student enrolled for a full year’s study – say at least 30 or 40 credit points.  (The Committee should avoid permitting within a course structure all or nearly all modules for the year to be completed in one semester as this would seem considerably outside the convention.)
	If you agree with allowing an imbalanced study load (either by student choice or course design), what minimum study load should be required of full-time students?




It is not proposed to increase the full-time study limit for the year or the eight-week intensive summer semester.  Firstly, it may be viewed as unreasonable to require students to work for hours that exceed the European Working Time Directive (a limit of an average of 48 hours per week).  Secondly, the University would obtain no additional block grant.  Notwithstanding, the University has approved a course structure at its partner institution in Switzerland, HTMi, for the BSc Hons Hotel and Tourism Management which requires students to undertake the 120 credit points of the final year of an Honours degree in 20 weeks – notionally 60 hours per week.  Given that this intensive workload is considered feasible for full-time non-native speakers who have not had the benefit of prior study at the University and that students follow a curriculum identical to that offered at the University over 30 weeks, there is no academic reason to withhold such an opportunity from our own students.  Indeed the completion of a full degree in 60 weeks (say one and a half years) might prove an attractive option to students.  It is therefore proposed that the year limits above are deemed “normal” requirements, and that proposed departures which are to be applied to whole cohorts are considered by TLC which will wish to be assured that adequate student support arrangements are in place to support a high quality student learning experience.  A formal evaluation may be required.
(The Committee may wish to note that two-year Honours degrees using the full calendar year are back on the agenda in England with nine “pathfinder” projects involving at least 22 such degrees being funded by HEFCE through its Strategic Development Fund which aims to support flexible learning.  The University initiated one full-time accelerated degree in the 1990s as part of its new semester arrangements.  That degree is no longer offered.  Faculties may once again wish to consider the opportunities available from the use of the whole calendar year.)
	Agree

        Disagree

to deem year study limit norms and to require proposals for ‘intensive’ courses to come to TLC through the course planning process. 



	Comment



In addition, course teams may wish to facilitate individual students who seek to take additional modules above the normal maximum load.  This may be as a consequence of transfer from part-time to full-time mode and the desire to complete all studies for the level in a year, or a desire to change course but not take longer to complete.  If the Committee supports this possibility, it is proposed that this decision should be at the discretion of the relevant course/subject committee(s), taking account of prerequisite requirements, timetable constraints and the ability of the particular student.  Faculties should note that at present there is no additional block grant (nor fee income) for students taking additional modules in their courses within an academic year, as funding is not based on credit points.  Students should be aware that they have made an informed choice and that the heavy study load cannot be claimed as an extenuating circumstance.
	Agree

        Disagree

to deem year study limit norms and to allow individual students to exceed the normal maximum in a year.



	Comment



Module Teaching Patterns

Teaching patterns and the balance between lectures, seminars, tutorials, project, laboratory and fieldwork, etc are not regulated.  The University offers no guidelines on contact or how this should be arranged.  Arrangements for specific course delivery are described in course documentation and validated through approval processes.  There is, however, a common pattern of weekly lectures and seminars, varying according to subject convention.  The Senate discussion on teaching guidelines noted, inter alia, the need to have structures in place that would permit front-loading of contact time to ease the transition from school.  There is no regulatory impediment to such arrangements in course delivery.  It will obviously require close liaison with the Department of Physical Resources to ensure availability of the appropriate accommodation.
2.4 
On-line Modules

The current framework requires a special case to TLC for fully on-line modules at levels 2 and 3 in full-time campus-based courses.  No fully on-line modules are permitted in Year 1 of full-time undergraduate campus-based courses.  This rule reflected a sensible caution at the time of early development of on-line courses, a concern that students would not be adequately prepared for the requirements of a different style of delivery in a module or modules which were contributing to a final result, the importance of social interaction and cohesion within the overall year 1 induction processes, which help improve retention, and the general expectation that campus-based courses include staff contact.  To date only one fully on-line module at level 3 has been proposed but it emerged that this module was in fact a blended web-dependent module.
It is now proposed that special cases to TLC be no longer required.  The validation processes address the appropriateness of such delivery within the overall curriculum.  
	Agree

        Disagree

that TLC need not consider special case for fully online modules in full-time degrees.


	Comment



It is also proposed that the restriction in Year 1 be reduced to semester 1 only.
	Agree

        Disagree

that the restriction on the availability of fully online modules apply only to Year 1, Semester 1. 



	Comment



Incidentally, the Senior Management Group has recently streamlined the planning approval process for on-line courses, by removing the additional requirement of approval of a business case by SMG.  It is now sufficient for the Institute of Lifelong Learning to sign off a Resource Agreement with the Faculty and append it to the CA1/3 form considered by Academic Planning Sub-Committee.

3 
COURSE REGULATIONS
The University has generic regulations for each of its awards.  These ensure threshold standards and equity for all students studying for the same award, with common entry qualifications, pass marks, performance levels related to generic assessment criteria, rules on progression, failure and condonement, and final award.  These rules are not seen as impediments to creativity in programme design, although it is evident that some course teams are not content with some aspects and would prefer latitude to regulate student progress and award without reference to a University standard.  It may be thought that relaxation would reflect the spirit of flexibility which the Teaching and Learning Strategy expects of course teams.  A small number of external examiners comment on lack of flexibility in regulations each year.  Currently Faculties have discretion to specify particular subjects in their course entry requirements and a higher than minimum English standard for non-native speakers; to identify modules which cannot be condoned; and in specific failure circumstances to determine whether a student repeats a year or withdraws from a course.  Faculties may propose a Level 2 contribution to the final classification if a professional body requires it.  In considering the rules the Committee may wish to take account of national practice, and with regard to failure, condonement and classification consider holistically the impact of the regulations.

3.1 
Entry
There are no proposals to change the general entry requirements for each award nor the rules on APL.  These reflect national norms.  While our previous APL rule allowing exemption from all but the final third of a course was at the generous end of national practice, the recent reduction to 50% for courses of 120 or fewer credit points brings our arrangements closer to the norm.
	Agree

        Disagree

to make no changes to general entry requirements or APL rules.



	Comment



3.2 
Assessment

This section deals with the regulated aspect of assessment.  There are other aspects around assessment practice where there is scope for innovation and creativity.  The Assessment Handbook discusses a range of methods.  The work of the Higher Education Academy, the Centres of Excellence, and the University’s Forum for Innovation in Teaching and Learning Support is relevant to those seeking to develop their approaches further. 

3.2.1 
Pass marks
There is no proposal to change the standard pass marks of 40% and 50% in undergraduate and postgraduate awards respectively.  The Committee may wish to review the 50% standard required for the award of the undergraduate, associated DIS, DPP and DAS awards.  The placement/intercalary year is passed at 40% and students progress to the final year, but unlike in other undergraduate awards this standard is insufficient for the award.
	Agree

        Disagree

with retention of award standard for DIS/DPP/DAS

at 50%.



	Comment



3.2.2 
Percentage marks
The use of percentage marks is the widespread convention in the University and percentages are used for the purposes of defining classification bands for awards.  Assessment on a pass/fail basis (or the use of grades rather than percentage marks) is not precluded and sometimes modules or assessment components (particularly competence-based or placement modules) are so graded.  However such assessment does not allow for classification and two courses which do not use marks make no provision for Distinction awards – PGCE and PgCert in Higher Education Practice.  Course teams may wish to increase the use of such assessment schemes, but may need to consider the nature of the qualitative feedback given in the absence of a mark or grade.
3.2.3 
Assessment criteria

There is no proposal to rescind the University’s generic assessment criteria developed for each level by percentage mark bands, as they have been thought to be useful tools that contribute to consistency in assessment standards.  Faculties and subjects remain free to develop their own subject-specific criteria, provided that they are compatible with the University’s generic guidance.

	Agree

        Disagree

to retain generic assessment criteria.


	Comment



3.2.4
Requirements for Coursework and Examination at Level A/1

The Regulations for Honours degrees, non-honours degrees, foundation and associate bachelor degrees include a rule which expects modules amounting to 60 credit points at level A/1 normally to be assessed by a combination of coursework and examination.  Cases for variation are put to the Teaching and Learning Committee by Faculties.  Only one case has been turned down in the last five years.  This principle has only been promulgated for the first year, and there is no University requirement to use examinations as a form of assessment elsewhere.  It is proposed to rescind the rule, although in the past the Committee has been unwilling to do so.  Without it, course/subject teams would still be able to use examinations in the first and other years in accordance with the assessment strategy for the course.  Its existence obliges teams to articulate a rationale for not using examinations in half or more of the first year.
	Agree

       Disagree

to rescind the requirement for a specific examination and coursework contribution in year 1.



	Comment



3.3 
Undergraduate Dissertation

Normally a dissertation/project is expected in the final level of an Honours degree.  A sustained piece of individual work has been seen as a defining characteristic of an undergraduate degree and is a useful introduction to the likely demands of postgraduate or research studies.  Faculties, which do not wish to provide a compulsory dissertation, are required to make a case to the Teaching and Learning Committee, setting out how the expectations of the dissertation are met elsewhere in the course.  Most undergraduate degrees in the Faculty of Business and Management no longer contain a compulsory dissertation.  It is proposed that the requirement for special approval of departures be removed.  The responsibility for judging the appropriateness of the course structure and content and the range of teaching and assessment methods will lie solely with the validation panel.  
	Agree

        Disagree

no longer to require special cases for omission of 

undergraduate dissertations/projects in Honours degrees.



	Comment



The Committee is also asked to determine whether the University’s regulatory framework should continue to suggest that a substantial report on a major project is a common expectation in an undergraduate degree.
	Agree

        Disagree

to continue to expect such study.


	Comment



3.4 
Master’s Dissertation

It should be noted that the University has no requirement for a (60 point) dissertation in a Master’s degree, although it features in the majority of courses.  Some courses have used alternatives such as a journal-style article; and in others additional taught modules are offered.

The University has detailed rules for the form of presentation of final bound copies of Master’s dissertations, as regulations require this work to be deposited in the Library for public access.  The Committee and its predecessor have been asked on a number of occasions to review the requirement for such deposit, taking account of the costs to candidates for professional finish and binding, the additional constraint this puts on the timetable for initial hand-in, marking and feedback (clearly it is important for a public document to address typographical and other errors before deposit), the requirements on Course Directors to monitor hand-in as students are not able to graduate unless the University has received a final copy, the questionable benefit to public knowledge of such a large stock of dissertations (in particular as readers will not know their quality initially).  If the purpose of deposit is simply to give current students access to exemplars or examples of different quality, there should be a simpler way to achieve this.
It is proposed that the Committee considers rescinding the requirement for bound copies for deposit in the Library.  This would reduce expense for candidates, increase the time for completion of work by candidates and/or marking by staff, obviate a need for corrections after assessment and reduce bureaucratic load on course directors, and relieve some pressure on Library staff and space.  The Committee may prefer to defer taking a decision until progress on the electronic submission and access project is reported (min 08.38 refers).  Such deposit will reduce expense, and save space, if the paper copy is dispensed with, but it will not address the question of the value of publishing all dissertations in this way.  Course directors might identify outstanding work which merits deposit for public access.  Such material is likely also to be suitable for publication by other means.
	

	Agree
	
	        Disagree
	
	with proposal to cease requirement for all Master’s dissertations to be publicly available.


	
	
	
	
	

	Comment (including defer decision)



3.5 
Failure 

The following are the key aspects of the rules for dealing with failure (except pre-registration Nursing which has been allowed its own rules based on performance in each semester).

3.5.1 
Progression 

Progression from the first semester to the second is automatic, regardless of failure (including prerequisites).  All students are permitted to carry fails to the value of 20 credit points into the following year of study, provided the module(s) in question are not prerequisites which must be passed.
	Agree

        Disagree

that progression between semesters in a year remains automatic.

that 20 credits of failure may be carried into the next year.



	Comment



3.5.2 
Repeat attempts

Except where certain professional/statutory bodies have required stricter rules, two resit attempts are permitted in pre-final years of courses of more than 180 credit points (although not in year 1 of a 240 point Master’s degree as it is a postgraduate course).  In courses comprising 180 credit points or less, or in the final year of a longer course (Fd, AB, (Hons) degree), only one resit is permitted (with the exception of year 1 of Access diplomas where a third attempt is allowed).  However, students who fail more than 80 points in any year prior to final year are required to withdraw without resit opportunity (or more than 40 points in final year or at second attempt).  
The University does not allow students who have been discontinued as a consequence of failure to apply to re-enter the course immediately including in a different mode, as the latter would subvert the regulation and it would be simpler to permit a further resit within regulations.  The Academic Registrars Council (ARC) recently conducted two mail-base surveys (June 2006 and November 2007) of re-assessment practice.  Of 56 institutions, only eight permit three resits; 21 allow two (although sometimes with restrictions eg final resit “discretionary” or only one further attempt allowed in postgraduate courses – a stricter approach in postgraduate courses is common), and 27 allow one attempt only.  (Interestingly one institution, Worcester, which had moved to three attempts from two, abolished condonement at that time.)
The University would appear to be consistent with national practice but at the more generous end of the continuum.  This generosity is to some extent compensated by its more severe treatment of students who have failed (without evidence of extenuating circumstances) more than three-quarters of the year ie 85 - 120 credit points.  It is a moot point whether such students should be entitled to return to repeat the year.
	

	Agree
	
	        Disagree
	
	with current number of repeat attempts.

	

	Agree
	
	        Disagree
	
	that discontinued students should not be permitted to re-apply to the course (in any mode) for at least a year.


	
	
	
	
	

	Agree
	
	        Disagree
	
	that students who fail in 85 – 120 credit points in a year should be discontinued without repeat opportunity.


	
	
	
	
	

	Comment



3.5.3 
Failure in placement year

Students who fail the assessment for the DIS/DPP/DAS year (after two or three attempts) are not permitted to proceed to the final year and are discontinued.  On occasion course directors have sought to allow such students to progress - for those courses where the year in question is not a compulsory part of the course ie participation in placement is optional.  The regulations do not permit this as progression is not a stated consequence of failure in the year.  Such students are able to apply to the course after a year and may be admitted to final year at that time if the course committee so allows.  The Committee is asked to consider whether it wishes to disregard failure in placement, although this would seem to be at odds with the University’s commitment to employability.
	Agree

        Disagree

to permit students to progress to final year if placement year optional.

Agree

Disagree

to apply in compulsory placement year.



	Comment



3.5.4 
Capped marks
If a student is required to retake an assessment, University regulations cap the mark recorded for the repeated assessment component at the pass mark for the award.  In a June 2007 ARC survey which elicited 32 replies, 20 institutions cap the mark for the whole module, 10 for the element (coursework or examination) and one for both.  The other institution confirms credit but the original fail mark stands for subsequent calculations.  No change is proposed.
	Agree

        Disagree

to make no change to the rule capping the mark in the failed component only.



	Comment



3.5.5 
Distinction between coursework and examination

In University regulations coursework and examinations are regarded as distinct assessment elements.  Where modules use both an examination and one or more pieces of coursework, students must pass (subject to condonement) both elements to pass the module overall.  The marks system records a mark for the examination and an (aggregate) mark for the coursework.  If there are more than one pieces of coursework, the course team may specify that a particular (or all) components must be passed (rather than following the convention that an aggregate pass compensates for failure within the coursework element).  While there is an administrative need to distinguish between coursework and examination for the central organisation of written examinations, is there a pedagogic distinction which warrants a requirement to pass in both elements?  This would presumably relate to the summative nature of an end-of-semester examination (unlike the in-session class test which may have a formative role).  These may be matters of course assessment strategy rather than general principle.  The Committee may wish to propose instead of the current regulation that, as a general rule for modules which use coursework and examinations, an overall pass in the module is sufficient and that there is therefore automatic compensation between these two assessment elements, in the same way that this generally occurs between coursework components.  
Alternatively it may propose not to have any general rule but to require this matter to be explicated in the assessment strategy for the module (and summarised in the course regulations).  See also discussion on condonement below, at 3.5.6 option d).
	Agree

Disagree

to allow an overall pass to compensate for failure in an assessment element (coursework/exam).



	Comment



3.5.6 
Condonement
Condonement allows students who have marginally failed assessment to proceed without a requirement to repeat the failed assessment.  (Academic judgement used to award a mark within the condonable range must take the view that the student has the ability to perform at the threshold, but the marginal nature of the fail is sufficient not to require the pass standard to be demonstrated.)  There are restrictions on the use of condonement: it is not applicable to “core” modules (including the dissertation) nor  in other modules or assessment components as specified in course regulations; it may only be applied if the mark is within the condonable range, to 5% below the pass mark; it is limited to a maximum of one-third of the modules studied in the year (but one-sixth in final year and one-quarter in postgraduate courses); and a “compensatory” average mark of 5% above the pass level must be achieved – in the module or the year.  The rules may be perceived as overly bureaucratic as a number of factors have to be considered in order to apply them.  A simpler approach would free up time that is taken up at preliminary and final Boards of Examiners. 
Condonement practices do not sit comfortably with an outcomes-based model of the curriculum, and the failed mark is recorded on the student transcript (and used if applicable in calculating final award classification), so its application may not necessarily be in the student’s best interests (compared to re-sitting and achieving a mark at the pass level).  One option would be to do away with condonement altogether – all failures would be required to be repeated and the additional learning experience of the assessment would hopefully stand the student in good stead in subsequent studies.  Nevertheless it is a long-standing practice which academic staff seem unwilling to relinquish.  Other options which may be considered include: a) no change; b) extending the mark band for condonement by 5% (if adopted staff need to adjust their assessment practice to ensure that marks of 30 - 34% at undergraduate levels are not used for outright fails); c) increasing the proportion of an award which may be achieved through condoned failure; d) removing the coursework/examination barrier so that it is no longer necessary to reach the condonable level in each element - it would be sufficient to pass overall.  
	Agree

        Disagree

not to change condonement rules.


	Comment



3.6 
Classification
3.6.1
Honours degrees

The University has two key rules in regard to Honours classification.

The first expects that classification is based entirely on performance in Level 3, although level 2 contributions are permitted if a professional body so requires or an intercalary year counts.  No course has availed of the latter option but over 20 courses have a level 2 contribution.  Course teams remain divided on the merits of level 2 contribution.  Some suggest that it is an important motivational factor and a common convention elsewhere in their subject.  Others prefer to rely on the final level only, particularly for those courses which recognise a significant improvement in student performance after a placement year.  Courses which allow direct entry to final year may be concerned about using the marks achieved in another institution.  
The second rule, which also applies for the classification of non-honours courses (Commendation/Distinction), requires candidates to demonstrate both breadth and depth in achievement, by performing at the requisite level in their overall average and at least half the course which contributes to the final award (60 credits at level 3 in Honours degree; 90 credits for Master’s Distinction).  Occasionally students fall short on one or other count. 

A scoping survey (35 institutions) undertaken for the Burgess review in 2006 revealed that  the minority of responding institutions relied solely on final level for classification and the majority permitted course teams to use level 2 contributions if they wished.  Most of the small sample had a general rule for determining that proportion – ranging from 50% level 2 to 25%.  In regard to the methodology 17 institutions based the class on the sum or average marks (aggregate), four on a profile (eg at least three modules in the band), 11 used a combination (as Ulster); and three allowed either an aggregate or profile scheme to be adopted, with one allowing either aggregate, profile or a combination to be followed.  Some institutions allowed the possibility of discounting performance in one or more modules (usually lowest mark) in the calculation of the summative result.
The Burgess Review report, Beyond the Honours Classification, October 2007, having taken account of the variability of practices across the autonomous institutions that make up the sector, concluded that the Honours degree classification system is not fit for purpose, inter alia, in its reliance on a single summative judgement at a time when about 60% of the national cohort achieves 2i or better.  It wished to see greater use made of the student’s full profile in making judgements about their achievements and potential.  
The University’s rules have the merit of whole-institution consistency and clarity, in contrast to others’ practices.  The Burgess Steering Group “fully accepts that variations will, and do, occur in any large and complex system.  Our research indicates, however, that in some cases the rationale for the differing approaches to regulations for classification have become obscure.  In addition, in some institutions the regulations relating to assessment and classification are difficult to interpret or written in such a way that they appear to rely on tacit knowledge for interpretation.  Variation in regulatory matters, in addition to having a direct or indirect impact on class of degree, also raises fundamental questions about what the honours degree classification is intended to represent.  For example, does it show whether the class of degree is intended to indicate the student’s ‘best’ performance or some conception of ‘average’ performance?” (para 40)
This internal consultation addresses the University’s classification rules on the assumption that a classification system, despite its shortcomings, is retained at least in the short term. The Committee may wish to develop a different basis for classification.  It may prefer all courses to have a year 2 contribution or leave this to the course team to determine (with or without reference to the Committee); it may wish to classify on the basis either of the average or achievement in a specified proportion of modules but not both.  If the Committee favours a level 2 contribution, it should decide whether it wishes to propose an appropriate general contribution, say 20, 25, 30 or 40% or some other rule such as may have previously operated.  It may wish to have final results calculated by both rules (with year 2 or without) and then apply whichever gives the individual student the higher overall mark.  Such variation may contribute to error, inconsistency and appeal. 
The Committee will also need to consider how imported level 2 marks are used for calculating the final classification for students admitted to final year directly.  This is not currently an issue as the majority of articulations follow a 2 + 2 model, although this is now changing in favour of 2 + 1.  Such arrangements have close supervision from faculties with mapping of content and clear understanding of assessment conventions.  The same principle should apply for individual students admitted with advanced standing in accordance with University APL policy and procedures.  It should therefore generally be possible to carry forward results, and to scale these to UK standards if necessary, to ensure that all students in a particular cohort are awarded degrees on the same basis.
	Agree

        Disagree

to retain rule that students must achieve a particular class overall and in half the modules.

Agree

Disagree

with current restriction on level 2 contribution.

Comment




The Committee, at its April meeting, noted that all (graded) level 3 modules count in final classifications.  It proposed a rule to base classification in Honours degrees with significantly more than the normal number of credit points at level 3, on the final 120 points at that level.

	Agree

        Disagree

that in courses with significantly more than 120 credits at level 3 should be classified on the final 120 credit points?



	Comment (including preferred basis of classification)



Discretionary bands 
When the University reviewed regulations in the 1990s, it did away with the convention which operated in some subjects of applying discretion to students whose results were outside the mark band so that they might be awarded a higher class than their marks would indicate.  There had been notional discretionary bands from 2% below the class level for such consideration.  A number of factors contributed to the abandonment of such practice, principally the full disclosure of marks (driven by the Data Protection Act), their publication in student transcripts and the detailing of rules for classification in the course regulations provided to students  The inappropriateness of explicit discretionary bands was reinforced by the adoption of clear generic assessment criteria, which brought with them the expectation that a student’s class is reflected in the marks which make up the result.  The rounding convention (for results at n9.5 – n9.9) already carries some candidates into the next band.  While the results of all borderline students are subject to specific review by Boards of Examiners, and candidates may be viva-ed by the external examiner, some course teams may be reluctant to make adjustments to individual module marks to ensure that the overall result does fall within the requisite band, even though the viva assessment of a candidate would provide the evidence to allow the additional marks to be assigned, and this expectation may therefore be considered by some to be unnecessary bureaucracy.  The scoping survey (35 institutions) undertaken for the Burgess review revealed that seven of the institutions made no provision for borderlines (without mark adjustment).  It did not indicate whether those which had discretionary bands required adjustment to marks for the final award.
The Committee may wish to consider revising the University’s regulations to allow a board the power to add marks without assigning them to particular modules or explicitly to allow the award of a higher class without allocation of additional marks and in this case to develop the explanatory guidance which will ensure equity and rigour.  It is not proposed to extend the class bands by 1 or 2% downwards. 
	Agree

        Disagree

To allow Boards to add marks to an overall result.


	Comment




3.6.2
Classification other than in Honours degrees

Only two bands are used in non-Honours courses in order to provide a summative judgement on candidates: Commendations (60%) are awarded in undergraduate courses and Distinctions (70%) in postgraduate courses.
The Committee is asked to consider whether it would wish to add a Commendation band in postgraduate courses (removed in 2003 after pass mark raised to 50%) and to add a Distinction band in undergraduate courses.  It should be noted that practice across the sector varies.

	Add Commendation in postgraduate courses.

Agree

        Disagree



	Comment



	Add Distinction in undergraduate courses.

Agree

        Disagree



	Comment




4
OTHER RULES
The University has a host of other rules, codes and similar guidance relating to academic practice.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to highlight them all.  These range from the timetable for the submission of examination papers to the encouragement of the use of anonymous marking for coursework where feasible, to the role of external examiners, to guidance on sample sizes for internal moderation of assessment, and policy for dealing with plagiarism offences.  While they have been drawn up to enhance practice or standards, members may be aware of specific rules which impede curriculum innovation and creativity.
One topic raised as part of the departmental consultation is Entrepreneurship.  It remains University policy “to embed a culture of entrepreneurship and innovation in every student and throughout every programme“.  Entrepreneurship is defined as being about “managing change within social systems that adds value in some way to those living and/or working within them.  It is not solely about commercial business development or new business start-ups”.  Entrepreneurship training is expected to be delivered to all students, including postgraduate students.  The University requires this to be done through the course curriculum’s fulfilment of generic outcomes (although for subjects outside the Office of Science and Technology constituency not all outcomes have to be embedded) or through the incorporation of special modules at level 2 or M.  (Minor subject strands are not required to include entrepreneurship as students receive exposure in their matching major strand.)

It has been reported that the University’s requirements are difficult to incorporate within specialist postgraduate courses of limited duration.  The Committee may wish to review the University’s policy.
	Agree

        Disagree

to review the University’s policy to require entrepreneurship and innovation in all postgraduate programmes.



	Comment



Are there any other regulatory policies that you would wish to have reviewed or changed?

	Comment




6 May 2008

AGF/lh
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