UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER

QUALIFICATIONS AND CREDIT FRAMEWORK FROM 2002/03 INTAKE

1
FRAMEWORK

The University’s new Qualifications and Credit Framework is set out at Appendix 1.  It replaces the framework in use from 1992 to 2001.  For each University award, the Framework identifies the minimum credit volume, the range of credit levels for modules contributing to the award, the minimum credit points required at the highest level and the maximum permitted at the lowest level within the range, and the pass mark used.  The place of the award in QAA’s Higher Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF) is also identified.  Other expectations (entry qualifications;  duration;  etc) are specified in award and course regulations.

Some University postgraduate courses will not fully conform to the new Framework until the 2003/04 intake.  These are postgraduate conversion courses comprising a substantial proportion of modules at Level M1, which are postgraduate in time, rather than level.  Postgraduate advanced modules are M2 in level.

2
GENERIC QUALIFICATION DESCRIPTORS

The University is expected to ensure that its awards meet the generic outcomes described in the HEQF.  These are attached at Appendix 2.  They have already been incorporated in the Course Approval, Management and Review Handbook, and the Guide to Collaboration in Course Provision.

Action:
Course Committees should review the aims and objectives of their course against the expectations of the qualification level associated with it.  If necessary, the aims (and modules) should be revised or a more appropriate qualification designated.  CA3 for minor changes;  CA1/2 if a new course is to be developed.

3
LEVEL NAMES AND GENERIC LEVEL DESCRIPTORS

While assuming a hierarchy of learning, the University’s current undergraduate levels are formally related to the year of study in a three year full-time honours degree.  Level A represents pre-HE level study;  the current postgraduate descriptors distinguish between M1 (conversion) and M2 (advanced).

The University’s current credit levels will be replaced as indicated in the table below.  These new levels reflect those commonly in use in the rest of the University sector, and retain Level A to represent the pre-HE level.

The University has now decided to adopt formally the NICATS level descriptors to describe the new levels.  They are attached at Appendix 3 and are contained in current course approval documents.  The following equivalence applies:
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(M1 and M2 are retained for postgraduate courses - 2002 intake:  see 5.3 and 5.7.  Level M1 corresponds to UU new Level 3 – NICATS Level 6.)

NICATS entry level and level 1 should not be used in University courses.  Level 2 is only used in Access courses, where the final half of the course should, however, be at least at NICATS Level 3.

4
USE OF MODULES AT PRE-HE LEVEL IN UNDERGRADUATE COURSES, AND UNDERGRADUATE MODULES IN POSTGRADUATE COURSES

The current framework is precise about the credit points at each level in award.  The new Framework introduces greater latitude in the specifications for awards.  This is mainly because ab initio study will no longer be easily accommodated within the expectations of Level 1, 2, or 3, as defined by the NICATS descriptors.  Consequently some modules are permitted at a lower level than would normally be expected in an HE qualification.  The following restrictions apply:

Lowest Level

The lowest level permissible in undergraduate courses is Level A.

The lowest level permissible in postgraduate courses is Level 3.

Maximum at Lowest Level

The maximum volume at the lowest level is:


in courses of 120 or more credit points:
30 credits


in courses of less than 120 credit points:  20 credits

Access courses are however made up entirely of Level A modules.

Exemptions on the basis of Level A/Level 3 Studies

Exemption should not be granted from Level A modules in undergraduate courses and Level 3 modules in postgraduate courses except where such modules are part of other courses at the same qualification level.  In other cases, course design should ensure that alternative modules are available for students who are able to take on more advanced studies.

Action:
As level names will be automatically converted from 2002/03, CA3s should be submitted to identify any undergraduate modules which should be labelled Level A, rather than 1 or 2, and any postgraduate modules which should be identified as Level 3, subject to the restrictions above.

5
AWARD TITLES

Each of the University’s taught course awards are dealt with in this section, grouped by QAA qualification level.

5.1 Certificate (C) Level

The University currently offers a Diploma award for courses comprising 120 credits at Level 1 (currently B).  A new award of “Certificate of Higher Education” is to replace the Diploma title in such courses from 2002 intake.  This title is in common usage in England and Wales.  The continued use of the Certificate and Diploma titles is dealt with under 5.4.

Action:

CA3 to process change of title and amend course regulations.

5.2 Intermediate (I) Level

The qualifications in this category are:


DipHE


Foundation degree


Associate Bachelor’s degree


Degree (non-Honours)

HND/C (Edexcel Foundation)

The Committee has noted that this level is crowded and Senate has agreed to discontinue the DipHE, to withdraw in the medium term from provision of HND/Cs of the Edexcel Foundation, as Foundation degrees and new Associate Bachelor’s degrees (AB) are introduced.  In general it is expected that Foundation degrees will be introduced in vocational areas of study.

Associate Bachelor’s Degree, Foundation Degree, and DipHE

The Associate Bachelor’s degree essentially replaces the DipHE and provides parity of esteem with the new Foundation degree (introduced from 2000/01) by having ‘degree’ in the title of a 240 credit qualification at this level.  A defining feature of the Foundation degree is inclusion of modules of work-based learning.  The Foundation degree should therefore replace DipHEs or HNDs with placement.  The Associate Bachelor’s degree title should be used for courses without work-based learning.

DEL is managing the current pilot scheme for Foundation degrees.  The introduction of more Foundation degrees within the University, or in the Colleges, should therefore be in accordance with the Department’s timetable.  

The Senate has already approved changes to the general entry requirements for Foundation and Associate Bachelor’s degrees so that the minimum entry standard is now one A level or equivalent rather than two A levels or equivalent.

Action:
CA3 to change title and regulations of any current DipHE course which is being retained, and regulations for current Foundation degrees.

Higher National Diplomas and Certificates

The University will cease to offer HNDs and HNCs.  Franchise centres may continue to offer such courses under the University’s Licence Agreement with the Edexcel Foundation for a limited period.  However, it is likely that the specification for such awards will be reviewed by Edexcel in the near future.  The continuation of the Licence Agreement will be reviewed this year.

Action:
Faculties and Colleges should plan to replace HND/Cs, available through the University’s Licence Agreement with Intermediate level degrees or Certificates of Higher Education.  (Timetable for Foundation Degrees determined by DEL.)


CA1/2 or CA3, depending on the extent of change.


If intakes to HNCs are intended in or after 2002, the course should meet the minimum 150 credits specification (previous minimum 130):  CA3 if necessary.

Non-Honours Degree

No specific changes are made beyond the level names and the possibility of Level A modules.  The minimum number of credits remains at 360 (60 above the Guidelines of the credit consortia).  However, the Committee noted some concern about the purpose of these awards, given the range of other undergraduate qualifications available.

Action:
Each Faculty with non-Honours Degrees should make the case for their retention to the Teaching and Learning Committee.

5.3 Honours Level

Honours Degree

No specific changes beyond the name level and the possibility of Level A modules.

Graduate Diplomas and Graduate Certificates

The Graduate Diploma award title is currently available in the University’s scheme of awards (as a ‘top-up’ from HND) but has been rarely used.  The Graduate Diploma and a new Graduate Certificate title should in future be used for ‘conversion’ courses for graduates, (previously postgraduate ‘M1’ provision).  As stated in the HEQF, they are “based largely on undergraduate material and taken usually by those who are already graduates in another discipline”.  The entry standard is a non-Honours degree or above.  Successful completion of Foundation or Associate Bachelor’s degrees will not be sufficient for admission.


Action:

See 5.7 below.

5.4
Other Undergraduate Awards, Certificates and Diplomas

The University’s Advanced Diploma and Advanced Certificate (rarely used) have been abolished.  (Again these were top-up awards from HND level.)  

The Certificate award title remains available for any course of a minimum of 60 credit points at levels A and/or 1.  

Courses of a minimum of 120 credits which do not fulfil the criteria for a Certificate of Higher Education or a Graduate Diploma, should use the title ‘Diploma’.  This would apply for example to a course of 60 at A + 60 at 1, or 120 at A (see also 5.6), as under the present framework.

Courses of 120 credits at Level 2, or 60 at 1 and 60 at 2, should use the title Certificate of Higher Education.

Action:

CA3 to process change of title.

5.5
Associate Awards:  CAS, CIS, DAS, DIS, DPP

There is no change to the specifications for these awards except with respect to level names.  The Certificate awards will in due course cease with the HND.

5.6
Access to Higher Education Courses

Access courses leading to awards of the University comprise 120 credits at Level A (with at least 60 at NICATS level 3).  The new Framework seeks to establish, with the exception of the CertHE and the CAS, DIS, DPP, a distinction in award title for courses of 60 and 120 credits, by the use of Certificate and Diploma respectively.  Consequently Access courses should be titled ‘Diploma’ rather than Certificate.   This will also allow for the development of Access Certificates of 60 credits value, (all NICATS level 3), the one year part-time course common in England and Wales.

Action:
CA3 to process change in title.  (Given that these courses are mostly part-time, the change may be applied in such cases from the 2001 intake.)

5.7 Master’s Level

From 2003 intake, in accordance with the QAA framework, all courses using the Postgraduate Certificate, Postgraduate Diploma or Master’s award title must be postgraduate in level. The lowest undergraduate level which may be included is Level 3.  The restriction on volume at this level is indicated in 4 above and in Appendix 1.  The Level 3 designation should be used instead of M1.  

Courses which are currently postgraduate in time and intended as conversion courses should be presented as Graduate Certificates or Graduate Diplomas, with a minimum 60 or 120 credit volume respectively.  An M2 dissertation should not form part of such courses.  (See also 5.3.)

The distinction between M1 and M2 will no longer be necessary, but will be retained to 2004 for students completing courses.  

Entry Standard

The entry standard for postgraduate courses remains a minimum of a non-honours degree (with 360 credits) for postgraduate certificates and diplomas, and of a second class honours degree for Master’s degrees, or the equivalent standard (pass or 50% respectively) in a Graduate Certificate or Diploma.

Pass Mark

The pass mark in all postgraduate modules and the award overall is to be 50% in the new Framework.  Currently it is set at 40% in postgraduate certificates and diplomas.  This change should apply from the 2002 intake for courses which meet the new framework specifications and 2003 for other conversion courses which are being retained to 2003.


PGCE

The PGCE is a postgraduate course as it retains ‘postgraduate’ in its title.  No guidance is offered in the HEQF as to whether the course should be a postgraduate certificate or diploma.  It may retain its current ‘Certificate’ title pending national developments.

Integrated Master’s Courses

Currently the University only offers the MEng in this category.  This is an undergraduate course with postgraduate outcomes at the final level.  Hence it is categorised as a Master’s level qualification.  In accordance with the credit Guidelines, the minimum number of credits at Master’s level is 120.  The pass mark remains at 40%.

Action:
CA3 to amend course titles and module levels and regulations for conversion courses to Graduate Diploma/Certificate or CA1/2 to present new course; or  CA3 to redesign some (current M1) modules to ensure that their aims and objectives meet the expectations of the Master’s level.

CA3 to amend course regulations to reflect the higher pass mark in postgraduate courses.




MEng:
CA3 to identify M level modules and amend course regulations.

5.8 Professional Doctorates

No change except as for Master’s courses above (5.7).

6
MODULE SIZE

The current University framework specifies undergraduate module sizes as 20 and 10 credit points and postgraduate module sizes as 30 and 15 credit points.  If this rule were maintained following the decision to abolish M1 level and to permit undergraduate modules in postgraduate courses, there is potential for a mismatch in postgraduate course structures, with some courses exceeding the normal credit volume (eg 125 instead of 120 in a postgraduate diploma).  This would have implications for the fee charged to part-time students.

Consequently, it has been agreed that there should no longer be any restriction on the size of taught modules at undergraduate or postgraduate level (beyond compliance with the standard sizes of 10, 15, 20 or 30).  This is mainly intended to accommodate Level 3 within postgraduate courses, but may also lead to greater flexibility in undergraduate course structures.  If Faculties intend to extend the use of 15 point modules in undergraduate courses, they should ensure that their use does not impede the development of the undergraduate modular framework, and the necessary matching between major, main and minor subjects.    Similarly if 20 and 10 point modules are introduced in postgraduate courses, course committees should aim to ensure that the normal minimum credit volume for the award is maintained.

The restriction on the number of 10 point modules in full-time undergraduate courses (maximum normally two in each semester) remains.  A special case must be made by the Faculty to the Course Approval Sub-Committee to exceed this number.

From 2001/02, it has already been agreed that modules may be delivered across the whole year, as ‘long-thin’ modules.

7
USE OF ‘ARTS’ OR ‘SCIENCE’ IN GENERIC DEGREE AWARD TITLES

The appropriate title for an award is usually self-evident.  However, in some subject areas practice in the sector varies, and it is largely a matter of convention.  The Committee has agreed that for University awards there should be consistency within subject areas, including between undergraduate and postgraduate degrees.

Action:
Faculties of Business and Management and Social Sciences to review current designations.



CA3 to process changes.

8
NAMING SUBJECTS IN TITLES

The University has adopted the QAA guidance that qualification titles should reflect their subject focus.  Titles should not normally combine more than three subjects.  Where subjects have approximately equal weight they are joined by ‘and’ (‘X and Y’ or ‘X, Y and Z’:  joint/main subjects or three minor subjects.)  In major/minor combinations, the minor subject is linked to the major subject by ‘with’.  This applies where the minor subject represents one quarter or one third of the course.  This weighting should be reflected at Levels 2 and 3 in undergraduate degrees.  

QAA has proposed that ‘Combined Studies’ should be reserved for courses involving study of more than three significant components.  Within the University, it may be appropriate to retain the ‘Combined Honours’ designation for marketing purposes as a summary title where three subjects are selected from a range.  Awards will specify the three subjects.

Action:
Faculties of Arts and Social Sciences to review the titles of BA/BSc Hons Combined Studies, BA Hons Combined Studies in Art and Design, BA Hons Humanities Combined, Diploma in Combined Social and Behavioural Sciences.

CA3 to process amendments.

9
EXIT AWARDS

All awards should continue to include a statement of overarching aims and objectives, representing a coherent programme of study.  Exit awards should not be made simply for the accumulation of credit.  Students who leave without completing the requirements for a named award may receive a transcript of their studies.

10 CONDONEMENT

The Teaching and Learning Committee noted that the credit Guidelines identified a potential conflict between the fulfilment of learning outcomes for an award and the application of condonement.  The Committee considered possible further restriction on its use.

The Committee noted the function of condonement to obviate a requirement to repeat assessment where a candidate reached a standard within 5% of the pass mark, and where there was evidence of sufficient merit elsewhere in accordance with the general principles set for its operation.  Course regulations might restrict its use further by excluding specified modules.  It was thought that this restriction was not applied as often as it might be.

Action:
Course committees should review their regulations and consider whether any further restriction should be applied, eg in core modules:  CA3 to process amendments to regulations.
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