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 UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER Paper No LTC/17/12 
  
 LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE                   Agenda Item 9 
 5 June 2017 
 

 PENALTIES FOR EXCEEDING WORD LIMITS 
 

1 Background 
 
At the Learning and Teaching Committee meeting held on 14 February 2017, 
Professor McKillop, Associate Dean (Education), Faculty of Life and Health Sciences, 
raised the question of penalties for exceeding word limits, in the absence of a 
University-wide policy on this matter (min 17.12 refers). The Committee noted that the 
Faculty of Life and Health Sciences had developed its own policy, as had a number of 
other Faculties.  
 
The Committee noted that the University had agreed not to adopt a single set of 
penalties following the last review in May 2003, but Faculties had been asked to 
consider developing their own to ensure a measure of consistency within each 
programme and within the Faculty.  Penalties were to be made explicit in course and 
module handbooks.  A further review was undertaken in June 2004 when it was 
reaffirmed that a University-wide policy was not appropriate, but policies and practices 
should be kept under review (Teaching and Learning Committee mins 03.43 and 
04.109 refer).   
 
Professor Bartholomew, Chair, considered it timely to instigate a University-wide 
review and the Committee agreed that a paper on this matter, including a review of 
current Faculty policies and practices, be considered at the June 2017 meeting of the 
Committee.  
 
The June 2004 paper on word limits (TLC/04/42) was forwarded to Associate Deans 
(Education), Executive Deans, Director of ADDL, and Faculty representatives on 
Learning and Teaching Committee following the February 2017 meeting for 
information. (An extract of the Faculty responses contained in the paper is attached 
(Annex 1).) Faculties were asked to review and forward to the Academic Office 
information on current policy and practice within each Faculty by the end of April and 
to outline their intentions for the future, in view of faculty restructuring, so that this may 
be included in a paper for consideration by the Committee at its June meeting. 
 

2       Faculty responses 
 
A joint response was received from three Faculties - Arts, Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Computing, Engineering and the Built Environment and the Ulster University 
Business School. As the Faculty of Life and Health Sciences already had agreed 
guidelines on word counts in 2016, it did not contribute to the joint response from the 
other Faculties; a separate response was provided. 
 
Details of current practice are provided in Annex 2.  
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a) Joint Response: Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, Computing, Engineering and 
the Built Environment and the Ulster University Business School 
 
The Associate Deans (Education) for the above Faculties have agreed the following 
protocol and penalties for exceeding word limits, based upon responses received from 
Schools/ Departments within each Faculty. 
 
For each module that includes an assessed coursework component, it is the 
responsibility of the Module Co-ordinator to decide (in relation to their module learning 
outcomes, assessment criteria, etc and in discussion with other tutors in the relevant 
course team(s), for example in agreeing the assessment strategy for each level), on a 
word limit for their coursework and whether or not it is: (a) for guidance only or (b) a 
specific requirement, with a related penalty for exceeding the limit.  
 
The option chosen should be clearly stated in the Course/Module Handbook(s) and in 
any assignment details provided for the student.   
 
If option (b) is selected, the applied penalty for exceeding the word limit is:  
 
Up to 10%  no penalty  
11-20%  10% deduction  
>20%   fail, with a mark of zero awarded 
 

b) Faculty of Life and Health Sciences 
 
The Faculty’s guidance on word counts (not policy) is set out below: 
 
The University Assessment Handbook 2016 states:  

 
‘If a word limit, as distinct from an indicative work length, has been set, there should 
be a penalty for work which exceeds that limit, perhaps after a discretionary amount. 
There is no University-wide policy in this regard but each Faculty/School in the 
University has its own policy.’ 
 
Faculty Learning, Teaching and Student Experience Committee (April 2016) agreed 
that Guidelines on Word Counts should be developed to allow sharing of good practice 
and to allow Schools to adapt the guidelines for their Subject area. Consistency in 
guidelines on word counts is becoming increasingly important however, particularly as 
students take modules across different Schools.   
 
The purpose in providing guidelines on word counts is threefold: 

 
1. to provide definitive statements of practice at Faculty level; 
 
2. to produce a document which is re-usable or adaptable for inclusion in 

(re)validation documentation and module handouts; 
 
3. to make information more accessible by presenting it on the Faculty Learning and 

Teaching website in a structured and hyperlinked format. 
 

  



3 
 

The University Assessment Handbook 2016 states:  
 

‘Give word limits. This helps to avoid the quantity versus quality issue (leads some 
students into simply trying to write a lot, rather than thinking deeply about what they 
are writing) and also helps reduce the time it takes to mark the essays. The University 
expects it to be made clear to students whether a limit is set, above which a penalty 
will apply, or indicative word length is given as guidance. Students should be made 
aware of the Faculty/School policy on penalties through the course/subject and/or 
module handbooks.’ 
 
The following statements provide guidelines on word limits in the Faculty of Life and 
Health Sciences: 
 
(i) Students are only penalised when a word limit is explicitly stated within the 

module descriptor; in these cases, normally a 10% overshoot of the word count 
will result in a 5% reduction of marks. (5% from the achieved mark ie a score of 
60% will be reduced to 55%. 20% overshoot represents 10% reduction in marks.) 

 
(ii) Assignments that are under the word count will be accepted without any 

penalties. Students should be made aware that a low word count is likely to 
compromise their chances of receiving a good grade or even passing the 
assignment.  

 
(iii) All the words used in an assessed piece of work are used to determine the word 

count, including quotations. The references/bibliography and appendices are not 
normally included in the word count. 

 
(iv) Word limits are important to give all students a clear indication of the maximum 

length of a piece of assessed written work, the amount of work expected and 
how much detail is needed, and what time should be allocated to one piece of 
assessed work in relation to others. Word limits should be set appropriate to the 
assessment outcomes.  

 
(v) Information on the word limit and penalties should be transparent and clearly 

communicated to students in advance of the assessment, and included in all 
course and module handbooks. 

 
(vi) Turnitin may display a word count that is incorrect. Students should declare the 

word length on all pieces of coursework, when a word limit is specified. 
 
The % reduction is based on the student's initial mark for this component, prior to 
penalty. 
 
This should not be altered without consultation with the respective Course Director(s). 
 

3      Academic Registrars Council Survey  
 
In February 2017, the Academic Registrars Council (ARC) invited institutions to 
participate in a survey of approaches to penalties for exceeding word/presentation 
limits. A summary of the six responses received by ARC is attached (Annex 3). 
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These show that only two of the six institutions which responded had an institutional 
level policy and one had a school-level policy. One institution stated that the setting of 
word counts was optional. Where penalties were in place, there is variation in the 
penalties imposed.  
 

4 Committee Discussion 
 
The combined response from the Faculties of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 
Computing, Engineering and the Built Environment and the Ulster University Business 
School sets out an agreed protocol and penalty for exceeding word limits. Key points 
are as follows: 
 
- responsibility of module coordinator to decide whether a word limit for coursework 

is for guidance only or a requirement; 
 
- penalties: up to 10% - no penalty; 11-20% - 10% reduction; >20% - fail (mark of 

zero). 
 
The key points in the Life and Health Sciences guidelines (2016) are as follows: 
 
- University’s expectations as set out in the University’s Assessment Handbook 2016; 
- the purpose of the guidelines provided; 
- penalties: 10% overshoot – 5% reduction [therefore no penalty up to and including 

9%]; 20% overshoot – 10% reduction. [It is assumed that the penalty continues to 
grow by 5% for each 10% over the limit: so 40% overshoot gives 20% penalty.] 

- assignments under the word count accepted without penalties; 
- all words, included in quotations count but not references/bibliography and 

appendices;  
- information on the word limit and penalties to be transparent and clearly 

communicated to students in advance of the assessment and in all course and 
module handbooks; 

- students to declare the word length on all pieces of coursework, when a word limit 
is specified.  

 
The Committee is asked to consider the responses and whether the existing Life and 
Health Sciences guidelines and the recently agreed protocol and penalties of the other 
three Faculties are appropriate and provide for sufficient consistency within each 
course and within each Faculty, and the variations between Faculties at 10%; 11-19%; 
20%; and over 20%. 
 
The Committee should consider the following: 
 
- Are the different scales of penalties acceptable? 
- Should a policy or guidelines be developed/agreed at institutional level? 
- The timeframe for implementation of an agreed new policy/guidelines.  
 
 
 
C AVERY 
 
29 May 2017
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ANNEX 1                                           
 
FACULTY COMMENTS EXTRACTED FROM TEACHING AND LEARNING 
COMMITTEE PAPER NO TLC/04/42 (22 June 2004): PENALTIES FOR EXCEEDING 
PRESCRIBED WORD LIMITS IN COURSEWORK 
 

 Faculty of Arts 
 
Faculty Policy 
 
In assignments, word limits may perform slightly different functions. In certain pieces, 
such as essays or dissertations, an indicative word limit is given and here the word 
limit is seen to act as a rough guide to the length and nature of the final piece of work.  
The number of words required is one indicator of the breadth and depth of analysis to 
be undertaken as well as the sort of detail that should be given. The word limit also 
relates to the effort and time that is expected for the activity. In such a piece of work, 
a small deviation in either direction is unlikely to be significant. However, beyond this, 
an excessive number of words may well be coupled with defects such as unnecessary 
verbosity, repetition or a lack of focus.   
 
In another type of assignment, respect for the word limit is an integral part of the 
exercise, as for instance in resume or summary, where it is an essential part of the 
activity that the student marshal information and analysis and pick out key elements. 
Similar arguments obtain in the case of activities such as reviews of a performance, a 
book review or a newspaper article and here too there is the added factor of the real 
life situation and the constraints under which such activities are undertaken 
professionally. In such instances, adherence to the word limit is a crucial and integral 
part of the exercise and overrunning by more than two or three words seriously 
damages the value of the work in question.  
 
The points below regarding word limits follow from the above considerations:   
 

 the question should be clearly described so that students understand what they are 
being asked to do in any given activity, the nature of any set word limit and whether it 
is indicative or binding; 

 where the exercise is an essay or dissertation the Faculty advises giving an indicative 
limit with a band of words; 

 the students will understand the nature of the criteria to which they are being marked 
and, in this connection crucially, the ability to respect word limits appropriately, 
whether indicative (where there is slightly more latitude) or binding (where the scope 
for exceeding the limit is virtually non-existent); 

 the students will understand the nature of the learning outcomes for particular pieces 
of work. These criteria may be generic to the piece of work in which case the student 
is likely to have received these as part of a general briefing (how to write an essay; do 
a resume, a book review etc). If there are additional criteria relating to any particular 
assignment, these will be included with the assignment; 

 students will have been made aware of the fact that work is marked according to the 
given range of criteria (of which appropriate length is one) and that failure to meet 
these criteria will affect the mark; 
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 students will have it drawn to their attention that exceeding or not meeting the word 
limit in an activity such as an essay usually means that the work has defects (eg lack 
of focus, inability to address the question, write incisively and to the point, repetition 
or, on a wider level, lack of skill in the conduct of an argument and the unfolding of the 
various strands within it). They will too have had their attention drawn to the fact that 
these various defects (which may also occur in work respecting the word limits) will 
inevitably condition the mark awarded; 

 where the word limit is a binding one, this should be made very clear to students; 

 in all cases if a very precise penalty is to be exacted by the markers based on the 
number of words (whether excessive or under length), this fact and the nature of the 
penalty should be made very clear to students in the description of the assignment 
which they receive; 

 it is always the case that the examiners (in consultation, as appropriate, with the 
external examiner) have some discretion to use their academic judgment to determine 
the mark levels based on the nature of the work presented, the assignment set and 
the criteria which govern it; 

 in marking overlong or under length material, staff will, in appropriate cases (for 
instance, where the mark allocation is high as in a dissertation), obviously wish to 
consult with the external examiner in relation to the mark to be awarded.  
 
Oral Work 
 
In certain cases (as, for instance, where the student undertakes a presentation) work 
may exceed the desired length.  In this type of work, the same principles apply as for 
written work, namely: 
 

 a clear outline of the activity and any time limit that is set will have been given to the 
students, whether precise or within a band; 

 students will also have the criteria for marking (and among these the time limit set and 
the way in which it is regarded); 

 if the students will or may be stopped after a particular time, this should be indicated 
in the description of the exercise given to students; 

 an outline of the learning outcomes for the activity will have been communicated to the 
students. If there are specific outcomes for the activity in question beyond the generic 
outline, these should be included in the description of the assignment; 

 students will have been made aware of the fact that work is marked according to a 
given range of criteria (of which respect of the time limit is one) and that failure to meet 
these criteria will affect the mark; 

 students will have had it drawn to their attention that an inability to respect time limits 
may in part be a function of other defects (such as not drawing out key points or 
shedding unnecessary detail). They will too have had their attention drawn to the fact 
that defects such as these (which may also occur in work respecting time limits) lead 
to a reduction in marks; 

 it is always the case that examiners (in consultation, as appropriate, with the external 
examiner) have some discretion to use their academic judgement to determine mark 
levels based on the nature of the work presented, the assignment set and the criteria 
which govern it. 
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Faculty of Business and Management 
 
Draft Policy – Penalty for Exceeding Word Limits 
 
It is the responsibility of Module Co-ordinators to decide (in relation to their module 
learning outcomes assessment criteria, etc) on a word limit for their coursework and 
whether or not it is: 
 
a) for guidance only or 
 
b) a specific requirement, with a related penalty for exceeding the limit. 
 
The option chosen should be clearly stated in the Course/Module Handbook/ 
assignment details provided for the student. 
 
If b) is selected, the penalty for exceeding the word limit which should be applied is: 
 
Up to 10%  no penalty 
11 – 20%  10% deduction 
>20%   fail. 
 
The percentage reduction would be based on the student’s initial mark, prior to 
penalty. 
 
Students will also need clear guidance on what/how to submit.  For example, they 
could submit the paper copy with a word count on the cover, along with a disc for 
verification purposes.  Alternatively, the Module Co-ordinator may wish to specify use 
of a particular font, margins and line spacing, etc, which would allow the number of 
pages to more consistently verify the word count stated. 
 
Faculty of Engineering 
 
Penalties for exceeding word limits were discussed at the Faculty’s Teaching and 
Learning Committee (24 May 2004).  There are currently a variety of practices in 
operation within the newly merged Faculty, but over the next few weeks’ consultation 
will take place with colleagues on the formulation of a Faculty Code of Practice.  The 
Faculty will report to the Teaching and Learning Committee on the outcome of 
deliberations at the beginning of next academic year. 
 
Faculty of Life and Health Sciences 
 
The Faculty has a general principle of penalising students where, when a single word 
limit is prescribed, a deduction of up to 10% of the mark is made for word limits which 
either exceed or fall short of the prescribed word limit by 10%. Assignments which 
specify a word limit range eg 15,000 - 20,000 words, incur the same penalty for 
infringements on either side of the boundaries of the range. Assignments with very 
short word limits have agreed local arrangements within courses. 
 
It has been suggested by one of our Schools that the University might consider 
prescribing pages instead of words where the font type and size, spacing and margins 
are prescribed and tables, diagrams and illustrations might be excluded. 
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Faculty of Social Sciences 
 
The Faculty Teaching and Learning Committee (26 May 2004) revisited the issue of 
penalties for exceeding word limits in coursework. 
 
Members reiterated their earlier position that they did not want prescribed regulations 
as these would not suit the variety of assessment methods applied across Schools.  
Members noted that Schools very clearly set out their own processes in relation to any 
word limit penalties attaching to a module within Student Handbooks and at induction.   
 
The Committee agreed that this issue should be referred to the June 2004 review of 
the Faculty's pilot induction programme so that the communication of assessment 
processes is even more firmly embedded in the Faculty's formal induction activities. 
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ANNEX 2 
 
CURRENT PRACTICE: PENALTIES FOR STUDENTS EXCEEDING WORD LIMITS 
 
FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
 
Former Faculty of Arts 
 
There is no current Faculty wide policy on the use of word limits and penalties.  All 
Schools within the Faculty adopt a policy of no fixed penalties for exceeding word 
counts. The exception are modules in Journalism, where keeping to strict word lengths 
is part of professional practice and is factored into formal assessment criteria. In 
subjects such as Music, word counts are often used as a guideline/equivalency 
alongside practice-based work e.g. total length (in minutes) of the music contained in 
a composition portfolio, recording or recital programme. No penalties are enforced for 
writing too much music or for performing for too long; coursework length is factored 
into the overall assessment.   
 
Former Faculty of Social Sciences 
 
Belfast School of Art 
 
There is no current Faculty wide policy on the use of word limits and penalties.  
Schools adopt the policy that it is up to individual module co-ordinators, depending on 
the particular assessment criteria for the coursework, to set word limits. If students are 
penalized for assessments as a result of exceeding word limits, this must be made 
clear as part of the assessment criteria and within the module handbook. 
 
In practice, imposing word count penalties for creative coursework within the Belfast 
School of Art does not apply.  Within other Schools located in the former Faculty of 
Social Sciences, many academics have moved away from traditional essays to 
adopting more interactive, applied and innovative forms of assessment and therefore 
word limits and penalties would not be routinely imposed.   
 
The proposed policy on word length will be flexible and suit the needs of all Schools 
located within the new Faculty.   
 
FACULTY OF COMPUTING, ENGINEERING AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 
 
There are no Faculty wide policies in place in the former Faculty of Computing and 
Engineering or the Faculty of Art, Design and the Built Environment. Where word limits 
are being applied the setting of limits and penalties for exceeding these is devolved to 
Module Coordinators at module level.  Should a Module Coordinator apply word limits 
within an assessment the penalties associated with exceeding these would be 
provided to students within assessment briefs as part of the assessment criteria. 
 
The use of page limits is a feature of modules within, for example, computing and 
engineering based subjects often due to the analytical nature of modules.  Where page 
limits are being specified this would again be at module and assessment level.  Here, 
depending on the nature of the assessment, Module Coordinator’s would specify the 
number of pages and also further parameters in terms of page formatting etc within 
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assignment briefs.  The penalties for exceeding page limits are set out as part of the 
assessment criteria with the penalty being that marking will conclude at the maximum 
number of pages stipulated with work after this point not being marked. 
 
Examples of where word or page limit penalties are more likely to be used are final 
year dissertations and projects. 
 
FACULTY OF LIFE AND HEALTH SCIENCES 
 
The guidelines became effective from September 2016 and current practice is to follow 
them. 
 
ULSTER UNIVERSITY BUSINESS SCHOOL 
 
Protocol and Penalty for Exceeding Word Limits 
 
It is the responsibility of Module Co-ordinators to decide (in relation to their module 
learning outcomes assessment criteria, etc) on a word limit for their coursework and 
whether or not it is: 
 
(a) for guidance only or 
 
(b) a specific requirement, with a related penalty for exceeding the limit. 
 
The option chosen should be clearly stated in the Course/Module Handbook and 
assignment details provided for the student. 
 
If (b) is selected, the suggested penalty for exceeding the word limit is: 
 
Up to 10% no penalty 
11-20% 10% deduction 
>20% fail 
 
The % reduction would be based on the student's initial mark, prior to penalty. 
 
Students will also need clear guidance on what/how to submit. For example, they could 
submit the paper copy with a word count on the cover, along with a disc for verification 
purposes. Alternatively, the Module Co-ordinator may wish to specify use of a 
particular font, margins and line spacing, etc, which would allow the number of pages 
to more consistently verify the word count stated. 
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ANNEX 3 
 
ACADEMIC REGISTRARS COUNCIL SURVEY: PENALTIES FOR EXCEEDING WORD/ 
PRESENTATION LIMITS (4 MARCH 2017): SUMMARY OF RESPONSES  
 

Institution Response 
1 We don’t have a policy as such and departments seem to penalise work exceeding work limit 

beyond 10% by taking away 10% of the mark achieved. 
 

2 As it happens, this policy was discussed at a committee here yesterday so I have the answer 
readily to hand. We have a School-wide policy. Marks are deducted here for work that exceeds 
prescribed word limits:  
 
Up to and including 10% over length:-           5% deducted from marks 
Between 10 and 20%:-                                       10% deducted 
Between 20 and 30%:-                                       15% deducted 
More than 30%:-                                                 mark of 0 awarded  
 
It then goes on to discuss the various permutations for a student who has submitted both 
late and over-length!  The discussion was around the assertion from one member of the 
committee that some markers don't actually apply this - we apparently expect them to detect 
offences themselves.  Therefore, we may be open to challenge from students who are 
penalised. We agreed to see how we might get Moodle to detect offenders more reliably; I 
understand that the problem is that Moodle counts the bibliography and appendices whereas 
our policy doesn't. 
 

3 Our regulation states that: ‘Assessed work which exceeds a specified maximum permitted 
length will be subject to a penalty deduction of marks equivalent to the percentage of additional 
words over the limit. The limit will exclude bibliographies, diagrams and tables, footnotes, 
tables of contents and appendices of data.’  
 
The system should be applied as follows: an essay which is, for example, 3000 words in length, 
where the maximum permitted length is 2400 words, being 600 words (25%) over the limit will 
therefore be marked and penalised by a deduction of 25% of the actual mark. 
 

4 Yes, we have institutional policy and set penalties dependent on how over length the work is. 
It has to be more than 10% over for the penalties to kick in. We do not have any rules or 
guidance on overlong presentations. 
 
I am not aware of any challenges to the approach but we do not currently monitor centrally 
how, and whether, these penalties are being applied - but that is a different issue. Penalties 
are 

 10-20% over the specified word limit, a penalty of 10% 

 more than 20% over the published word limit, the work will be awarded a mark of zero 
 
Departments should not impose any other penalties but our ability to monitor this is, currently, 
limited 
 

5 No policy yet– we had a draft last year but did not progress it.  We will revisit it again probably 
next year.  Our SU was very concerned about it. 
 

6 Section B4 Word Counts for Individual Assessments  
Word counts for assessments are normally defined by programmes in the individual Module 
Descriptions contained in the Programme’s Definitive Document. A word count is a guide to 
students and staff about what is expected for each assessment.  
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 Masters Independent Study as specified in the relevant Programme Specification but normally 
between 15 – 20k for a module of 60 credits.  

  

 Extended Independent Study as specified in the relevant Programme Specification but 
normally between 8 - 10k for a module of 30 credits.  
Where the word count for an assessment is not already defined in the Module Description, 
Programme/Module Leaders shall set the word count in the Programme and/or Module 
Handbook taking into account:  
 
a) the assessment criteria;  
b) the range of issues expected in an answer;  
c) the expected depth/breadth of the answer;  
d) the need to encourage students to write succinctly and clearly;  
e) the need to ensure equity for all the students completing the assessment.  
  
Word counts are not intended to be used as word limits and, therefore, there is no University-
wide policy for penalising students who undershoot or exceed word counts. If programmes 
wish to set a word limit, then they shall follow the Guidelines in Appendix 4 for Setting Word 
Limits and Penalties. 
  
APPENDIX 4 SETTING WORD LIMITS AND PENALTIES  
Setting Word Limits with Penalties is Optional  
4.1 Word counts for assessments are normally defined by programmes in the individual 
Module Descriptions contained in the Programme’s Definitive Document or in the Programme 
or Module Handbook. A word count is a guide to students and staff about what is expected for 
each assessment.  
4.2 Word counts are not intended to be used as word limits and therefore, there is no 
University-wide policy for penalising students who undershoot or exceed word counts. If 
programmes wish to set a word limit, then they are required to follow these Regulations.  
4.3 The Programme/Module Leader shall make the word limit and penalties clear to students:  
a) by verbally informing the students when discussing assessments;  
b) by including details in the Module and/or Programme Handbook.  
4.4 Programmes may set their own penalties for equivalent infringements of time-limited or 
other forms of assessments eg for presentations or performances, see paragraph 4.9 below 
for some examples. In such cases, the Module and/or Programme Handbook shall specify 
these in the marking criteria for those assessments.  
 
Calculating the number of words  
4.5 The Module and/or Programme Handbook shall specify the method of calculating the 
number of words for assessments and shall specify what must be included and excluded.  
4.6 The following is an example of how this might be expressed only:  
Included in the word count:  
a) every word from the introduction to the conclusion, including headings;  
b) quotations included in the body of the text (see also f) below);  
c) in-line references;  
  
Excluded in the word count:  
a) title pages;  
b) abstracts;  
c) indented quotations of 3 lines or more;  
d) bibliographies;  
e) list of references;  
f) footnotes/endnotes, unless excessive;  
g) appendices (which might be confined to diagrams, tables, maps, and visual images and 
would normally be no more than half the size of the main work);  
h) original diagrams, graphs, images etc (if included would normally be considered as 
equivalent to a ½ page of text regardless of their size ie approximately 100 words, regardless 
of font size.)  
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Specifying Penalties  
4.7 The Module and/or Programme Handbook shall state in the assessment criteria for each 
assessment whether penalties shall be imposed for exceeding and/or undershooting word 
limits and, where penalties will apply, must include the details of penalties:  
a) applying to submissions for substantive marks;  
b) applying to submissions for a capped mark;  
Assessment Regulations 2015-16 Page 25 of 32  
c) applying to submissions for modules graded pass/fail only;  
d) whether deductions could result in the overall mark dropping below a pass;  
  
4.8 The following infringements could incur a marking penalty:  
a) any excess and/or deficiency;  
b) an excess of 10% or more of the word limit, with no penalty for undershooting the word limit;  
c) an excess or deficiency of 10% or more of the word limit;  
d) an escalating penalty scale for greater excesses only or for greater excesses or 
deficiencies;  
e) omitting or recording the wrong word count.  
  
4.9 Penalties include:  
a) where any excess is penalised, this could mean that work beyond the word limit would not 
be marked (although it could receive feedback);  
b) a percentage of the raw score deducted, eg 10% for a lesser infringement and 20% for a 
greater infringement;  
c) result capped to the minimum pass mark;  
d) automatic fail for second attempts and/or modules graded pass/fail only;  
e) omission of the word count from the cover sheet could mean work is not accepted for 
marking;  
f) significantly incorrect word count recorded on the cover sheet could mean work capped at 
minimum pass mark;  
  
4.10 Penalties for time-limited forms of assessment (eg presentations or performances) could 
include:  
a) markers could cease marking once the limit is exceed (although they could still provide 
feedback);  
b) a percentage of the raw score deducted, eg 10% for a short, defined infringement and 20% 
for a long defined infringement;  
c) result capped to the minimum pass mark;  
d) automatic fail for second attempts and/or modules graded pass/fail only.  
  
Word Count Declarations  
4.11 Staff shall check the declared word count on the cover sheet against the word limit 
specified for that assessment: where the word count exceeds the specified word limit, the 
appropriate penalty shall be applied.  
4.12 Word count declarations shall be checked where it appears to markers that the word limit 
for the assessment has been breached; in addition some assessments should be randomly 
selected for testing. Where an assessment is selected for testing an electronic version in 
Microsoft Word format shall be supplied if requested and the word count shall be checked 
using the latest version of Microsoft Word installed on the University computing network.  
 
Second Attempts following Word Limit Penalties  
4.13 A second attempt shall not be permitted where assessments are subject to a word limit 
penalty, which reduces the mark to the minimum pass mark (ie 40% for L3 – 6 work / 50% for 
L7/8 work).  
4.14 A second attempt shall be permitted where assessments fail to meet the assessment 
criteria for a pass at the first attempt and the failure includes a word limit penalty 
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7 Our guidance in Assessment Handbook relates to essays – but by extension would apply in 
other forms of coursework and their assessment criteria. No challenge. 
Give word limits. This helps to avoid the quantity versus quality issue (leads some students 
into simply trying to write a lot, rather than thinking deeply about what they are writing) and 
also helps reduce the time it takes to mark the essays. The University expects it to be made 
clear to students whether a limit is set, above which a penalty will apply, or indicative word 
length is given as guidance. Students should be made aware of the Faculty/School policy on 
penalties through the course/subject and/or module handbooks. (See also Section 14.2: 
Marking Schemes.) If a word limit, as distinct from an indicative work length, has been set, 
there should be a penalty for work which exceeds that limit, perhaps after a discretionary 
amount. There is no University-wide policy in this regard but each Faculty/School in the 
University has its own policy 
 

 
 


