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1. BACKGROUND 

At its meeting on 5 June 2017, Learning and Teaching Committee received a paper on 

penalties for exceeding word limits setting out current Faculty policies and summarising 

practice elsewhere in the sector. Following consideration of this paper the Committee agreed 

that a small working group be established to review this topic further. The Group, chaired by 

the PVC (Education), met and agreed a number of principles. This paper sets out these 

principles and associated guidelines along with proposed penalties. It also includes a section 

giving guidance on module size and work load which has been prepared by CHERP in support 

of the Curriculum Design Framework.   

2. WORD LIMITS PRINCIPLES AND PENALTIES  

The principles and guidance set out below will apply to both undergraduate and postgraduate 

programmes. 

PRINCIPLES 
 
Penalties for exceeding word count or other requirements in relation to the length of a piece 
of assessed work can only be imposed where the following principles have been applied: 

 
 There must be an obvious and transparent relationship between the assessment rubric 

for a module and the learning outcomes of that module.  
 
 If a student has met the learning outcomes of a module the penalty imposed for 

exceeding the word, or other, limit cannot result in the student failing the module.  
 
 Requirements in relation to the length of a piece of assessed work should be 

expressed in the unit most appropriate to the learning outcomes of the module: word 
count, number of pages, duration of recording / video etc.  
 

 In all cases clear instructions in relation to requirements, including font size, spacing, 
margins and what is included / excluded from calculations must be provided as part of 
the assessment brief issued to students and care should be taken to ensure these 
instructions are unambiguous and easily understood.   
 

 Students should be asked to self-declare word counts and any other specified 
measurements related to the assessment. 
 

 A margin of +10% of the size limit will normally apply before a penalty is considered.  
 

 A student will not receive a double penalty on any piece of work. If the marking scheme 
already has a specific reduction associated with assignment length, a separate 
additional penalty cannot be applied under this policy.  

 

ADDITIONAL GUIDELINES 
  

 If concise writing is deemed a necessary skill this should appear as a learning outcome 
and any penalty for failing to achieve it should be identified in the marking scheme. 
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 Consider which of the following, inter alia, will / won’t be included in determining word 
count: 

 
o Content pages 
o In line references 
o Appendices 
o Footnotes 
o Abstracts 
o Bibliographies 
o Reference lists 
o Diagrams / graphs / images 
o Title sequences / credits 
 

 If the coursework submitted is very much in excess of the limits set there is no expectation 
that staff will read the entire piece or provide feedback on every aspect. Students should 
be made aware of this.  

 

PROPOSED PENALTIES 
 

 
+10%   - no penalty 
+>10% - 20% - 5% penalty   
+>20% - 30% - 10% penalty 
+>30% - 40% - 15% penalty 
+>40% - 50% - 20% penalty 
+>50% - maximum mark of 40% UG/ 50%PG  
 
Penalties must be applied consistently.  
 

 

3. ASSESSMENT WORKLOAD EQUIVALENCE GUIDE 

BACKGROUND 

Curriculum Design principles are being implemented at the point of programme approval/re-

approval with a view to enhance students’ learning experience and improve the working lives 

of staff. In summary, modules should normally be of 20 credit points or more, have up to four 

learning outcomes and no more than 2 items* of assessment. Programme teams will also be 

encouraged to ensure equity and consistency in assessment workload across modules of the 

same level and credit worth.  

This guide has been constructed to support the process of assessment design, and to help 

ensure consistency of student effort commensurate with the credit value of the module. 

Nonetheless, it is not meant to be overly prescriptive as the demands and preparation time of 

assessed work can vary considerably depending on the nature, context and level of that work, 

and also the differing work rates of individual students.  

Word count equivalence is traditionally used as a workload indicator but it must also be 

acknowledged that allocating word count equivalency to practical or non-traditional 

assessments is difficult. Programme teams are therefore encouraged to share and discuss 

their assessment strategies to determine appropriate workloads/work hours for their subject-

specific contexts, stages and programme levels. This guide is aimed at supporting such 

discussion. 
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This guide includes examples of word count equivalency for commonly used assessment 

methods but also suggests notional assessment work hours/preparation as a proportion of the 

notional learning hours for the module. Independent study contributes to the majority of 

learning hours for a given module. Work undertaken during this time may include background 

reading, reflection, preparation for seminars or tutorials, online activity, follow-up work, wider 

practice as well as assessment tasks. The proportion of notional learning hours for the 

preparation and completion of assessment tasks is set at 20% i.e. 40 hours for a 20 credit 

module. Assessment work hours will include e.g. gathering, reading and organising 

information, drafting plans, writing-up/assembly, editing, revision or rehearsal, and delivery 

time i.e. delivering a presentation or completing an exam. 

5 credit workload examples have been offered to support staff in designing staged assessment 

methods comprising multiple assessment elements spread over a semester or academic year. 

The small assessment elements comprise the building blocks of an assessment task/item and 

collectively assess the module learning outcomes. 

Note: many of the assessment types can be scaled up for 20 or more credits but scaling up 

may be impractical in some cases (e.g. presentations) due to large student numbers. 

MODULE SIZE AND WORKLOADS 

20 Credit Module 

200 notional learning hours 
(comprises contact time, 
directed study, independent 
study including assessment 
preparation) 

Assessment learning 
hours/preparation 
constitutes approx. 20% of 
notional module learning 
hours 

40 hours notional 
assessment work hours 
 
4000 word count 
equivalence 

 

Some assessment equivalence examples: 

Suggested guidelines following a review of assessment tariffs from across the sector: 

Assessment Type WCE Notional Assessment 
Work Hours 

Credits 

Written essay 
1000 words 
 

10 h 
 

5 

Exam / test 
1 hour 
 

10 h 
 

5 

Reflective journal/log 
1000 words 
 

10 h 
 

5 

Lab/practical report 
1000 words 
 

10 h 
 

5 

Group assignment 
750 words per 
member 10 h 5 

Individual presentation 
15 minutes 
 

20 h 10 

Viva/oral exam 
20-30 minutes 
 

20 h 10 

Small Group presentation 
10 minutes per 
member 

20 h 10 

Portfolio of evidence 6000 words 40 h 20 

Research proposal or small 
project 

4000 words 
 

40 h 20 
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Research project/dissertation 8000 words 80 h 
40 
 

Note: where there is more than one item of assessment per module, the assessment workload 

will be divided between items, for example: 

Item 1: 2 hour exam (measures LO 1&2), item 2: 2000 word essay (measures LO 3&4) for 20 

credits. 

In relation to a staged/cumulative assessment where there is more than one element of 

assessment within a single assessment item, the assessment workload will be divided across 

the multiple elements, for example: 

Item 1: staged assessment comprising 3 elements (100%) for 20 credits. 

o 1 hour class test (foundation knowledge before placement) 

o 2000 word reflective log (reflections of placement experience) 

o 30 minute viva (synthesis of experience and application of theory to practice) 

(3 elements are interrelated to measure all LO)  

* Further guidance on assessment items and elements: 

Assessment Items 

Different items of assessment measure different learning outcomes within a module. As a 

general rule of thumb, a single learning outcome should not be double-assessed however, 

you may wish to triangulate student performance across two assessment methods if there are 

both cognitive and practical components within one learning outcome. This may also be a 

professional body requirement. 

Assessment Elements 

One item of assessment can be broken down into smaller staged/cumulative elements 

(tasks/deliverables) as long as the elements are complementary and ultimately stitch together 

to measure the same learning outcome(s). A staged approach can allow the assessment 

workload to be distributed over the semester or year and can enable timely feedback before 

the next element.  

Guidelines influenced by:  

Bloxham, S and Boyd, P., 2007. Developing Effective Assessment in Higher Education: a 

practical guide, England: Open University Press. 

Galvin, A; Noonan, E and O’Neill, G., 2012. Assessment: Assessment workload and 

equivalences. UCD Teaching and Learning Resources. Available at: 

https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/uploads/production/document/path/2/2529/UCD_workload_and_

eqivalences.pdf  (Accessed 30.11.17) 

4. ACTION REQUIRED OF THE COMMITTEE  

The Committee is asked to consider: 

 Endorsing the principles on word limits; 

 Whether the scale of proposed penalties is appropriate; 

 Endorsing the guide on assessment workload equivalence; 

 Whether the proposed equivalences are appropriate; 

 If the principles and penalties are agreed the date from which these are to be 

implemented.  

https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/uploads/production/document/path/2/2529/UCD_workload_and_eqivalences.pdf
https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/uploads/production/document/path/2/2529/UCD_workload_and_eqivalences.pdf

