
UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
16 October 2013 
 
REPORT ON THE IMPACT OF LEVEL 5 CONTRIBUTION TO THE DEGREE 
CLASSIFICATION ON THE BSc (Hons) ACCOUNTING DEGREE – YEAR 3 OF 
PILOT STUDY 2012/13  
 
Background 
 
The current standard algorithm for degree classification adopted by the University of 
Ulster is the average mark achieved in level 6 modules (although there are 
exceptions).  This is based upon the premise of “exit velocity”, whereby students 
demonstrate higher order learning outcomes in their final year and often after the 
completion of a placement (study abroad) year.   The application of final year results 
alone is not a universally accepted framework for the determination of degree 
classification.  The Student Assessment and Classification Working Group (SACWG) 
found that up to 15% of honours classifications in UK higher education might be 
different if the results had been fed through another institution’s award algorithm 
(Woolf and Turner, 1997). 
 
In 2009, as a pilot study the University agreed (with student consent) to permit the 
second year (level 5) of the BSc degree in Accounting to contribute (25 percentage 
points) towards the final year classification.  Accounting is a highly technical 
discipline, but embraces many higher level academic issues, such as the definition of 
income, ethics in accounting and the behavioural aspects of accounting control and 
the management of finance.  The degree embraces the ideals of academic rigour but 
recognises the importance of achieving professional accreditation.  As such, whilst 
many of the technical issues are addressed in the first two years of the programme, 
the final year is largely devoted to areas which have higher academic and reflective 
content.  The degree does rely upon the content of level 4 and 5 modules for 
professional accreditation and therefore is well placed to explore the application of a 
different award algorithm.   
 
Analysis:  Stage 1  
 
The evidence presented is based upon data for three cohorts for which the second 
year average mark contributed to final degree classification and two cohorts for 
which the second year mark did not.  Student marks are included on the basis of first 
attempts, in first, second and final year.  Those students with entry qualifications 
other than tariff points are excluded from some of the analysis performed.  This is 
highlighted within the reported tables.  Students with extenuating circumstances on 
the first attempt in examinations are also excluded. 
 
Despite the fact that the final year (level 6) performance is the primary issue of 
interest within the context of the introduction of a different classification framework 
from the existing one, both total tariff points on entry and first year performance may 
also provide an indication of general academic ability and the impact of a level 5 
contribution to level 5 performance, which may subsequently impact upon degree 
classification.  In addition, Green, McGrath, Pogue and Wilson (2010) previously 
reported on the importance of absenteeism upon first year performance both on the 
BSc Accounting and BSc Business Studies degrees.   Absenteeism is defined as the 



percentage of time tabled classes (lectures and seminars) missed in both semester 1 
and 2.  Attendance data for both lectures and seminars was collected using the 
electronic Turning Point system for lectures and manual recording for seminars.   
 
Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics with regard to the sample investigated in 
this study.  Note the statistics are based upon the population of students for each 
cohort and the statistics for those students with a level 5 contribution to final 
classification are highlighted in bold.  
 
Table 1:  Descriptive statistics for students on the BSc Accounting degree 
(2009 – 2013)  
 
Total tariff points on entry 
 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 
Mean 344 330 335 323 326 333 
Median 340 330 320 320 320 330 
Mode 340 300* 320 280 280 320 
Std Dev 39.73 44.79 42.10 53.24 52.48 46.28 
First Quartile 320 300 310 290 280 300 
Third Quartile 370 350 360 360 360 360 
Number 100 65 77 83 35 360 
 
Kruskal Wallis test on the mean indicates significant differences between cohorts (Chi-square 11.941, 
p=0.02).  On the median no significant difference is observed (Chi-square 8.604, p=0.072) 
 
*Multiple modes exist, the lowest is reported. 
 
First year degree mark 
 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 
Mean 61.47 61.91 64.49 62.21 64.89 62.74 
Median 61.00 62.50 64.00 63.00 66.00 63.00 
Mode 61.00 60.00 58.00* 63.00 64.00 64.00 
Std Dev 9.48 9.51 8.90 10.35 9.26 9.58 
First Quartile 55 56 58 53 57 56 
Third Quartile 68 69 72 70 72 69 
Number 95 70 83 85 35 363 
 
Kruskal Wallis test on the mean and median indicates no significant differences between cohorts 
(Mean Chi-square 6.542, p=0.162, Median Chi-square 9.141, p=0.058) 
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Second year degree mark 

 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 
Mean 54.28 57.78 62.74 60.22 64.32 59.17 
Median 54.00 58.00 63.00 62.00 63.00 60.00 
Mode 55.00 58.00 60.00 55.00* 63.00 55.00 
Std Dev 10.73 10.71 9.15 12.81 8.82 11.24 
First Quartile 48 50 55.75 53.00 59.00 52.00 
Third Quartile 62 65 70.00 70.00 71.00 68.00 
Number 106 77 82 85 47 397 
 
Kruskal Wallis test on the mean and median indicates significant difference between cohorts (Mean 
Chi-square 43.089,p=0.000 and Median Chi-square 38.230, p=0.000) 
 
*Multiple modes exist, the lowest is reported. 
 
Second year absenteeism 
 
 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 
Mean 20.84 17.11 18.23 26.62 22.68 21.67 
Median 20.00 17.00 17.00 24.03 19.57 19.70 
Mode 4.00 1.00 1.00 2.00 4.00 4.00 
Std Dev 13.70 11.97 12.85 16.63 16.17 14.58 
First Quartile 8.00 6.50 8.25 12.89 9.24 9.00 
Third Quartile 31.00 26.75 25.00 39.30 34.22 31.00 
Number 111 80 100 99 48 438 
 
Kruskal Wallis test on the mean and median indicates significant difference between cohorts ( Mean 
Chi-square 19.933, p=0.001, Median Chi-square 13.305, p=0.010). 
 
Final year marks contributing to classification award 
 
 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 
Mean 56.45 57.42 60.89 59.25 61.26 59.01 
Median 55.00 57.00 62.00 60.00 61.50 60.00 
Mode 51.00* 57.00* 60.00 52.00* 60.00 60.00 
Std Dev 7.17 10.390 10.37 9.09 8.67 9.44 
First Quartile 52.00 52.25 56.00 53.00 56.50 54.00 
Third Quartile 63.00 63.00 67.00 65.00 68.00 65.00 
Number 51 60 63 59 42 275 
 
Kruskal Wallis test indicates on the mean and median significant difference between cohorts (Mean 
Chi-square 19.812, p=0.001, Median Chi-square 13.305, p=0.010)  
 
*Multiple modes exist, the lowest is reported. 
 
On review of table 1 there are statistically significant differences between final year 
(level 6) marks across all cohorts, with improvements in the average mark observed 
across all quartiles in respect of a second year contribution (highlighted)   This is 
also apparent with regard to average level second year (level 5) marks. To 
investigate further a dummy variable (SC) is created which takes the value 1 if the 
second year degree performance contributes towards final classification for the 
cohort, and 0 if it does not.  Both parametric and non-parametric tests are employed 

3 
 



to investigate whether a second year contribution results in higher average marks at 
level 5.  The results are reported in table 2. 
 
Table 2: Average degree marks in year 2 (AV2) takes the value 1 if second 

year mark contributes to final year classification, otherwise takes 
the value 0. 

 
Group Statistics 
 

SC N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
AV2 0 183 55.75 10.829 0.800 

1 214 62.09 10.768 0.736 
 
  t-test on equality of means   -5.828+ 

        (0.000)** 
 

Mann-Whitney Z    -5.950    
      (0.000)** 

 
Number of observations is 397 

 
+ Levene’s test on the equality of variance indicates that the variance of the 
two groups is equal, therefore t-tests on the equality of the means for the two 
groups is based upon the equality of variance. 
 
* Significant at the 5% level using a two-tailed t-test.   

 
** Significant at the 1% level using a two-tailed t-test. 

  
  Where, 
  AV2 is the average mark achieved in second year 

SC is a dummy variable which takes the value 1 if the second year 
contributes towards the final year classification and 0, if it does not. 

  
Note:  Overseas students (DUFE) entering in year 2 have a significantly higher 

average second year mark than others, irrespective of a year two contribution 
towards final degree classification.  The results reported above include such 
students. 

 
Analysis:  Stage 2 
 
Table 2 reveals that the average second year mark for those cohorts for which a 
25% contribution applied is higher, the difference is statistically significant and 
represents an increase in degree classification, albeit at level 5.  Whilst convincing 
this result alone does not provide definitive proof that it is the second year 
contribution which is driving the observed improved performance.  For example, the 
analysis thus far has also demonstrated that there are statistically significant 
difference between cohorts with regard to tariff points on entry and absenteeism. In 
order to address this issue a multivariate model to explain second year (level 5) 
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performance is explored.  Specifically the following model is investigated using 
ordinary least squares regression: 
 

Y = β0 + β1TT + β2AV1 + β3ABS + β4SC + µ 
 
Where, 
 
 Y is the average marked achieved in year 2 (AV2), 
 β0 is a constant term introduced as a rather ad hoc way of capturing the 
 impact of omitted variables, 

TT is the total tariff points on degree entry, 
 AV1 is the average mark achieved in year 1 modules, 
 ABS is the percentage absent from all time tabled classes in year 2, 

SC is a dummy variable which takes the value 1 if the second year contributes 
towards the final year classification and 0, if it does not, and 
µ is a stochastic error term. 
 

This model essentially attempts to control for the impact of other factors upon the 
relationship between second year (level 5) performance and the classification 
framework employed.  The results from the estimation of this model are presented in 
table 3.   
 
Table 3:  OLS Regression analysis dependant variable average year 2 marks 
 

Y = β0 + β1TT + β2AV1 + β3ABS + β4SC + µ 
 
 β0  β1  β2  β3  β4  RA

2 

 19.200 0.016  0.577  -0.246  4.499  0.604  
 (0.000)** (0.073) (0.000)** (0.000)** (0.000)** 
 
Number of observations is 305.   
 
* Significant at the 5% level using a two-tailed t-test.   
 
** Significant at the 1% level using a two-tailed t-test. 
 
 
Notes: The regression analysis excludes overseas (DUFE) students as such students have 

no entry tariff points.   
 

 Where, 
 
 Y is the average marked achieved in year 2 (AV2), 
 β0 is a constant term introduced as a rather ad hoc way of capturing the 
 impact of omitted variables, 

TT is the total tariff points on degree entry, 
 AV1 is the average mark achieved in year 1 modules, 
 ABS is the percentage absent from all time tabled classes in year 2, 

SC is a dummy variable which takes the value 1 if the second year contributes 
towards the final year classification and 0, if it does not, and 
µ is a stochastic error term. 
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From table 3 the only independent variable which is not statistically significant is total 
tariff points on entry.  Having controlled for first year performance, total tariff 
points on entry and absenteeism, the introduction of a second year (level 5) 
contribution is significant in explaining second year (level 5) performance.  
The negative coefficient on the absenteeism variable highlights a statistically 
significant negative impact upon student performance.  The constant term is 
significant, which is included to capture the impact of omitted variables and indicates 
these exist however notwithstanding this the explanatory power of the model is high 
at 60% (the adjusted R-square).  Other independent variables were also investigated 
including gender, mature degree entry, and degree entry with double award tariff 
points, but none of these were found to be statistically significant in explaining the 
average second year mark. 
 
Analysis:  Stage 3 
 
 At stage 3 attention is directed towards classification marks achieved, i.e. the 
classification marks achieved (which included the 25% second year (level 5) 
contribution) are compared with the average of other students (with no second year 
(level 5) contribution).  Table 4 provides the results from non-parametric analysis. 
   
Table 4: Classification award marks in final year (FA) takes the value 1 if 

second year mark contributes towards the final mark, otherwise 
takes the value 0. 

 
Group Statistics 
 

SC N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
FA 0 111 56.97 9.027 0.857 

1 164 60.40 9.485 0.741 
 
  t-test on equality of means   -2.994+ 

        (0.003)** 
Mann-Whitney Z    -3.123    
      (0.000)** 
Number of observations is 275 

 
+ Levene’s test on the equality of variance indicates that the variance of the 
two groups is equal, therefore t-tests on the equality of the means for the two 
groups is based upon the equality of variance. 
* Significant at the 5% level using a two-tailed t-test.   

 
** Significant at the 1% level using a two-tailed t-test. 

 
Table 4 clearly indicates that there is a statistically significant improvement in 
average award performance when the second year (level 5) mark achieved is a 
contributory factor to the classification mark.  However, prior analysis and 
previous studies (see Green, 2011 and Foster et al, 2011) do suggest that other 
factors, such as the completion of an optional placement year may impact upon final 
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year performance.  To investigate this further the following model is estimated using 
OLS regression. 
 

Z = β0 + β1TT + β2AV1 + β3DIS + β4SC + µ 
 
Where, 
 
 Z is the average marked achieved in year 3 for purposes of classification, 
 β0 is a constant term introduced as a rather ad hoc way of capturing the 
 impact of omitted variables, 

TT is the total tariff points on degree entry, 
 AV1 is the average mark achieved in year 1 modules, 
 DIS is a dummy variable which takes the value of 1 if a placement year (study 
 abroad) has been completed and 0 if it has not,  

SC is a dummy variable which takes the value 1 if the second year contributes 
towards the final year classification and 0, if it does not, and 
µ is a stochastic error term. 

 
The results are reported in table 5. 
 
Table 5: OLS Regression analysis dependent variable final year   
  classification mark 
Z = β0 + β1TT + β2AV1 + β3DIS + β4SC + µ 
 β0  β1  β2  β3  β4  RA

2 

 22.956 0.033  0.350  4.052  2.685  0.297  
 (0.000)** (0.005)** (0.000)** (0.001)** (0.014)* 
 
Number of observations is 205.   
 
* Significant at the 5% level using a two-tailed t-test.   
 
** Significant at the 1% level using a two-tailed t-test. 
 
Where, 
 
 Z is the average marked achieved in year 3 for purposes of classification, 
 β0 is a constant term introduced as a rather ad hoc way of capturing the 
 impact of omitted variables, 

TT is the total tariff points on degree entry, 
 AV1 is the average mark achieved in year 1 modules, 
 DIS is a dummy variable which takes the value of 1 if a placement year (study 
 abroad) has been completed and 0 if it has not,  

SC is a dummy variable which takes the value 1 if the second year contributes 
towards the final year classification and 0, if it does not, and 
µ is a stochastic error term. 

 
 

Notes:  The regression analysis excludes overseas (DUFE) students as such 
students have no entry tariff points.  It should also be noted, that students with 
extenuating circumstances are excluded.  
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Table 5 reveals that a second year (level 5) contribution, having controlled for 
general academic ability and the completion of a placement (study abroad 
year) is statistically significant in explaining the final year classification (level 
6) mark  achieved, and confirms that the completion of a placement (study abroad) 
year results  in an improvement of final year marks of approximately 4%. 
 
It is worth noting that the actual classification award achieved is at an individual level 
and dependent upon an individual students mark profile.  All of the analysis above is 
conducted at an aggregate level. 
 
An analysis of the marks confirmed at the June examination board reveals that at an 
individual student level, the application of a second year contribution resulted in a 
positive increase in classification for 4 students, in 2011, for 8 students in 2012 (and 
a decrease for 3 students), and for 12 students in 2013, as a result of the 
implementation of the revised algorithm.  
 
Concluding Summary 
 
On the basis of the evidence presented ( and the fact that year 2 (level 5) modules 
relate to professional exemptions and subsequent examinations on graduating, and 
that low numbers of students elect to complete placement, within Accounting) it is 
proposed that a second year contribution of 25 percentage points continues to 
be applied on the BSc Accounting degree.  
 
Project Leader  Dr Peter Green  
   (Any queries on this analysis should be directed to the  
   project leader) 
Gillian Armstrong 
Heather Keanie 
Gregory McGrath 
Michael Pogue 
Abigail Wilson 
 
27 September 2013 
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