EXTRACT FROM TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE MINUTES:  5.5.04

04.69
WORKING GROUP ON EXTENUATING CIRCUMSTANCES (STUDENT SUPPORT)


Ms Steging presented the report of the Working Group (TLC/04/26).


It was noted that there were general concerns about the quality of evidence of extenuating circumstances and unwillingness by staff to accept self-certification, and an expectation among the student body of a consistent approach to dealing with this matter.


The Working Group’s proposals were designed to 

· retain the discretionary role of the Board of Examiners;

· provide the maximum amount of relevant information for consideration;

· recognise that some students would not have relevant evidence or that the evidence provided might be unsatisfactory for reasons beyond the student’s control;

· encourage students to take responsibility for consistent monitoring of their attendance and its effect on their academic performance throughout their studies and not only at key assessment periods.

The Working Group recommended:

a)
that students be required to make formal notification of any absence which affected their performance at the time of the absence;

b)
that the EC1 Form be revised to reflect the new stage of the process, to connect difficulties more closely to particular modules and pieces of coursework and to offer guidance to students as they completed the form.

The Committee noted that the requirement for students to submit formal notification of absence would be clarified in the Student Handbook.  Increased contact with the Adviser of Studies would be a welcome aspect of the process.

Members were asked to send detailed comments to Ms Steging.

AGREED:


i)
that the proposals be endorsed and implemented from the 2004/5 academic session, subject to an amendment to paragraph 2 of the Notification of Absence Form to remove a possible ambiguity regarding the purpose of the student retaining two copies of the form;

ii)
that associated guidance notes for the Notification of Absence Form be submitted to the Chairman for approval;

iii)
that the electronic availability of the form be considered as part of  business process change;

iv)
that the Working Group be asked to submit a report reviewing the operation and impact of the revised process to the Committee in May/June 2005.
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REPORT OF THE WORKING GROUP TO REVIEW EVIDENCE OF EXTENUATING CIRCUMSTANCES

Executive Summary

The Working Group has surveyed academic staff though the Chairs of Faculty Teaching and Learning Committees.  It has also surveyed other Universities to provide comparative data on policy and practice.

This review uncovered general academic concerns about the quality of evidence, which mirror those of the medical and counselling agencies which provide it.  (The Interim Report of the Working Group summarises the points made.)  In spite of this there is great reluctance to accept any formal system of self-certification.

Further, it appears that informal systems exist for the acceptance of de facto self-certification but that these operate at different frequencies and levels of discretion throughout the University.

Recognising that the quality of evidence is to a large extent beyond the University’s control, that external pressures, especially on the medical profession, are such as to exacerbate rather than diminish the scale of the problem and holding the view that significant extenuating circumstances are very likely to be related to periods of absence from study, the Working Group recommends that greater opportunities are provided for students to monitor their attendance and provide timely evidence of difficulty. In particular it proposes the introduction of a pro-forma for Notification of Absence and the Revision of the EC1 form.

A summary of the issues considered, the rationale for these changes and draft forms follow.

The Working Group was established following discussions at Student Support Committee in May 2003 (SSC/03/14) and subsequent agreement between Professor Allen and Professor Barnett further to explore the issues raised. 

The Working Group consisted of: -

Sue Steging (Chair)
Head of Student Welfare Services   
Student Support

Jill Eaton-Evans      
Senior Lecturer                                   
Life and Health Sciences

Ann Kemplay
Head of Staff Development
Staff Development

Ivor McClinton
Senior Lecturer
Engineering

Sam Norris
Administrative Officer 
Academic Registry

Carol Reid 
Lecturer
Business and Management

Sara Vaughan
Overall President
Students’ Union

Donna Bates
Vice-President Education and 
Students’ Union



Welfare Services (J/B) 


Sarah Devenney 
Vice-President Education and 
Students’ Union



Welfare Services(C) 


Catherine Logue
Vice-President Education and
Students’ Union



Welfare Services (M)


The Working Group has met four times.  The first action of the Working Group was to survey Faculties through the Teaching and Learning Committees in order to gain an insight into custom and practice across the institution and to identify good practice in other Universities.  This review, summarised in the Interim Report, has formed the basis of all subsequent deliberations. The Interim Report was presented to Student Support Committee on 3 March 2004 and was also circulated to Chairs of Faculty Teaching and Learning Committees for further distribution and comment.

The Question of Self-Certification

The Working Group had been tasked with exploring the potential for mapping student regulations into the Human Resources policy on sickness and absence management, in particular the establishment of parity with the self-certification procedures of the employed population as proposed by medical practitioners.  In spite of the disparities in the perceived quality of the evidence provided, respondents were almost unanimous in expressing a strong preference for the current system, feeling that self-certification would be open to abuse by some students who would gain advantage through acquiring unjustified extensions.  Although numerous cases where a student’s word might be taken without corroboration are acknowledged, the requirement for evidence is seen to offer a disincentive to those who would wish to subvert proper process.

The Consequences of Inaction

Given the general acceptance of the status quo and the inevitable co-existence of formal and informal systems in a complex organisation, it is tempting to propose that no changes be made.  In this case however, given the impact of these processes on student progress and qualification for award, it seems important that formal and informal operations are as consistent as possible.  Students moving between modules, Schools or even Faculties during the course of their studies can find themselves subject to differing interpretations of relatively complex written regulations.  An expectation of consistent application of discretion can cause them to make inappropriate judgements about their options.  Students make close observation of the progress of their peers.  If different areas operate different regimes, students form opinions about relative academic standards, which they freely share, leading to unfounded judgements about the quality of particular subject provision.

Options for Change

In some instances it appears that ambiguity has been resolved by tighter management of the evidence based system, through the simple expedient of rejecting all retrospective evidence.  At the same time, concern is expressed that where evidence is unavoidably retrospective or where it is not supplied because it would seem to involve the disclosure of sensitive personal or family circumstances, an inflexible insistence on evidence would act as a disincentive to good students with genuine difficulties who would otherwise have made application for a late submission or a first sit.  It hardly needs to be stated that such decisions can have critical implications for the final award classification.

In the School of Computing & Mathematics an EC Panel has been established.  Meeting weekly, the panel has developed a body of experience and consistent practice which is felt to assure a sound foundation for the application of discretion.

It has been suggested that the penalty attached to reassessment plays a large part in the decision to make pleas for mitigation and there is no doubt that the pressure to obtain at least an Upper Second is a key factor in many students’ experience.  The scale of the problem would, therefore be vastly diminished if students were to be offered a resit without penalty.  This option appears beyond the scope of the deliberations of the Working Group and some would see it as having the same problems as self-certification, but others might like to consider it.

In deciding not to recommend a radical shift towards self-certification, the Working Group has been informed by the degree of antipathy expressed by academic staff.  We have, however, also felt it necessary to take into account the changing profile of the student population, the external pressures on their time as a result of paid employment and their unfamiliarity with some of the nuances of the University setting vis-à-vis autonomy and pastoral care.  An increasing number of students join us part way through their studies, coming from institutions with very different ambiences.  It is important that we can offer reasonable flexibility to students as they adapt to new ways of working.  On the other hand, the fact that students studying for the new modular honours degrees may take subjects from more than one Faculty presses the case for standardisation.

In any case, the growth in applications for consideration of extenuating circumstances, estimated by one Course Director to have increased by 40% in the last five years, means that structures need to operate efficiently and equitably. It is clear that we need a system which: -

· retains the discretionary role of the Board of Examiners;

· provides the maximum amount of relevant information for consideration;

· recognises that some students will not have relevant evidence or that the evidence provided will be unsatisfactory for reasons beyond the student’s control;

· encourages students to take responsibility for consistent monitoring of their attendance and its effect on their academic performance throughout their studies and not only at key assessment periods.

Recommendations

The Working Group recommends that students be required to make formal notification of any absence which has affected performance at the time of the absence. 

Rationale

Students should take responsibility for informing the Course Subject Director of significant absence at the time of the absence, using the attached pro-forma, attaching any relevant documentation and giving their own explanation of the absence and its effects.  These requirements deal with some of the criticisms of the relevance of evidence provided under the current system and introduce the idea of students’ responsibility for consistent monitoring of their own circumstances which is a feature of some references to transferable skills.  

In sum we consider the interpolation of this procedure to have a number of advantages:- 

· it is provided at the time of the difficulty, thus responding to the issue of the relevance of retrospective evidence;

· if evidence is not provided, the student has an opportunity to explain why it was not available;

· it introduces academic staff as a source of advice and contemporary evidence, thus making it more accessible;

· it encourages the student to reflect on his/her attendance and the consequences of absence;

· if the absence and reasons given for it are a cause of concern there is an opportunity for timely follow up.

Including a member of academic staff as a source of corroboration of personal circumstances is a response to the general acknowledgement that academic contacts are often the first choice for students in doubt about their situation and also recognises the importance of a holistic picture of the individual which can be gained through teaching contact.  Recognising that such a role is in counterpoint to the argument that academic staff are not experts in personal or medical matters we would cite their familiarity with the student’s normal demeanour and suggest that most individuals are able to judge physical, cognitive or affective symptoms of illness or distress such as pallor and lethargy, confusion or distress.  In cases of concern or doubt it will be possible to refer to the usual agencies.

When students retreat from contact with any helping agency, it will be up to them to give an explanation which can then be judged by the Board of Examiners or other relevant authority.

The EC1 form should be adapted in order to reflect this stage of the process, to connect difficulties more closely to particular modules and pieces of work and to offer guidance to students as they complete the form.

Rationale

As can be seen from the attached form, a very significant number of changes have been made.  The new format gives elaborated guidance within the application itself and connects difficulties more closely with their impact on academic work, referring to any relevant documentation or its lack.  Where professional certification remains unavailable, Boards of Examiners will have the opportunity to judge the application on the basis of a continuous narrative of students’ progress throughout the relevant module or modules and the steps they have taken to manage themselves and inform the University.

Next Steps

If these recommendations are approved, then the Working Group will arrange to make the relevant documents available to Faculties in time to be included in joining instructions for new students. It will also draft detailed guidance notes for the approval of Teaching Learning Committee. Guidance notes and extensive publicity in the first year of the operation of the scheme will be available on the Web.  A briefing document will also be provided for academic staff.

Teaching and Learning Committee may also wish to consider the implications for Regulations Governing Examinations should the Working Group’s recommendations be accepted.  

Sue Steging

Head of Student Welfare Services

NOTIFICATION OF ABSENCE

If you are absent from the University or unable to study for more than 3 days for medical or personal reasons then you should complete this form and submit it to your Course/Subject Director by the 5th working day.  For absences of longer than one week a medical certificate or other evidence is required and must be attached.  For periods of less than 5 days supporting documentation should be attached unless there are clear reasons why this is not available.  If no documentation is available you should give your own explanation.

You should retain two copies of this form, one for your own records and one to be submitted should you wish this absence to be considered as an extenuating circumstance at a later stage along with the tear off slip confirming receipt.

If you are unable to hand in coursework or attend for examination you should, in addition, complete an EC1 form.

Name.……………………………………………….………Date………………………………...

Signature………………………………………………………………….………………………..

Course Code…………………………………Course Title……………………………………...

Registration Number………………………………………………………….…………………..

Term-time Address…………………………………………….……………….…………………

……………………………………………………………………………………….……………...

Name of Course/Subject Director…………………………………………….………………….

I was absent from University from…………….…....…..…….To……………….……...……...

Because of (please tick)

Illness
 ٱ
Personal circumstances  ٱ

This affected (please tick all that apply)

Attendance at lectures and seminars  ٱ 
Ability to prepare coursework  ٱ



Ability to study privately  ٱ

I did/did not consult a doctor/counsellor/member of academic staff.

A letter/certificate is attached

Yes/No

If no certificate is attached please describe the nature of your illness or other difficulty.

………………………………………………………………………………………………….…

……………………………………………………………………………………….……………

If the matter is personally sensitive, you might wish to consult a doctor or a counsellor to make a statement on your behalf.

Please ensure that such evidence is submitted within one week of the period of absence.

Signature of Course/Subject Director………………………..Date Received……………….

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Notification of Absence

Signature of Course/Subject Director……………………….Date Received……………….

This tear off slip should be returned to the student by the Course/Subject Director


PRESENTATION  OF  EXTENUATING  CIRCUMSTANCES                                                                               EC1                                                      

Notes of Guidance

You are asked to note carefully the above extract from the regulations on the presentation of evidence of extenuating circumstances.  The information below is designed to assist you in the interpretation of the regulations and provide further detail.  Your attention is drawn to the following website where the procedures are set out in  full:

www………………………………………………………………..

What are extenuating circumstances?

Extenuating circumstances are circumstances beyond your control which either prevented you from attending an examination, or submitting part or all of your coursework by the due deadline.  It could also be the case that you attended an examination, or submitted coursework, but your performance was adversely affected by extenuating circumstances.  Although often medical in nature, anything which is unforeseeable or unpreventable  may be considered an extenuating circumstance (for example, a family bereavement).

How do I present details of my extenuating circumstances?

This form has been designed to give you the opportunity to set out the details of your extenuating circumstances.  You should complete Section A in full.  Any evidence in support of your claim should be submitted with the form.  Where appropriate, the University’s Counselling Service will provide reports in support of claims of extenuating circumstances. 

When do I present details of extenuating circumstances?

Claims for extenuating circumstances should be made at the time the circumstances occurred and must be submitted not later than the following deadlines:

· Examination – not later than five days following the examination

· Coursework – by the date on which the work was due to be submitted

To whom do I present details of extenuating circumstances?

The completed form, together with any supporting documentation, must be presented to your Course/Subject Director.

What will happen to my completed form?

Your submission will be considered through the appropriate channels and the outcome communicated to you. If the evidence is accepted you will be given the opportunity to be assessed on a further occasion in the appropriate examination(s) or coursework.  Please note that a successful outcome will always involve further assessment in the module(s) concerned;  the examiners will not give you additional marks to compensate for your extenuating circumstances.

SECTION  A:

TO  BE  COMPLETED  BY  STUDENT



SECTION  A  contd




SECTION  B:       TO  BE  COMPLETED  BY  COURSE/SUBJECT  DIRECTOR


Extract from the regulations governing student assessment in coursework and examinations





36	(a)	Save in exceptional circumstances:





written medical evidence, or evidence of compassionate circumstances relevant to the performance of a candidate in a written examination must be presented to the Course/Subject Director not later than five days following the examination;





written medical evidence, or evidence of compassionate circumstances relevant to the performance of a candidate in cumulative or other forms of assessment must be presented to the Course/Subject Director by the date on which the work was due to be submitted.





The term ’exceptional circumstances’ will be given a restrictive interpretation.





Evidence of ill-health must be authenticated by the candidate’s medical advisor.  Medical certificates should be forwarded directly to the Course/Subject Director.  Self-certification will not be accepted.








MODULE  INFORMATION





Please provide the information below for each module affected by extenuating circumstances. 


You should read the following notes carefully before completing this section:





Type and Date of Assessment


i) The following codes only should be used to indicate Type of Assessment:  CT – class test, ES – essay,  EX –   examination, PR – project, PT – presentation, O – other.  ii)  A separate entry should be provided for each type of assessment listed.  iii)  The date entered should be the date of the examination or class test, or submission


deadline for coursework.


Type of Circumstance


The following codes only should be used to indicate Type of Circumstance:  N –  Non-attendance at examination or non-submission of coursework.  P –  Performance affected by extenuating circumstances. 
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PERSONAL  AND  COURSE  INFORMATION





Name (in full) ……………………………….…………...    Registration No  ………………………………





       Course Code …………………    Course Title ………………………………………………………………





      Year of Study …………    Course/Subject Director …………………………………….………………….





      Campus ………………   E-mail (Netmail address) …………………………………………………………





EFFECT  OF  EXTENUATING  CIRCUMSTANCES 





Please explain the effect of the extenuating circumstances on performance in the assessments listed at part 2 opposite.  (You may continue on a separate sheet if necessary).





       




















ii)          Please state what your preferred outcome would be (e.g. specify the length of extension requested for           


	      coursework).














I confirm that to the best of my knowledge the information given on this form is a true and accurate statement of my personal circumstances.





Student Signature …………………………………………………….. Date……………………………………………..





On completion of this section the form should be submitted to the Course/Subject Director





DETAILS  OF  EXTENUATING  CIRCUMSTANCES





i)     Nature of Difficulty: 			Illness     □       Other Personal Circumstance   □	 


       (Please tick as appropriate)





ii)    Date(s) on which you were affected …………………………………………………………………….





iii)   Absence from Study


          (Please indicate as appropriate)





  Were you absent from the University	as a result of your	                     		                      	YES/NO


    extenuating circumstances?


      


*If ‘YES’ is a completed Notification of Absence Form attached? 			                   	YES/NO           				                                 


iv)   Supporting Evidence


          (Please indicate as appropriate) 





Do you have medical certificate(s) or other supporting evidence?                                         		YES/NO    





*If ‘YES’ is the evidence attached?						        		YES/NO                                            


If you do not have objective evidence you should explain below the nature of your difficulties.


 (You may continue on a separate sheet if necessary)























*Note:   Where available, supporting documents should be submitted with this form.








Please complete the details below in relation to the evidence presented.
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Consideration of Evidence 


(Tick as appropriate)
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Comments:






































NAME  OF  COURSE/SUBJECT  DIRECTOR:   ……………………………………………………………………





SIGNATURE …………………………………………………………….   DATE   …………………………………..
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