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Background

The Committee at its June 2008 meeting had recommended to Senate a number of changes to the University’s regulatory framework.  It was agreed however that the rules on condonement, the basis for the classification of awards and also the arrangements for combined Honours degrees should receive further consideration in 2008/9.  A Working Group was established in October 2008 (mins 08.134 and 08.189 refer).

The Committee at its February meeting received paper TLC/09/5 which summarised the views of the Working Group and set out proposals (mins 09.17 - 20 refer).  The Working Group had taken account of practice in other universities and noted that, as universities were autonomous institutions with their own rules and regulations, there was no national consistency in condonement or classification.  The proposals were issued for consultation to Faculties and through an online survey to all members of academic staff. 

Mr McKinney, Chair of the Working Group, presented to the special meeting of the Committee the final report of the Group (TLC/09/19a), together with the detailed proposals and the reasons for them (TLC/09/19b). It was noted that a response had been received from each Faculty and, in addition, one individual School and 35 academic staff. The majority of these supported each of the twelve proposals.  

09.50 Condonement

Proposal 1
A pass in a module be defined as “the achievement of the overall pass mark for the module with a minimum mark of not less than 5% below this threshold in each assessment element (coursework and examination)”.

Course/subject teams retain the option of requiring the overall pass standard in both assessment elements for ‘core’ modules.

The Committee noted that all Faculty responses and the academic staff responses agreed with the new definition of a pass in a module. For undergraduate programmes, this would require students to achieve an overall mark of 40% in the module with a minimum of 35% in each assessment element; an overall mark of 50% and a minimum mark of 45% in each assessment element would be required for postgraduate programmes. Course teams would retain the option of requiring the overall pass standard to be achieved in each assessment element or in all or specified components of each assessment element.  It would be important to make this requirement explicit in the assessment strategy of the module and course teams would be expected to identify the modules concerned in regulations. 

It was noted that the overall module mark would continue to be calculated using the relative weighting for the assessment elements.  At present the weighting was disregarded for the purpose of considering condonement.

Proposal 2
Condonement of module failure be removed from University of Ulster regulations.
The Committee noted that, in refining the definition of a pass, the concept of ‘condonement within modules’ would effectively become redundant. The practice of ‘condonement across modules’, which was increasingly difficult to defend in an outcomes-based assessment regime, would also end.

All Faculties, with the exception of Arts, supported the removal of condonement across modules.  The Faculty of Arts’ view was that the removal of condonement would disadvantage weaker students in coursework-only modules and in subjects with a high proportion of coursework. It was suggested that learning outcomes were normally met across the year as a whole and that, where a student failed to achieve a learning outcome in one module, it would sometimes be possible for this to be met in another module.  It was noted that some degree programmes in the Faculty of Arts allowed considerable choice in the range of subjects studied in year 1 and that students could now be faced with the consequences of a marginal fail in a subject which they did not intend to study in second year. 

The Committee recognised that the new arrangements might cause course teams to review the design, structure and assessment of year 1. The Committee noted that an important benefit in removing condonement would be that the responsibility for all aspects of the assessment strategy and assessment decisions would clearly lie with the module co-ordinator and team.  The Committee was particularly uncomfortable with the way in which the current rule allowed failure in one subject to be offset by success in a different topic.

The Working Group was of the view that the proposals were in the best interests of students.  Students would have greater certainty at the end of the first semester of their position with regard to resit requirements than at present.  There was a view that a condoned result was perceived as a failure and that this might devalue a student’s award in the eyes of an employer, particularly as transcripts were becoming increasingly important in the overall record of achievement.  Furthermore, the practice could demotivate other students as such failure was not penalised.  The Students’ Union representatives indicated their strong support for the proposals.
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