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Guidance for Institutes/courses wishing to make the independent study in level 6 of Honours degree programmes optional, or to offer a level 6 Hons course that does not include a independent study or similar.
ASQEC and Academic Board have agreed the recommendation to remove the requirement for a 30 credit independent study module in all undergraduate Honours degree programmes, with effect for final year students in 2011/12.
The relevant minute of ASQEC is appended.
This guidance note sets out what is required to make the change to an optional independent study.
1 Courses/subjects must demonstrate explicitly how the proposed course and/or individual study programme meets: 

a. The Hons degree qualification descriptor of the FHEQ (attached) 

b. The subject benchmark statement. 
This will normally involve mapping against the descriptors/standards, and providing a commentary.
2 Approval is via IQC normal processes, with written comments from the current external examiner(s) and one independent external adviser.  Written comments must be obtained in advance of the IQC meeting and the full documentation – ie proposals, mapping documentation and comments from externals, presented to the meeting. 

3
Documentation to support the change must be signed off by the chair of IQC before it is sent to external examiners for comment. 
Descriptor for a higher education qualification at level 6: Bachelor's degree with honours

The descriptor provided for this level of the FHEQ is for any bachelor's degree with honours which should meet the descriptor in full. This qualification descriptor can also be used as a reference point for other level 6 qualifications, including bachelor's degrees, graduate diplomas etc.

Bachelor's degrees with honours are awarded to students who have demonstrated:

· a systematic understanding of key aspects of their field of study, including acquisition of coherent and detailed knowledge, at least some of which is at, or informed by, the forefront of defined aspects of a discipline

· an ability to deploy accurately established techniques of analysis and enquiry within a discipline

· conceptual understanding that enables the student:

· to devise and sustain arguments, and/or to solve problems, using ideas and techniques, some of which are at the forefront of a discipline

· to describe and comment upon particular aspects of current research, or equivalent advanced scholarship, in the discipline 
· an appreciation of the uncertainty, ambiguity and limits of knowledge

· the ability to manage their own learning, and to make use of scholarly reviews and primary sources (for example, refereed research articles and/or original materials appropriate to the discipline).

Typically, holders of the qualification will be able to:

· apply the methods and techniques that they have learned to review, consolidate, extend and apply their knowledge and understanding, and to initiate and carry out projects

· critically evaluate arguments, assumptions, abstract concepts and data (that may be incomplete), to make judgements, and to frame appropriate questions to achieve a solution - or identify a range of solutions - to a problem

· communicate information, ideas, problems and solutions to both specialist and non-specialist audiences.

And holders will have:

·  the qualities and transferable skills necessary for employment requiring:

· the exercise of initiative and personal responsibility

· decision-making in complex and unpredictable contexts

· the learning ability needed to undertake appropriate further training of a professional or equivalent nature.

Appendix
Extract from:

Academic Standards and Quality Enhancement Committee
Minutes of the meeting held on Wednesday 13th January 2010

09/30 
To receive a synopsis of discussions held within Institutes on the recommendations of the Thematic Audit of Independent Study (ASQE 09.30)

30.01
The Committee discussed in some detail the paper arising from Institutes’ consideration of the recommendations of the thematic audit of policy and practice on the appropriateness and management of independent study in honours degree programmes, and agreed that the feedback indicated a more flexible approach for courses and subjects was required.  It was agreed that curricula and assessment strategies need to be able to demonstrate alignment with the FHEQ, and with subject benchmark statements, some of which do have specific expectations about carrying out extended independent research.  This does not, however, necessitate a standard requirement for a ‘dissertation’ or similar independent piece of extended work across all subject areas.  

30.02
The Committee agreed the following:

· The requirement for a 30 credit mandatory independent study module in all undergraduate Hons degree programmes be removed;=

· Courses/subjects that wish to make an independent study module (or similar) optional or provide a programme that does not include such a module, will need to demonstrate how the programme meets the expectations of the FHEQ and the relevant subject benchmark statement(s); guidance will be produced by AQU on the process and documentation requirement for a change of approval

· Courses/subjects that wish to retain an ‘independent study’ module may use alternative titles for the module (eg research project, exhibition, performance, etc) and also may use modules of different sizes.

30.03
Given a more flexible and varied approach to the design of level 6 Hons degree, it was also agreed it would not be appropriate to set requirements or expectations relating to assessment strategies or levels of supervision.  Moreover, the needs of direct entry students also had to be taken into account.  Accordingly it was agreed:

· Where students undertake a 30 credit independent study/research project or similar module, a notional 4 hours of supervision is appropriate

· Students who wish to complete a 30 credit independent study/research project module in a single semester will need to obtain approval from their nominated supervisor – this specifically applies to progressing students rather than direct entry students, where arrangements are already in place to support students completing work over a single semester

· Institutes must ensure policy and practice includes consideration of the ethical implications of research practice and appropriate approval of research proposals.

30.04
Following discussion regarding the current arrangements for the submission of independent study proposals and final work, through the systems managed by Registry Services, it was agreed:

· Central administration, through Registry Services, of arrangements for the submission of assessment items related to independent study/research project modules would remain in place, although individual subject areas may choose to opt out.

30.05
In the light of the above conclusions, the Committee also agreed:

· There should no longer be a generic student guide for independent study – from 2010/11 all subjects will produce their own guide; AQU will provide guidance/standard text etc to support this

· That the provision for the option of the 30 credit independent study module should apply for final year students from 2011/12

· That further consideration should be given to the implications of these changes for students following joint pathways.

Actions: Chair to recommend changes to requirements for Hons degree programmes to Academic Board, and, with Head of QA&E, to draw up guidance for approval of changes to programmes.

Head of QA&E and Head of Registry Services to draw up guidance and to address matters raised in the discussion.  
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