Frequently Asked Questions
General

· What is the HEFC?

The Higher Education Foundation Course (HEFC) is a nationally-recognised Access to HE course offered at 8 Colleges across Tyne and Wear, Northumberland, County Durham and Cumbria.  Like all access courses, it is designed to provide students with a return to learn experience that prepares them for university study.  It provides the academic underpinning knowledge and skills required for successful study at HE level.
· What is Ascentis?

Ascentis (formerly the Open College of the North West), based in Lancaster is the Access Validating Agency (AVA) through which the HEFC receives national Access to HE accreditation. 

· Where does Northumbria University come into it?

The HEFC is managed via a Consortium (the HEFCC) comprising Northumbria University as the lead partner and FE Colleges that together make up the HEFCC. Northumbria University is home to the HEFCC Office where the course is administered. All HEFC Moderators are academic staff from Northumbria University.

· What do students get at the end of the course?

The HEFC is validated and accredited by both Northumbria University and Ascentis. Students who successfully complete an individual module or unit are awarded a Northumbria University Certificate of Achievement, which indicates the grade achieved. In addition, students who satisfy the criteria detailed below are eligible for a dual award: 

-
QAA-recognised Access to HE Diploma, awarded by Ascentis. This is a nationally recognised award.
-
The Northumbria University Foundation Certificate

Both certificates are awarded to students who, within a five-year period, achieve a total of 60 HE credits, of which a minimum of 45 credits must be at Level 3 and a maximum of 15 credits at Level 2 or Level 3.  The award must include 2 complete modules.  The majority of HEFC modules are at Level 3. A full list of modules and units available can be found in the HEFC Operations Manual. 

· Can HEFC Tutors and students use Northumbria University facilities?

Yes, HEFC students are also registered as Northumbria University students and therefore have access and borrowing rights for all Northumbria University libraries and may access the Students’ Union and other university facilities.  HEFC tutors also have access and borrowing rights from Northumbria University libraries.

· Is e-Learning available on the HEFC?

Delivery via e-Learning is currently not available.
· Can I study on the course from home?

Yes, modules in English Language and Quantitative Methods are currently being offered on a Home Learning basis.
· What support is available for tutors?

As an HEFC tutor you will have support from your Centre Co-ordinator, from the members of your subject’s MADG, including the Moderator for your particular module, and from the HEFCC Office staff at Northumbria University. 

· Who do I contact with a query?

This depends on the nature of the query. Subject specific queries are best directed to the HEFCC Office in the first instance while general queries should be directed to your Centre Co-ordinator.
· Why do I have students starting in January?

There are 2 main start dates for the HEFC – September and January.  All modules can be offered sequentially and the majority can also be offered concurrently or in reverse order.  

· What advice is available for students wishing to progress to HE?
The services of Northumbria's Return to Learning Service are available to both current and potential HEFC students.  The Return to Learning Service, located in the University's Trinity Building, provides a drop-in centre (open daily), individual guidance appointments and taster courses (Tel: (0191) 227 4323).
MADGs
· What is a MADG?

For each HEFC module there is a Module Assessment and Development Group (MADG). There are normally three MADG meetings each academic year.   MADG meetings comprise the Moderator as Chair, all tutors involved in the delivery of the module, and the HEFCC MADG Co-ordinator. The HEFCC MADG Co-ordinator assists the Moderator in his/her duties.

· What does a MADG do?

The MADG considers all aspects of module delivery such as issues relating to the syllabus, including review and development, and issues relating to assessment and moderation, including the preparation of examination papers/other assessments and grading schemes as necessary. At least once per year, MADG meetings take the form of an exam board to consider and recommend for approval student awards. 

· Why do I have to attend MADG meetings?

MADG meetings provide an invaluable staff development opportunity for tutors. These meetings are an excellent way to become acquainted with colleagues from other centres teaching the same module/unit who may have taught on the HEFC for several years and have a degree of familiarity and awareness of the course. Also, the very nature of MADG meetings and the issues that are discussed mean that failure to attend can seriously disadvantage both the centre and the students.  At the first MADG meeting of each year you will also be involved in setting the assessments for the full academic year.
· What do I do if I am unable to attend MADG meetings?

Tutors are expected to make every effort to attend MADG meetings. If you are unable to attend a meeting you must notify your Centre Co-ordinator who, where possible, may arrange for a substitute to attend in your absence. Please refer apologies to the HEFCC MADG Co-ordinator. 

Coursework

· What syllabus do I follow?

There is a module descriptor (syllabus) for each HEFC module/unit. The module descriptor for your module/unit should be in the Tutor Induction Pack. If not, please contact the HEFCC Office or your Centre Co-ordinator. It is updated annually, normally at the beginning of each academic year. It is important that you make sure that you are using the most recent edition – check the date on your paper copy.

· When does Unit 1 end and Unit 2 begin?

Each HEFC unit requires a minimum taught element of 3 hours per week for 15 weeks (or equivalent). There is an HEFC Calendar for Delivery and Assessment that takes into account factors such as centres starting and ending the academic year at different times, and the varying provision of half-term holidays between centres. 
· Are there common assessment periods?

Yes. Due to the flexible nature of the HEFC, common assessment periods are a necessity. These can be found on the latest ‘Calendar for Delivery and Assessment’. 

· How is coursework set?

All assessments, for the full academic year, will be set and agreed at the first MADG meeting.
· Are there agreed deadlines for the completion of assessments?

Yes, student submission deadlines will, again, be discussed and agreed at the first MADG meeting of the academic year.  Submission deadlines for each module are standardised across each centre.  This ensures consistency of delivery between centres and assists the moderation process.

· What if a student does not complete a piece of assessment?

A student normally will be deemed to have failed a module, or unit, if at the end of the course of study he/she has not met the learning outcomes for that module/unit or does not complete and submit the required pieces of assessment.  There are procedures in place for when a student’s personal circumstances have led to them having difficulty in completing a piece of work (cf. PECs below for more details). Extensions can be agreed for students for whom a PEC may not be appropriate at the discretion of the tutor by filling in a Late Submission Form.  If you are unsure please contact your Centre Co-ordinator or the HEFCC Office.

· How is a student deemed to have ‘failed’ a piece of work?
A student who does not meet all of the learning outcomes for a particular piece of work will be deemed to have failed.  One opportunity to retrieve this failure, by resubmitting work to meet the learning outcomes, is currently allowed.
· I suspect a student of plagiarism – what do I do?

Contact your Centre Co-ordinator and/or Moderator in the first instance. Procedures for dealing with suspected cases of academic irregularity (cheating, plagiarism) in examinations and in assessed coursework are described in the HEFC Operations Manual
Examinations

· When do the examinations take place?

There are assessment periods in January, May and July/August. On no account can examination dates vary from approved schedules, nor can special arrangements be made for students who cannot attend unless the circumstances have been considered by the Centre Co-ordinator and the HEFCC Office. Examination Schedules are normally published at least 12 months in advance of the academic year in question.  Examination schedules are available at:  http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/brochure/courses/hefc/currentstud/?view=Standard
· Who sets the examination papers and grading schemes?

Each MADG is responsible for producing examination papers/assignments, including re-sit papers.  These should be prepared and agreed at the first MADG meeting of the year and, following approval by the Moderator, submitted to the HEFCC Office by the agreed deadline and in the appropriate format.
Whether the paper is a single or joint initiative (e.g. with contributions from other MADG members), one MADG member should be asked to take overall responsibility for the final version, its approval by the Moderator and its submission to the HEFCC Office.  This should occur even if the examination paper is completed during the course of the MADG meeting.  Spellchecker should be used as a matter of course, errors corrected and the paper proof-read before it is submitted to the HEFCC Office

· Who distributes examination papers?

The HEFCC Office forwards a full set of papers to the examinations office in member institutions where they can be accessed by tutors. This takes place at least two weeks in advance of the assessment period. In the unlikely event that an error is discovered at this stage the HEFCC Office should be notified immediately. The Office will consult with the Moderator and, where necessary, an erratum notice or amended examination paper will be circulated to all centres.
· What if a student is unable to sit the examination / does not turn up?

If a student is unable to sit the examination due to extenuating circumstances – either of a long-standing nature or due to illness for example, there are procedures in place to deal with this (cf. PECs below for more details). 

· What entitles students to a resit / deferral?

Students who do not meet all of the specified learning outcomes for an examination will be entitled to a re-sit examination at the next available opportunity.
Deferred exams may be offered where students were unable to sit the scheduled exam for a validated/documented reason or unforeseen circumstances for example illness / bereavement / transportation difficulties. Deferrals offer students the opportunity of taking the exam as if for the first time.

· Do I need to be available beyond the formal teaching period if I have a student taking a resit/ deferral?
Ideally yes. A second examination paper should be set at the first MADG meeting to cover any students needing a deferral or re-sit examination.  The results will also need processing in time for final approval by the HEFC Board in September. You may also need to be available should any queries or problems arise regarding module results from the May assessment period.

If you cannot be available at this time you must notify your Centre Co-ordinator and/or the HEFCC Office so that alternative arrangements can be made. If you pass paperwork on to another tutor please let the HEFCC Office know who this tutor is. 

Moderation / Results Recording  
· Why do I need to have my marking moderated?
It is the responsibility of Moderators to monitor standards between centres and to ensure the curriculum remains appropriate for preparing students for entry to HE. The Moderator is responsible for undertaking the moderation of coursework and examinations throughout the year. This is done in liaison with college/school tutors and via the three MADG meetings which take place each year.
· Who is the Moderator for my subject?

All HEFC Moderators are academic members of staff from Northumbria University. A full list of Moderators is available from the HEFCC Office.

· How does moderation take place?

Sampling of marked coursework normally takes place three times each year – a process by which tutors send samples of marked coursework to the Moderator who can then moderate standards. Issues relating to moderation and standardisation of coursework are discussed and agreed at the second and final MADG meetings.

· Does internal verification / cross-marking take place within the HEFC as part of the moderation process?

A system of cross marking and/or internal verification is required to ensure consistency of practice. For information on how this takes place within your MADG please contact the HEFCC Office.
· Can I give students their unmoderated grades?

Every effort should be made to mark and return work within 20 working days together with clear feedback so that students understand their achievement and can address areas that require improvement.  Standard feedback sheets are available for this purpose.
· How do I record grades?

The recording of grades is a two-stage process. The electronic Grade Recording Sheet (GR1) is currently used to record grades obtained during the year.  

The Final Assessment List (FAL) is used to summarise grades for each unit and to record the recommended unit grade. These are produced by the HEFCC Office for each module per centre and are distributed to tutors approximately one month before the second and third MADG meetings to enable grades to be entered.   Please note that Unit 1 grades are approved at the second MADG meeting, usually around February.  Unit 2 grades are approved at the third MADG meeting, usually in June.  The information provided on the FAL is then submitted to the HEFC Board for approval. 

· How are grades approved?

Within the HEFC the examination board process comprises three stages. The first stage is that of the MADG. Each MADG meets to consider unit grades and makes recommendations to the HEFC Board. The second stage is that of the HEFC Board which considers all recommendations for the University Foundation Certificate.  Ascentis represents the final stage where Access to HE Diplomas are confirmed.
· When are results published?
Students cannot be given their final grades until the date of publication issued by the HEFCC Office. For the majority of students this will be not before the last Friday in July, which is the official date of publication to students of results. Students taking examinations in July/August  or January will be informed of their results as soon as possible after the meeting of the appropriate HEFC Board. 

PECs and Reasonable Adjustments
· What is classed as an extenuating circumstance?
The HEFCC recognises two types of extenuating circumstances; those often referred to as special needs of a long-standing nature eg disability, dyslexia, for which provision can be made at the start of the course, and those arising during the course, which could impact on the student’s performance. These may be technical, academic or personal in nature. The procedures and claim forms for both reasonable adjustments and personal extenuating circumstances (PECs) can be found in the HEFC Operations Manual.

· What advice do I give to a student who was unable to complete an assignment because of personal difficulties

There are procedures in place for when a student’s personal circumstances have led to them having difficulty in completing a piece of work. A personal extenuating circumstances (PEC) claim form should be submitted to the HEFCC Office. This claim must be initiated by the student and must include supporting evidence. Normally a deadline will be agreed by which all coursework requirements must be met.

Students can apply for an extension to a submission date by completing an ‘Application for Authorisation for late submission of assessed work’ form.  This form should only be used where coursework can realistically be completed within two weeks of the original submission date.
· I have a student whose standard of work has been affected by personal difficulties – is there anything I can do?

If a student has completed all module assessment requirements but their performance has been impaired because of extenuating circumstances, a condonement of the missing grade may be recommended by the MADG, having taken the circumstances into account. This is normally at a Pass grade. Condonement to a higher grade (Merit / Distinction) would be reserved for exceptional cases where there was reasonable evidence of the candidate’s ability in the form of coursework assessments conducted under examination conditions within that module. A Personal Extenuating Circumstances claim form should be submitted in the usual way.
· One of my students was unable to sit the final examination – can he/she take it at another time?

If the student was unable to sit the final examination due to extenuating circumstances a claim form should be submitted and must include evidence to support the claim. A deferred examination would normally be recommended. If a candidate did not sit the final examination but did undertake assessment under examination conditions as part of the assessed coursework for the module, a deferred examination or condonement of the grade would normally be recommended.

· How do I advise a student who has requested Reasonable Adjustments for their examinations

The student should submit a request for reasonable adjustments to his/her tutor in the first instance. Any claim for Reasonable Adjustments should be formalised by the completion of an ‘Application for Reasonable Adjustments and Controlled Assignments Arrangements’ form which should be submitted to the HEFCC Office. Any request for reasonable adjustments must be accompanied by appropriate supporting evidence and submitted well in advance of the examination period in order to ensure that appropriate arrangements are made in good time.

· I have a student who is going on holiday at the time of his/her examination. Can he/she take it at another time?
Since the dates of the examinations are published well in advance of the academic year in question (normally at least 12 months), a holiday, which prevents a student from taking the examination, is not considered a valid reason for making special arrangements for the individual student. 

If a student booked the holiday prior to enrolling upon the HEFC they should submit a PEC claim form and include evidence showing when the holiday was booked. Providing the claim is upheld, they are allowed to take the examination during the next scheduled examination period. This is deemed to be a deferred examination, i.e. a first attempt. 

Students who book their holiday after the date of notification of the examination timetable will be recorded as a fail for that examination but will be given the opportunity to take the examination at the next opportunity for which the grades would be capped at a ‘Pass’.  Students are advised to declare any holidays booked at enrolment. 

· I have an International Student – is he/she entitled to special examination arrangements?
If an HEFC student whose first language is not English has been in the UK for less than 2 years at the time of the Unit 2 examination they should be allowed up to 30 minutes additional time. This claim should be completed on the standard Reasonable Adjustments claim form which should be submitted to the HEFCC Office. Any request for reasonable adjustments must be accompanied by appropriate supporting evidence.

· Where can I find PEC/special examination arrangements claim forms

Copies of both PECs and special examination arrangements claim forms should be included in the Tutor Induction Pack. They are also available from your Centre Co-ordinator as well as from the HEFC website at:  http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/brochure/courses/hefc/currentstud/?view=Standard
· Who do I submit PEC/special examination arrangements claim forms to?
A student wishing to claim personal extenuating circumstances must complete part 1 of the form while the module tutor completes part 2. The onus is on the student to collect supporting evidence authenticating the claim. Both sections of the form, plus the supporting evidence should be submitted to the MADG Co-ordinator. The claim will then be considered by the HEFC Board Personal Extenuating Circumstances Sub-Committee who will decide if the claim should then be forwarded to the relevant MADG meeting to decide on a suitable course of action.
A student requesting reasonable adjustments must submit the request to his/her module tutor in the first instance. A Reasonable Adjustments claim form should be completed. The tutor is advised to discuss the case with their Centre Co-ordinator and the HEFCC Co-ordinator for advice and examples of previous practice. Requests must be accompanied by appropriate medical certification and submitted well in advance of the examination period. 
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