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PREPARATION AND COMPLETION – SOME GUIDELINES
This document is a modified version of the University’s general programme specification guidelines. It refers to the modified Foundation Degrees version of the Programme Specification Template
1. Introduction

The QAA and HEFCE require that all programmes (i.e. validated awards) have published programme specifications. The university thus requires that up-to-date versions of all Programme Specifications are made available through its website.
 Programme Specifications are thus important public documents and must be prepared and presented with this in mind.

The idea of a programme specification was first promoted in the Dearing Report where its rationale was presented in terms of information provision for students and employers.  Programme specifications were to focus on the ‘outcomes’ of a programme in terms of knowledge and understanding, and skills.  

Information provision to students and employers can often be presented in less detailed ways, through brochures or programme handbooks.  These will draw their information from the programme specifications, which will be seen as the definitive account of a programme.  

2. QAA and Programme Specifications

QAA’s definition is that ‘a programme specification is a concise description of the intended learning outcomes from a higher education programme, and how these outcomes can be achieved and demonstrated’ (http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/programSpec/default.asp)

The current (2006) QAA guidelines for preparing programme specifications can be found at http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/programSpec/guidelines06.asp. This defines the following ways in which a programme specification can be used:
· as a source of information for students and prospective students seeking an understanding of a programme 

· by institutions and teaching teams, to promote discussion and reflection on new and existing programmes and to ensure that there is a common understanding about the aims and intended learning outcomes for the programme. Programme specifications enable institutions to satisfy themselves that the designers of programmes are clear about their intended outcomes, and that these outcomes can be achieved and demonstrated. Programme specifications serve as a reference point for internal review and monitoring of the performance of a programme. They can also provide the necessary core programme documentation 

· as a source of information for internal and external reviewers and external examiners, who need to understand the aims and intended learning outcomes of programmes 

· as a source of information for employers, particularly about the skills and other transferable intellectual abilities developed by the programme 

· by professional, statutory and regulatory bodies (PSRBs), who accredit HE programmes that can lead to entry to a profession or other regulated occupation. Programme specifications should identify those aspects of the programme that are designed to meet the requirements of the relevant body 

· as a basis for gaining feedback from students or recent graduates on the extent to which they perceived that the opportunities for learning were successful in promoting the intended outcomes

3. Programme Specifications: General Principles
Key principles for the writing of Programme Specifications at Northumbria are based in the above and in earlier QAA definitions:

1. Learning outcomes are to drive the specification and structure of programmes.

2. Programme level learning outcomes should reflect not only Subject Benchmark Statements, but also the institutional Mission and policies, the Framework For Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ), and any Professional Statutory Regulatory Body (PSRB) requirements.

3. It is necessary to link Learning, Teaching and Assessment methods to these learning outcomes.

4. Programme specifications are to provide information to stakeholders, but also to promote within programme teams a professional dialogue on programme structures. 

5. A programme specification will describe the learning outcomes for a typical student.

6. Differential standards of achievement will not be described within programme specifications.  These will require further specification in generic or specific assessment criteria.

7. It may be difficult to specify a single set of knowledge based outcomes when there is significant choice within a programme, but other forms of learning outcome (skills based) are likely to be generic.

8. In many cases, there will be different deliveries of a particular programme (full time or part time, home or collaborative or distance learning delivery, for example). In these cases the Programme Specification will refer to the main delivery and any approved differences for other deliveries will be recorded on a Delivery Supplement
9. Collaborative Programmes will have programme specifications in the same way as home programmes. Validated programmes including FDs will have their own programme specification following the Northumbria model.
Northumbria has determined a set of templates for the production of programme specifications.  Templates for Foundation degrees, undergraduate, graduate and postgraduate programmes together with the Delivery Supplement and Change Log (see below) are to be found on the University web site at http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/progspecs/  

These templates are approved by the University Learning and Teaching Committee (and it predecessors) and are to be used for all Northumbria programmes.  Draft versions of the templates are also available with a watermark indicating ‘pre-validation’; these have been produced at the request of Schools in order to differentiate a programme specification which is still under development.  Once the Programme Specification has been approved and conditions of approval met, the watermark can be removed to indicate a final version.  

4. The Process of Creating Programme Specifications

The production of a programme specification for a Foundation Degree, will require a formal examination of programme learning outcomes.  Aims and programme outcomes will need to be carefully examined in the light of the QAA Foundation Degree Qualification Benchmark (http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/foundationDegree/benchmark/FDQB.asp). This defines key aspects of the FD including the role of work-based learning and the importance of the availability of progression to Honours. 

Reference will also be made to relevant Subject Benchmarks (http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/benchmark/default.asp) .  While these benchmarks are defined at honours level, they will provide guidance on subject content and will be directly relevant to students progressing to honours who will be expected to have achieved the honours level learning outcomes.

It should be noted here that neither the University nor QAA expects that subject benchmark outcomes will be simply copied into programme specifications – Northumbria provision may well be (and ideally should be) distinctive, and aligned with the University’s Mission and FDs delivered through collaborative partnerships will take into account the partner College’s Mission.  The requirements of PSRBs or any other external authorities (eg Sector Skills Councils, National Occupational Standards) will also need to be taken into account when making the programme learning outcomes explicit.  It is important to get the programme learning outcomes properly specified since the rest of the programme specification flows from these.  

QAA subject benchmarks will provide a guide to the appropriate level of specification.  If the learning outcomes are too specific the description of their alignment with module learning outcomes and learning teaching and assessment methods may become too complex.

Note that the programme specification is a summary document.  Connections between for example aims and learning outcomes, or module learning outcomes and programme learning outcomes, will be shown but not fully analysed in the programme specification.  

5. Programme Specification Log of Changes

The Log of Changes was introduced in January 2005 to record changes to an approved Programme Specification.  

a.
Northumbria programmes

The process for approval of changes to existing Northumbria programmes is outlined in the Programme Approvals Handbook available at http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/.  A completed Programme Specification Log of Changes forms part of the documentary requirements for the SLT to determine the approval process to be followed.  Where the changes are not deemed by the SLT to be major, the approved (revised) Programme Specification with the Log of Changes appended is published on the University website (replacing the existing document).  Any further changes can subsequently be added to the log.  

It should be noted that:

· Administrative changes (defined in the Programme Approvals Handbook) do not require formal approval by the SLT but documentation and systems will need to be updated and changes recorded on the log.

· There is no requirement to record typographical changes to an approved Programme Specification on the log.

· Major changes (as defined in the Programme Approvals Handbook) will result in the publication of a new version of the Programme Specification (with the previous version remaining on the website).  A new Programme Specification Log of Changes will be required should any changes (other than typographical) be made to the new version.

b. 
Collaborative programmes

The processes for approval of changes to collaborative programmes is specified in the Guidance Note available from http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/cv/cptemplates/cvmod/ 
For each change that has been made to a particular version of the Programme Specification, the Log of Changes should ensure that it is clear when the change applies and for which deliveries and cohort(s) of students.  It is possible, for example, that an approved change may impact on full-time and part-time cohorts in different academic years.

6. Completing the Programme Specification Template

Section 1.
Programme Title, and Award(s)

Programme specifications will normally be written for free-standing programmes or for closely related programmes grouped as a ‘programme framework’.  Where a programme is offered in more than one mode the full Programme Specification will be completed for what is deemed to be the main mode, while other modes will be specified by completing a separate Delivery Supplement (see section 3 above).  

Note: it is essential that the programme specification accurately records the programme and award title. Programmes are often known locally by informal or abbreviated titles but the programme specification must show the full formal title(s). Northumbria uses the designation FD (and not FDA, FDSc) for Foundation Degrees.
Sections 2-8, 10

This is basic descriptive information.  

Section 9.
QAA Subject Benchmark Group

See comment in 4 above on the relevance of honours level subject benchmarks, which are available from: (http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/programSpec/default.asp)

The list of benchmark statements is steadily growing and existing ones are regularly updated, therefore it is essential that the QAA site is checked to ensure that the latest versions of all relevant statements have been used as a reference.
Section 11.
Educational Aims of the Programme

These should reflect the Subject Benchmark statement for the subject where available (but see section 4 above) and the Foundation Degree Qualification Benchmark.  They may encompass the particular needs of students for whom the programme is designed; the student's professional or occupational opportunities on completion; the approach to attracting students; the learning and teaching strategy (perhaps making specific reference to Personal Development Planning
) etc.  Reference can usefully be made to the University’s and partner College’s Mission statements.  It should be clear what makes this provision distinctive.  

Section 12.
How Students are Supported in their Learning/Employability/Career Development

Indicate here the support and guidance available to students on the programme.  Not all of the support for student learning will be provided by the teaching team.  It may include physical as well as human resources.  Issues to consider may include induction; study skills modules; particular University/College services; guidance and tutorial systems; availability of staff; learning resources (University/School/College), placement opportunities and support for them.  The emphasis here should be on features which are specific to the programme.  
Foundation Degrees are to be specifically linked to employment and employability.  This section therefore requires a description of the strategic approach to work-based learning; further detail on this will also be provided in later sections and in module descriptors.

Section 13.
Learning Outcomes of Programme

These should be specified in terms of performance capabilities of a typical student on completion of the programme.  Reference should be made to paragraph 42 of the FD Qualification Benchmark which provides generic learning outcomes at the appropriate level. They are usually classified into knowledge and understanding, intellectual, practical and other transferable skills which the typical student will have acquired on completion of the programme.  Particular subjects, and particular Subject Benchmark statements, may have refined the categories into which learning outcomes are classified, and in these cases it will be appropriate to modify the template accordingly; similarly, requirements of professional or vocational bodies, Sector Skills Councils may lead to alternative ways of classifying learning outcomes. 
It will be useful to number the learning outcomes; this numbering will facilitate completion of the mapping matrix in section 18.

The FD Qualification Benchmark requires that progression routes are established when the programme is approved and, accordingly, learning outcomes of any necessary bridging programmes should be specified here.

Section 14.
Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy

This section should be written in awareness of the School’s Learning and Teaching and Assessment Strategy and any relevant partner institutional strategies.  This will invite consideration of diverse student needs, the role of PDP, e-learning, staff development etc.

Particular to the programme will be a consideration of the role of included elements such as lectures, practicals, fieldwork, seminars and tutorials.  For Foundation Degrees, the role of work-based learning (wbl) is particularly important and this section should detail the strategic approach adopted towards the integration of wbl into the programme. It should also detail how employers have been involved in developing the forms of learning, teaching and assessment of the programme and their involvement in delivery of learning, teaching and assessment.
Reference to formative and summative assessment, and to the forms of feedback on assessment received by students and its role in supporting learning, will be appropriate. 

It is here also that the question of standards of achievement should be addressed.  Best practice will require reference to generic grade descriptors, differentiating where appropriate between seen and unseen examinations, written coursework, dissertations etc.

Section 15.
Programme Structure

This section may be best completed diagrammatically, perhaps making reference to one or more diagrams appended to the programme specification.  As well as listing core and option modules it might also include a description of the philosophy of core and option modules, implications for options choices and so on. The structure of any bridging programme should also be described here.
Reference should also be made to any non-compensatable modules which have been determined at validation, and any specific restrictions on progression which have been determined by professional bodies.

Section 16.
Lower Level Awards

A full description of possible exit awards is given in section 12 of the Assessment Regulations for Northumbria Awards (ARNA)
. Only the CertHE is likely to be available to students who do not complete the FD. Note that a student may not be awarded an exit award not specified in this section.
The programme level learning outcomes for the CertHE should be specified here, with reference to the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications as described in section 13 above.

Section 17.
Variation from Assessment Regulations or the Modular Framework

Although many FDs are validated awards, they will generally still use the ARNA regulations. Where there have been approved and validated variations to ARNA
, or the Modular Framework for Northumbria Awards
 they should be described here.

Section 18.
Mapping of Learning Outcomes

This section shows how the individual modules (with module learning outcomes as described in each module descriptor) together contribute to the programme learning outcomes.  This relationship is shown in matrix form.

The template includes a draft of a matrix which presents constituent modules as rows, and the programme learning outcomes (numbered as in section 13) as columns.  Programme teams will edit this matrix to represent the specifics of the particular programme.  

Where the learning outcomes of a module contribute to a programme learning outcome the intersection should be flagged.  Standard practice will be for a single symbol to indicate that a learning outcome is addressed in the module.  Programme teams are invited to consider the use of alternative forms of representation, where for example a module might either ‘teach’, ‘practice’ or ’assess’ a programme learning outcome.

It will be difficult to demonstrate an analysis of a complex option structure within a simple matrix such as this.  Programme teams may decide to map only core modules in this way, and discuss the contribution made by optional modules in a separate descriptive text.  Sometimes option modules may be grouped so that a particular group of modules contributes a particular set of leaning outcomes, and the group may be included as a row on the matrix.

Inspection of the completed matrix will show that some programme learning outcomes are developed progressively throughout the programme, while others may be concentrated at particular stages, perhaps higher levels, of the programme.  Some may be taught and practised at different levels but assessed only at one particular level.

If this matrix model is not used it is essential that any alternative method clearly demonstrates the alignment between modules and programme learning outcomes.

Section 19.
Admission Requirements

The University has determined that the programme specification should be the location for the definitive statement on admissions requirements, in accordance with the requirement for transparency indicated in the QAA Code of Practice.  

The first two paragraphs of section 19 of the template are standard statements of University policy.  The rest of the section should be amended and completed as required.  Particular reference should be made to the accreditation of prior learning, be it APL, APEL or AWBL.

The section on interviews may again be edited, but the statement about the purpose of interviews should be retained.

Section 20.
Application Procedure

Complete as appropriate.

Section 21.        Progression to Honours

Detail of honours progression route is to be provided here, together with confirmation that learning outcomes of any bridging programme have been specified. Progression requirements must also be specified, ie the criteria that will be used to determine whether an individual student may progress to honours.

7.  Templates and Guidelines

The following relevant documents are available from the University website at http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/progspecs/ 

Programme Specifications Templates

· Foundation Degree

· Delivery Supplement
· Log of Changes
The above templates are also available with a watermark indicating ‘pre-validation’. These can be used whilst the programme is under development, with the watermark removed on approval to indicate the definitive version.  

� For the current (2009) guidance on PDP, see �HYPERLINK "http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/progressFiles/guidelines/PDP/PDPguide.pdf"�http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/progressFiles/guidelines/PDP/PDPguide.pdf� 


� Available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/" �http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupportlts/assess/�  


� Access via � HYPERLINK "http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/" �http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupportlts/assess/� 


� Access via � HYPERLINK "http://Northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/framework/" �http://Northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupportlts/approval/framework/�
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