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Grading the Access to HE Diploma

The QAA Access to HE Diploma is a nationally recognised qualification approved by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). The Open College Network South West Region (OCNSWR) is an awarding body, licensed by the QAA to award the Access to HE Diploma and oversee the quality of courses offered by Access providers in the South West. 
This guide explains why and how grading forms part of the assessment of the Access course.

All students in the south west region study units from the Common Access Framework, following a named 60 credit Access to HE pathway, eg Access to HE Diploma (Health and Social Care). Each pathway is made up of units worth 3 credits, grouped together in subject modules.  
At least 45 of the 60 credits must be achieved at level 3, but it is possible to achieve them all at this level. In September 2009 the grading of all level 3 credits was introduced by QAA, allowing students to achieve at Pass, Merit or Distinction level. Credit achieved at level 2 is not graded.
What is the difference between a credit and a grade?

Credit is awarded when the work displays evidence that all the Learning Outcomes of a unit have been met as specified in the unit assessment criteria. Grade descriptors are then used to describe the standard of the assessed work. Work is only eligible for grading when all the criteria have been met at level 3. 

Numerical marks eg percentages, are not used to describe performance except in circumstances where the only answer is right or wrong, such as in mathematics tests.  The numerical marks are then converted into grades and used to contribute to the overall grade profile for the unit, along with those from other grade descriptors. 
The only grade descriptors which are eligible for Numerical marking are 1 - Understanding of the subject and 3 - Application of skills. If numerical marking is used for both grade descriptor 1 and 3, then different aspects of the work are assessed.

Why introduce grading?

QAA introduced graded level 3 units for the Access to HE Diploma after several years of consultation with Access tutors, HE Admission’s tutors, Access students and other appropriate organisations. Feedback showed that: 
· Access students wanted different levels of achievement to be rewarded, so that those who worked hard and produced high quality assignments could be identified. 
· HE Admission’s tutors felt that, in an increasingly competitive HE environment, they needed to be able to justify why they had selected particular students and feel confident that the students would be able to cope with the demanding HE workload
· Access tutors felt that grading would motivate students to reach their full potential and support the information they gave HEIs when supplying references
Grading Descriptors
Each 3 credit unit has been assigned a set of grade descriptors by OCNSWR in consultation with subject specialists. All grade descriptors assigned to a unit must be used and are not negotiable. They vary from one unit to another because not all units offer an opportunity for the skills listed in a particular grade descriptor to be demonstrated. However, the combination of units studied by the student throughout the course ensures the skills required for that particular pathway are covered. Grade Descriptor 7, Quality, is assigned to all units. The grade descriptors describe the following skills which are required for study in HE: 
1. Understanding of the subject

2. Application of knowledge

3. Application of skills

4. Use of information

5. Communication and Presentation

6. Autonomy / Independence

7. Quality

Grade Descriptor components

Each grade descriptor is made up of a set of 'components' which describe different aspects of the skills being assessed. The requirements for Merit and Distinction are listed separately. Tutors decide which components to use from the descriptors assigned to a unit, selecting those most appropriate for the assignment being set.  
The selected components are identified in the assignment brief given to students, so that they are aware of what is required to achieve a Merit or Distinction before starting work. A Pass is achieved by completing the unit at level 3, so there are no components for this grade.  Grade descriptors are not weighted – all have equal value. Full details of the components that relate to each descriptor can be found at the end of this guide.
How does the tutor determine the final grade for a unit?
A final grade for a unit is determined once all work for that unit has been assessed and graded. If a unit is assessed by a single assignment the tutor first decides if all the Learning Outcomes of a unit have been met as specified in the unit assessment criteria. If so, the unit is eligible for grading and the tutor will assess the work against the selected grade descriptor components to see if it meets the criteria for Merit or Distinction.

	Grade Profile Example 1a. 

Unit with an odd number of grade descriptors assessed by a single assignment 

	Unit Title

	Grade descriptor
	Grade

	  1. Understanding of the subject
	M

	  2. Application of knowledge
	

	  3. Application of skills
	

	  4. Use of information
	

	  5. Communication and presentation
	P

	  6. Autonomy/Independence
	

	  7. Quality
	M

	  Unit grade profile
	PMM

	  Unit grade
	Merit


Example 1a shows a Grade Profile with a clear midpoint. The student has achieved one grade descriptor at Pass and two at Merit, giving an over all grade of Merit.
If a unit has an even number of grade descriptors, there may be no clear midpoint, as in the example below where the grade profile shows the student achieved an even number of Merit and Distinctions. 
The tutor will use their professional judgement to decide what grade should be awarded, taking Grade Descriptor 7, Quality into account. In this example the tutor has decided that the quality of the work is such that a Distinction should be awarded.
	Grade Profile Example 1b.

Unit with an even number of grade indicators assessed by single assignment 

	Unit Title

	Grade descriptor
	Grade

	  1. Understanding of the subject
	

	  2. Application of knowledge
	D

	  3. Application of skills
	

	  4. Use of information
	M

	  5. Communication and presentation
	M

	  6. Autonomy/Independence
	

	  7. Quality
	D

	  Unit grade profile
	MMDD

	  Unit grade
	Distinction


If more than one assignment is used to assess a unit, each assignment contributes towards one overall grade for the unit. The tutor will decide how to allocate the grading descriptor components when setting the assignments and this information should be included in the student’s assignment brief.

The grade descriptors can be shared between different assignments, or used more than once if appropriate. Grade Descriptor 7 must be used for every assignment. 
The example below shows how a unit with 5 assigned grade descriptors might be assessed, by allocating the grade descriptors to each assignment in order to assess appropriate aspects of the work.
	Grade Profile Example 2a.

Unit with unequal number of grade indicators assessed by two assignments 

	Unit Title

	 
	Assignments

	Grade descriptor
	Ass 1
	Ass 2

	  1. Understanding of the subject
	
	

	  2. Application of knowledge
	M
	

	  3. Application of skills
	
	P

	  4. Use of information
	
	M

	  5. Communication and presentation
	P
	P

	  6. Autonomy/Independence
	
	

	  7. Quality
	P
	P

	  Unit grade profile
	PPPPPMM

	  Unit grade
	Pass


Rules for Submitting and Resubmitting work
Tutors may offer students the opportunity to submit a draft for review and feedback before the work is formally submitted. This may not apply to all assignments and students should be told in advance if drafts will be accepted. 
Any written feedback that is given will not include any information about possible grading judgements.  Once work has formally been submitted, neither the student nor tutor can later declare it to be a draft.

A submission is successful when all the learning outcomes for the work have been achieved and the work is eligible for grading.  Work which is successful may not be resubmitted in order to improve grade indicators or unit grades.
A submission is unsuccessful when one or more of the learning outcomes has not been achieved.  An unsuccessful submission is returned to the student with feedback explaining which learning outcomes have not been achieved and why. 
 Feedback will not include information about possible grading judgements. The student has one opportunity to resubmit work in order to achieve learning outcomes and if it reaches the standard required for Pass, then becomes eligible for grading. 
The tutor will decide the scope of the resubmission, but this will normally be limited to the Learning Outcomes which were unsuccessful and should not be an opportunity to redraft the whole assignment.
If the work does not achieve Pass at this second attempt, it is not possible to resubmit without the approval of the Awards Board, (the meeting held at the end of the final moderation event). This is called a ‘referral’. If the Awards Board give approval for a further resubmission, the grade indicators of the resubmitted work will be capped at a pass.
Rules for late submissions and extensions

Grounds for the approval of an extension should be stated in the Access course documentation.  If work is submitted after the formal deadline has passed, and no extension has been granted (and there are no extenuating circumstances), all grade indicators relating to that assignment are capped at ‘Pass’. 
If an assignment is late and is unsuccessful, there is no opportunity for resubmission.

Feedback to students about their grades and their general performance

Students need to understand the reasons for the grades given for their work, and know how to improve their performance, so tutors give written feedback on an Assignment Brief and Feedback form, identifying how the student performed in relation to the components of the grade descriptors. 
There should also be space on the form for students to give feedback about how they feel about the work they submitted.
Consistency of assessment across the region

All providers have in place internal moderation systems, which ensure that work is checked by more than one tutor to ensure that standards of assessment are consistent. 
In addition to internal moderation, the Awarding Body, (OCNSWR) also hold moderation events throughout the year, when external moderators check every aspect of the provider’s systems and sample course work to ensure it is consistent. 

OCNSWR hold standardisation events across the region, so that tutors can meet with other subject specialists, attending assessment training and comparing samples of work to ensure they are all marking to the same standard. A Pass, Merit or Distinction should be awarded for the same standard of work by all providers.
Contesting a grading decision
If a student is unhappy with the grade the tutor has awarded for a unit they should inform the tutor as soon as possible (normally within one week of receiving the assessed work). This is called a ‘representation’. The tutor should discuss the work with the student, explaining why the decision was made. If an administrative error was made this should be corrected.

If the student wishes to pursue the representation further, an appropriately qualified member of staff or an internal moderator should consider the work and decide if the grade should be confirmed or if the work should be reassessed. 
If the grade is confirmed the students may still appeal against the decision and this will be referred back to the Awards Board. 
The grounds for appeal about the award of credits or grades on the Access to HE Diploma courses are only permitted against aspects of the process and not against academic judgement. They are restricted to: 
· evidence of administrative error in the assessment process
· extenuating circumstances that, for good reason, could not be notified prior to the awards board.

How are grades shown when the Access to HE Diploma is awarded?

There is no over all or aggregate grade awarded for the Access to HE Diploma. Students receive a Grade Profile listing grades achieved for all level 3 units within their Diploma.

If students achieve more than the required 60 credits, any additional level 3 units over and above those included in the Diploma will not show grades on certification. It is important, therefore, that if an offer of a place is made by an HEI that depends upon specific units or a specific number of units in any subject being achieved at Merit or Distinction, that the tutor is aware of this and can make sure that they are included in the 60 credits and are not listed as additional units.
Further information

The OCNSWR Student Guide to Grading gives an overview of the grading process. Further, more detailed information may be found in the Access to HE area of the OCNSWR website at www.ocnswr.org.uk or on the QAA website at www.accesstohe.ac.uk.
We hope you enjoy your Access course and look forward to celebrating your success when the Diplomas are awarded!

The OCNSWR Access to HE Team
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