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MITIGATING CIRCUMSTANCES PROCESS REVIEW
Review Team Members:

Sadiyya Ali		Fazila Amrat		Angela Bommer	Shelley Ince	
Yvonne Lythgoe	Jenny Markey	Natalie Ryder		Elaine Sexton
Lesley Woodcock

Facilitated by Jo Edwards and Tracy Ellis

BACKGROUND:

As part of the all-Faculty administrative staff initiative to review University processes with a view to enhancing practice, increase efficiency and, where possible, standardise procedures cross-University, the group considering the Mitigating Circumstances process, comprising AMT and WSS Faculty administrators, with input included from AES, has met on four occasions.

Discussion centred round existing processes, problems encountered, inconsistencies identified, possible solutions and identification of all stakeholders involved.  Whilst it became evident that some uniformity already existed, some disparities were also highlighted.  It is these that the team has sought to address.  To this end, the team makes the following proposals inviting Faculty Quality Managers’ input with a view to agreement, prior to recommending proposals to Academic Quality and Standards Unit for implementation in September 2012.

The conclusions of the team’s discussions have been mapped and the following proposals are tabled for further discussion.

1. STUDENT SEEKS ADVICE REGARDING INABILITY TO MEET ASSIGNMENT SUBMISSION DEADLINE OR ATTEND EXAMINATION:
 
STAKEHOLDERS: Administrators; Students; Tutors; Student Liaison Officers; Faculty Quality Managers; Academic Quality and Standards Unit

	CURRENT PRACTICE:  Student advised to speak to their tutor; Student Liaison Officer may also advise in tutor’s absence.  In instances of less serious circumstances, or short-term difficulties, a shorter extension to an assignment submission deadline would often be more appropriate than an extended deferral period granted via the Mitigating Circumstances process, but not currently an available option for all courses of study.  

	PROPOSAL:

	A University policy be introduced to approve an agreed extension period to the Final Submission Date for all students, irrespective of their course of study;  the process to be formalised by University documentation agreeing a predefined period of extension, eg 5 working days or 7 calendar days from the published assignment submission deadline.  The extended period should not be open-ended and should be authorised by students’ tutors or course leader as appropriate.  Two copy, carbonised, paperwork to be signed by tutor or course leader; one for submission with assessment if work submitted in hard copy, or for retention by marking tutor if online submission only, and one for students’ records.  A cross-University extension policy would allow more students to meet respective deadlines to go to the Examination Board, whilst recognising the need for a legitimate extension to the published deadline.

MEETING OUTCOME:
Extension built in regulations – 5 days
Still varied practice
WS to retain from

	
2. ON AND OFF-CAMPUS PROCEDURE FOR THE COLLECTION OF MITIGATING CIRCUMSTANCES ENVELOPES AND RECOMMENDED AMENDMENTS TO ENVELOPE DETAILS

	STAKEHOLDERS: Administrators; Students; Faculty Quality Managers; 	Academic Quality and Standards Unit

CURRENT PRACTICE:
	On campus: 	Student collects envelope from Faculty Office, Student Liaison Officers, Student Services, Students’ Union.

	Off campus (overseas):  Student advised to liaise with Off Campus Centre Administrator to submit electronically to Faculty Office, via Centre Administrator.

	Off campus (UK):  Envelope sent to External Tutor/Centre Leader to liaise with student and co-ordinate submission.

Envelope details currently do not accurately reflect University-wide procedure; weblink to guidance for submission advice is not user-friendly and some information requested not applicable.  Varied practice regarding the inclusion of guidance notes in the envelope, or online advice only.

	
	PROPOSAL:

	A draft, reconfigured, envelope has been produced for consideration by Faculty Quality Managers.  The weblink has been refined and the envelope layout redesigned to take account of the required information to be recorded, with the inclusion of a column to indicate if the current request is for assessment previously deferred/referred.  The declaration has been updated to accommodate all Faculty use, directing students to their Faculty Office or Module Tutor for individual course submission date deadline, if necessary.  Specific notes have been added to indicate student understanding of the confidentiality of the panel process and to confirm that submission of Mitigating Circumstances based on difficulties resulting from a long-standing medical condition previously not declared to the University, does not automatically lead to assessment for additional support by the Disability Service.  Students must seek such support directly with the Disability Service.  Students are required to sign a declaration of understanding of the conditions of the mitigation process.

The proposal is that all students should seek completion advice online and paper copies of guidance notes be withdrawn.

A draft envelope is now available for approval.

	MEETING OUTCOME

	Ok





3. PROCEDURE FOR SUBMISSION OF ENVELOPES AND WHAT IS DEEMED APPROPRIATE EVIDENCE

STAKEHOLDERS: 	Administrators; Students; External organisations; Disability 	Unit; Mitigating Circumstances panels;  Faculty Quality Managers; Academic Quality and Standards Unit

CURRENT PRACTICE:
	On-campus: Students complete envelope and submit with appropriate evidence, in person, to Faculty Office. Administrators check envelope is completed correctly, sign, date and copy front cover for students’ receipt of submission. 

Off-campus (overseas):  Students complete envelope and submit with appropriate evidence to Centre Administrator for forwarding electronically to Faculty Office on behalf of student. Responsibility for checking and receipt is devolved to the Centre Administrator. Where strict confidentiality of circumstances or evidence is involved, students follow on-campus procedure.

Off-campus (UK):  Students complete envelope and submit with appropriate evidence  to External Tutor/Centre Leader who forwards to  the Faculty Office on behalf of student unless deadline is imminent, when electronic submission procedure, as for off-campus, overseas students, is adopted.
	
PROPOSAL:

A clear University policy be published on what is deemed “acceptable” evidence, ie;  hospital appointment cards are not considered evidence of ongoing serious health condition; original legal documentation, such as birth and death certificates, medical notes, must be sighted by administrative staff, with copies taken and annotated to show “originals seen”, alternatively originals must be included in the envelope.  Students directed to weblink for procedure and appropriate evidence advice.  Students may request return of contents of envelope post-panel meeting, with copies taken for University records as appropriate.

	MEETING OUTCOME:

	Guidance in policy
	Consistent handbook guidance – faculty
Disability Unit for ongoing serious cases


















4. MEMBERSHIP, TERMS OF REFERENCE OF MITIGATING CIRCUMSTANCES PANELS, GUIDELINES FOR DECISIONS, AND MEETING REGULARITY

STAKEHOLDERS:  Administrators; Students; Mitigating Circumstances panels; 	Disability Unit; Faculty Quality Managers;  Examination Boards; Student Data Management

CURRENT PRACTICE:  There currently exists a wide disparity of membership of Mitigating Circumstances panels with significant variance in the number of panel members, regularity of attendance at meetings and number of panel meetings scheduled throughout the year.  Panel members did not have explicit guidance to ensure parity of decision-making cross-University.  

	PROPOSAL:

	Panels should comprise a uniform, quorate, membership, with cross-University terms of reference; decisions taken should reflect cross-University policy on the merits of evidence presented.  Panels should meet at regular intervals to accommodate different course deadlines, with inclusion in the panel membership of a representative from the Disability Unit. The timing of panel meetings and decisions taken should be cognisant of externally imposed funding regulations and deadlines.  Where envelopes were submitted by Joint Honours students to a host Faculty, decisions would be shared with secondary pathway via copies of envelope cover and Decision Summary Form;  Joint students requesting mitigation for a single module outside their host pathway would apply to their respective secondary pathway panel.

MEETING OUTCOME:

One UOB panel

	Membership – 4 Quality Managers, Faculty Admin Managers, Disability Unit, Student Liaision Officers

Dates to be discussed – frequency 

5. “FIT TO SIT” POLICY

	STAKEHOLDERS:  Administrators; Students; Faculty Quality Managers; Academic Quality and Standards Unit;  Examination Boards

CURRENT PRACTICE:  With no clear policy varied current practice was identified, ranging from a default position of students submitting/attending exams therefore deemed “fit to sit” and result stands, to student choice as whether to accept result if passed but mitigation accepted.


PROPOSAL:

Specific clarification was required for a “Fit to Sit” policy, where mitigation had been approved but students chose to submit to deadline or sit examination. It is understood that this is currently under discussion with Academic Quality and Standards Unit.






6. SUBMISSION OF MITIGATING CIRCUMSTANCES REQUESTS POST PUBLISHED DEADLINE / PANEL MEETING AND DECISION OF “FURTHER EVIDENCE REQUIRED” 

	STAKEHOLDERS:  Administrators; Students; Faculty Quality Managers; 	Academic	Quality and Standards Unit; Examination Boards

CURRENT PRACTICE:  There appears to be no clear, uniform guidelines, or practice, for the publishing of deadline dates for the submission of mitigating circumstances requests or common procedure for dealing with late submissions and “further evidence required”. 

	PROPOSAL:

	A standard procedure be incorporated into University Mitigating Circumstances policy regarding deadlines for submitting mitigation, confirming either “Chairs Action” decision be taken, consideration referred to the next panel meeting, or too late for consideration, in cases of requests submitted post-deadline.  “Further evidence required” advice should identify an agreed uniform timeframe, eg additional evidence should be submitted within 7 calendar days.  Failure to meet this deadline would lead to a rejection decision being recorded and, upon receipt of Examination Board confirmation of module results, students would be required to follow the appeal process if appropriate. 

	MEETING OUTCOME:
	7 days before Faculty Submission deadline
Chairs action – insufficient evidence only

Further evidence to be submitted 15 days following panel – ensure submitted before 	boards.

7. RESPONSES TO STUDENTS INFORMING OF MITIGATING CIRCUMSTANCES PANEL DECISIONS AND RECORDING DECISIONS

	STAKEHOLDERS:  Administrators; Students, Faculty Administration Managers; 	Faculty Quality Managers;

CURRENT PRACTICE:  Following decisions taken and recording on “Decision Summary Form”, administrators inform students, via email, of the outcome.  Decisions are either “accepted”, “rejected” or “further evidence required” but variance in wording of responses existed.  Module results are minuted to show accepted/rejected decisions in advance of recording module results. 

	PROPOSAL:

	Standard wording be adopted for response emails cross-University, with an agreed timeframe for “further evidence” as detailed in 5. above.  0 F should be recorded for all assessment to allow discussion at Module Examination Board and appropriate module result agreed. Students should be made aware that the Mitigating Circumstances panel does not make academic decisions in respect of individual module results;  such decisions lay with Examination Boards and will be communicated post-Examination Board.  The acceptance of mitigation should not automatically be deemed to sanction a deferral decision.







SUMMARY OF PROPOSALS:

In order to ensure all students are treated fairly and with parity:

1. The introduction and adoption of common, cross-University Mitigating Circumstances policy and practice is essential, with clear guidelines for timeframes and acceptable documentary evidence.  It was noted that confidentiality should be paramount in the process, with uniform decisions taken by equitable, cross-University panel membership.  This was particularly an issue with regard to students citing matters relating to long-term, health issues or disability not previously disclosed, suggesting that such students would wish to restrict circulation of Mitigating Circumstances evidence.

2. The inclusion in a University Mitigating Circumstances policy of a formalised coursework extension procedure for all courses.

3. The inclusion in a University Mitigating Circumstances policy of a formalised “Fit to Sit” policy.

4. To ensure continuity of decision-making, panel membership should be discreet, ie Chair plus additional 4/5/6 members who could be either academic or administrative colleagues but to be named panel members for their Faculty and attend all meetings.  This would aid the development of expertise and good practice in decision-making whilst reinforcing confidentiality with restricted exposure of students’ personal information.  In circumstances of evidence clearly meeting the defined criteria for acceptance, or conversely clearly not providing adequate or appropriate evidence leading to a rejection decision, no detailed discussion, or disclosure of evidence, would be required.  Wider panel discussion would only be necessary in those cases that do not fall clearly within the guidance boundaries for decision.  (NB: As for current practice, panel members should disclose an interest if appropriate and evidence should be considered by an impartial panel member.)

5. A representative of the Disability Unit should be a named member of all Faculty panels to aid correct decision-making for all students.

6. Panel meeting dates should be published for the academic year and, where possible, should be uniform cross-University, but with dates set to accommodate programme deadlines within each Faculty.

7. Confidentiality of information, parity and impartiality of decision-making to remain paramount.

8. Clear advice to be given to students that acceptance of mitigation does not presuppose an Examination Board deferral decision for outstanding assessment and that, notwithstanding Mitigating Circumstances Panel recommendation, students module results remain subject to standard module results decision as determined by the Examination Board.

9. Following agreement with Faculty Quality Managers, and prior to recommendation to Academic Quality and Standards Unit, these proposals to be shared with Student Liaison Officers and Disability Service colleagues for feedback from the student perspective.

10. Subsequent to approval of the review outcomes by Academic Quality and Standards, the guidance and procedural advice of 18 June 2008 be updated and made available online.



25 May 2012/ES 
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