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1.1 Key features for the design of Access programmes

The following is general guidance around some of the key features that OCNSER will be looking for in the design of Access provision. References in brackets in blue are the to OCNSER ‘Access to HE Programme Recognition Document’ which is available with guidelines from OCNSER via www.ocnser.org.uk or by contacting one of our OCN offices. The QAA Access Diploma specifications are also an essential reference tool for the design of new Access courses. These can be found via www.accesstohe.ac.uk 
1.1.1 Initial Access to HE programme design
Access programmes should only be proposed for development where the following can be demonstrated:

· a perceived or demonstrable need from potential students or HE institutions

· verifiable progression routes into more than one HE destination
It is therefore vital that a process of market research is undertaken which includes the potential market amongst learners and the availability of viable progression routes within HE (see Section 7.2 Access Programme Recognition Document).

1.1.2 Widening participation aims of Access 
Access provision is specifically intended to prepare students from under-represented groups for study within the United Kingdom higher education sector. The design of Access courses must be such that they will meet the needs of under-represented groups. These groups will be specifically identified in the Access Programme Recognition Document (see Section 3).
1.1.3 Consultation with higher education institutions

Since the key aim of Access provision is to enable students to progress to higher education it is vital that Access courses are viewed by HEIs as being suitable preparation routes for their degree courses. It is therefore a condition that all Access courses demonstrate evidence of consultation with relevant HEI curriculum experts and approval by relevant admissions sections within HEIs (see Access Programme Recognition Document Section 4.2).

1.1.4 Specific element of study skills which is appropriate for the needs of the students once they are in higher education.

Study skills can be integrated into the teaching of the main subjects which make up an Access programme. Although it is not mandatory it is strongly recommended that all Access programmes should specifically accredit aspects of its study skills curriculum. This ensures that learners get recognition for their achievements which may fall outside their main ‘academic’ studies. It also makes it clearer to receiving HEIs how an Access student has been prepared for degree level study.

Such generic study skills could include:

Essay writing, note-taking in differing contexts, referencing skills, reading skills, research skills, information retrieval (e.g. libraries, internet), appropriate level of  numeracy,  use of information technology etc.
1.1.5 Appropriate ‘academic’ content to enable students to progress to the HE progression routes as identified in the Access Programme Submission document.

During the initial design or redesign of the Access curriculum, providers must liaise with appropriate HEIs to ensure that the curriculum offer will be acceptable to more than one HEI which might receive Access students. Evidence of this process must be available for the (re) validation panel (see Section 4.2 Access Programme Recognition Document).

OCNSER strongly recommends that there is at least one clearly identifiable ‘academic’ discipline within the programme which makes up a substantive part of the contact hours (or study hours for distance/open learning). It is best to avoid an overly fragmented curriculum consisting of very small pieces of learning or of one where the bulk of the offer consists of non subject specific study skills. Having said this OCNSER recognises the importance of transferable academic skills, but bear in mind that receiving HE institutions will often require students to have demonstrated proficiency in at least a single (or several) academic subject areas. (see Section 4.3 Access Programme Recognition Document).

1.2   Developing Units for Access to HE Courses

General guidelines for the writing of OCN units are available in the document ‘NOCN Guidelines for Writing Units v.7’ via the OCNSER web site (or by contacting OCNSER). Further guidelines are available within the QAA ‘Access to HE Diploma and credit specifications’ document
. 

Additional advice for the design of Access Units
1.2.1 The final draft submission should include a summary of contents for each unit (see A3 ‘Additional Unit Information’ in Access Programme Recognition Document). Given the volume of  learning on Access programmes, it is also important that your submission document make it clear how the achievement of individual units on the programme will be recorded. This is usually achieved by creating a tracking sheet for each student perhaps using a spreadsheet such as Excel.
1.2.2 It is also vital that the evidence for successful completion of each unit is mapped against the assessment criteria within the unit (again see A3 ‘Additional Unit Information’) . 

· This is where good unit design is invaluable. The learning outcomes in units should not make up a syllabus. Instead they should contain the things a learner can do or understand and which will be assessed. So for example a learner may have studied a range of content in a module on an Access course such as a period of history, or a novel, or a large topic within biology. However the unit should not list all of the subject material relating to that historical period, novel or biology topic. It should however identify the particular outcomes to be assessed. 

· Thus for the history period it might be generic skills about understanding causation or change over time but which relate to that particular period; for the novel it could again be generic skills relating to the understanding of the novel format but with particular reference to a time period (say the C20th novel) rather than a specific novel; for the biology topic it might be an understanding of general processes, say plant structure and development rather than particular types of plants etc.

If units are designed in this way then the major pitfall of having required students to be assessed on every topic covered, will have been avoided. 

1.2.3 The evidence for ensuring the achievement of units might refer to the collation of specific assignments which are kept in a portfolio. A good assignment such as a well designed essay title or a laboratory experiment, or structured piece of research might be mapped against most of the learning outcomes in a unit. Some additional evidence might be available from other sources. In some cases more than one assignment will relate to a unit or even a group of units (e.g. examinations).

1.3   Methods of Delivery

These must be:

1.3.1 Appropriate to the general needs of adult learners. 

The style of teaching/delivery must be relevant and appropriate to the needs of adult learners, most of whom will not have had recent formal experience of education and whose school experiences may have been largely negative. 

In practice this usually means avoiding overly didactic practices which replicate and may reinforce the students’ negative experiences of previous education. However given that lectures still form a major component of many degree courses, students should be able to experience such delivery styles at an appropriate point in their Access courses.

An underlying principle of Access courses should be confidence building and the use of innovative methods to enable students to demonstrate their abilities in ‘academic’ study.

1.3.2 Appropriate to the needs of specific target groups 

Where an Access course has specific target groups of adult learners  identified in its programme submission document, the style of delivery must clearly address the needs of these students. For example ESOL learner; women studying traditionally male disciplines (e.g. engineering). (reference to this should be made clearly in the ‘Access to HE Programme Recognition Document’ Section 7.1)
1.3.3 Provide appropriate preparation for and experience of teaching modes likely to be encountered by students in higher education.

This is likely to vary across different types of academic discipline but there are some generic types of teaching/delivery which students might encounter in higher education. OCNSER does not prescribe the types of delivery to prepare students for HE but the delivery/study styles below should be included where relevant.

· Lecture work

· Small group seminar work

· Individual tutorial work

· Practical work (e.g. laboratory, studio, work based)

· Use of distance learning teaching (e.g. networked teaching resources)

1.4   Assessment Methodology  

(see Section 8.1 ‘Access Programme Recognition Document’)

The assessment must be:

1.4.1 Appropriate to the needs of Access students as learners

Once again the ‘appropriateness’ principle needs to be interpreted to meet the needs of learners who are likely to have relatively low self-esteem and who probably lack recent experience of academic assessment methods. Thus as a guide assessment methods should usually be ‘ramped’ in their application, i.e. more informal and less demanding modes of assessment (e.g. tutor observation/class discussion, short written answers, structured question sheets etc.) in the early stages of the course progressing to more formal and demanding modes (e.g. ‘tests’, exams, long essays, research assignments) in the later stages.

1.4.2 Appropriate to the requirements of HE progression routes

Access courses must identify how they prepare students for the types of assessment which students will encounter in degree level study. 

For example:

· Humanities Access courses are likely to rely on formal essay writing as one of the principal tools of assessment to demonstrate successful achievement. 

· Art Access programmes will have to enable students to demonstrate the application of their practical skills in a studio setting. 

· Science Access programmes are likely to use practical laboratory assessments.

All Access courses must contain preparation for an examination style mode of assessment (see below 2.3.3 )

1.4.3 Able to provide specific ‘examination’  experience which will prepare a student for HE requirements  (reference to this should be made clearly in the ‘Access to HE Programme Recognition Document’ Section 8.1)
All Access courses must contain an element of preparation for examinations and this should form a part of the achievement element for successful completion by students. This must be built into the  assessment regulations, in the Access Programme Submission Document. It should clearly state any pass criteria for exams or other time constrained tests. OCNSER does not specify the length or type of exam/tests but they should be sufficient to prepare a student for examination conditions in HE. The programme validation panel will assess the suitability of this ‘exam’ component.

It is not necessary to have an explicit ‘examination skills’ unit, although some centres may wish to include such a unit. Such units, if used are best kept generic and there are pitfalls in trying to include such things as revision strategies which are hard to evidence and may not be appropriate for accreditation at all. Consult an OCN Development Officer for further advice.

1.5   Support for Access Learners 

1.5.1 Provision of pre-course advice and guidance  (reference to this should be made clearly in the ‘Access to HE Programme Recognition Document’ Section 7.6)
Providers must ensure that recruitment to Access courses is fair and that students are enrolled on Access courses only if it is suitable for their needs and aims. A pre-course or early on-course diagnostic test of some kind is recommended as a way of ensuring that students can cope with studying for Access to HE (reference to this should be made clearly in the ‘Access to HE Programme Recognition Document’ Section 7.4)
1.5.2 Provision of Personal Tutorial Support 

Providers must ensure that there is an accessible tutorial support system for Access students. This might be in the form of a personal tutor who is available at particular times either in person or via the telephone (e.g. distance learning modes). Such a tutorial system should be structured in such a way that the tutor is able to refer students to specialised sources of information where appropriate. A key feature of this tutorial support will be focused upon assisting students to make applications to higher education. (reference to this should be made clearly in the ‘Access to HE Programme Recognition Document’ Section 7.7)
1.5.3 Wider Support

Providers should make every attempt to meet the wider needs of adult learners. In this respect existing Student Service provision must be prepared to deal with adults. Referral procedures for specialised problems should be in place. Staff offering advice should be appropriately trained and experienced.

� See ‘Access to HE credit specifications’ sections 1-12 at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.qaa.ac.uk/access/creditspecificationsdraft06/default.asp" ��www.qaa.ac.uk/access/creditspecificationsdraft06/default.asp�
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