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Qualification Abbreviations FHEQ 

Level 

Min. total 

credits 

Min. credits at  

level of qual. 

Doctorate PhD 

8 

Not credit rated 

Professional Doctorate  DBA, DStat, EngD, 

EdD, DAgriFood 
Not credit 
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appropriately approved. The module or modules can be advertised as ‘validated by the 

University of Reading’. 

25. Should it be intended that individual modules be able to act as ‘building blocks’ towards 

a qualification listed in the UCQF then this needs to be captured in the programme 
specification of an existing programme (if appropriate), or a new, specifically designed,  

programme specification will need to be created. The new or amended programme will 

need to be approved in accordance with normal procedures.     

26. In certain circumstances the University may approve a programme resulting in an award 
which is not listed in the UCQF. If a School wishes to develop such a programme it 

should explain why an award outside of the UCQF is required in the programme 

approval documentation. Justification may, for example, relate to a long standing 

programme which has strong external recognition in its current form or the institution 
of a newly required or recommended qualification from a professional body.  

27. In all cases where a programme is created leading to an award which is not listed in the 
UCQF, the following should be adhered to: 

a. No award can be made for study of less than 30 credits (see paragraph 24 above 
regarding alternative ‘Certificates of Credit’ in these circumstances) 

b. Caution should be taken in the use of qualification titles that have commonly 
accepted meanings in the higher education sector such as ‘certificate’ or 

‘diploma’. When these are used they should always be qualified, normally with 

the word ‘Professional’ i.e. ‘Professional Certificate’ although other qualifiers are 

acceptable if required or preferred by an external professional body.  

c. Where there are two related awards ‘Certificate’ should be used in relation to the 

lesser of the two awards and ‘Diploma’ in relation to the higher.    

d. A separate programme specification should be in place. 

Non-credit bearing programmes 

28. If a programme or short course is offered that is not credit bearing it is important that 

the following conventions are followed to avoid any confusion with formal University 

awards: 

a. Programmes 

J
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Diploma 

Master 18 months 36 months 63 months 

Using the UCQF 
37. The UCQF is expected to play a major part in all of the following processes. 

Programme development and programme specifications 

38. Further detailed requirements for particular programmes, and regulations relating to 
parts of awards and progression are given in the Guidelines on the design of undergraduate 

and taught postgraduate programmes, but the following general principles apply: 

Modules 

39. Schools should, for each module in a programme, indicate its specific level in the 

‘Programme Content’ section of each programme specification.  This level must be 

appropriate to the relevant level of the UCQF and the related qualifications descriptor.  

For example, the majority of modules (making up at least 100 credits) in Part 3 of a 
Bachelor’s Degree programme will need to be pitched at Level 6.   

40. Schools should therefore assure themselves that each module description is informed by 
the learning outcomes of the qualifications descriptor relevant to the level at which the 

module is pitched. It is no longer possible to offer the same module at two different 
levels. Similar module content can be taught at different levels but the modules should 

be assigned different module codes and a clear distinction in the intended learning 

outcomes and the assessment should be made. 

Programmes 

41. All programmes and their programme specifications should be compliant with the UCQF 

and any revisions to these programmes should ensure that this compliance is retained. 

42. Schools must ensure that the intended learning outcomes in their programme 

specifications match with the relevant qualification descriptor’.  For example, Outcomes 

for Bachelor’s degrees with Honours should therefore meet the Level 6 outcomes.   

43. You must also ensure that learning outcomes at the end of Part 1 and Part 2 meet the 
Level 4 and Level 5 outcomes respectively.   

44. Schools should also ask themselves whether the programme curricula and the 
assessments allow all students the opportunity to achieve and demonstrate achievement 

of the outcomes. 

45. Schools which offer Postgraduate Masters programmes, Integrated Masters programmes 

or Postgraduate Diplomas or Certificates, will need to ensure that such programmes are 

correctly positioned to meet the Level 7 descriptor. 

New programme scrutiny 

46. As referred to in the University’s Approval for new programmes scrutiny panels will 
consider: 
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Appendix 1 

FHEQ Qualification descriptors 

Descriptor for a higher education qualification at level 4: Certificate of Higher Education 

The descriptor provided for this level of the FHEQ is for any Certificate of Higher Education 

which should meet the descriptor in full. This qualification descriptor can also be used as a 

reference point for other level 4 qualifications.  

Certificates of Higher Education are awarded to students who have demonstrated:  

 knowledge of the underlying concepts and principles associated with their area(s) of 
study, and an ability to evaluate and interpret these within the context of that area of 

study  

 an ability to present, evaluate and interpret qualitative and quantitative data, in order to 
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 communicate information, ideas, problems and solutions to both specialist and non-

specialist audiences.  

And holders will have:  

 the qualities and transferable skills necessary for employment requiring:  

 the exercise of initiative and personal responsibility  

 decision-making in complex and unpredictable contexts  

 the learning ability needed to undertake appropriate further training of a 

professional or equivalent nature. 

Descriptor for a higher education qualification at level 7: Master's degree  

The descriptor provided for this level of the framework is for any master's degree which 

should meet the descriptor in full. This qualification descriptor can also be used as a 
reference point for other level 7 qualifications, including postgraduate certificates and 

postgraduate diplomas.  

Master's degrees are awarded to students who have demonstrated:  

 a systematic understanding of knowledge, and a critical awareness of current problems 
and/or new insights, much of which is at, or informed by, the forefront of their 

academic discipline, field of study or area of professional practice  

 a comprehensive understanding of techniques applicable to their own research or 
advanced scholarship  

 originality in the application of knowledge, together with a practical understanding of 

how established techniques of research and enquiry are used to create and interpret 

knowledge in the discipline  

 conceptual understanding that enables the student:  

 to evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship in the discipline  

 to evaluate methodologies and develop critiques of them and, where appropriate, to 
propose new hypotheses.  

Typically, holders of the qualification will be able to:  

 deal with complex issues both systematically and creatively, make sound judgements in 
the absence of complete data, and communicate their conclusions clearly to specialist 

and non-specialist audiences  

 demonstrate self-direction and originality in tackling and solving problems, and act 

autonomously in planning and implementing tasks at a professional or equivalent level  

 continue to advance their knowledge and understanding, and to develop new skills to a 

high level.  

And holders will have:  

 the qualities and transferable skills necessary for employment requiring:  

 the exercise of initiative and personal responsibility  

 decision-making in complex and unpredictable situations  

 the independent learning ability required for continuing professional development. 
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Descriptor for a higher education qualification at level 8: Doctoral degree 

The descriptor provided for this level of the FHEQ is for any doctoral degree which should 

meet the descriptor in full. This qualification descriptor can also be used as a reference 
point for other level 8 qualifications.  

Doctoral degrees are awarded to students who have demonstrated:  

 the creation and interpretation of new knowledge, through original research or other 


