Consultation on Qualifications Descriptors 
Master’s Degrees

The Committee of Heads of Department of Mathematical Sciences in the UK welcomes the current round of meetings which is discussing the future of Qualifications Descriptors. The Committee has for some time felt that the Qualifications Descriptors contained in the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/EWNI/default.asp#annex1
do not accurately reflect the reality of the situation in MSOR (Mathematical Sciences, including Statistics and Operational Research). We enlarge on our concerns below; they are based on the professional judgement of practising academics in the discipline, who are fully aware of what can realistically be achieved in an Integrated Master’s or stand-alone Master’s qualification in a highly technical subject such as mathematics. We also firmly believe that the only people who are qualified to judge such matters are those whose professional lives are devoted to the discipline in research, scholarship and teaching. 

The Committee of HoDoMS conducted a survey of Mathematical Sciences departments during November 2007 in which Heads of Department were asked to compare the QAA’s descriptor for Master’s degrees with that in the Dublin Descriptors, and make such comments as they wished about the appropriateness of these two descriptors for Master’s level study in MSOR as they understood it. 
The result of this survey is that, while Heads of Department have some mild reservations about the Dublin Descriptors, they have much more serious reservations about the QAA descriptors. The main source of the problem is the following two extracts from the QAA descriptors:

i 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; 

iv conceptual understanding that enables the student: 

· to evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship in the discipline; and 

The phrase ‘or informed by’ in the first extract helps to weaken its impact, but ‘a critical awareness of current problems and/or new insights’ is simply not within the reach of typical students at Master’s level in many areas of mathematical sciences (for example, number theory, partial differential equations, combinatorics, algebraic/differential geometry, topology, quantum mechanics, etc.). In many areas of mathematical sciences it would be quite impossible for a typical master’s student to read current literature. Thus ‘to evaluate critically current research’ is simply out of the question.
We want to stress very strongly that this has nothing to do with academic standards; it is simply a matter of fact about the extremely technical nature of many subjects within mathematical sciences. A Qualifications Framework which does not reflect this reality is not useful.
In contrast, the Dublin Descriptors are more realistic since, though they use the word ‘research’, they make it clear that this is to be understood within the context of the discipline, and they make no mention of ‘critical awareness’ in the context of ‘current problems’ in the discipline.
Appendix 1
Here is a digest of the comments which have been received from Heads of Department. No HoD who responded expressed a preference for the QAA descriptor.
1. The 2004 Dublin Descriptor is more appropriate. Whether it is a particularly good descriptor for MSOR is another  matter, but the QAA 2001 descriptor bears no resemblance at all to  MSOR reality.
2. Official University of **** Statistics reply is we prefer Dublin.

3. We think that the Dublin Descriptor is much more realistic than the QAA version.
4. Except for the part on ‘reflecting on social and ethical responsibilities ...’ I think the first description (the Dublin one) describes qualifications gained in our Masters Degrees more clearly.
5. I find the ‘Dublin descriptors’ a more appropriate and accurate assessment of our current Masters course, where the major focus seems to be further refinement and specialisation of the skills acquired in an undergraduate course while beginning to develop the necessary competence to conduct independent research.
6. Without seeing the first sentences, I would find it hard to determine whether the QAA website descriptors were to be expected from an MSc or PhD candidate.
7. The QAA seems overly ambitious, wordy and the generic jargon is a worse fit for mathematics.
8. The QAA descriptors are also very broad and over ambitious.  In the second bullet point, ‘extensive’ would be a better word than ‘comprehensive’, since it seems unlikely that any Masters student, however successful, will be able to have comprehensive knowledge covering more than a small fraction of even their own research.
9. The first bullet point in iv) [of the QAA descriptor] is also over stating the case, because Masters students, particularly on more vocationally based programmes (even in mathematics) may not be equipped to evaluate advanced scholarship in their field.
10. Of the two, on balance, the Dublin descriptors seem more appropriate for Masters level, as the QAA descriptors seem to conflate Masters and PGR level to an uncomfortable level.  
11. [From Statistics Department] Descriptor 1 [Dublin Decriptor] is the most closely matched as only the stronger students are likely to be creative and develop new methodologies.
12. The feeling here is that the Dublin descriptor is the more accurate and realistic version of what constitutes a master's degree. In some respects the QAA descriptor looks more appropriate to a doctorate, for example in saying that the work should be at the forefront of the academic discipline.
13. The QAA quals descriptors one talks far too much, in relation to the master’s degrees in MSOR that I know, about forefronts of the discipline, research methods and so on, and it talks specifically about originality, not about a basis for doing original things.
14. I agree that we can probably live with the Dublin descriptor, which has the advantages of being shorter and not saying that the knowledge gained must be at, or informed by, the frontiers of research.
15. The descriptor which is more appropriate to our Master's level qualifications is the Dublin one, and most definitely not the one from QAA!
16. In my opinion, the Dublin Descriptor is workable and the QAA Descriptor is not.
17. ‘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 academicdiscipline, field of study, or area of professional practice;’ as per the QAA's version is a bit optimistic!
18. I am inclined to think that the Dublin descriptors are closer to what we would like than the QAA descriptors. In particular there is no mention  of  ‘forefront of academic discipline’, and ‘research’ is given a wide meaning.
19. The QAA one sounds overambitious and the Dublin one more reasonable. The QAA one may reflect the situation for the very best students, but would not be typical of those with a masters qualification.
20. My sense of the two descriptors is that the QAA one is certainly overambitious.
Several HoDs expressed uncertainty over the ethical dimension of the Dublin Descriptors as relevant, say, to pure mathematics: “For some parts of the subject, it may be that social and ethical issues are never explicitly covered, and it is not clear whether we are best placed to cover them.”  “I'm less happy with the bit in the Dublin one that says people can ‘formulate judgements ... that include reflecting on social an ethical responsibilities linked to the application of their knowledg and judgements’. I don't think it's common to include ethical and social issues in a maths MSc?” However, as one respondent noted, “Any ethical responsibilities in the Dublin descriptor can surely be dealt with locally wherever they actually arise.”
One HoD made the following remark: ‘...the Bologna one which while lower key has lost the sense that a Master's course should lead to good understanding of a distinct area of knowledge. Roughly Bologna seems less demanding at the cost of its being largely waffle. A realistic version of the QAA one would make sense.’
Appendix 2
The Dublin Descriptors are explicitly mentioned in Bologna documents, e.g. 

1. from 'A Framework for Qualifications of the EHEA'

www.bologna-bergen2005.no/Docs/00-Main_doc/050218_QF_EHEA.pdf

"In summarizing the proposal for an overarching framework for qualifications of the European Higher Education Area, it would be difficult to improve upon Mogens Berg’s elegant summary

in his presentation:

> the EHEA framework should consist of three main cycles, with additional provision for a short cycle – or short higher education - within the first cycle;

> the Dublin Descriptors are adopted as the cycle descriptors;

> there are guidelines for the range of ECTS credits associated with the completion of each cycle,

> responsibility for the maintenance and development of the framework rests with the Bologna Follow Up Group."

2.  from "Report from Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks"

www.mec.es/universidades/eees/files/2007-report-final.pdf

"In order to avoid confusion by the existence of two overarching frameworks the working group recommends that the promotion of European higher education outside Europe should build on the overarching EHEA-framework, which includes the Dublin descriptors."
