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What have we done 

Significant work strands throughout the JISC Course Data project have analysed course 

codes and interactions between systems both within the organisation and outside of it.  This 

analysis is detailed in other reports, but this has provided a range of questions about the 

interoperability of our core course infrastructure within SITS.  We have also spent a total of 

10 days modelling what a future SITS course infrastructure might look like. 

What we want to do 

It is proposed that we introduce a new robust, consistent course coding convention across 

the SITS database so that student data can be better used to supply the right information to 

the right feeder systems across the institution, enhancing the applicant and student 

experience and providing better management information for planning, monitoring and 

decision making purposes.  Statutory reporting would also be enhanced by the proposed 

change by addressing a number of gaps in the current structure that currently have to be 

manually adjusted (for example, splitting full-time and part-time iterations of courses, and 

modelling non-standard provision more flexibly). 
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Why is this work in progress and on-going? 

One of the major revelations for us was that, although we could change the SITS course 

infrastructure relatively straight forwardly and with minimal issues, we had seriously 

underestimated the broad range of downstream systems that are fed from the SITS.  Each of 

the feeds to these systems, as well as all reporting from SITS, would need to be reviewed 

and adapted to a new course infrastructure.   

The technical mapping of the data feeds is relatively painless, but to achieve maximum 

benefit, a more robust analysis of the requirements of the receiving feeds is required.  We 

have already identified a number of areas where we can enhance the usefulness of the data 

provided, and do not want to miss opportunities to better meet the reporting and business 

process needs.  We also need to ensure that all the working practices and processes that 

those systems then facilitate will be suitably catered for and more importantly enhanced – to 

miss out this important step would undermine all the positives we hope to achieve. 

We have therefore chosen to undertake a broader and deeper consultation process, which 

we hope to commence in April 2013 and which is currently subject to Senior Management 

Consent.  The JISC Course Data team will effectively move over to this project during April 

as we formally close the JISC course data project. 

Issues identified with current SITS infrastructure 

SITS was introduced at BSU in the early 1990’s.  Since that time, both the SITS database 

and the institution’s portfolio of courses have broadened and diversified so that we are no 

longer utilising the functionality to best reflect what we now deliver (and what we plan to 

deliver in the future).  The issues include the following:   

• CRS/CBO/CBK do not distinguish between full-time and part-time iterations of 

courses.  This makes it impossible to accurately reflect the student’s year of study 

against a real expected length of programme, something that HESA and HEFCE 

have been increasingly analysing.  The consequences include students not being 

identified for NSS in the correct year, as well as making annual monitoring of student 

progression almost impossible. 

• Certain characters in codes are rejected by receiving systems, including our KIS 

submission.  In particular, spaces and the / symbol in codes are misread by most 

querying languages as well as web based applications as they have specific 

meanings, again making reporting and delivery of data to external systems complex. 

• Meaning in the existing coding is starting to erode as we begin to exhaust the 

possible combinations of characters used.  For example, assumptions can be made 

about the meaning of the codes FI and FS in terms of which one is Film Studies.  To 

combat this, we are using codes with varying character lengths across the system to 

provide meaning, but this means that querying becomes more complex because 

there is no standard format of where, for example, the subject element sits within the 

code. 

• We currently have a course structure that works on both a one (CRS) to many 

(PRG/ROU) relationship for the modular scheme and some other pathway awards 

and on a one (CRS) to one (PRG/ROU) for other programmes.  This results in some 
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information being repeated throughout the course structure but this is not consistent.  

It also makes the maintenance and annual updating of the course infrastructure more 

complex, unwieldy and manual (particularly with the large number of route options we 

have available) and therefore does not lend itself to robust and on-going student 

record keeping. 

• We are getting to the point where code combinations within the course infrastructure 

have been exhausted in their current format and therefore are not allowing us to 

maintain coding in a coherent way.  For example, the BA in Commercial Music 

cannot use the route code CMSPS because this had previously been used for the FD 

Commercial Music.  We propose to allow broader scope within a coding convention 

to allow for the further development of our portfolio. 

This is by no means an exhaustive list but serves to illustrate the rationale behind this 

proposal.  We seek to address these and other inconsistencies whilst ensuring that the 

system is future proofed, fit for purpose and balances meaning against potential for 

misguiding. 

What is a course? 

The term ‘course’ is used in many contexts and has many interpretations, depending on the 

user and how they are looking at the learning and teaching activity.  This diversity makes it 

difficult to determine what is required when course could mean a module, or a subject like 

history that feeds into a number of different combinations of programmes, or a single 

honours course or even a type of course.  For most applicants and students, referring to 

‘course’ usually means the collection of modules that form the programme of study they are 

engaged with, and indicates the named award they are aiming for.  The Key Information Set 

uses the definition of course to mean any programme of study that someone can apply for. 

For internal purposes, we may wish to use the term course to describe a group of 

programmes of study (for example joint awards) or to refer to an element of a programme of 

study (for example everyone studying history).  The proposed new course infrastructure 

allows us to ‘cut’ the data by a wider number of characteristics but also to rationalise the 

administrative functionality. 

How does SITS manage courses? 

At BSU, we have tended to use the CRS (Course) table in SITS to drive reporting and feeds 

to other systems.  This works for those courses where there is a one to one relationship 

between course and the actual programme of study, but does not work in those areas where 

there is a one to many relationship.  For subject based analysis, the route (ROU) and linked 

pathway (PWY) records allow for more targeted and effective reporting that will better reflect 

statutory reporting. 

SITS is structured in such a way that the tables used for the course infrastructure can 

effectively be categorised into two key groups: the tables that determine the administrative 

infrastructure (length, location, delivery mechanism); and the tables that determine the 

academic infrastructure (linked to scheme, award rules and subjects).  The key tables are 

discussed in detail in this document, and can be summarised as: 
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Administrative Infrastructure Academic Infrastructure 
Table Table Name Table Table Name 

CRS Course PRG Programme 
CBK Course Block ROU Route (linked to PRG via PRU) 
CBO Course Block Occurrence PWY Pathway (linked to ROU via ROE) 
MCR Admissions Course SUB Subject 
  AWD Award 
 

The Administrative Infrastructure - CRS, CBK, CBO and MCR 

These tables can be considered to be the administrative structure for the delivery of a 

programme and do not necessarily need to be linked to specific subjects.  The information 

actually required here to drive both internal administrative functions and statutory reporting 

could be limited to: 

• Course type (eg Bachelor’s Degree, Postgraduate Certificate) 

• Mode of attendance 

• Delivery of programme (eg distance learning, franchise, by publication, low 

residency) 

• Programme length, year of study and enrolment period 

• Campus location 

• For ITE courses only, the scope of the training (age range) 

• For MCR, a record for each individual programme of study, location and admissions 

entry system. 

CRS is most critical for the following attributes: 

• Setting up the start and end dates for SPR on the basis of CBK and CBO’s that a 

student’s record points to 

• For initial teaching training records, identifying each age range and subject of ITT 

provision 

Current set up: 

• One to one mapping for single/specialised UG and PG courses including PGCE but 

excluding PMP 

• One to many mapping for joint, BACA, PMP and research 

• No distinction between mode of attendance or delivery mechanism (DL, FT v PT) 

Current issues 

• Inconsistency across courses 

• Does not facilitate statutory reporting between modes (eg for MFA which has both 

full-time and part-time students shown against CRS/CBK/CBO records set up for full-

time students). 
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CRS - Course 

The CRS records are the mechanism in SITS to reflect each type of programme that we 

offer and its delivery.  We currently indicate only the award (and in many instances the 

subject) but make no provision for the mode of study or delivery mechanism, both of which 

are critical for the quality of the date and length of course information on the student record. 

As previously mentioned, CRS is not currently consistent in that we have both one to one 

and one to many structures.  Our proposal is that we remove subject from the CRS and 

related tables which will allow us to move to a structure where there is a one to many 

relationship between course, mode and subject.  The table below shows how this might be 

structured in a coherent way and within defined coding convention.  In practice, this would 

mean that there would be one CRS record for all full-time Masters students studying on-

campus, regardless of subject which will come from associated route (ROU).  There would 

then be a separate CRS record for all full-time Masters students studying by distance 

learning and further CRS records for each iteration for those studying part-time. 

Code Element What this means Illustration of how coding 
convention could be applied to 
ensure consistency 

Course Type Reflects broad course level 
(for example UG, PG, TT) 

2 characters followed by - 

Course groups Used to group courses 
together in coherent groups 
(for example validated 
provision, degree, 
foundation degree, PhD, 
age range for ITT) 

3 characters followed by - 

Course mode of study Mode of study (full-time, 
part-time) 

2 characters followed by - 

Course delivery mode Reflects the actual delivery 
mechanism (for example 
on-campus, distance 
learning, off campus) 

2 characters 

Example Code  XX-XXX-XX-XX 
 

CBK – Course Block 

The CBK records are the mechanism used in SITS to reflect the structure of a programme of 

study, but are out of time constructs and denote the number of years of study that are 

required to complete that programme.  This is therefore mode of study dependent and drives 

the HESA YEARPRG fields (which drive a number of performance indicators including the 

HESA calculation for NSS inclusion).  Our current structure does not accurately reflect 

differences between full-time and part-time students in respect of the expected length of their 

programme of study. 

We therefore propose for each new CRS code to create corresponding CBK records to 

reflect standard patterns of study based on mode and/or delivery mechanism. 
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CBO – Course Block Occurrence 

The CBO records are the mechanism used in SITS to reflect the in-time and actual 

occurrence of a year of study.  HESA reporting is driven by a student year of instance, and 

CBO is the key dependency for the inclusion of students in the HESA return as well as 

holding a number of key HESA data fields. 

As CBO records are linked to an academic year as well as start and end dates within that 

academic year, they are key drivers for the generation and population of the SCE, SCJ and 

SPR records, including location and start and end dates.  With the introduction of courses 

that run outside of the standard pattern of September starts, we need to be able to reflect 

this in the CBO records and therefore the coding convention we propose would include an 

indicator of the location of the learning and teaching as well as the start month (for example, 

allowing Master’s in Business and Management to have CBO records for both September 

and February starting points). 

The accurate maintenance of CBO records is currently onerous because of the large 

numbers required each academic year even whilst the majority of these are duplicates and 

add no additional quality functionality whilst neglecting the non-standard provision. 

MCR – Admissions Course 

The MCR records are the mechanism used in SITS to provide structure to the management 

of applicant records, including the vital link to UCAS and GTTR.  SITS uses a number of 

embedded tables to ‘control’ what actions we can undertake for different application routes, 

and therefore we need to have MCR course codes that are unique for each different 

combination of: 

• Subject and award 

• Entry route (UCAS, GTTR, Direct) 

• Campus code (for UCAS in particular, but could be developed further) 

• Mode of attendance 

• Month of entry 

We would propose that once the new academic infrastructure is agreed, that this is then 

reflected by a new coding convention for MCR records that includes each of these elements 

and includes the new ROU codes as the initial code structure. 

MCR codes are critical for the accurate delivery of the KIS return, and we would additionally 

propose that the MCR coding convention be adopted as the KIS coding convention as well. 

The Academic Infrastructure – PRG, ROU, PWY, SUB and AWD 

The academic infrastructure is the structure that allows us to deliver our learning and 

teaching activity and reflect the subject details of the programme.  One of the key outcomes 

for this review of the infrastructure is to allow better segmentation of the student body for 

reporting and management information purposes, and in this area we have a real opportunity 

to make a massive change in our ability to meet the institution’s increasingly complex 

reporting needs.   
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For HESA reporting, and the subsequent links to NSS, DLHE and KIS, PWY (pathway) is the 

key table for providing subject level information (including JACS codes and the balance 

between subjects in combined programmes).  PWY is also critical for the generation of 

award records for students and provides the named award information that appears on 

certificates – maintenance of this table is therefore key. 

PRG - Programme 

PRG is currently used in a similar way to CRS, with the same issues surrounding 

consistency of course type and subject, and therefore is duplication in many instances. 

Because it is not a statutory reporting field and does not drive any external reporting outputs, 

PRG could be far better utilised in addressing specific reporting requirements not currently 

supported by our infrastructure.  PRG could therefore be refocused to meet the need for 

reporting and grouping course types together where this is desirable.  For example, PRG 

could be used to identify specific course groups such as students on specialised degrees. 

ROU - Route 

Route is the entry point to the pathway information, the single most important element of the 

whole course infrastructure.  As the primary link to pathway(s), and therefore the definitive 

source of subject (JACS) codings and weightings for both internal academic purposes and 

external reporting, ROU plays a crucial role in the stability and sustainability of the 

infrastructure.  This is critical in driving the whole external reporting agenda including the 

linkage between HESA, DLHE, NSS and KIS. 

We propose to increase from two to three the number of characters used to denote subjects, 

which would allow greater scope in the longer term (including ensuring that we change to 

new codes whenever the name of the course changes).  We further propose to add a suffix 

to indicate the qualification and level that this route represents, allowing the same subject 

codes to be used in multiple route codes for different courses. 

We propose that each route code consists of the following elements: 

Subject 1 (3 
characters) 

Join Factor (1 
character) 

Subject 2 (3 
characters) 

Qual/Level (to 
distinguish between 
BA and MA in same 
subject) (3 
characters) 

SUB 0 (single subject) 
1 (Equal joint) 
2 (Major/Minor) 

SUB or if no second 
subject, this would 
always default to 000 

Examples: ASC, 
CHE, DHE, FND, 
BCH, GRC, PRC, 
GRD, PCE, PGC, 
PGD, MAS, PHM, 
PHD, OTH, VAL, 
PMP, BEP, BCA, 
BSP, FSP 

PWY - Pathway 

One or more pathways are linked to the route to give a detailed description of the constituent 

subjects of any given programme of study, and the JACS codes for statutory reporting are 

extracted from the pathway(s) attached to the route.  For example, BA Music is linked to one 

pathway record for Single Music, and BA Creative Writing and Music is linked to pathways 
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for both Joint Creative Writing and Joint Music.  These joint pathway types are available to 

be linked to any route which includes that subject. 

Subject (3 Characters) Join Type (eg MAJ/MIN) Qual/Level (to distinguish 
between BA and MA in same 
subject) (3 characters) 

SUB 0 = Single 
1 = Joint 
2 = Major 
3 = Triple (not in use at BSU) 
9 = Minor 

ASC, CHE, DHE, FND, BCH, 
GRC, PRC, GRD, PCE, 
PGC, PGD, MAS, PHM, 
PHD, OTH, VAL, PMP, BEP, 
BCA 

 

SUB - Subject 

Subject is used to link module records to identified subjects with JACS and cost centre 

codes, and is critical for statutory reporting. 

The proposal would be to move from 2 to 3 characters to provide greater flexibility over time, 

and for these codings to be reflected in the PWY and ROU codes. 

Why we should change our SITS infrastructure – the benefits 

The key benefits to making these changes include (but are not limited to): 

1. Reconfiguring courses so that they can be uniformly and easily split by any 

combination of the following attributes: level (UG, PGT, PGR, Short, Pre-sessional), 

award, type (specialist, combined, single), School, subject (including both subjects 

for combined students), method of delivery (BSU, UK franchise, overseas, validated, 

distance learning, low residency), campus, JACS code and cost centre. 

2. Removing characters used in existing structure that cause problems when 

transferring data between systems and which will not be accepted by HESA for the 

next KIS return (examples include ‘/’ and spaces, but manual changes will be 

possible to ensure we meet the KIS requirement in the short term). 

3. Standardising the number of characters in the codes and assigning consistent 

meaning to them which will facilitate better analysis and reporting opportunities, 

particularly to segment the student data in ways that reflect the planning, academic 

monitoring and operational needs of the institution. 

Draft Proposed Timescale 

We are proposing the following timescale: 

Timescale Event / Activity Audience / Delivering service 

April 2013 Roadshow events to introduce change 
and provide overview (30 minutes 
maximum to present, 30 minutes for 
questions/observations) 

All BSU, Student Services and 
Planning Support to present 

April 2013 Finalisation of list of ALL systems and 
feeds that would be impacted by this 
change 

Planning Support lead 



 
 

Revising BSU’s Course Infrastructure - Work in Progress and On-going   Page 10 of 10 
 

April / May / 
June 2013 

High level review of all feeds and 
course data requirements to ensure 
all needs are captured 

Receiving BSU units 

April / May / 
June 2013 

Production of broad wish list of 
requirements for segmenting reporting 
to ensure all needs are captured 

All BSU, Student Services to 
coordinate 

June 2013 SITS consultancy to sense check 
proposed structure 

Student Services lead 

July 2013 Final agreement of revised structure VCEG / PAG? 
July 2013 Test SITS prepared with new courses 

to facilitate testing. 
Student Services lead 

July 2013 Finalise mapping from existing to new 
coding convention 

Student Services lead 

August 2013 to 
August 2014.   

Detailed review of all feeds and 
signoff of requirements.  
Commencement of development work 
to prepare the feeds and reporting. 

Planning Support Lead with 
receiving units.  Different feeds 
would need to be scheduled 
during this period to ensure 
resources available 

By December 
2013 

Revised structure set up in live SITS Student Services lead 

December 2013 
/ January 2014  

2014 applicant data converted to new 
coding convention.  Weekend 
switchover, date to be agreed. 

Student Services lead 

December 2013 
/ January 2014) 

Live for all applicant facing reporting 
and feeds (Campus Visit Days, 
Student Housing).  Weekend 
switchover, date to be agreed. 

Planning Support lead with 
receiving units / user community 

January to 
September 
2014 

Continued work in preparing data 
feeds and reporting, testing and sign 
off by lead client. 

Planning Support lead with 
receiving units / user community 

September 
2014 

Live for all new entrants in SITS and 
all feeds 

BSU 

 

Documentation for Internal Review 

There are three documents for internal review that the JISC Course Data project has 

produced.  These are: 

1. Proposal to Change the SITS Course Infrastructure – a non-technical overview 

designed for a broad audience at BSU 

2. Detailed Course Coding Proposal – what this would look like, with examples of how 

this would work from a data perspective 

3. Detailed Implementation and Test Plan – what this would really mean for BSU 

Schools and Services in terms of their feeds from SITS with technical information 

about the existing interfaces. 

These documents are not included on our JISC Course Data website because they are 

subject to internal review, development and discussion. 


