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A Guide to Using HECoS
HECoS, the proposed new Higher Education 
Classification of  Subjects framework
This Guide describes how to use the HECoS vocabulary scheme published by the New Subject 
Coding Scheme project for the public consultation period from February to May 2015.  All the 
consultation materials are available via the project’s public consultation website, subjectcoding.
wordpress.com.  The consultation materials consist of:

The HECoS scheme content at http://www.ovod.net/tematres/vocab/, the focus of this 
Guide;

The published report HEDIIP NSCS Structure and Candidate Scheme, which provides details of 
the methodology used in the development of HECoS, and describes the technical aspects of 
the project up to February 2015;

The draft consultation document HEDIIP NSCS Governance Plan, which discusses issues and 
makes recommendations about governance and maintenance arrangements;

The draft consultation document HEDIIP NSCS Adoption Plan, which makes initial 
recommendations about the activities and timescale required for implementing HECoS 
across the HE sector.

For more information about the project, see the Higher Education Data and Information 
Improvement Programme  (HEDIIP) website at http://www.hediip.ac.uk/subject_coding/.

For the rationale behind the introduction of HECoS, refer to the HEDIIP report Classifying subject 
of study (Ferrell, 2013) and this project’s Stage 1 report Impact Assessment and Requirements 
Definition (Kraan & Paull, 2014).

What is HECoS for?
The central goal for the development of HECoS is to enable classification of subjects of study in 
Higher Education to meet the needs of a wide group of stakeholders, including Higher Education 
providers, sector agencies, Professional Statutory and Regulatory Bodies and others.  Typical 
usage includes the classification of courses at programme and module level, and analysis of 
aggregated data sets to monitor trends over time.  HECoS will replace the existing JACS 3.0 
classification scheme in support of policy implementation, but will also have a wider remit across 
all stakeholders looking at subject of study for operational and analytical purposes in HE data.
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•

•

 1 Ferrell, G. (2013). Classifying subject of study; A roadmap to a new Joint Academic Coding System. Regulatory Partnership Group. 
Retrieved from http://www.hediip.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/JACS_Report_2013-07.pdfhttp://www.hediip.ac.uk/wp-content/
uploads/JACS_Report_2013-07.pdf
2 Kraan, W. G. & Paull, A. (2014). New Subject Coding Scheme; Impact Assessment and Requirements Definition. Retrieved from 
http://www.hediip.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/Stage_1_report_2014-11-13.pdfhttp://www.hediip.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/
Stage_1_report_2014-11-13.pdf
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Description of  the draft HECoS framework
The HECoS classification scheme consists of a flat (non-hierarchical) list of terms for subjects of 
study in HE.  These range from ‘accountancy’ to ‘zoology’, and they include detailed subjects of 
study, such as ‘animal behaviour’, ‘mechatronics’ and ‘safety engineering’, as well as broader 
or interdisciplinary subjects of study, such as ‘business management’, ‘humanities’ and ‘social 
sciences’.  Terms in the flat list are the only ones that can be used for classification purposes.

As an aid to navigation, each term is grouped with cognate subjects of study, and each such group 
is further grouped together into one of the top level groupings.  These groups are purely for 
navigation purposes and do not imply any hierarchical relationship for aggregation or any other 
purpose.  The names of the groups are all enclosed in square brackets and have ‘group’ at the end, 
for example [arts, crafts and design group].  This style is to differentiate them from HECoS subject 
of study terms, which are all lower case words without brackets.  These mechanisms have been 
put in place as part of the process for developing and consulting about HECoS.  There are other 
ways to implement navigation to the terms in HECoS, and it is quite possible that other information 
systems using HECoS will implement drop-down lists, keyword searching and concept searching, as 
aids to finding the correct term.

Each subject of study record has several fields.  The HECoS codes will be 6-digit numerical 
identifiers with no meaning attached to them apart from identifying the term, and the final codes 
will be added to the records later in the process.  The fields are:

HECoS Term - the label used to identify the subject of study.  These should be terms that are 
recognisable within the academic community, and currently most are drawn from JACS.

Definition - the current wording of the definition.  Usually based on or replicating the JACS 
definition, with new terms we’ve indicated the provenance of the definition in a Cataloger’s 
note.

Scope notes - contains any information in addition to the definition that might be needed 
as an aid to correct use of the term, indicating boundaries of the subject of study where 
necessary, typically with specific inclusions or exclusions.

Other notes (for example Cataloger’s notes) - describes any potential problem areas and 
records when and why specific changes have been made.

BT, NT, RT – links to Broader Terms (one or more navigation groupings) and Narrower Terms 
(visible only on navigation groupings), and to Related Terms in the HECoS flat list.

BroadMatch, CloseMatch, etc - a URL to a JACS term. Provided as an aide memoire to the 
current JACS system and indication of mapping to it.

How the draft HECoS terms were selected
We have provisionally included most of the terms from the existing JACS subject classification 
scheme, in order to maintain continuity with the past.  Terms have not been included where HESA 
returns show that there is little or no usage.  Some terms and definitions have been modified, 
where we believe there is evidence of flaws in JACS, or evidence of inconsistent or incorrect 
classification.  In addition some of the gaps in the JACS scheme have been filled in with new terms.  
Where we have made changes to JACS (including all new terms), we 
have provided a justification and evidence for changes. We value your 

feedback!
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Our criteria for inclusion of a term in the initial version of HECoS was as follows:

is the term in JACS?  This was a starting point only, and other terms were required to fill gaps 
in JACS as evidenced in HESA returns, for example, when an existing JACS term doesn’t meet 
all criteria, or when a clear group of cogent degree programmes are visible in the data but 
lack a good common term. 

is there evidence of use of the term in UK HE at programme level?  We have used course 
titles in HESA returns for an initial assessment of this.  HECoS should not include subjects 
that are not subjects of study in courses in the UK.  

is the term’s definition and scope sufficiently clear and comprehensive to allow classification?

is the term reliably distinguishable from other terms?

Our criteria for assessing the subject definitions are:

Accuracy: The definition should consist of a form of words, including any necessary specialist 
terminology, that is not rejected by subject specialists.

Clarity: The definition should be expressed in clear and concise plain English, readily 
understandable by a generalist classifier in Higher Education.

Classification: It should be possible for a generalist classifier to differentiate between each 
subject of study that we are defining, using only the subject definitions we supply, together 
with brief descriptions of the Higher Education provider’s programmes and modules.

Subjects of study: The definition should be applicable to a subject that is studied at 
programme or module level in UK Higher Education.

How to use the web-based vocabulary tool
The HECoS framework has been published in a web-based vocabulary management tool designed 
to be easy to use.  It can be found at: http://ovod.net/tematres/vocab/.

No login or password is required to simply read the information.  However, to make 
a comment, you will need to provide your name and an email address, or use a 
Disqus login, if you prefer.  Please use an official organisation email address, such as 
a university one, if possible.  The purpose of the name and email is so that we can 
identify individuals, engage in dialogue and promote discussion, and also to help us 
to eliminate spam. If you are responding on behalf of a team, please indicate this 
briefly at the end of the comment.

The first menu shows the top level navigation groups.  You can navigate using the groups or by 
using the A-Z links at the top.  Alternatively you can enter a word in the search box.  There is also 
an advanced search function for more sophisticated queries.

Selecting a top level group takes you to the second level of the navigation groups, and selecting 
one of these takes you to the list of HECoS subject of study terms associated with that group.  
Selecting an A-Z link takes you directly to the list of HECoS terms starting with that letter.  Selecting 
the HECoS term name takes you to the term record, showing the definition and other fields 
indicated above.  You can also type a term in the search box on the top right, and get taken directly 
to the term’s page.

1.

2.

3.

4.

3 Generalist classifier: a member of staff at a higher education provider who is engaged in subject classification of programmes or 
modules.  Typically an experienced administrator in an academic department or central registry with subject knowledge, but not 
necessarily a subject expert.  May be an academic with expert knowledge, and HEPs may ask academics to verify that classification is 
appropriate.

Please 
join in the 
web-based 

discussions.
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To make a comment, simply type in the discussion box.  When you first do this, you will be asked 
for your name and email address.  Comments are automatically saved when you press ‘post’.  You 
can edit your own comments even after you’ve posted.  At any time you can press the Home link at 
top left to return to the starting page.

Classifying courses using HECoS
We envisage that the primary use of the HECoS scheme will be to classify courses, either degree 
programmes or modules.  The top two levels are navigation groups. The names for these have 
brackets around them and the word ‘group’ at the end. They must not be used for classification. 
The terms at the third level are the only ones that can be used for classification purposes.  HECoS 
is, therefore, de facto a flat list of terms.

When classifying courses using this draft HECoS scheme, we recommend that users attach terms 
from HECoS to the courses simply by cutting-and-pasting the term name from the HECoS website 
onto a spreadsheet or database field alongside the course.  The first full release version of the 
scheme will have 6-digit numeric codes, but as these will contain no information about the term, 
testing should be easier using the term name, rather than a code.  You can see the current codes in 
the web address for the term in the vocabulary service.  For example:

http://www.ovod.net/tematres/vocab/index.php?tema=100150&/construction-and-the-built-
environment

You can also see the codes in the SKOS XML and JSON Linked Data that is available from every term 
page.

We recognise the relationship between the classification of subject of study and the description of 
programmes as either single subject, joint, combined or triple subject courses.  At the present time 
we are not recommending any change to the current method for registering these differences, so 
that for example in a HESA return, two balanced subjects might be classified with two terms at 50% 
weighting each.

Providing feedback
The project team seeks feedback on all of the published materials.

For feedback on the detailed content of the HECoS scheme, please make your comments on the 
web-based vocabulary service, using the comments boxes on each subject.  You may wish to 
comment on:

Subject definitions or other textual elements within a record.

Inclusion of new subject of study terms.  Before suggesting a new term, please review our 
acceptance criteria given above.

Removal of an existing subject of study term or merging it into another subject term.

Modification of a term name, so that it more properly designates the subject of study.

The navigation structure, bearing in mind that this structure is for navigation only and is not 
intended to suggest a reporting hierarchy.

A comment from someone else, who has 
already commented.

•

•

•

•

•

• Comment on 
http://ovod.net/tematres/vocab/
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In all cases, it would be most helpful if you were able to give the reasons for your suggested 
change.

Please refer to the Subject Scheme page of the website (https://subjectcoding.wordpress.
com/subject-scheme/) for additional questions on which we would like feedback.  You can add 
your responses to these questions to that page. This is our preferred option since it allows for 
disputation.

For comments on HECoS more generally and for commenting on the Structure and Candidate 
Scheme, Governance Plan and Adoption Plan documents, including all formal submissions, please 
refer to the How to Participate page in the open consultation website at  https://subjectcoding.
wordpress.com/participate/.  If you would like to discuss a particular point, please contact us via 
the website, and the project team will ensure that your enquiry is directed to the most appropriate 
team member.

Public consultation
 https://subjectcoding.wordpress.com/participate/

HECoS content
http://ovod.net/tematres/vocab/

More questions about subject scheme
https://subjectcoding.wordpress.com/subject-scheme/


