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1. About the New Subject Coding System project 
The New Subject Coding Scheme project was commissioned by HEDIIP under the Standards and 
Understanding theme. The first stage, an Impact Assessment and Requirements Definition report, was 
delivered by the Centre for Educational Technology, Interoperability and Standards (Cetis) at the University of 
Bolton in November 2014. 

The second stage of the project is now underway and due for completion in October 2015. 
The project is overseen by a Project Board made up of: 

Andy Youell, Director, HEDIIP 

Andrew Horsman, Head of Data Management, HESA 

Dr Christine Couper, Director of Strategic Planning, Greenwich University 

Hannah Falvey, Head of Statistics, HEFCW 

Lesley Donnithorne, HR Manager (Systems, Information and Grading), UWE Bristol 

Simon Robshaw, Data Analyst, UCAS 

Paul Baron, Programme Manager, HEDIIP 

Jenni Cockram, Programme Officer, HEDIIP 

Principal Authors/Editors: Lorna M. Campbell and Gill Ferrell 
Contributors: Phil Barker, Adam Cooper, Alan Paull, Wilbert Kraan. 

About HEDIIP 
The Higher Education Data & Information Improvement Programme (HEDIIP) has been established to redesign 
the information landscape in order to arrive at a new system that reduces the burden on data providers and 
improves the quality, timeliness and accessibility of data and information about HE. 

HEDIIP is funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), the Higher Education Funding 
Council for Wales (HEFCW), the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) and the Department for Employment and 
Learning (DEL) Northern Ireland. 

HEDIIP is hosted by the Higher Education Statistics Agency Ltd (HESA) which is a company limited by 
guarantee, registered in England at 95 Promenade Cheltenham GL50 1HZ. 

Contact HEDIIP 
Web: www.hediip.ac.uk 
Email: info@hediip.ac.uk 
Twitter: @HEDIIP 
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1. Overview 
This is version 1.1 of a draft adoption plan which will be available for public consultation during the period 
February to May 2015. Subsequent versions may be released during the consultation period where additional 
information gathered has a significant impact on any of the assumptions that underpin the outline plan. 

Interested parties who wish to comment on the plan can either: 

 respond by commenting on the consultation website at 

https://subjectcoding.wordpress.com/impact-and-adoption/ or 

 email their comments to subjectcoding@hesa.ac.uk 

The deadline for responses is Friday 29th May 2015. 

The creation of this adoption plan is running in parallel with the development of the scheme and the related 
governance arrangements: at this stage it is therefore a framework that outlines the key issues and steps 
towards a final adoption plan. There remain a number of decisions to be taken, not least about developments 
outwith the scope of this project, before a definitive timescale can be proposed. The report looks at what is 
currently known about prerequisites and dependencies and outlines how the project team will work with 
different stakeholder groups to refine the plan. 

The New Subject Coding Scheme framework has been developed and populated to the extent where 
meaningful consultation about the content can begin and stakeholders have an understanding of the 
structure that enables the project team to engage them in dialogue about the practicalities of 
implementation. The new scheme is provisionally known as HECoS (Higher Education Classification of 
Subjects) and this term is used throughout this report. 

The creation of this adoption plan is running in parallel with the development of the scheme and the related 
governance arrangements: at this stage it is therefore a framework that outlines the key issues and steps 
towards a final adoption plan. There remain a number of decisions to be taken, not least about developments 
outwith the scope of this project, before a definitive timescale can be proposed. 

In general there appears to be enthusiasm for the new approach and for using it to deliver benefits at the 
earliest realistic opportunity. So far the difficulties in pinning down the adoption timeline in more detail have 
more to do therefore with dependencies on external projects than reconciling any tensions in different 
stakeholder views about HECoS adoption itself. 

2. Approach to developing the plan 
The Impact Assessment and Requirements Definition report that marked the final output from stage 1 of this 
project identified a number of requirements relating to guidance and training that are addressed in this 
adoption plan. Aside from highlighting the importance of education and training generally, the requirements 
are not prescriptive and do not determine the overall shape of the adoption plan so they are merely listed in 
an appendix (R10, R11, R31, R43 - see appendix 1) and are not discussed further here. 

In order to gather input on the adoption plan from across the sector, the project has already employed a 
number of different approaches and further activities are planned. 

Activities to date: 

 questionnaire to core sector bodies 

 interview with HESA/UCAS 

 workshop with representatives from advisory panel and HE providers 

Planned activities: 

 online self-assessment tool for HE providers 

https://subjectcoding.wordpress.com/impact-and-adoption/
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 public consultation on the first draft of this report 

 further workshops as part of regular sector events 

 further interviews with core sector bodies 

Consultation to date has given us an outline view of prerequisites and dependencies:  in the further work we 
are seeking some additional information and verification of constraints and opportunities in order to develop 
a workable plan. 

3. Outline timescale 
The outline timescale is very simple in essence. All of the parties consulted so far agree that so long as a fully 
populated scheme with associated web service and training is available at the beginning of a particular 
calendar year then implementation in the autumn of that same year i.e. for the start of the academic cycle is 
possible. 

Initial analysis of the questionnaire responses from core sector bodies led the project team to propose that 
the earliest possible implementation date was 2017 with the scheme/web service available in January and 
HECoS in active use by October 2017. 

Discussions at the workshop held with the advisory panel members and HE providers however suggested that 
these timings could be brought forward by a whole year and that HECoS could be in active use by October 
2016. This was based on decoupling an assumed dependency on UCAS (see 5.3 below). The tightest deadline 
for HE providers on the critical path was identified as the ITT in-year return due mid October but it was felt to 
be feasible to deliver this using HECoS in 2016. 

The above gives us the most optimistic possible timescale. Whether or not this timescale is the optimal one 
remains to be established in the light of what we know about the prerequisites and dependencies (discussed 
below) and, most importantly, what we do not yet know. 

There has been no suggestion that implementation by HE providers at any time other than the start of an 
academic year is currently feasible so any change to the timescale will be in terms of whole years. The 
possible move to in-year HESA returns may however change this perspective. 
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4. Prerequisites and dependencies 

4.1 HECoS Service availability 
The main prerequisite for all stakeholders is the fully populated scheme available as a supported web service 
with associated training and communication materials available early in the first quarter of the year of 
implementation. This project is due to complete its work in October 2015. It will deliver the fully populated 
scheme in digital formats, including a machine-readable web service and a human-readable website. These 
digital resources will provide a specification and benchmark against which candidate tools for long-term use 
can be assessed. The project will make recommendations as to how the coding system should be licensed, 
how the web service and website should be supported and what training and communication materials are 
required and how they should be delivered. Tasks to be completed post-completion of this project are 
therefore: 

 license the coding scheme 

 implement staffing and hosting arrangements for web support 

 procure a tool to deliver the web service 

 develop training materials 

 develop communication materials 

 put in place delivery mechanisms for training and communication materials 

Whether or not we can continue to consider 2016 as a viable year of implementation depends on early 
indication from the PMO as to the feasibility of securing funding and putting the web service and training in 
place for the early part of 2016. The feeling from the project team is that it would be extremely challenging to 
deliver all of the above in a 3-4 month time span. 

4.2 Changes to the HESA record 
As part of wider changes to the overall landscape KPMG consultants have been appointed to work with HESA 
to develop a Phase 1 Business Case to transform the HESA data collection. This initiative is being termed HESA 
'CACHED' Change in Approach to the Collection of HE Data Programme. The business case will be delivered in 
March 2015 and will act as a gateway to major investment in future phases of a transformation programme. 
The programme will be designed to achieve relevant, more timely data, using systems that are technically 
future-proofed, flexible and that interface with information management systems across the sector. The 
programme is expected to focus initially on the student record and the HECoS project team has been given 
early indication that major changes to the student record could take place in the next 2-3 years. Once further 
details of proposed changes to the HESA student record are known consideration will have to be given to the 
dependencies between the CACHED project and HECoS. Whether the resource implications of implementing 
HECoS as a separate exercise may outweigh the benefits or whether, conversely, de-coupling HECoS from a 
larger change programme may serve to reduce risk remains to be seen. 

4.3 UCAS transformation programme 
UCAS is in the early stages of a major transformation of its entire ecosystem and as yet there are no finalised 
plans and timeline. Discussion at the workshop has suggested that UCAS' situation in relation to the adoption 
plan is somewhat paradoxical: it is seen as vital to the entire sector that UCAS is fully behind the new scheme 
and committed to adoption yet analysis of the dependencies suggests that UCAS is not a key component on 
the critical path. 

Removing the need to apply a HECoS code for the start of the UCAS cycle has a significant impact on the 
rapidity with which implementation can be achieved. It may also lead to better quality, more meaningful data 
than the current scenario whereby UCAS allocates JACS codes upon the creation of a new course - often the 
course in question is still subject to approval and insufficient detail is available to assign the most appropriate 
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JACS code so a different JACS code is ultimately returned to HESA. The subject code is not currently used in 
practice until applications can be submitted and the advertising process can operate without it. 

The general feeling from discussions so far is that the sector can cope with UCAS being 'out of synch' for a 
certain period of time and that, from the UCAS perspective, some form of 'retro-fitting' of HECoS codes seems 
to be a possibility – though this has not been thoroughly investigated. There appears to be a need for a 
workflow review to look at exactly when a HECoS code is assigned to a UCAS course and who should have 
responsibility for assigning the code. 

5. Deployment options 

5.1 Staged deployment 
The baseline position for looking at the adoption plan was to assume that all stakeholders would adopt HECoS 
for the same academic cycle. This assumption puts UCAS in pole position in terms of being the first of the 
sector bodies to hold a subject code in relation to course information. The logic of this assumption was 
explored in the workshop (discussed further in the section on prerequisites and dependencies) and deemed 
to be flawed. There was a strong feeling, not least from HE providers, that there are clear benefits to be 
delivered from the new scheme and that these should be achieved sooner rather than later so there was little 
support for a protracted adoption timescale. Implementation options for UCAS are therefore being 
considered. 

5.2 Parallel running 
Early consultation on adoption also involved a considerable amount of discussion about the potential need for 
parallel running of JACS 3.0 and HECoS. A number of stakeholders identified this as an essential requirement 
whereas others were equally firm in their view that this would impose an additional burden. The governance 
and adoption workshop offered an opportunity to explore in more detail exactly what different parties meant 
by use of the term parallel running. It transpired that the stated requirement arose almost entirely out of a 
desire to ensure the integrity of time series analyses of statistical data and that mapping to JACS 3.0 (and in 
some cases earlier) was adequate for this purpose. 

N.B. There is a risk that the provision of any form of mapping may have undesirable consequences in the form 
of forward propagation of inaccurate coding and in section 11.2 on adoption planning for HE providers we 
look at the need for institutional review of approaches to subject coding. We also suggest that the benefits 
review plan should address this topic. 

Some HEps (currently a small minority) have expressed the view that they may end up doing some kind of 
JACS/HECoS comparison 'virtually indefinitely' due to the extent to which they have embedded JACS into 
internal systems. In various discussions, a range of HE provider representatives have questioned the wisdom 
of some of the uses their institutions have made of JACS. Some have indicated that it is not necessary to 
unpick all of these links in order to implement HECoS. Others may yet have more serious implementation 
issues and the proposed self-assessment tool will at least help to provide early identification of the issues and 
support their planning. 

The project team is therefore currently defining the requirement as a need to define an approach to mapping 
that will support time series integrity. 

The plan does not currently encompass full parallel running with submission of both JACS and HECoS fields to 
HESA and its statutory customers. Comparisons undertaken to support the introduction of the new entry 
tariff with UCAS provide a useful parallel for how this might be approached. 
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6. Benefits review plan 
There is a need to ensure that the HECoS implementation delivers the expected benefits and, to this end, the 
specification for the adoption plan asks for recommendations as to how an effective review process should 
operate. The project team is of the view that a formative/diagnostic review process will be most helpful in 
guiding progress towards benefits. 

There was one suggestion at the workshop that there should be some kind of pilot and evaluation phase prior 
to full implementation of HECoS. The current plan does not identify a pilot phase as such due to the 
consultative co-design process adopted and the early opportunities to undertake impact assessment with 
different groups of stakeholders. The period of usability testing could however be construed as a pilot. The 
request for piloting probably also stems from a desire for confidence in analysis and to this end it may be that 
HEDIIP would choose to publish some of the analysis relating to the extent of miscoding in the current JACS 
system at an early stage and ensure that improvements in data quality are measured soon after 
implementation. 

Consultation so far suggests that the review process needs to be perceived as independent, transparent and 
credible and should consider the following topics: 

 Has there been an improvement in data quality? 

 How many statutory bodies have adopted HECoS? 

 How many separate data returns collecting similar data still exist? 

 Review of the rate of change i.e. number of new and deprecated codes. 

 Are employers making use of HECoS data? 

Initial thoughts are, in keeping with the proposal that the review should be ongoing and formative in nature, 
that the review might cover the first 2-3 years after implementation. 

7. Education and training needs 
Stakeholders consulted so far have seen the provision of appropriate education and training materials as an 
important part of a 'fresh start' to implementing HECoS in a way that significantly improves data quality and 
does not run the risk of replicating past errors. Early demonstrations of the proof of concept website have 
been positively received with stakeholders suggesting that the interface appears intuitive and user-friendly 
and that features such as the scope notes represent a considerable improvement on the information 
currently available to aid understanding of the JACS scheme. With coding appearing relatively straightforward 
from an administrative perspective it was suggested that training materials need to focus on help for 
academics and analysts. Training resources need to be user-friendly and readily accessible online in some 
form of 'knowledge base'. The following suggestions have been made as to specific resources that should be 
included in the knowledge base: 

 General user guide. 

 Information on how HECoS should and should not be used including information for policymakers. 

 Implementation timeline. 

 A suggested implementation plan template to avoid the need for every HE provider to 'reinvent the 
wheel' at the start of their own planning process. It should be noted, and made clear in supporting 
guidance, that such a template can only be a prompt to ensure all key issues are discussed as the 
circumstances of implementation will be different in each instance. 

 Technical briefings for IT system suppliers (including in-house developers within HE provider institutions). 

 Ongoing dissemination of policy decisions and how these are reflected in the use of HECoS data: this 
amounts to transparency about the various aggregations that may be used. 

 Details of any other aggregations commonly used e.g. for league tables. 
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 Information on how to access HECoS data and a toolbox of ways to use HECoS for analysts. 

 Support for academics including short podcasts or videos from academic peers. It was suggested that 
advisory panel members may be well placed to participate in the creation of these resources. 

 Mappings to other classification schemes. A mapping to JACS 3.0 is the basic requirement but 
stakeholders have also suggested they will require mappings to: 
 
  - earlier versions of JACS back to 1.7 
  - LDCS 
  - SFC FES superclass subjects 
  - REF UoAs 

 A centralised helpline. 

 A list of HECoS champions or 'super users' in each institution. 

 A community forum. 

8. Additional communications 
The fact that a change to subject coding is happening and the implications of those changes need to be 
communicated to a wide range of stakeholders some of whom (press, vendors etc) may be outside the HE 
sector. The need for clear and accessible briefings and communication materials from a central source has 
been highlighted as an important factor in ensuring consistent messages across different audiences and 
stakeholder groups. Some of the particular audiences and communication types already identified include: 

 General briefings about the changes and their implications suitable for use by the press. 

 Some form of communications pack for use within HE provider institutions. This should have a strong 
emphasis on the benefits of HECoS and the things that institutions can do with the available data. 

 Briefings specifically aimed at PSRBs. 

It has been suggested that appropriate 'badging' of each of the communication resources will be an important 
factor in establishing their credibility with different audiences therefore those preparing the communication 
materials should collaborate with core sector bodies and HE professional bodies to show that the briefings 
and other resources have the backing of these organisations. 

9. Who should be responsible for the adoption plan? 
It must be noted at the outset that HECoS is only one of a number of building blocks in the overall data and 
information landscape. Whilst there are specific tasks necessary to ensure the effective implementation of 
HECoS, the adoption plan must be viewed in the context of the HEDIIP programme as a whole and adoption of 
overall changes to the landscape. 

Work package PD06, the governance plan, makes specific reference to the links between governance and 
adoption but whether the HECoS governing body is also charged with responsibility for its adoption and 
support requires further discussion and exploration. 

The current status of the ULN (unique learner number) in HE is perhaps an example where lessons can be 
learned. The Learning Records Service (LRS) provides an effective service for the day-to-day management of 
the ULN but has had neither the resource nor the mandate to ensure the adoption of the ULN across the HE 
sector with the consequence that awareness and take-up is low. 

It is recommended that the PMO seeks to clarify when the programme as a whole may be able to state its 
recommendations concerning overall governance and adoption planning for the full programme of changes. 
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10. Adoption planning for particular stakeholder 
groups 

10.1 Sector bodies 
An adoption planning questionnaire was sent to the 10 core sector bodies identified as key stakeholders by 
the PMO and 6 of these returned the questionnaire in time to inform discussions at the governance and 
adoption workshop. A meeting was held with HESA and UCAS representatives to discuss the responses so far 
and create the initial timeline that was later revised during the workshop. 

As end users of the data, the main issues for those core sector bodies who currently use JACS is the mapping 
and explanation required to make sense of time series statistical analyses. There are particular change 
management issues around the absence of a defined hierarchy in the new scheme but the work required to 
make the change is compensated by the anticipated improvements in data quality and the reduction in 
opportunities for 'game-playing'. One sector body did indeed note that its use of the hierarchical aggregations 
is 'generally as a result of the limitations of JACS rather than a conscious desire to use hierarchical structures.' 
The report for work package PD03 describes how subject aggregation rules are deliberately separated from 
the HECoS scheme so that a variety of fit-for-purpose groupings can be defined according to a core set of 
common principles. 

The questionnaire has so far served to identify organisations undergoing system or process change that may 
impact the point at which they can implement HECoS. Currently none of these organisations are on the 
critical path and a staged adoption seems possible (see section 6.1). Should there be a staged adoption, it is 
however particularly important that all of the core sector bodies signal their firm commitment to adoption 
and identify the point at which they will adopt. The questionnaire has also served to stimulate a discussion 
that has allowed us to eliminate parallel running as an adoption requirement (see section 6.2). 

Consultation with the core sector bodies is ongoing and there will be new iterations of the adoption plan as 
further information emerges. 

10.2 HE providers 
There appears to have been a significant shift in the HE provider perspective on the adoption of a new subject 
coding framework during the life of the project. Initial indications were of considerable resistance to the 
change and a request for a lead time of 4 to 5 years for full implementation. The co-design approach adopted 
to initial development means that collaboration with HE providers has had a significant impact on the final 
form of the HECoS framework and the benefits are now much more evident to this community. At the 
governance and adoption workshop, HE provider representatives took the lead in working up a timeline for 
the earliest possible adoption date that advanced the project team's initial estimates by a year. 

It is clear that HE providers do not want an overly protracted implementation schedule. This is not to say that 
there is universal support for the fastest possible implementation schedule. The discourse around the need 
for a longer lead time is however (at least as articulated during the consultation workshop) focused on 
delivering maximum benefit. Workshop participants saw this as a considerable opportunity to re-engage 
academics and get them to better understand the purposes of subject coding and to improve data quality 
(there was general consensus that the form of HECoS reduces opportunities for 'game-playing'). Some 
institutions indicated that they would wish to instigate a full internal review of their approach to subject 
coding however, if the lead time did not permit this, they would simply do a straightforward mapping and 
'deal with the consequences afterwards'. Conversations around the proposed self-assessment tool for HE 
providers and HECoS communication materials took a very similar tone: it was suggested that all of these 
should be used as opportunities to prompt HE providers to ensure that they derive maximum benefit from 
the implementation as the natural instinct may be to try to minimise disruption. 
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The project team has created a self assessment tool for HE providers that will be circulated as an online 
survey similar to the questionnaire already completed by core sector bodies. Completion of the survey will aid 
the institutions in understanding the issues they may face and the data returned will indicate to HEDIIP 
whether there are any particular institutions, or groups of institutions, who face more significant 
implementation issues than others. HE participants in the consultation have indicated that this is a generally 
useful approach and the benefits outweigh the burden of completing a simple survey. 

The HE provider HECoS implementation readiness self-assessment can be found at:  
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/17cOC1MoQEGm6ezIG2UvMOvYerfrjgJcnaAHJNYrOAQI/viewform 

HE providers have indicated that some form of implementation plan template would be extremely useful to 
them in formulating their own adoption plans and such a resource is proposed in section 8 on education and 
training needs. 

10.3 System suppliers 
The timing for delivery of the first draft of this report falls immediately after the start of HEDIIP formal 
engagement with system suppliers by means of a programme-wide workshop. It was deemed desirable that 
initial contact with suppliers was at programme level and delivered a bigger picture view of the landscape 
activities so the project team has held off from direct contact with suppliers prior to this workshop taking 
place. 

In general system suppliers are contracted to undertake the changes needed to comply with statutory 
requirements so, on this level, any timescale that is acceptable to the sector as a whole should not pose a 
problem for commercial suppliers. We do however wish to make the transition as easy as possible and 
provide sufficient notice for the changes to be incorporated into development plans. We have been made 
aware by HE providers of a planned upgrade to at least one widely used student record system (Ellucian 
Banner) in the near future and we must also be cognisant of the fact that a number of HE providers maintain 
in-house student record systems. 

It is currently unclear to what extent HE providers store subject codes in other systems, such as their VLE or 
other course information systems, and whether such codes drive any activity that may give rise to 
implementation issues: the proposed self-assessment tool will give us a better understanding of this. 

Contact will be made with UCISA and system suppliers at an early stage in the public consultation period. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/17cOC1MoQEGm6ezIG2UvMOvYerfrjgJcnaAHJNYrOAQI/viewform
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11. Appendix 1 Requirements for Adoption Plan  

Taken from Impact Assessment and Requirements Definition report. 

 

ID Title Description 

R10 Providing guidance on 
coding for specific purposes 

The NSCS shall include guidance on how codes are to be 
allocated with reference to specific purposes. Methods may 
be different for different purposes.  

R11 Providing training 
recommendations 

The NSCS documentation shall include recommendations 
for training in how to use the scheme.  

R31 Describing guidance 
purposes clearly 

NSCS guidance shall clearly describe the purposes for which 
it is designed to be used. It will also cover similar areas for 
which it is not designed to be used.  

R43 Providing support 
documents 

The NSCS shall have supported documents, such as 
guidance manuals, subject coding manual, context-sensitive 
help, scope notes within terms. 
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12. Appendix 2 Work Specification for PD07 
Adoption plan 

5.4.6.1 Process 

The contractor is required to develop an adoption plan. The plan should include a co-ordinated plan of 
stakeholder activity to implement the New Subject Coding Scheme and its governance arrangements. 

Developing the adoption plan will involve engagement with the specified stakeholders, to define a plan 
that is realistic taking into account stakeholder constraints. 

In developing the plan the contractor should consider the following topics: 

The change in coding scheme will have an impact on student record scheme suppliers and those HE 
providers that have developed their own systems. Working with UCISA and other sector communities 
the contractor will need to engage with these suppliers and providers in formulating a realistic 
adoption plan for HE providers. 

The contractor should consider different deployment options to achieve the earliest delivery of 
benefits and to ensure that adoption is not driven by the slowest. 

Stakeholders will need to consider the changes that need to be made to their internal systems, 
processes and data before the Adoption plan can be finalised. The contractor will therefore need to 
start early engagement with stakeholders on realistic implementation timescales. 

Developing the open licence agreement for the coding system 

Implementing the web service for the URIs. 

What education and training will be required to ensure the new system is applied accurately and 
consistently? What training materials will need to be produced and how should they be deployed? 

What communication and marketing materials will be required to promote the scheme for example 
benefits/business cases to encourage adoption and buy-in to the scheme? 

When should reviews take place to measure the impact and benefits of the new coding system? 
What form should the reviews take, who should conduct them and when. 

5.4.6.2 Product description 

Product – a report defining a HE sector adoption plan 

Content – the report should include: 

Planned activities by stakeholder 

Timescales 

Prerequisites 

Dependencies – external and between stakeholders 

Benefits review plan 

Quality Process 

Initial review by the Project Board 

Review with the Advisory Panel 

Presentation to the Programme Board 
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Acceptance criteria - 

Requirements from PD02 have been addressed 

UCAS and HESA support the recommended model 

Specified topics have been covered 

Specified content is included 

Fit for purpose 

Sign-Off – HEDIIP Programme Director on completion of the quality process 

 


