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Introduction: There are more than two types of student  
It is not in Ofqual’s gift to reverse the Government’s damaging plans to remove funding from a 
majority of applied general qualifications (AGQs), and overall Ofqual has done an admirable job of 
translating DfE’s ill-advised plans into the proposals presented in this consultation. However, the 
regulator’s ingenuity can only go so far. Integral to the regulatory approach is a division between 
‘alternative academic’ qualifications that might be taken alongside or (rarely) instead of A levels, 
and ‘alternative technical’ qualifications that might be taken instead of T levels. This binary 
distinction does not make sense, for the reasons we set out below, and this underpins our 
consultation response. The smooth implementation of a bad plan will still lead to bad outcomes.   
 

⚫ All ‘academic’ qualifications are defined in relation to A levels and ‘technical’ in 
relation to T levels. The express purpose of these reforms is to establish a group of 
qualifications which can be permitted by exception to compete with these two reference 
groups of qualifications. The consultation aims to ensure that ‘alternative’ qualifications must 
be ‘held in the same regard as A levels and T levels’. As Ofqual’s own research showed last 
year, only 12% of employers are aware of T levels, and the universities minister wrote to 
universities in late 2021 urging them to consider T levels as entry qualifications for more 
courses. Clearly T levels are not yet held in any particular regard, high or low, much less the 
same regard as A levels.  
 
This may change as more young people complete these stretching technical qualifications 
and employers and universities see the benefits in action, but the absurdity of judging all 
other qualifications by their standing in 2022 is clear. Additionally, T levels themselves, if 
they were in scope for the review of purposes Ofqual proposes to conduct for ‘alternative’ 
qualifications, might well be defined as ‘alternative academic’ courses. They are designed to 
fulfil general purpose A: providing ‘users’ (employers and universities) with reliable evidence 
to differentiate between students’ knowledge (arguably every qualification, no matter how 
technical in nature, also serves this purpose if it is graded reliably). T levels also exceed the 
40% exam-based assessment threshold proposed for alternative academic qualifications. 
This is not to argue that T levels are an academic and not a technical qualification – but like 
the qualifications in scope of this proposed approach to regulation, they are both. 
  

⚫ This definition is not the same as that used by DfE, or previously by Ofqual itself. DfE 
has not yet released its criteria for which qualifications will stay or go in the new landscape. 
However, in its second wave Level 3 consultation, it called those qualifications “designed to 
lead to skilled employment” technical, and “those designed to lead to higher education” 
academic. Ofqual is not proposing to use that distinction, but rather a more complicated one 
based on how closely qualifications align with general purposes A to E. In the past, Ofqual 
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has also used a different definition as the dividing line in deciding how to award 2021 grades 
in the absence of formal assessment: whether a qualification confers a licence to practise 
and therefore requires that students unequivocally demonstrate their competence. While 
these three distinctions overlap, they are not the same. It is possible we might see a 
situation develop wherein a qualification (such as BTEC Health and Social Care) is 
classified as ‘most similar to A levels and GCSEs’ in summer 2021 awarding by Ofqual, is 
then classified in DfE’s de-funding round as ‘technical’, and finally is regulated as an 
academic qualification again by Ofqual under the arrangements proposed in this 
consultation! This matters for more than consistency: how DfE defines ‘technical’ and 
‘academic’ dictates whether DfE looks at ‘overlap’ with A levels or T levels, and therefore in 
some cases whether a qualification is deemed to be unnecessary or not. If Health and 
Social Care was submitted to Ofqual under the proposed new framework today, Ofqual 
might decide that it is an alternative academic qualification and regulate it accordingly. But in 
future, Ofqual may never get this chance – because DfE has decided earlier in the process 
that it is in fact ‘technical’, and therefore its ‘overlap’ with the Health T Level is a reason to 
de-fund. This makes little sense. If Ofqual’s expert view as the regulator was that Health and 
Social Care is ‘academic’, that should at least inform any decisions taken by DfE. 
 

⚫ Most importantly, students and qualifications do not come in two types. This is why 
applied general qualifications exist, and why they are taken in such large numbers. They run 
the gamut of ‘academic’ and ‘technical’ fields – from science and law to construction and 
childcare. What they all have in common is that they approach academic content from a 
vocational or ‘applied’ standpoint, and thereby allow students with lower prior attainment to 
access knowledge and skills that can enable them to access either higher education, or 
employment – a choice students often should not be forced into making at 16 when they 
choose their Level 3 courses. Many applied generals were designed for one purpose but 
have come to serve another – much like T levels, which were designed for entry primarily to 
skilled employment but have been broadened out to meet student and parent demand to 
allow for university entry as an option.  
 

A third of all T level students have already applied to higher education institutions, according 
to Ucas. Even the division between ‘employment’ and ‘HE’ is artificial; there are Level 6 
degrees that are extremely ‘vocational’ in nature and designed to fit the needs of employers 
(like architecture, agriculture, and midwifery) and jobs that require higher-level study (like 
accountancy, which one can enter at 18 through an apprenticeship or direct employment). 
Asking exam boards to define the ‘purpose’ of a qualification (which may have been 
redesigned to fit the new requirements proposed here before students have had a chance to 
complete it) for judgment by Ofqual creates a command economy of qualifications. Students, 
universities, and employers are voting with their feet and choosing applied generals because 
they do not fulfil only one purpose.  

 

These points are central and need to be borne in mind as we go on to answer the consultation 
questions. 
 

1. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposed approach to the coverage 
of content for alternative academic and alternative technical qualifications? 

Agree. 
Comment: The requirements themselves are sensible. However, establishing that a qualification 
meets these requirements could be done very briefly or at great length, with many supporting 
documents and explanations of the curriculum rationale for each tiny content area in the course. 
This would not be a good use of awarding bodies’ time, particularly for those qualifications which 
will not need to change significantly to meet the new regulatory requirements, such as RQF 
Applied General Qualifications. Arguably, non-inclusion on the DfE’s forthcoming lists of 
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qualifications to be withdrawn will itself constitute some endorsement of the content coverage and 
assessment methodology used by each qualification. We would suggest word limits or a template 
for the assessment strategy document to ensure that the burden of producing it is not 
disproportionate. 
 

2. Which of the following aspects do you consider to be the most important in relation 
to the use of grading scales for alternative academic and alternative technical 
qualifications? Please rank them in order of importance with 1 being the most 
important.   

Simplicity of approach for users (for example through the use of a common/small number of 
grading scales) – 3 
Flexibility for awarding organisations to determine approaches which best suit their qualifications – 
1 
Ability to compare grades for the same qualifications between years (for example through the 
continued use of existing approaches) – 2 
Comment: Ofqual should not prescribe one approach for alternative academic qualifications and 
another for alternative technical qualifications; this is a simplistic and unhelpful distinction  used to 
define whether a qualification is in scope for defunding rather than a reflection of the content and 
purposes of a course. Flexibility to determine the right approach for a given qualification needs to 
be the primary consideration. However, comparability is also very important. RQF applied general 
qualifications already meet the standards laid out in this consultation for ‘alternative academic’ 
qualifications. If Ofqual reviews them again under the proposals laid out here, the only addition 
from the awarding organisations will be an assessment strategy document framing design 
decisions they made some time ago. It would be wrong to impose a new grading scale on this 
basis, and would result in re-setting the time series for applied general results yet again, after 
several years of incomparable RQF and QCF qualifications running alongside each other. It is past 
time for institutions and regulators to be able to see a long view of their students’ performance on 
the same qualifications over time. Finally, while there are many grading scales used in the VTQ 
space, most ‘users’ (students, employers, and admissions departments) only need to be familiar 
with one or two – those used in their subject areas or professions. Given this, we would not 
overstate the level of complexity in the current system. It is particularly important that the well-
established Pass/Merit/Distinction system used in mainstream AGQs like BTECs and Cambridge 
Technicals is retained, as this is widely understood by employers. 
 

3. Are there any additional controls you think are necessary to secure standards in 
directly graded assessments? 

No. 
Comment: There are already strong controls in place for the types of qualifications (largely 
mainstream applied generals) that our members deliver. If there are VTQs where this is not 
already the case, then we do agree that assessors should be given training and some work 
randomly sampled as it is for AGQs, GCSEs, and A levels with directly graded assessments. 
 

4. Do you have any comments on the approach to ensuring that these qualifications are 
identifiable to users through the use of titles? 

Yes. 
Comment: As discussed under question 2, the RQF reforms have already resulted in changes to 
the content and assessment of existing VTQs. These changes have barely had time to be 
understood by colleges and teachers, let alone employers. Further change would be unnecessary 
and confusing. To keep the trust of employers and universities in existing qualifications, where 
these are not significantly changed through this process they should retain their current names. 
Changing the names (and/or grading scales – relevant to question 2) for qualifications which do 
not materially change from their existing RQF versions would also potentially limit the usefulness 
of performance tables for several more years. Since QCF qualifications stopped counting in 
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performance tables without being defunded, some General FE colleges solely teaching QCF 
AGQs and tech levels have had no attainment data in performance tables at all, and many more 
institutions have had their vocational provision misrepresented in performance tables by the 
inclusion only of a small fraction of their vocational students. This issue is only just beginning to be 
rectified with the move towards RQF, and robust data has been further delayed by the effects of 
the pandemic. To bring in a change which would further delay that by starting a new data series 
not comparable to previous years’ results would be to seriously damage a major tool in the DfE’s 
and Ofsted’s oversight of institutions. 
 

5. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposed approach to require 
awarding organisations to produce and comply with an assessment strategy for 
these qualifications?  

Agree. 
Comment: As discussed in our response to question 1, these requirements are themselves 
sensible but do risk placing a disproportionate burden on awarding bodies, particularly for those 
qualifications which have recently been reformed and reviewed, and so we would propose the use 
of a template/word limits for the assessment strategy. 
 

6. Do you have any views on the proposed content for assessment strategies that is set 
out? 

Comment: These points cover the key content for assessment strategies well. 
 

7. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to set a requirement for 
awarding organisations to comply with any requirements or have regard to any 
guidance specified by Ofqual in relation to a review of one of these qualifications? 

Agree. 
 

8. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to set requirements 
relating to the removal of approval for public funding for these qualifications? 

Agree. 
 

9. Do you have any comments on the proposed purposes set out for alternative 
academic qualifications? 

As discussed at the start of our response, these are good and important purposes, but the idea of 
making a distinction between academic and technical qualifications is itself deeply flawed.  It is a 
distinction driven by political considerations and made primarily to inform the defunding of 
qualifications.  
 

10. To what extent do you agree or disagree that, where it is not possible to fully meet all 
the purposes specified, an awarding organisation should prioritise them in the order 
(A to E) in which they are specified? 

Disagree. 
Comment: Purpose C is more important than purpose B (and perhaps more important than 
purpose A). The knowledge imparted by a qualification is absolutely central to the decision to 
study that qualification, or to accept it as proof of eligibility for hiring or academic admission. 
Purpose B is important, but it need not be the case that every qualification approved for funding on 
both a full and part time basis be equally suited to both. There will always be exceptional students 
or situations for whom a course that is designed to be full time works as a part time qualification, 
and vice versa, and it is not a problem either for the market to match students to courses that are 
generally better-suited to learners like them, or for the same qualification to do different things for 
different learners. 
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11. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to disapply General 
Conditions E1.1 and E1.2 in respect of these qualifications? Please provide any 
comments.  

Neither agree nor disagree 
Comment: We would prefer that E1.1 and E1.2 remained the only conditions for approval of all 
VTQs, as they admit of the possibility that a qualification can lead both to higher education and to 
employment as co-equal primary purposes. However, if the proposals in this consultation go 
forward as planned, it would clearly be superfluous to retain E1.1 and E1.2 for alternative 
academic qualifications. 
 

12. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal that a minimum of 40% of 
the contribution to the overall qualification is through Assessment by Examination? 

Agree. 
Comment: This is already the case for the RQF qualifications that SFCA is currently campaigning 
for DfE to retain in its review of subject overlap. 
 

13. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to require that only 
awarding organisations will be permitted to mark Assessments by Examination? 

Agree. 
 

14. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to require awarding 
organisations to provide up to two opportunities on set dates for students to take 
Assessment by Examination in each academic year? 

Agree 
 

15. Should Ofqual specify the dates or windows for these opportunities for Assessment 
by Examination to take place? If so, when should these be? 

Yes.  
Comment: These should be in January and June, as BTEC windows currently are, to ensure that 
students on multiple qualifications do not face interruptions in one course of study from 
examinations being held in another. 
 

16. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to allow exemptions from 
the requirement for all students to sit Assessment by Examination simultaneously 
and the limit of two assessment series on set dates, where an alternative approach 
would provide for more valid approaches to assessment? 

Agree 
 

17. To what extent do you agree or disagree that awarding organisations should set non-
exam assessments? 

Strongly agree. 
Comment: In the experience of our members, the opportunity to complete non-exam 
assessments is a pivotal part of what makes AGQs more accessible to students with lower prior 
attainment and to those with anxiety around examinations or SEND. Non-exam assessments are 
also often better-suited to assessing occupational content, and cam simulate assignments 
students are likely to receive in the workplace. 
 

18. To what extent do you agree or disagree that awarding organisations should limit 
centres’ submission of non-exam assessment outcomes to two windows in each 
academic year? 

Agree. 
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19. Do you think that Ofqual should require windows for the submission of non-exam 
assessment marks to align with the availability of Assessment by Examination? 

Disagree. 
Comment: The modularity of AGQs allows students to gain confidence in their knowledge over 
time and reduces anxiety over remaining assessments, as they each form only a small part of the 
final grade. Aligning the windows may be appropriate for some qualifications, but we would urge 
flexibility in this, as spacing assessments out allows for smaller assessment loads at each point in 
the year.   
  

20. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposed approach to retaking 
non-exam assessments?  

Agree 
21. To what extent do you agree or disagree that non-exam assessments should be 

marked or assessed by one of: the awarding organisation, a centre, or a combination 
of these approaches? 

Strongly agree. 
 

22. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposed approach to setting 
standards in these qualifications? 

Agree. 
 

23. To what extent you agree or disagree with the proposed approach to nested 
qualifications? 

Agree. 
 

24. Do you have any comments on Ofqual’s proposals in relation to its approach to 
regulating alternative technical qualifications? 

Please see our comments at the start of this document and in response to question 9. 
 

25. Are there any other potential impacts (positive or negative) on learners who share 
protected characteristics that have not been identified? 

Not as a direct result of the regulations proposed here themselves. However, these are the 
proposed regulatory arrangements for a policy that will have significant negative effects for 
learners with protected characteristics—particularly BAME students and those with SEND, who 
are overrepresented on AGQs. 
 
We will not be addressing questions 26 to 31 in this response, as we think Ofqual has largely 
covered the important points. 
 
For more information about this consultation response, please email: 
noni.csogor@sixthformcolleges.org  
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