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1  Introduction 

1.1 About this guide 
This guide covers the processes and documentation required to validate 
Professional Development Awards (PDAs) using the revised design 
principles approved by SQA�s Qualification Committee in May 2005. It 
has been designed to assist Qualification Managers and validation panel 
members and it should be used when SQA manages the development and 
validation process, including where the centre involved does not have 
devolved responsibility for the validation of SQA qualifications. Centres 
with devolved responsibility for validating PDAs may choose to use 
these guidelines or use their own. 
 
The guide provides: 
 
♦ background information on PDAs and the 2005 design principles 
♦ an overview of the validation process 
♦ guidance on the roles of validation panel members 
♦ information on a validation event 
♦ guidance on the Validation Proposal Document  
 

1.2  Terminology used in this guide 
SCQF: This stands for the Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework, 
which is a new way of speaking about qualifications and how they inter-
relate. We use SCQF terminology throughout this guide to refer to credits 
and levels. For further information on the SCQF visit the SCQF website 
at www.scqf.org.uk. 
 
SCQF credits: One SCQF credit point equates to 10 hours of learning. 
 
SCQF levels: The SCQF covers 12 levels of learning. PDAs are 
available at SCQF levels 6 to 12 and will normally be made up of Units 
at SCQF levels 6 to 12. 
 
Qualification Design Team:  The Qualification Design Team works in 
conjunction with a Qualification Manager to steer the development of the 
PDA from its inception/revision through to validation. The group is made 
up of key stakeholders representing the interests of centres, employers, 
universities and other relevant organisations. 
 
Consortium-devised PDAs are those developments or revisions 
undertaken by a group of centres in partnership with SQA. 
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♦ take no further action and allow the qualification to lapse without 

replacement � this is rare and is usually the result of a change in 
industrial practice, eg there is no longer an employment market in 
Scotland for qualifications in Mining 

♦ take no further action because the qualification as it stands still 
satisfies the current market needs 

♦ re-validate the qualification with minor revisions 
♦ undertake a major revision of the existing structure and/or Units, 

update and re-validate 
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4  Validation panels � members 
and their roles 

4.1  Organisation of the panel  
A proposal for a new qualification, or for extensive revisions to an 
existing qualification, will be validated by a panel of subject experts at a 
validation meeting. SQA will organise and host the validation meeting 
for consortium-devised PDAs, or when asked to do so by a centre which 
is putting forward a PDA proposal for validation � the centre will have 
the opportunity to comment on the panel which SQA has composed to 
avoid the potential conflict of interest.  
 
Alternatively, the lead centre of a collaborative development, or single 
centre putting forward a PDA proposal, may wish to organise and host 
the validation meeting. When a centre decides on this course of action, 
SQA will have been consulted on the composition of the validation 
panel, and will normally make at least one nomination to it. All the panel 
members attending a validation meeting are acting on behalf of SQA in 
assessing the proposed qualification against SQA�s quality elements (this 
is the name we give to our criteria for quality assurance � these can be 
found in Appendix 1). 

4.2 Size of panels 
The size of the panel will depend on three factors: 
 
♦ whether the development is a new PDA 
♦ whether the development is a revision to an existing PDA and the 

extent of that revision 
♦ the scope of the PDA, eg whether it is for a specific employer need or 

for a whole occupational sector 
 
Regardless of which factors apply, all members of the panel are equal 
partners at the validation meeting. Their role is to act as independent 
judges of the proposed qualification, and to make a validation decision at 
the end of the meeting. However, given the occupational/vocational focus 
of PDAs, there should be clear representation of the occupational sector.  
 
The panel should include at a minimum three people and four if the 
proposal has been submitted by a centre or small group of centres. The 
panel should include: 
 
♦ industrial, employer, sector skills council or other subject expert 

representatives. As PDAs are focused on occupational/professional 
development it may be appropriate that one of these representatives 
should also act as convenor of the panel 
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♦ an educationalist and/or centre representative (if the development has 
been initiated by a centre or small group of centres) 

♦ an SQA representative 
 
If the PDA is designed to provide progression with degree programmes, 
an additional representative from the higher education sector would be 
appropriate. 
 
Panels may be larger if a greater range of expertise is required, but they 
should not be smaller. 
 
Note: The panel should not include any members of the Qualification 
Design Team or Steering Groups, although those contacted for 
consultation/market research may be included. 
 

4.3 Role of the convener 
Panels are convened by individuals who are independent of the 
Qualification Design Team and of the centre or centres proposing the 
qualification. The convener has a pivotal role in ensuring the success of 
the validation meeting, and should display: 
 
♦ knowledge of the validation process 
♦ impartiality 
♦ objectivity 
♦ experience of chairing meetings 
♦ experience of participating in the validation of qualifications  
♦ expertise in a field related to the qualification 
♦ thoroughness of approach 
♦ good communication and interpersonal skills 
♦ diplomacy and tact 
 
Members should be encouraged to work as a team, bringing their own 
expertise and experience to it. The convenor�s role is to ensure all 
members are allowed an equal opportunity to participate so that the 
meeting is not dominated by any individual or small group. 
 
It is the convener�s responsibility to ensure that the proposed 
qualification is assessed comprehensively and objectively against the 
validation criteria. At the first private meeting (see Section 5.3) the 
convener will co-ordinate the drawing up of: 
 
♦ any changes to the draft programme for the day 
♦ an agenda of issues for discussion with the Qualification Design 

Team 
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It is important to make full use of the expertise of all the members of the 
panel. Each member will have identified issues that require clarification 
and discussion, and these should be pooled to form an agenda for the 
meeting. The convener may wish to identify individual panel members 
who will take the lead on specific topics, but this should not prevent 
others from joining in with related points. 
 
The convener should ensure that all members of the panel are 
comfortable with educational terminology, and should be ready to 
provide explanations whenever necessary. The SQA representative will 
be able to help provide clear definitions of terminology and policy. 
 
Validation panels will be presented with a Validation Proposal Document 
which has been developed in partnership with, or supported by, an SQA 
officer. It will already have passed through rigorous internal scrutiny. 
The Validation Proposal Document will normally have been the result of 
extensive work and comment before it is presented for fresh and 
impartial scrutiny by the validation panel. The convener should ensure 
that the work and the professionalism of the Qualification Design Team 
are acknowledged both formally and implicitly in the conduct of the 
meeting. 
 
If validation panel members are not convinced that the proposals address 
all of SQA�s validation criteria (see Appendix 1), or if they think that the 
evidence supporting the proposal is unclear or insufficient, the convener 
will agree the broad conditions that the panel wishes to see addressed 
before final validation.  
 
The convener should ensure that reasonable timescales for meeting the 
conditions, and the mechanism for meeting these conditions, are agreed 
with the Qualification Design Team. It is very important that he or she 
ensures that the validation panel members do not attempt to re-write any 
aspect of the proposal. While helpful suggestions for improvements will 
always be welcome, the purpose of the validation is to confirm (or 
otherwise) that the SQA validation criteria have been broadly met. 
Detailed suggestions for re-writing should not form part of any formal 
conditions for validation.  
 

4.4  Role of other panel members 

 Industrial/employer/SSC representative/subject 
expert 
As the focus of PDAs is to provide specialist vocational/occupational 
skills, the role of the industry/employer/SCC representative/subject 
expert is crucial.  
 
Industry-based panel members are selected because of their subject 
expertise and knowledge of related employment sectors. Although they 
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may have been consulted during the market research for the qualification, 
they should view the proposal objectively on its merits and without any 
sense of personal �ownership�. 
 
Industrialists are on the panel to represent the views of prospective 
employers. It is their role to determine whether: 
 
♦ the proposed qualification meets the short, medium, and longer term 

education and training needs of employers in the targeted sectors  
♦ the qualification has taken due account of relevant elements from the 

National Occupational Standards of the sector or other professional 
body requirements 

♦ the PDA will equip successful candidates with the knowledge and 
skills that will: 
� meet skills gaps  
� provide continuing professional development 
� provide opportunities for progression within the workplace  

 
If industry-based panel members are unfamiliar with educational terms 
(eg in regard to the SCQF), they should not hesitate to look to the 
convener for clarification. 
 
Though industry-based panel members may have no personal experience 
of validation, this should not debar them from participation and given the 
nature of PDAs, their presence is vital. Hosting centres should, if 
requested, provide validation training for those who feel it is necessary. 
 

 Educationalist 
Educationalists are selected for their expertise in validation and their 
specialist subject, and for their experience in the management and 
delivery of similar qualifications. Familiarity with the level of 
qualification being validated is essential as the educationalist may be 
called upon to explain issues to other members of the validation panel. 
 
Educationalists will play a major role in determining whether: 
 
♦ the qualification represents a unique achievement worthy of separate 

certification 
♦ there is any overlap with existing provision and, if so, whether this is 

acceptable 
♦ the demands made on candidates are reasonable and justify the level 

and credit value of the qualification 
♦ the Group Award is at the appropriate SCQF level 
♦ each Unit specification is at an appropriate level and conforms to 

SQA�s criteria 
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In making these determinations, educationalists should consider only 
SQA�s validation criteria. Issues such as candidate demand and inter-
centre competition for viable numbers are not relevant to the validation 
process. Though broad suggestions for improvements to the Validation 
Proposal Document will be welcome, detailed proposals for re-writing 
any aspect of it should not form part of the decisions of the validation 
panel members. The Qualification Design Team will be expected to take 
account of any discussion of all aspects of the proposal. 
 

 Centre representative 
Where the proposal has been submitted by a centre or by a group of 
centres, the validation panel should include a centre representative � 
normally someone with a management position in the centre. This person 
should not be or have been a member of the Qualification Design Team, 
and should never be regarded (or regard him or herself) as a 
spokesperson for the submission. The centre representative should be a 
fully participating member of the validation panel. 
 
When the meeting is arranged and hosted by a centre, it will be the 
responsibility of the centre representative to complete and submit the 
Validation Report form. The centre may provide secretarial support for 
its representative throughout the meeting � this has the great advantage 
of ensuring that an accurate note of the proceedings is kept whilst 
allowing the representative to participate fully. 
 
Note: Where a proposal has been developed by a group of centres, the 
Qualification Design Team will be asked to nominate a single 
representative from one of the participating centres. This representative 
should not have been a participating member of the Qualification Design 
Team. 
 

 SQA representative 
The SQA representative will be appointed based on his or her experience 
of validation and knowledge of SQA policy. He or she will be someone 
who has not been directly involved in development of the qualification 
and who therefore does not have a vested interest in its validation. The 
representative will clarify any points of SQA policy that arise at the 
meeting, and should be able to make a full contribution to discussions, 
especially those concerning whether or not validation criteria have been 
met. 
 
Where the meeting is arranged and hosted by SQA, it is the responsibility 
of the SQA representative to complete and submit the Validation Report 
form. 
 
Where the centre hosts the validation meeting, the SQA representative 
will complete a summary report using the checklist supplied by SQA. 
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 Higher education representative 
Most PDAs are designed for progression in the workplace. However, if 
the PDA design facilitates progression to university programmes, a 
higher education representative will be appointed based on his/her 
experience of the vocational area and articulation. In addition to general 
comments relating to the validation of the Group Award, the HEI 
representative would also be expected to comment on: 
 
♦ how the Group Award will prepare successful candidates for further 

study 
♦ the suitability of the content of the Group Award for articulation to a 

particular level of study at a higher education institution 
 

4.5 Training of validation panel members 
Validation panel members should be trained before participating in a 
validation meeting. At a minimum this should involve: 
 
♦ familiarisation with the design principles for PDAs 
♦ reading a copy of this guide Professional Development Awards: a 

guide for Validation Panel Members 
♦ a briefing session or written brief from an SQA manager (or centre 

representative if being hosted by a centre) 
♦ an opportunity to clarify any aspect relating to the validation process 

with an SQA manager (or centre representative if being hosted by a 
centre) prior to the validation event 
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5  The Validation Event 

This section deals with the Validation of Group Awards. As we have 
already said, the validation of Units (or accreditation of SVQ Units) is 
undertaken by SQA, and must be carried out prior to the validation of the 
Group Award.  
 

5.1   Validation meeting 
At least two weeks before the validation meeting, validation panel 
members will normally be provided with: 
 
♦ the time and date of the meeting 
♦ a location map of the venue 
♦ a list of panel members 
♦ a provisional programme for the meeting 
♦ guidance on validating PDAs including: 

� validation checklists 
� SCQF level descriptors 
� validation criteria 

♦ an expense claim form, for those eligible to have their expenses 
reimbursed 

 
These will be accompanied by the Validation Proposal Document. This 
will give validation panel members an opportunity to familiarise 
themselves thoroughly with the details of the proposed qualification. If a 
panel member feels that he/she has not been given sufficient time (ie at 
least two weeks) to assess the proposal, he/she can contact either SQA or 
the centre to ask for the meeting to be postponed. 
 
We recommend that panel members complete the appropriate validation 
checklist, and bring this along to the meeting. This will be used as a 
means of forming and communicating collective views based on 
individual comments. The validation checklist includes lists of questions 
which might be raised under the various section headings in the 
Validation Proposal Document, though these lists of questions are by no 
means exhaustive and members are encouraged to add questions of their 
own. 
 
There is a validation checklist in Appendix 2. 
 
Validation panel members should prepare for the meeting by reading the 
Validation Proposal Document thoroughly, evaluating it against the 
validation criteria, and noting any issues and/or comments they wish to 
raise with the Qualification Design Team on the validation checklist. 
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5.2 What to do if panel members do not 
arrive 
If, on the day of the meeting, one or more members of the panel fail to 
arrive, it may be necessary to postpone the validation meeting. The 
meeting should proceed only if the range of expertise available is 
sufficient to allow a comprehensive assessment of the proposed 
qualification. 
 
The decision on whether or not to postpone the meeting should be taken 
by the convener in consultation with the SQA representative (or centre 
representative, if the event is being hosted by a centre). If additional 
guidance is required, the SQA representative will immediately contact 
SQA to discuss the matter with the appropriate Qualification Team 
Business Manager or Qualifications Manager or Officer. 
 
If the convener fails to arrive, the meeting may proceed only if another 
panel member with experience of chairing meetings is prepared to take 
on this role. SQA must be consulted on the change of convener before 
the meeting starts. 
 
Any changes to the panel membership must also be explained in the 
Validation Report. 
 

5.3 Format of the meeting 
Before the formal meeting with the Qualification Design Team, 
validation panel members will have an opportunity to hold a private 
meeting during which introductions will be made and issues addressed.  
 
At this stage, members should confine themselves to identifying areas of 
concern they wish to discuss more fully with the Qualification Design 
Team, rather than trying to reach any conclusions about changes they 
may wish to make. The Qualification Design Team should always be 
given the opportunity to explain the proposal and expand on any 
information contained in the Validation Proposal Document. The 
convener will collate comments under the section headings in the 
validation checklist, and allocate issues to individual panel members who 
will lead the discussion with the Qualification Design Team. It is 
essential that all members of the validation panel contribute to a full 
discussion of the points to be addressed. 
 
During the private meeting, the panel can re-arrange the draft programme 
for the day if they feel this is necessary. In this case, any changes should 
be communicated to the leader of the Qualification Design Team. The 
convener will endeavour to ensure that the programme is kept on 
schedule, but this should not be allowed to interfere with a full discussion 
of the proposal. 
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At the start of the formal meeting with the Qualification Design Team, 
the convener will introduce all the panel members and inform the 
Qualification Design Team of the programme for the day and of the 
principal items for discussion. Further amendments to the programme 
may, of course, be made in the light of issues raised during the discussion 
with the Qualification Design Team. 
 
Depending on the size of the PDA, validation meetings typically last 
from three to six hours. Sufficient time should be allocated to cover all 
issues fully. A typical programme for a full validation meeting is given in 
Appendix 3 and this should be adapted accordingly. 
 
All questions directed to the Qualification Design Team should be open-
ended to encourage wide-ranging but focused discussion. The focus of 
the discussion will be the evaluation of the proposed qualification against 
the validation criteria.  
 
Remember: validation is about ensuring that the proposed Group Award, 
broadly meet SQA�s criteria, and not about the centre�s ability to offer 
the qualification � that is dealt with through a separate process called 
�approval�. Also remember that the Units will already have been 
validated, so you will only be expected to comment on their suitability 
for inclusion in the Group Award framework. 
 
After the formal meeting with the Qualification Design Team, there will 
be an opportunity for the validation panel to hold a second private 
meeting. At this stage, you should decide whether or not all of the issues 
have been satisfactorily addressed during the discussion with the 
Qualification Design Team. During this second private meeting, the 
validation panel will discuss and finalise its recommendations. 
 
The panel should then re-convene with the Qualification Design Team. 
The outcome of the panel�s discussion will be communicated to the 
Qualification Design Team by the convener. If the panel decides that 
conditions have to be met before validation is confirmed, the clarity of 
these conditions and the reasonableness of the timescales proposed 
should be discussed with the Qualification Design Team before 
finalisation. 
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5.4  Validation outcomes 
Having considered all the evidence provided in the Validation Proposal 
Document and at the subsequent discussion with the Qualification Design 
Team, the panel will reach a decision on the outcome of the validation 
meeting. The proposed qualification must always be judged solely 
against SQA�s validation criteria (see Appendix 1). 
 
The panel can make one of the following three decisions: 
 
♦ Qualification validated (with recommendations if appropriate) � 

the validation span of PDAs is open-ended, although the qualification 
will be subject to periodic review to ensure that it continues to meet 
the needs of candidates and employers. However, the validation panel 
may wish to recommend a review period, especially in subjects where 
technology rapidly changes. 

♦ Qualification not validated until conditions have been met � 
where the decision is not to validate until conditions have been met, 
all the conditions must be satisfied before the qualification will be 
validated, ie before any centre can be given approval to offer it. 

♦ Qualification not validated � where the panel cannot recommend 
validation, the Qualification Design Team can, after further 
development work, submit new proposals, though any new proposal 
will have to be validated in the usual way. 

 

5.5  Validation conditions 
If the validation panel wishes to set conditions on the validation of a 
qualification, it is important to recognise that these will need to be fully 
satisfied before the qualification can be considered validated. The 
conditions should therefore be achievable in the time span set by 
agreement between the Qualification Design Team and the panel. 
 
Meeting the conditions is the responsibility of the Qualification Design 
Team. The validation panel should not attempt to re-write the proposal, 
but should specify the changes that have to be made or the further 
development that must be undertaken before the qualification can be 
validated. 
 
Any conditions imposed by the validation panel should concern the need 
to rectify significant failures to satisfy the validation criteria. More minor 
issues should be dealt with by recommendations, and should be explained 
in the Validation Report under the appropriate section heading (see end 
of Section 5.7 below). Recommendations are points that are not essential 
to the integrity of the Group Award but are suggestions for clarification 
or further information that might be incorporated into the final Validated 
Document or subsequent Arrangements Document. They might include 
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expanded information on integration of assessment, flexibility of delivery 
or other aspects of learning, teaching and assessment (see also section 5.6 
below).  
 
The panel should also agree with the Qualification Design Team on the 
mechanism and estimated timescale for lifting the conditions (see the 
Validation Report Form, Appendix 4). This might mean a revised 
Validation Proposal Document being considered by: 
 
♦ the SQA representative only 
♦ the SQA representative and convener 
♦ all panel members providing comments to the convener (without 

meeting) 
♦ a meeting of the re-convened full validation panel 
♦ or some other method 
 
Whatever the mechanism selected, it is important that the entire panel is 
in agreement with it and that it is specified in the Validation Report form. 
 
Where the conditions are to be lifted by a mechanism which does not 
include the SQA representative � and this should only be in exceptional 
circumstances, and with the agreement of the SQA representative � the 
centre must ensure that SQA is kept fully informed of developments. 
Any delay may slow the validation process. 
 

5.6 Recommendations 
The validation panel may wish to make recommendations for the future 
development of the qualification, such as integration of assessment or a 
recommended review date. Unlike conditions, these do not have to be 
met before the qualification can be validated. 
 

5.7 The Validation Report 
After the meeting, a Validation Report must be completed and sent to 
SQA�s HN/SVQ Product Team, normally within one week. 
 
If the meeting is arranged and hosted by a centre, it will be the 
responsibility of the centre representative to complete and return the 
Validation Report � in this case, the SQA representative will submit a 
summary report immediately after the meeting. 
 
If the meeting is arranged and hosted by SQA, it will be the 
responsibility of the SQA representative to complete and return the 
Validation Report. 
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In both cases, the Validation Report must be signed by the convener to 
indicate agreement with its contents. 
 
Once the appropriate SQA Qualification Team Business Manager has 
countersigned the Validation Report, copies will be sent to all panel 
members. All matters pertaining to the meeting and its outcome should 
be treated in confidence. If, on receipt of the Validation Report, a panel 
member has questions concerning any part of it, he/she should contact 
SQA without delay. A Qualifications Manager/Officer will then follow 
up the matter. A copy of the Validation Report form is attached as 
Appendix 4.  
 

5.8 Appeals against validation outcomes 
A Qualification Design Team may lodge an appeal if it feels that the 
validation panel has failed to conduct the validation meeting in an 
objective way and in accordance with SQA�s validation criteria. Appeals 
will only be considered if it can be shown that SQA�s validation criteria 
have been misinterpreted or that the procedures followed were not 
consistent with those laid down in this guide. 
 
Appeals will be considered on the following grounds: 
 
♦ lack of objectivity of the panel 
♦ misinterpretation of validation criteria 
♦ deviation from procedures (as laid down in this guide) 
 
A Qualification Design Team can appeal by writing to SQA within two 
weeks of the event, setting out the grounds for the appeal. Appeals will 
normally be considered by SQA�s Appeals Sub-Committee within six 
weeks of receipt of a full submission. However, before making the 
appeal, all parties are encouraged to discuss the matter informally to seek 
a solution without recourse to a formal hearing. If there is to be a hearing, 
the convener of the validation panel will be invited to attend. 
 
This mechanism for making an appeal against validation outcomes is 
available to centres putting forward PDA proposals for validation, and to 
Qualification Design Teams led by SQA. Appeals must be submitted by 
the Head of the Centre (or his/her representative) or by the Qualifications 
Manager if SQA is making the appeal. 
 
For more information on appeals, see the current edition of SQA�s The 
Appeals Process on our website (www.sqa.org.uk). 
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6  The Validation Proposal 
Document for a PDA 
Proposals for the validation of PDAs should be presented in the form of a 
Validation Proposal Document. The Validation Proposal Document 
should follow this format: 
 
♦ Title page 
♦ Contents page 
♦ Introduction 
♦ Rationale for the award 
♦ Aims of the award including, where appropriate, the development of 

transferable skills. 
♦ Recommended access to the award 
♦ Structure of the award 
♦ Approaches to delivery and assessment 
♦ Appendices  

� Unit specifications 
� supporting evidence 

 
Expanded guidance on each of these aspects is given below. 

6.1  Title page 
The title page should give: 
 
♦ The title of the Group Award. This will be �Professional 

Development Award in XXXX at SCQF level X� 
♦ The date of the validation meeting 
 
The title of the PDA should give clear information about the vocational 
competences required. One of the purposes of the PDA is to certificate a 
set of specialised skills in a particular vocational area and the title should 
reflect the specialism/vocational area as closely and concisely as 
possible. So it may be that, rather than a Professional Development 
Award in Administration at SCQF level 7, it would be better to have a 
Professional Development Award in Administration for Practice 
Managers at SCQF level 7. 
 
It is possible for PDAs to have the same title if they are distinguished by 
SCQF level. If PDAs with the same title are developed at different levels, 
the validation proposal must show distinct rationales and aims and skills 
that would be acquired at each level. 
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NB It is not possible to have different PDAs with the same name at the 
same SCQF level.  
 

6.2  Introduction 
This should be a brief introduction to the PDA. Information given might 
include: 
 
♦ whether the PDA is new or a revision to an existing PDA 
♦ what it broadly seeks to do � provide skills for an occupational area 
♦ what it might give individuals � improved professional practice, 

continuing professional development 
 

6.3  Rationale for the Award 
The rationale should provide a justification for the new or revised PDA. 
The information given in this section should be supported by market 
research or employer support. This will include: 
 
♦ the nature and purpose of the Group Award � this should include 

information about key competences, which should be commensurate 
with the PDA title (see 6.1) 

♦ how it meets employers� needs 
♦ how it meets needs for specific skills within a professional area 
♦ how the structure/framework will meet the skills/employers� needs 
♦ information to show that the level of the PDA is commensurate with 

the SCQF descriptors for that level  
♦ the target client group 
♦ progression routes, increased employment opportunities, continuous 

professional development and links to and from other existing 
qualifications, eg a specialised set of skills which builds on a general 
HNC or providing a specialised set of skills without doing an HNC 

♦ links to occupational standards � this is essential, and Qualification 
Design Teams should provide a mapping of the alignment of National 
Occupation Standards or other professional body requirements to 
specific Units within the PDA 

♦ brief details of changes if this is a revised Group Award 
 

6.4 Aims of the award 
The Aims section should provide an explanation of how aims will be met 
through structure, content, and the needs of its users (especially 
candidates and employers), and there should be evidence of employer 
support for these aims. Aims should be appropriate to the target 
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employment sector. All PDAs will have specific aims and they may also 
have other aims. 
 

Specific aims 
The specific aims of the PDA are important as they define the 
vocationally specific competences that the successful candidate will 
achieve. Specific aims might include: 
 
♦ development of specific knowledge 
♦ development of specific skills 
♦ improving professional effectiveness in a specific area 
♦ leadership skills in a specific area 
♦ application of knowledge to new technology 
♦ meeting a skills gap identified by employer 
 

Other aims 
Other aims might include some general aims and/or opportunities to 
develop core and/or other transferable skills. This will depend on the 
PDA and the vocational/occupational area it serves. In some cases 
general aims and core/transferable skills may be incorporated into 
specific aims. This is particularly the case where a PDA serves a general 
area, such as Management. For example, some of the specific aims of the 
PDA in Personal Enterprise included the development of enterprise skills 
and project management skills, but this might not be the case in a PDA 
that deals with Road Haulage, which is more focused on specific 
technical skills.  
 
General aims might include: 
 
♦ personal development 
♦ professional development 
♦ career progression 
♦ job mobility 
 
Where core and/or other transferable skills will be developed, these 
should be explained in this section.  
 
Core Skills are at SCQF level 2 � 6 and are identified in the Core Skills 
framework. These include: 
 
♦ Communication 
♦ Numeracy 
♦ Information technology 
♦ Working with others 
♦ Problem solving 
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Transferable skills will most likely lie outwith the type and range 
included in the Core Skills framework � especially those at higher 
SCQF levels. Transferable skills may include: 
 
♦ enterprise skills 
♦ technology skills 
♦ analytical skills 
♦ management skills 
♦ business skills 
♦ project management skills 
♦ managing change skills 
♦ learning and study skills 
♦ planning skills 
♦ evaluation skills 
 

6.5   Recommended Access 
This section should outline the type of qualification and/or experience 
and/or knowledge and skills candidates would typically possess before 
embarking on the PDA. Some points that should be considered include: 
 
♦ Prior knowledge and skills: given that PDAs cover a wide range of 

vocational areas and work situations, consideration should be given 
to those who may not possess formal qualifications but who do have 
substantive experience of operating at the required level. 

♦ Formal qualifications: it may be that candidates will hold a 
qualification in the same area, or a different area but at a similar 
level, or have an out of date qualification but have transferable skills 
and potential to undertake the PDA as part of continuing professional 
development. 

♦ Advice on any bridging programme from an existing level of 
knowledge and skills to that required for entry to the PDA. For 
example, a candidate may have skills at SCQF level 7 but be 
embarking on a PDA at SCQF level 9, so he/she would need to 
bridge the gap between 7 and 9. Another example is that a PDA may 
require well-developed communication skills. Candidates may 
possess good vocational skills but need to do something to enhance 
their commuication skills before embarking on the PDA.  

 

6.6   Structure of the award 
PDAs at SCQF level 6 will be achieved on the successful completion of 
at least 12 SCQF credit points. Half the SCQF credits must be at the level 
of the award and must comprise at least two Units.  
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PDAs at SCQF levels 7�12 will be achieved on the successful 
completion of at least 16 SCQF credit points. Half the SCQF credits must 
be at the level of the award and must comprise at least two Units. 
 
This section should show that overall the contents of the PDA:  
 
♦ meet the identified aims of the Group Award 
♦ do not place unnecessary barriers to achievement 
♦ represent an achievement consistent with the SCQF level of the 

Group Award 
 
This section must contain: 
 
♦ A copy of the framework with: 

� validated Unit titles  
� Unit codes 
� SCQF credit points (eg 8 SCQF credit points) 
� SCQF level (eg SCQF level 7) 
� SQA credit value (eg one HN credit, two HN credits, one NQ 

credit, etc.)  
� the mandatory/optional structure. This must ensure that all 

optional routes meet the requirements of the Group Award in 
terms of SCQF levels and credit points and the aims of the award 

♦ Information on how the combination of Units meets the SCQF level 
of the Group Award, eg how some Units may be �building� Units that 
contribute to the higher-level Units that define the output at a specific 
level, or which Units are the main Units that develop the specific 
vocational skills that are required at the level of the Group Award.  

♦ Information on the way the Units link to the specific aims of the 
Group Award.  

♦ Information on how National Occupational Standards or other 
professional body requirements align to the Group Award and Units 
within it. 

♦ Details of any exemption from assessment or requirements for 
professional body registration.  

♦ Information on whether the PDA or Units of the PDA provide 
advanced entry/articulation with other programmes of study. 

 

6.7  Approaches to delivery and assessment 
PDAs are primarily designed for those in work or preparing to go into 
employment. As such, the validation panel need to be assured that the 
possible approaches to delivery and assessment will result in the 
continuous professional development and progression skills that PDAs 
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are designed to deliver. For this reason, the Validation Proposal 
Document should give guidance on: 

♦ how assessment, teaching and learning approaches can bring 
coherence to the PDA, rather than just being the delivery of 
individual Units 

♦ the approaches the course team might take when organising the 
delivery of the Group Award 

♦ how learning and teaching approaches might use existing or 
workplace experiences to embed learning 

♦ sequence of delivery or integration of Units 
♦ assessment strategy 
♦ suggestions for integrating content and/or Units and/or assessment 
♦ possible modes of delivery � this should include full-time, part-time 

and open learning. An explanation should be given on how delivery 
and assessment may/would be affected or changed if different modes 
were used. This is especially important given that many candidates 
undertaking a PDA will be doing so whilst in employment. 

♦ an explanation of how best to develop Core and or other transferable 
skills, if these have been included in the aims of the award 

 
The additional support needs of individual candidates should be taken 
into account when planning learning experiences, selecting assessment 
instruments or considering alternative Outcomes for Units. For 
information on these, please refer to the SQA document Guidance on 
Assessment Arrangements for Candidates with Disabilities and/or 
Additional Support Needs, which is available on SQA�s website: 
www.sqa.org.uk. 
 

6.8  General information for candidates 
This should provide a user friendly text that can be given to candidates. 
This should include information on: 
 
♦ the main skills/knowledge provided by the PDA 
♦ the conditions they need to meet to gain the Group Award 
♦ the contribution the successful completion of the PDA could make to 

their job, career, progression 
♦ what types of learning and assessment activities they might be 

involved in 
♦ the Core and/or other transferable skills that might be gained from 

undertaking the PDA 
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6.9  Unit Specifications 
The Validation Proposal document should contain a complete set of 
specifications for all mandatory and optional Units that make up the 
Group Award framework. Where this involves a large number of Units, 
as a minimum the document should contain copies of the first section 
headed �General Information centres� for all Units. 
 

6.10  Supporting Evidence 
There should be evidence to support the claims made within the 
Validation Proposal Document. This might include: 
 
♦ details of consultations undertaken 
♦ a summary of feedback obtained  
♦ letters of support from employers, professional bodies, etc 
 
A checklist for use by Validation Panel Members when considering the 
Validation Proposal Document is given in Appendix 2. 
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Appendix 1 � SQA�S VALIDATION CRITERIA 
Criterion The centre SQA 
6.1 The validation process for 

qualifications is defined and in the 
public domain 

a) ensures that submissions to SQA of locally-
devised proposals for validation comply with 
the SQA�s system, procedures and timescales 

a) operates a validation system 
b) publishes the system, procedures and timescales for the validation of new and 

revised qualifications and makes them known to centres 
6.2 The qualification conforms to the 

SQA design rules and principles and 
other technical requirements which 
are current at the time of its 
validation  

a) uses SQA�s design rules and principles and 
other technical requirements as the basis for 
development of proposed qualifications to be 
submitted to SQA for validation 

a) publishes design rules and principles  and other technical requirements and 
guidance on their use  

b) develops qualifications and validates them to ensure that all of these 
qualifications comply with the design rules and principles and the technical 
requirements* 

6.3 There is a demonstrable need for the 
qualification which fills a gap in the 
qualifications framework and makes 
a valuable and unique contribution 
to SQA�s portfolio of qualifications 

 a) works with stakeholders to identify the qualifications required to meet the 
needs of Scottish society* 

b) consults with appropriate bodies to identify the need for the qualification* 
c) operates a system of collecting feedback from stakeholders to regularly review 

the qualifications and engage in a programme of updating 
6.4 The qualification is accessible to all 

candidates who could potentially 
achieve it 

 
 
 

a) ensures that all qualifications which it validates are free from unnecessary 
barriers to achievement* 

b) conducts regular reviews of competences to ensure that they are not 
discriminatory* 

6.5 The qualification requires a 
candidate to demonstrate 
significant, achievable outcomes in 
a recognised curricular or 
vocational area 

 a) ensures that qualifications which it validates meet this criterion* 
b) ensures that qualifications which it validates have assessment arrangements 

appropriate to the outcomes which candidates must demonstrate* 
c) operates a feedback system to collect stakeholders� views on the extent to 

which National and Higher National Qualifications meet this criterion* 
6.6 The qualification is coherent and its 

title accurately reflects its content 
 a) ensures that qualifications which it validates meet this criterion* 

b) operates a feedback system to collect stakeholders� views on the extent to 
which qualifications meet this criterion* 

 
Centres with devolved authority for validation of qualifications must: 
 
♦ have and operate a system and procedures which ensure that all validations are appraised against the validation criteria in the column for centres as well 

as the criteria marked �*� in the SQA column 
♦ have documentation describing all validations carried out, including the result of the appraisal of the proposed new or revised qualification against each 

of the criteria in the column for centres as well as the criteria marked �*� in the SQA column 
♦ ensure that the outcome of devolved validations is promptly reported to SQA 
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Appendix 2 

Checklist for use in the validation of Professional 
Development Awards 
This checklist does not provide an exhaustive list of issues. You should 
feel free to identify other relevant issues for discussion with the 
Qualification Design Team. 
 
Heading Checklist Yes No 
Title The title should make clear to everyone what 

the successful candidate has achieved. 
 
♦ Is it appropriate? 
♦ Is it precise and unambiguous? 
♦ Does it conflict with existing titles at a 

specific SCQF level? 
♦ Does it clearly reflect the sum of the 

competences of the qualification? 
♦ Is it supported by information given in the 

Rationale 

 

Introduction Does the introduction say 

♦ Whether the PDA is new or revised? 

♦ What it broadly seeks to do? 

♦ What candidates might gain by undertaking 
the award? 

  

Rationale 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Group Award must have a clear rationale 
which justifies its aims, structure and SCQF 
level in terms of the demand from employers 
and its position within the framework of 
national qualifications. 
 
♦ Are the nature and purpose of the 

qualification clearly explained? 
♦ Does the title reflect the vocational 

competencies of the PDA? 
♦ Does the PDA meet employers� needs? 
♦ Does the PDA meet the need for specific 

occupational skills? 
♦ Is the SCQF level of the Group Award 

clearly explained in terms of the way it 
meets the SCQF level descriptors? 

♦ Is the target audience for the qualification 
clearly identified? 

♦ Have progression routes, professional 
development, articulation opportunities 
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Heading Checklist Yes No 
Rationale 
(cont�d) 

and links to other qualifications been 
identified? 

♦ Has the qualification been aligned clearly 
and explicitly to National Occupational 
Standards or professional benchmarks for 
the occupational/subject area? 

♦ Is the qualification worthy of certification 
in its own right? 

♦ Is the qualification unique? 
Aims The aims of the qualification should be 

consistent with the nature of the target 
employment sector and the level of the 
qualification.  
 
♦ Are the specific aims clearly and 

adequately stated? 
♦ Are the aims appropriate to the target 

employment sector? 
♦ Is there evidence of employer support for 

the aims of the qualification? 
♦ Do the aims reflect the qualification title? 
♦ Do the aims demonstrate the achievement 

by the successful candidate? 
♦ Do the aims include the development of 

Core and/or other transferable skills, where 
appropriate? 

 

  

Access 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The qualification should have no features 
which create barriers to achievement by 
placing unnecessary restrictions on the place, 
pace or mode of learning. 
 
♦ Are the selection criteria for access to the 

qualification clear? 
♦ Is there a realistic indication of the 

previous achievement or experience which 
a candidate should have on entry to the 
qualification? 

♦ Does the access statement clearly define 
the required level of prior knowledge and 
skills? 

♦ Is access to the qualification based on 
recognised qualifications? 

♦ Are the access requirements appropriate to 
the level of the qualification? 

♦ Is there consistency between the Group 
Award and Unit specifications access 
criteria? 
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Heading Checklist Yes No 
Access 
(cont�d) 

♦ Is access to the qualification restricted to a 
specific group of candidates? 

♦ If there are restrictions, are they justified? 
♦ Has sufficient advice been given on any 

bridging learning required? 
 

Structure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The structure of the qualification should be 
clearly stated and all possible routes to 
achieving it should be of a standard consistent 
with the type of qualification. The aims of the 
qualification should be satisfied by all 
allowable combinations of Units. 
 
♦ Is the structure of the qualification clear 

and unambiguous? 
♦ Does the choice of structure (mandatory or 

mandatory/optional or optional) reflect the 
title and aims of the award.  

♦ Does the structure of the qualification have 
an appropriate number of credits at the 
right level that supports the level of the 
Group Award? 

♦ Does the overall structure support the level 
of the Group Award? 

♦ Do all the possible routes to the 
qualification satisfy the aims of the 
qualification? 

♦ Are all routes equal in terms of the number 
of credits and levels? 

♦ Is there a logical progression and/or link 
between the Units of the qualification? 

♦ Is there evidence of coherence between the 
Units of the qualification? 

♦ Is there evidence that the structure aligns 
to the National Occupational Standards or 
other professional body 
requirements/benchmarks identified as 
underpinning the PDA? 

♦ Is there evidence of support from 
employers for the structure of the 
qualification? 
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Heading Checklist Yes No 
Approaches 
to delivery 
and 
assessment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This should provide information which helps 
to contextualise and expand on the rationale 
and aims of the Group Award.  
 
♦ Does it provide information on how the 

PDA will be delivered to ensure coherence 
of the Group Award? 

♦ Does it provide advice to course team on 
approaches to the organisation of 
delivering the Group Award? 

♦ Does it provide guidance on how embed 
delivery in workplace experience or 
simulation, where appropriate 

♦ Does it provide information on the 
recommended sequence in which Units 
should be delivered? 

♦ Does it provide guidance on the possible 
integration of content or Units? 

♦ Does it provide advice on assessment 
strategy? 

♦ Does it provide guidance on potential 
integration of assessment? 

♦ Does it provide guidance on the modes of 
delivery, including distance learning, and 
the implications of different modes 

♦ If Core and/or other transferable skills 
have been included in the aims, has further 
guidance been given? 

  

General 
information 
for candidates 
 

♦ Is the information clear and helpful? 
♦ Is it written in a style and tone appropriate 

for candidates? 
♦ Does it give information on: 

� What knowledge and skills will be 
developed? 

� The contribution it could make to 
their job/career 

� What the conditions of award are? 
� What the possible progression routes 

are? 
� What types of learning and 

assessment activities they might be 
involved in? 

 

  

Specifications 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The validation document should contain a 
complete set of specifications for all 
mandatory and optional Units, which make up 
the Group Award framework. Where this 
involves a large number of Units, as a 
minimum the document should contain copies 
of the first section headed �General 
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Heading Checklist Yes No 
Specifications 
(cont�d) 

information for centres� of all of the Units. 
 
♦ Does the validation document contain 

copies of the Unit specifications which 
contribute to the Group Award 
framework? 

 
Supporting 
evidence 
 

There should be evidence to support the claims 
made within the validation document in the 
form of an appendix which should include 
details of the consultation undertaken, and a 
summary of the feedback obtained. 
 
♦ Is there evidence to support the claims 

made within the validation document, eg 
market analysis, professional body 
recognition etc? 

♦ Does the evidence include feedback from 
appropriate users, eg employers 
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Appendix 3 

Example of a validation meeting programme 
 
♦ Arrival at centre/venue 

(Preliminary introductions and coffee) 
 
♦ Private meeting of validation panel 

(To draw up a programme for the day, to identify issues to be 
raised with the Qualification Design Team and to allocate 
functions to the various team members) 

 
♦ Meeting with the Qualification Design Team 

(To discuss the Group Award specifications in relation to the 
validation criteria) 

 
♦ Private meeting of validation panel 

(To reach a decision and make any appropriate recommendations and 
set any necessary conditions) 

 
♦ Meeting with the Qualification Design Team 

(To inform Qualification Design Team of the validation panel�s 
decision) 
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Appendix 4 � Validation 
Report Form 
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Form HN V2 
 

HN GROUP AWARD 
VALIDATION REPORT 

 

The SQA representative should return this form, with all sections completed, within one week of the 
meeting/event. 

SECTION A GROUP AWARD DETAILS HN Project No:       

1. Into which category does the qualification fall? (tick as appropriate) 
HNC  
HND  
PDA  

2. Title(s)       

      

      

3. Scottish Qualifications Authority Host       
  
4.    Date of Meeting      /      /      

SECTION B1   VALIDATION EVENT DETAILS 

PANEL MEMBERSHIP 

Name Education/industry Contact address/telephone/e-mail 
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SECTION B2 VALIDATION EVENT DETAILS 
 

VALIDATION OUTCOME 

Panel Decision (tick as appropriate) 

2.1 Validated  Now go to section C1 
2.2 Not Validated until conditions have been met  Now go to section C2 
2.3 Not Validated  Now go to section C3 
 
 DD MM YY 
Conditions to be met by:      /     /      (applicable to option 2.2 only) 
 
Recommended review date:  Session      /      (if applicable) 
 

SECTION C1 RECOMMENDATIONS 

List any recommendations. Each recommendation should be cross-referenced to any relevant    
sub-section in the validation report (Section D). 
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SECTION C2 DETAILS of CONDITION(S) 

List any conditions which must be met before the Group Award is validated.  Each condition 
should be cross-referenced to any relevant sub-section in the validation report (Section D). 
 
      
 

Please indicate which mechanism has been agreed for lifting conditions: 
 
1. Who will be responsible for collating papers to lift the condition(s)? 

      
 

2. Who will receive and distribute these papers? 
      
 

3. Who will decide if conditions have been met? 
      
 

 
NB  In all cases a completed Validation Conditions Form (HN V3) should accompany these 
documents 

SECTION C3 NON-VALIDATION 

List reasons for withholding validation.  Any reason should be cross-referenced to the relevant 
sub-section in the validation report (Section D). 
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SECTION D VALIDATION REPORT  

Please give details of the panel�s comments regarding the compliance of the proposals with the validation 
criteria under the following headings.  Where conditions and recommendations have been set, the reason 
should be explained under the appropriate section heading.  Additional pages should be used as required. 

1. Group Award Title(s) 
 
      

2. Rationale for the Group Award 
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SECTION D VALIDATION REPORT (continued) 

3. Aims of the Group Award 
 
      

4. Access to the Group Award 
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SECTION D VALIDATION REPORT (continued) 

5. Structure of the Group Award 
 
      

6. Graded Units (where applicable) 
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SECTION D  VALIDATION REPORT (continued) 

7. Approach to Delivery and Assessment 
 
      

SECTION E SIGN-OFF 
 

Report drafted by:       

Chair of Panel Name       Signature 

Address       Date       

Centre Signatory (if host) Name       Signature  

Position       Date       

SQA 
Representative 

Name       Signature  Date       

SQA Business 
Manager 

Name       Signature  Date       

Where required, supplementary sheets may be used to provide additional information. These should be 
titled as per this award and numbered as supplementary page(s) 1 of _ etc.  

Where conditions have been applied, please use HN Unit/Group Award Validation Conditions Form (HN 
V3) to report progress on conditions. 

When completed this form should be returned to: 
 

HN/SVQ Product Team 
Scottish Qualifications Authority 
The Optima Building 
58 Robertson Street 
GLASGOW 
G2 8DQ         
                                                     
or e-mail to    hn.product@sqa.org.uk 

 

 
For Office Use Only: 
 
Filed by 
 
Date 
 


