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This White Paper considers independence and impartiality in 
the assessment of apprentices in the context of government 
guidance — The Future of Apprenticeships in England 
(October 2014).

the government guidance indicates that assessment needs to be fair and 

objective and so the paper looks at what needs to be considered for this to 

happen. 

Firstly, it shows that we need to be clear about what independence looks like 

and, secondly, that we need to put in place unambiguous criteria that allow 

judgements to be open, transparent and consistent. 

thirdly, the government guidance explores three ways in which independence 

might be achieved and so these are considered next:

1 Working with a third-party assessment body

in this approach, the third party would take responsibility for all assessment 

activity, including quality assurance. Employers would then be assured of having 

people with the appropriate experience and expertise in assessment. 

2 Including an independent representative on an 
assessment panel

thought would have to be given to the role of the independent representative, 

what particular area of expertise they would bring to the panel, and how 

independent representatives will be chosen. panel assessment must also take 

into account the apprentice experience. 

3 External moderation of assessment

External moderation is about the application of standards by the assessors who 

carried out the assessment and the consistency of their judgements. it is not 

about directly assessing the candidate.

in all these models, considerations would have to be given to expertise, training, 

recruitment and cost. Each model would have to be considered on a case-by-

case basis and, irrespective of which model is chosen, there will be a need for 

training for all those involved in the assessment process.

Executive summary

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-apprenticeships-in-england-guidance-for-trailblazers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-apprenticeships-in-england-guidance-for-trailblazers
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In October 2014, the government published updated 
guidance on what is expected of assessment in 
Apprenticeships. This White Paper considers the part of 
that guidance that relates to independence and impartiality 
in the assessment process and highlights points that 
Trailblazer groups and employers might wish to discuss or 
to explore further. 

phase 3 and 
updated guidelines

impartiality in 
assessment
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guidance issued 
by government

In its latest guidance, The Future of Apprenticeships in 
England (October 2014), the government has made clear 
statements on independence in assessment. The guidance 
states that: 

‘It is vital that all apprentices are assessed in a fair and objective manner. 
Independence and impartiality are critical to ensure quality assessment 
and to ensure the standard is maintained over time.’

and

‘There is an expectation that assessments will either be delivered by an 
independent third party (ie assessors who have nothing to gain or lose as 
a result of the assessment judgements they make) or will be delivered in 
such a way that no party who has been involved in delivery can make the 
sole decision on competence, and the approach must clearly deliver an 
impartial result.’

the guidance suggests three ways in which independence might be achieved. 

these are: 

• working with an independent third-party assessment body to run all of the 

assessments for the standard

• including an independent representative on the panel for assessment, 

such as an external assessment expert, member of a professional body or 

another employer

• external moderation of assessment, by assessment experts or other 

employers 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-apprenticeships-in-england-guidance-for-trailblazers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-apprenticeships-in-england-guidance-for-trailblazers
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impartiality and 
independence 

In many walks of life, impartiality and independence are 
seen as essential to ensuring integrity and trust. Our 
confidence in the review of a product; the awarding 
of a contract or franchise; or the achievement of a 
qualification often rests on whether we think that the 
review or assessment has been carried out without bias or 
favouritism. In these examples, impartiality can be achieved 
through customer reviews; unseen, closed-bid submissions; 
and the separation of assessment functions (such as setting 
and marking of exams) from learning and teaching. 
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independence and impartiality are two sides of the same coin. taken together 

they should ensure that we are not being controlled by others and that we 

are not acting in our own interests. Both being controlled and acting in one’s 

own interest may take the form of meeting targets, drawing down income 

for achieving particular outcomes, or getting to the top of a league table of 

exam passes. Of course, being independent doesn’t automatically guarantee 

impartiality. someone could be independent but still take a strong view on 

something — either liking or disliking a person or preferring one method of 

doing something over another. it may also be the case that some are closely 

involved with a person but still able to make impartial judgements.

For these reasons, we need to put in place two measures that will optimise 

independence and impartiality. One is that we need to be clear on what 

independence looks like. the other is putting in place unambiguous criteria 

that allow judgements to be open, transparent and consistent. 

For example, by ‘independence’ do we mean an individual or group of people 

from outside the employer organisation — such as an awarding organisation, 

professional body, or another employer within the same industry? Or could 

it be someone from within the organisation but who has had no part in the 

training or assessment of an apprentice up to the time of the end-of-learning, 

synoptic assessment? in either of these cases, what is important is that we are 

clear that the individual or group is acting in the best interests of the industry, 

ie making decisions on the competence of the candidate to do the job to the 

industry standard.

As government guidance has stated, assessment needs to be fair and 

objective. For this to happen there needs to be clear assessment criteria 

and transparent assessment judgements. good assessment criteria also 

provide benchmarks to ensure consistency of judgements over time.

impartiality and 
independence (continued)
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models 

1 Third-party assessment body

One way is to work with an independent third-party assessment body to 

run all of the assessments for the standard. this has three advantages. One 

advantage is that outsourcing means the third party takes on the responsibility 

for all the assessment activity, including quality assurance. Another advantage 

is that employers would be assured of having people with the appropriate 

experience and expertise in assessment. A third advantage is that it means 

there is the potential to standardise across different employer locations or 

even a range of employers (although this last option would depend on using 

the same assessment body). 

Working with a third-party assessment body would mean externalising costs 

but may result in greater savings for employers as assessment bodies will have 

the potential to achieve economies of scale. this option would also suit the 

needs of a wide range of employers, including smEs that might find it difficult 

to put in place all the front-line and back-office requirements for effective 

assessment. 

2 Independent representative

A second option to secure independence would be to include an independent 

representative on the panel for assessment. in this case, consideration would 

have to be given to the role of that representative and what particular area 

of expertise they would bring to the panel. For example, would this person 

bring general assessment expertise, or technical competence, or professional 

knowledge? this might depend on the type and level of assessment and whether 

the independent representative was involved in part or all of the assessment. For 

example, professional knowledge might be essential as part of a professional 

interview whereas technical competence would be important when assessing 

a portfolio, exam or practical demonstration. these considerations will have 

an impact on cost and time, whether that involves a formal contract, a fee, 

or mutual exchange — as will the number of apprenticeships being assessed, 

which will require a commensurate number of independent representatives. 

The most recent guidance by government has 
suggested three ways in which independence and 
impartiality could be achieved.
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Finally, thought will have to be given to how independent representatives will be 

chosen. For example, what links, if any, to the employer would be acceptable? 

Would the candidate and representative have to be completely unknown to 

each other?

some thought will also need to be given to the role of the independent 

representative as part of a panel for assessment. Assessment by a panel is 

already carried out in many professions (often for chartered status) such as 

social work, architecture, and environmental health. some considerations for 

establishing panels include: what role each member will play; the balance of 

skills and expertise of panel members; the weighting of decisions taken by 

each person; and who will be the final arbiter in the event of a disagreement. 

For example, if the decision of the independent assessor is different from the 

workplace assessor then clear guidelines need to be in place on how disputes 

will be settled and who has the final say. panels should also follow government 

guidelines that state ‘no party involved in delivery can make the sole decision 

on competence’. therefore, some thought would also have to be given to 

quorate issues, minimum profile requirements and contingencies in the event 

of absences. 

the following also may need to be considered: the cost of bringing a panel 

together for each Apprenticeship; the time required (eg if assessment is over 

three days); and whether the panel meets full-time, or virtually, or only to make 

a final decision. 

panels also need to think about what they would do. Knowing how to do 

something would not demonstrate what an apprentice can do. so, if the panel 

is convened for a professional interview, then discussion and questions would 

only elicit understanding and knowledge but would not demonstrate the 

practical skills of the apprentice. Alternatively, the panel might comprise a group 

where each member assesses different aspects — practical skills, knowledge, 

behaviours — and then they come together to make a final decision. 

using panel assessment must also consider the apprentice experience. For 

some it will be a good motivator but for others it may be added pressure to an 

already stressful situation. Early explanation and good preparation is therefore 

needed to ensure the apprentice can perform at their best. 

models (continued)
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models (continued)

3 External moderation

moderation is different from the other two models, in that external moderation 

is not about directly assessing the candidate but rather looks at the application 

of standards by the assessors who carried out the assessment and at the 

consistency of their judgements. 

Effective external moderation can help to establish whether assessment 

decisions are being made impartially and, importantly, whether these decisions 

are consistent over time (part of quality assurance of the assessment process). 

As with the independent representative and panel, the role of the assessment 

expert or other employer would be specific to a moderation role rather than 

a direct assessor role. the same considerations would have to be given to this 

model in terms of cost, expertise, training and recruitment.
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getting it right

Each of these three models will suit the needs of different industries, their 

standards and their assessment approach and therefore will have to be 

considered on a case-by-case basis. 

it should also be remembered that there are other models and permutations 

that can be developed or tailored to suit an individual trailblazer’s approach.

However, irrespective of which model is chosen, there will be a need for three 

things:

• criteria of what independence means in a particular industry

• clear guidelines/criteria on assessment standards

• training for all those involved in the assessment process

industries might also want to consider a communications strategy and 

perhaps even a pr plan to promote this aspect to the industry. this could 

include an open and transparent recruitment plan to ensure the industry has 

a pool of suitable people willing to have a role in assuring independence in 

assessment.
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Independence is of course closely related to quality 
assurance and the maintenance of standards. If SQA 
can assist you in exploring this guidance further, 
provide independent services directly, or build capacity 
in moderation or assessment please contact SQA’s 
Trailblazer team. 

Tel: 0303 333 0330

E-mail: ukskills@sqa.org.uk

www.sqa.org.uk/trailblazers

Further advice and guidance

FE6992 February 2015


