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Executive summary
This White Paper sets out the key areas Trailblazer employers
should consider when engaging in assessment design,
development and delivery.
Employers at the forefront
Recent changes have placed groups of employers at the forefront of developing
standards and assessment approaches for Apprenticeships.
The Implementation Plan for delivering Apprenticeships in England was published
in October 2013 and indicates major reform to Apprenticeships.
Developing new standards, and deciding how these standards will be assessed,
is key to ensuring Apprenticeships reflect what industry needs.

What the changes in Apprenticeships mean for assessment
Government guidelines require:
• A single assessment approach/strategy for each occupation
• An element of end-of-learning, synoptic assessment included
•	The assessment, or part of it, must be graded
These elements are to be implemented together, and within one common
standard for each occupation.

Assessment principles
Three fundamental principles underpin the assessment practice at the centre of
robust learning:
• An assessment must assess what it is meant to assess
• Each occupation or industry will have a single standard allowing fair
assessment of potentially thousands of apprentices
• Assessments must be fair to every participating apprentice – providing an
equal opportunity to demonstrate competence, and pitched at the right level
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Executive summary
Assessment approach
Assessment approach is the blueprint for those designing, delivering and quality
assuring assessments. It will ensure that assessment and standards are aligned.
Broad parameters assessment approach can recommend to industry include:
• Practical versus written assessment structure
•	The timetabling of end-of-learning assessment
• A strategy for Apprenticeships which may include qualifications
• A standard assessment timeframe
•	The location of assessment – options include workplaces, simulated
environments, training centres and online
•	Range of skills, behaviours and abilities assessed

Grading in Apprenticeships
Competence is seen as finite – you can either do a task effectively or you can’t.
For competence based assessment, additional grading must go beyond the level
of effectiveness needed for a pass. There are two levels beyond this: merit and
distinction. Clear criteria are needed for these levels and to distinguish between
pass and merit and merit and distinction.
Each industry/sector must decide what grading will be based on and this must
be applied across all assessment for that standard.
The assessment approach will also need to say whether all or only particular
parts of the assessment are subject to grading.

Innovation and international best practice in assessment
Trailblazers have the opportunity to embed innovation and new approaches to
assessment and to share by best practice with international partners. In turn, this
enhances the global credentials of companies and employees.

Delivering and quality assuring assessment
A vital function of Trailblazer groups and employers will be considering how
those assessing Apprenticeships will quality assure assessment. There will need
to be consistency across the industry in meeting the standard.
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Employers at the forefront
Employers have always had a strong interest and
involvement in vocational training, skills acquisition
and workforce development. Sometimes this has been
by delivering training directly; developing National
Occupational Standards through representative bodies
such as sector skills councils; or by using local training
providers/colleges to deliver qualifications, many of which
are provided by awarding organisations.
Recent changes have put employers at the forefront of developing standards
for their industry and deciding how these standards should be assessed.
Getting both these elements right is important in making sure that current and
future employees know how to do the job, represent the company/employer,
and meet customer needs. For employers it means they know they have a
workforce with the right skills at the right level.
SQA is already working with selected Trailblazer groups and with almost 90
years of assessment expertise (both in the UK and internationally) this paper
shares some of our thoughts on assessment, which are intended to frame
discussions on assessment design, development and delivery. Although the
context here is in relation to changes in Apprenticeships, the discussion has
wider applicability.

a workforce with the right
skills at the right level
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What the changes in
Apprenticeships mean
for assessment
As we move towards the next phase of Trailblazer activity,
government guidelines are clear on what is expected for
specific aspects of assessment in Apprenticeships. First,
there must be a single assessment approach/strategy for
each occupation. Second, that Apprenticeship assessment
must have some element of end-of-learning, synoptic
assessment. Third, that assessment or part of it must be
graded.
In themselves, these three elements are not new. But they need to be
implemented together and within the context of one common standard
for each occupation (these standards are being developed by employers
through Trailblazers groups). This paper explores these elements and some
of the issues that need to be considered in light of changes to assessment
within Apprenticeships.

government
guidelines are clear
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Assessment principles
Most people from an early age have been assessed –
whether formally or informally. It is one of the important
tools of learning and is the way we know what we can do,
how much we know, and what we need to achieve to get to
the next level.
All assessment is underpinned by fundamental principles. If we stick to these
principles and use them as the sounding board, we will have the building blocks
for good assessment practice.
First, an assessment must assess what it is meant to assess. For example, if you
want to know if a person can make something you do not ask them to write
about it. Writing about it would only indicate that they know how to make it
but it would not demonstrate that they can make it.
Second, each occupation/industry will have one standard, which will mean
there is the potential for thousands of apprentices in different workplaces to
be assessed, over time, to that one standard. Therefore, assessment must be
able to be repeated each time against that one standard.
Third, assessment must be fair to every apprentice who takes that assessment. All
must have an equal chance of demonstrating competence to the standard, and
assessment design and delivery must facilitate this. This means the assessment
must be achievable and pitched at the right level for the competencies to be
demonstrated.
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Assessment approach

Developing an assessment approach can be complex. It will
be the blueprint for ensuring assessment and standards
are aligned and therefore will be used extensively by those
designing, delivering and quality assuring assessment.
The assessment approach needs to provide sufficient information to guide
those designing assessments but it cannot be so detailed that it curtails
innovation or reduces flexibility.
The assessment approach should be a signpost that provides the broad direction
a particular industry or occupation considers is the best fit to judge a person’s
competence in a particular area. An assessment approach is not the actual
assessment although it may recommend broad parameters for assessment
such as practical assessment or written assessment. If assessment is embedded
in qualifications and these comprise all or part of the Apprenticeship, then the
strategy needs to reflect this.
Remembering that all Apprenticeships must have some synoptic, end-oflearning assessment, the approach will need to provide guidance on how close
to the end of the Apprenticeship that will take place, eg within the last one,
three, six months? Decisions on this will be influenced by the total length of the
Apprenticeship and whether other assessment is being carried out during the
Apprenticeship period, which will also need to be stipulated in the assessment
approach.
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Assessment approach
The duration of assessment will also need to be given (eg in one day, over a
period of time, etc) so that all apprentices taking the assessment are being
asked to demonstrate competence within the same timeframe. This is necessary
because there may be a range of people devising different assessments for
the same standard. Defining a timeframe will help to ensure a level playing
field for those taking the assessment. The suggested timeframe should also be
proportionate to the competencies to be covered and the training or course
being delivered.
Another stipulation will be whether assessment has to take place in a real
work place, simulated environment, training centres, virtually (which would
also contribute to government targets for online learning), etc. This depends
on what is practicable for the employer and apprentice and what assessment
resources are required. The assessment strategy will set the direction for all
employers – large, medium, and small – but capability to deliver assessment
may differ across an industry. Trailblazer groups will also have to consider how
quality assurance of resources will be carried out, ie making sure appropriate
and sufficient resources are in place (including the expertise of assessors).
Other considerations include the range of skills, behaviours and abilities that
must be covered in the assessment? Are any of these or parts of these optional?
What aspects must be covered in full and what can be sampled? If sampled,
what are the sampling parameters?
At the heart of all assessment is the learner – in this
case the apprentice. Assessment should therefore
be meaningful and allow apprentices to feel this is
an opportunity to showcase their skills and abilities.
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Grading in
Apprenticeships

Grading is not unfamiliar in competence based assessment
but it does have some issues attached. This is because
competence is seen as finite – you can either do a task
effectively or you can’t.
For this reason, a pass in a competence based system means that a person is
judged to be able to carry out a specific job or task effectively. The effectiveness
of being able to carry out that job or task is set out in the standards, which are
being developed by Trailblazer groups.
For competence based assessment, additional grading must go beyond the
effectiveness laid out in the standards, ie a pass. In the case of Apprenticeships
there are two levels of grading beyond a pass – merit and distinction. This
means that we must be able to differentiate between a pass and a merit and
between a merit and a distinction.
The principles of assessment apply in the case of grading and therefore clear
criteria of what constitutes a merit and distinction need to be developed in
addition to the standards that will need to be met for an apprentice to pass
an assessment. So those developing the assessment approach and the actual
assessment must be able to articulate what they are looking for.
One approach to this might be to think
about how the apprentice has gone
beyond the effectiveness required to
pass. What does that ‘beyond’ look like? Another way is to think about what
you would expect to stand out in a person who has a merit or distinction and
‘translate’ that back into specific criteria that could be assessed. Think about
the expectation of the industry and of future employers – what would they
expect to see in an employee who has gained a merit or distinction?

Think about the expectation of the
industry and of future employers
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Grading in
Apprenticeships
Is it how a person goes about a task/job – which would pin grading criteria
to attitudes and behaviours? Is it about consistency, eg displaying something
throughout a series of tasks or through the whole Apprenticeship rather than
in a single task? Is it in the additional/exceptional knowledge someone has? Is
it a unique contribution to a task or solution to a problem? Is it the creative flair
shown by someone? Is it consideration of wider factors outside the immediate
task/job? Is it about the efficiency they demonstrate in carrying out a task? Is it
about the ability to take a holistic approach rather than task orientation? These
will all have to be considered and the basis for a merit and distinction may
differ from industry to industry. For example, creative flair might be important
in creative industries whereas displaying a consistent customer approach may
be important in a service industry.
What is important is that each industry/sector decides for itself what grading
will be based on. Once that basis is decided for an industry it must be applied
across all assessment for that standard. Some people do have the X Factor
but it is the responsibility of those designing the assessment approach and
assessment to ensure this is captured as definable criteria to reduce bias in the
assessment process and ensure fairness.
The assessment approach will also need to say whether all or only particular
parts of the assessment are subject to grading. For example, if the assessment
is based on, or part of, a core and options model, then to which part does the
grading apply? Does grading apply to only knowledge or skills or behaviour
aspects of assessment, or to a combination of these? What are the implications
of grading only what an apprentice knows or how they behave or what they
can do and how is this conveyed to a prospective employer? For example,
applying grading to only knowledge or behaviour aspects of an assessment
would not reflect an apprentice’s practical skills.

Finally, consideration has to be given to the level of the assessment or
qualification in which it is embedded. Grading is normally within the level
of what is expected: in other words a pass, merit or distinction is within
a particular level, and a distinction at one level still sits below a pass at
the next higher level. However, it may be about someone demonstrating
that they have the potential to undertake a task/job at a higher level.
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Innovation and international
best practice in assessment
In its guidance on assessment in Apprenticeships the
government is also keen to see innovation and adoption of
international best practice.
In terms of innovation, this will vary from industry to industry. What is innovative
in one industry may be commonplace in another. For example, we may find
that the IT sector is familiar with using technology to provide flexible, online
assessment for apprentices, whereas the hospitality industry may use this
approach less. However, innovation does not always necessarily mean the use
of technology it may just be a new way of assessing within that industry. Ideas
for new approaches to assessment can also be generated through sharing best
practice with international partners, which also enhances the global credentials
of companies and employees.

the government is also keen to see innovation
and adoption of international best practice
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Delivering and quality
assuring assessment
As gatekeepers of the standard for each industry,
Trailblazer groups and employers will need to give
consideration to those assessing Apprenticeships
and how assessment will be quality assured. If
assessment is part of an existing qualification then
quality assurance will be undertaken by the awarding
organisation providing the qualification. However,
where assessment lies over and above or outside a
qualification then systems and processes will need to
be put in place to ensure the standard is being met
and that there is consistency across the industry in
meeting the standard. Whether part of a qualification
or not, changes to assessment and adoption of new
approaches will likely mean development for assessors.
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Further advice and guidance
Developing, designing and delivering new apprenticeship
standards will require thought, time and resource. As those
at the heart of their sectors begin using their knowledge
and experience, the support of educational experts and
training providers is vital.
As a UK leader in qualifications design, delivery and accreditation, SQA is in
a strong position to offer Trailblazer groups this support and guidance at any
stage of their journey.
Specialist help and advice across areas like grading, assessment approach,
best practice and quality assurance can save time and ensure assessments
are suited to industry needs, resulting in Apprenticeships that deliver the very
highest standards of knowledge and skills.
Call and ask for our Trailblazer Team to learn more about the advice and
guidance available.
Tel: 0303 333 0330
E-mail: ukskills@sqa.org.uk
www.sqa.org.uk/trailblazers
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