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1. Executive summary
Introduction
Qualifications Wales’s principal aims and mission are to ensure that qualifications, and the
qualifications system, are effective for meeting the reasonable needs of learners in Wales;
and promote public confidence in qualifications and the Welsh qualifications system.
To help it meet these aims and this mission, Qualifications Wales commissioned Beaufort
Research, in partnership with Cardiff Metropolitan University, in autumn 2020 to carry out a
three-stage qualitative research study to update the regulator’s understanding of
stakeholder confidence in these areas. This document reports on the first stage of the study.
The research consisted of 64 in-depth conversations with stakeholder organisations and
involved 79 stakeholders. The purposive sample was drawn from across secondary school
staff, school representative organisations, public bodies, Welsh Government, higher
education (HE) providers in and outside Wales, awarding bodies and a representative body,
further education (FE) providers and a representative body, work based learning (WBL)
providers and a representative body and employer representative organisations. Fieldwork
took place from late November 2020 to March 2021.
The research generated feedback on a broad spectrum of areas that stakeholders associated
with qualifications and the qualifications system in Wales, as participants were able talk
spontaneously about what affected their confidence in qualifications and the system in
Wales.
Key findings
Stakeholders were fairly confident in non-degree qualifications and their quality
although there were some concerns regarding vocational qualifications
Factors that drove this confidence in qualifications were:
•

Qualification value and currency - stakeholders regularly referred to how they had
confidence in the quality of general qualifications. GCSEs, AS and A levels were often
singled out for being familiar, credible, accepted qualifications with value and currency.
Retaining AS level in Wales was deemed a positive step by some stakeholders including
university participants, particularly in the context of the pandemic. Vocational
qualifications were also associated with having value and currency but not always to the
same extent;

•

The range of qualifications available - stakeholders highlighted the breadth of choice of
non-degree qualifications available in Wales as a positive factor which influenced
confidence. The qualifications were largely valued and the range was in the main
thought to suit the needs of different ability learners;

•

Perceptions of quality - the quality and rigour of qualifications were sometimes
highlighted by stakeholders as instilling confidence in qualifications in Wales (e.g. quality
assurance processes, how relevant a qualification was to learners, and recognition of the
need for vocational qualification sector reviews);
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•

Accessibility of qualifications - some stakeholders believed that specialist qualifications
available suited a wide range of students’ needs and learner ability (e.g. improved
materials for visually impaired students);

•

The Welsh Baccalaureate (Bacc) and Skills Challenge Certificate 1 - in a few cases, the
Welsh Bacc and Skills Challenge Certificate were raised as being valued because they
helped to equip learners with important skills to move on to A levels, degree
qualifications and with progression into the workplace (but some highlighted issues as
well);

Less positive factors affecting confidence in non-degree qualifications in Wales centred on:
•

Vocational qualifications – several factors emerged, including concerns about the
relevance of certain qualifications to the workplace, and their value to employers; the
choice of qualifications available for schools; redesign issues with new qualifications;
and, for some WBL stakeholders, limited flexibility with how the qualifications are
delivered and assessed and the requirement to help WBL students to achieve certain
literacy and numeracy levels as learning objectives within the qualifications;

•

Suitability of general qualifications - there were examples given where GCSEs in more
practical subjects were becoming too academic (e.g. PE); and where the qualifications
were not thought to be designed for the diversity of learners from deprived backgrounds
and whose first language was not English.

•

Grading of GCSEs - there was reference to how GCSEs did not work for a proportion of
learners, sometimes referred to as ‘the forgotten third’ 2.

•

Qualifications’ availability - examples included schools not offering GCSE Music or
Foreign Modern Languages because of low uptake and budgetary constraints; and an
issue with the range of approved subjects offered by WJEC such as the availability of
some niche language qualifications (e.g. not reflecting more of the European first
languages spoken in a school 3);

•

The Welsh Baccalaureate and Skills Challenge Certificate – concern was expressed
about the qualification’s status and value. Some school stakeholders commented that
they valued the Welsh Bacc but felt that learners often did not and could not see its
relevance. Feedback among HE stakeholders was mixed.

FE and WBL stakeholders were slightly more likely than other groups to express more
variable levels of confidence overall.
Despite the range of issues raised in this report, stakeholders also tended to conclude that
qualifications were, with some exceptions, meeting the reasonable needs of learners in
Wales.

See https://gov.wales/welshbaccalaureate#:~:text=We%20want%20all%20learners%20to,higher%20education%2C%20employment%20an
d%20life
2
See https://www.ascl.org.uk/Our-view/Campaigns/The-Forgotten-Third
3
A range of 9-1 GCSEs are available in European Modern Foreign Languages in addition to French, German and
Spanish, including Greek, Italian, Polish, Russian and Portuguese.
1
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Overall levels of confidence in the qualifications system and in Qualifications Wales
were reasonably high despite issues being raised
As with some of the feedback on qualifications confidence, stakeholders tended to be
broadly confident in the system in Wales, despite highlighting concerns. Key factors that
drove this confidence were as follows:
•

The system and its processes were often seen as robust, supported by rigour and
integrity (e.g. the expertise of awarding body and regulator staff);

•

It was frequently described as supportive, and fostered good relationships and strong
engagement (e.g. support from accessible WJEC staff, regular consultation, taking
stakeholder views on board, and approachable decision-makers);

•

The system strived to act in the best interests of learners and the nation, according to
some (e.g. not waiting to follow England on assessment decisions during the pandemic,
and aligning the qualifications framework with positive contributions to society and the
economy);

•

Qualifications Wales was widely associated with developing good relationships,
communications and engagement, openness, expertise and commitment to its role (e.g.
greater visibility, conversations with clearly committed staff, showing more interest in
stakeholders than other regulators, greater collaboration resulting from the pandemic,
transparency on rationales, starting to engage with learners as stakeholders, working
harder to improve its understanding of the vocational sector, and a willingness to learn
from the process of redesigning vocational qualifications).

Less positive factors affecting confidence in the system and Qualifications Wales included
the following:
•

Reservations sometimes persisted regarding WJEC’s dominance in Wales (e.g. difficult to
make any difference through protest on a qualification issue, quality concerns and
wondering how effectively the awarding body was regulated);

•

Concerns remained over the general profile and status of vocational qualifications (e.g.
among learners and parents, and the limited attention vocational qualifications were
thought to receive from regulators);

•

Certain pandemic related issues came to the fore (e.g. the issues with awarding of
grades in 2020, the confusion brought on where an FE centre delivered qualifications
regulated by Qualifications Wales and Ofqual and had to deal with different
announcements on ways forward with assessment; and the pandemic response of some
awarding bodies);

•

Factors regarding Qualifications Wales were less prominent (e.g. it lacked influence over
the awarding bodies for vocational qualifications as these bodies delivered the majority
of their qualifications in England, seemingly neglecting vocational qualifications during
the pandemic, not explaining its role very clearly regarding the algorithm used to award
grades in 2020; and communications and engagement could be improved in certain
cases).

FE and WBL stakeholders’ overall levels of confidence in the system in Wales showed
slightly more variation than among other stakeholder groups.
7
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Perceived priorities for Qualifications Wales included: clarity for assessment arrangements
in 2021; the long-term future of qualifications post-pandemic; improving the status of
vocational qualifications; finalising as soon as possible how qualifications reform will
support the broader education reform; further enhancing communication and engagement;
and continuing to focus on meeting learner needs.
For the most part, there was a general desire to see the GCSE brand maintained
Stakeholders on the whole wished to see the GCSE brand maintained, even if qualifications
content were to change. Some were reasonably optimistic about the future of GCSEs as a
qualification type and felt that continuity was important for learners, colleges and
employers. However, a couple of stakeholders thought it was essential to rethink GCSEs and
the qualification landscape because of the introduction of the new curriculum combined
with learnings from the pandemic’s impact.
Positivity shown towards new school curriculum development but question marks
over transition into qualifications
Participants were often very positive about the school curriculum for Wales and tended to
be confident in its development. The emphasis on collaboration, adaptation and autonomy
was welcomed. However, there was uncertainty and a few concerns over confidence in the
transition from the new curriculum into qualifications. It was not seen as an area that had
clarity yet.
Wales’s qualifications and system largely deemed to be on a par with, or superior to,
other nations
Examples of Wales’s perceived superiority included good access to decision-makers, its
modular design of many GCSEs and A levels, the development of a more progressive
curriculum, and a focus on meeting learners’ and the economy’s needs. Areas of perceived
inferiority were infrequently raised and included its limited influence on the vocational
qualification landscape, and the perceived monopoly that WJEC had in Wales.
Qualifications and Welsh language provision improving for some, but issues still
experienced
Examples of improvements noted included WJEC Welsh language materials being made
available at the same time as English materials, at least for ‘traditional’ subjects, and
Qualifications Wales being more proactive on the issue with awarding bodies. Qualifications
Wales was reported as making funding available for Welsh language provision to non-WJEC
awarding bodies but it appeared to be on an ad hoc basis.
Some commented, however, that there continued to be frustrations over the delay in
receiving support and resources for subjects in the Welsh language. This could result in staff
having to translate materials. Some awarding body stakeholders stressed that they
understood the language’s importance but that it could add a layer of complexity to the
process. Vocational qualifications were not thought by some to meet the needs of Welsh
speakers – they could not always continue their education post-16 in Welsh.
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Decisions taken in Wales over assessments in 2021 deemed sensible overall4
Stakeholders commented that they recognised it was a difficult, complex situation for the
organisations involved to deal with (fieldwork took place late November 2020 to March
2021). They regularly welcomed how the Welsh Government had acted relatively early to
provide a degree of certainty over what lay ahead. It sounded sensible, a reasonable
compromise and had been necessary.
Qualifications Wales was thought to have been placed in a difficult situation with the issues.
More clarity was still needed on assessment plan specifics. Vocational qualifications felt
neglected during this period, with the attention on general qualifications.
According to some, the pandemic crisis had at least allowed for reflection on what kind of
assessment is most appropriate – with hopes that a more blended approach could be
adopted in the future incorporating centre assessed grades and external assessment.

Some fieldwork took place before the Minister for Education’s 20 January 2021 announcement that learners
taking GCSE, AS and A levels approved by Qualifications Wales would have their qualifications awarded
through a Centre-Determined Grade model.

4
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2. Situation, research objectives and method
2.1 The situation
Qualifications Wales regulates qualifications, other than degrees, that are developed and
delivered by the awarding bodies that it recognises in Wales. It was established through the
Qualifications Wales Act (2015) 5.
Its principal aims and mission are to: ensure that qualifications, and the qualifications
system, are effective for meeting the reasonable needs of learners in Wales; and promote
public confidence in qualifications and the Welsh qualifications system.
An important part of this programme is periodic qualitative research which explores
stakeholder confidence in qualifications and the qualifications system. The first three-stage
study began in 2015 and concluded in October 2019 6. In 2020, Qualifications Wales
commissioned Beaufort Research, in partnership with Cardiff Metropolitan University, to
carry out the second three-stage study. The aim was again to understand stakeholder
confidence in qualifications and the qualifications system in Wales.
The qualifications system in Wales has experienced, and will continue to experience in the
near future, considerable change and challenges. The Welsh Government is pursuing an
ambitious programme of reform of the country’s education system. While promoting high
educational attainment is at the heart of policy, the changes are being delivered in the
context of Wales’s commitment to promoting the rights of children and young people. The
Welsh Government has recognised that learner wellbeing is central to the success of the
country’s school system. The ambition is for a qualifications system that is coherent, robust,
high quality, distinctive and best suited for learners in Wales.
Qualified for life: an education improvement plan for 3 to 19 year olds in Wales (Welsh
Government, 2014) outlined reforms which the Welsh Government proposed to make.
Strategic objectives of that plan included a curriculum which is engaging and attractive to
children and young people and qualifications that are nationally and internationally
respected.
Key aspects were subsequently examined in further detail by Professor Graham Donaldson
in his review of curriculum and assessment arrangements, Successful Futures: an
independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales (Welsh
Government, 2015 7), which provided an overview of what should be taught and assessed in
schools in Wales. A key challenge is getting the transition right from the curriculum into
qualifications which ultimately achieve the critical four purposes of learning for every young
person, as outlined in Donaldson’s report.

See https://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2015/5/pdfs/anaw_20150005_en.pdf
The report from the third stage which includes the findings and more information about the study can be
found at https://qualificationswales.org/english/publications/exploring-confidence-in-qualifications-and-thequalification-system-in-wales/
7
See https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/successful-futures.pdf
5
6
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Alongside reforms to general qualifications, the Welsh Government is strengthening the
vocational gateway. Since its establishment, Qualifications Wales has carried out a series of
in-depth sector reviews to understand learners’ and employers’ needs and identify any
improvements needed for vocational qualifications.
To the planned qualifications and curriculum reforms and change outlined above has been
added the unplanned and unprecedented challenge of the coronavirus pandemic.
Qualifications bodies and education ministers in all the home nations have been under
intense scrutiny as they react to a shifting landscape that is directly impacting qualifications
and grade awards.
The research took place during the period when the Welsh Government made policy
announcements about assessments in 2021. Some fieldwork took place before the Minister
for Education’s 20 January 2021 announcement that learners taking GCSE, AS and A levels
approved by Qualifications Wales would have their qualifications awarded through a
Centre-Determined Grade model.

2.2 Research objectives
Qualifications Wales set the following overall objectives for this research:
•

Explore stakeholder opinions on qualifications, the qualifications system and
Qualifications Wales;

•

Understand what factors affect stakeholder confidence.

Where there was time in the interviews, the following additional areas of interest were
explored if they had not arisen spontaneously:
•

Drawing comparisons where possible with other countries’ qualifications, systems and
activities;

•

Gathering feedback on solutions being put in place for qualification assessment in 2021;

•

Exploring perceptions of how Qualifications Wales and other bodies are responding to
the new school curriculum for Wales;

•

Obtaining perceptions on the future of GCSEs;

•

Obtaining views on post-16 education and training.

2.3 Research method
The depth of understanding required and limited population meant that a qualitative
approach was chosen for this work. A combination of Teams, phone and Zoom were used
for the in-depth interviews where participants were able to talk at length about the
confidence factors that mattered to them. The majority were individual interviews and
some involved two or more individuals from the same organisation in a small group
discussion. Participants were in senior roles in their organisations.

12

08.09.21

BQ02026 QW stakeholder confidence research FINAL

The potential drawback of this qualitative approach was the limited ability to draw decisive
inferences from the feedback obtained that can be applied to a population, as the sample
would not, by design, be representative. The sample also covered a very broad range of
organisations. However, qualitative investigation is intended to provide in-depth
understanding which was required for exploring the research objectives. Its strengths lie in
the ability to identify themes across diverse groups, provide illustrative examples of
experiences and opinions and indicate the convergence or divergence of views or reported
experiences.
In total, 64 interviews were carried out and 79 stakeholders participated. Qualifications
Wales finalised with Beaufort a list of suggested stakeholder organisations to approach.
Beaufort then contacted organisations to recruit a volunteer for an interview. The sample
broke down as follows across the different types of stakeholder.
Table 1: Stakeholder sample achieved
Type of stakeholder
Secondary school staff across the four
Regional Education Consortia and
school representative organisations
(e.g. teachers’ unions)
Public bodies and Welsh Government,
including Regional Education
Consortia
Higher Education (HE) providers in
and outside Wales, including a
representative body
Awarding bodies and a representative
body
Further Education (FE) providers and
a representative body
Work Based Learning (WBL) providers
and a representative body
Employer representative
organisations
Total

Number of organisations

Number of participants

19

22

12

14

9

10

8

8

7

8

7

15

2

2

64

79

2.4 Topic guide, analysis and reporting
The interview topic guide was designed in consultation with Qualifications Wales. It allowed
participants to talk spontaneously about the subjects that mattered to them within the
context of the research objectives listed in 2.2, as well as prompting where appropriate on
topics of interest for Qualifications Wales where there was time. Conversations lasted
between 30 minutes and one hour 20 minutes. The majority were approximately 45 minutes
to an hour. Fieldwork took place from late November 2020 to March 2021. The impact of
coronavirus containment measures, including school closures, meant that recruitment
proved challenging.
13

08.09.21

BQ02026 QW stakeholder confidence research FINAL

The discussions were digitally-recorded with participants’ permission and transcripts were
produced as the basis for the analysis. An inductive approach to the analysis was used
whereby the researchers categorised the data to develop themes that emerged from the
content of the interviews. The categories and themes were broadly framed within the key
research objectives and topic areas.
Where lists of points made by participants are provided in the report, they are organised in
alphabetical order unless otherwise stated, indicating that the points were not dominant
themes. Bold text is used in the report to identify themes and change of topic. The analysis
of data uses quantifiers (e.g. some, a few) to help determine patterns of opinions among
participants. However, these quantifiers should not be generalised and must be interpreted
only as applicable to the research sample.
Anonymous verbatim comments made by participants are included in the report. These
comments should not be interpreted as defining the views of all. Instead they give insight
into individual views on the themes identified. Each comment has an attribution which
indicates the participant’s stakeholder group. Certain groups of stakeholders have been
combined for conciseness and to preserve anonymity. Verbatim comments from:
•

Secondary school staff and teachers’ unions are referred to as ‘School stakeholder’;

•

Public bodies and Welsh Government, including Regional Education Consortia are
referred to as ‘Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder’ or ‘public body
stakeholder’ if it is clear the comment could not be from the Welsh Government.

Given the breadth of topics covered, participants sometimes referred to issues that were
beyond Qualifications Wales remit. Nonetheless, these themes are included to provide
valuable context on stakeholders’ views of the sector. Unless otherwise stated,
‘qualifications’ in the report refers to non-degree qualifications.
The findings in the report are not intended to be a wholly accurate reflection of
qualifications, the system in Wales and Qualifications Wales’s activities, particularly as levels
of familiarity varied. They are intended to identify the factors that affect stakeholders’
confidence levels and perceptions.

14
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3. Stakeholders’ confidence in qualifications in Wales
This chapter covers the overall levels of confidence stakeholders expressed in non-degree
qualifications in Wales and highlights the factors affecting confidence levels. Participants
were not necessarily considering the topic only from the perspective of factors that fell
within Qualifications Wales’s remit. Overall levels of confidence were reasonably high.
Factors identified are outlined below, broadly in order of prevalence. There are certain
factors that can both drive and adversely affect confidence.
Table 2: factors affecting confidence in the quality of qualifications in Wales
Positive factors affecting confidence
Less positive factors affecting confidence
Several issues regarding vocational
qualifications including relevance, choice,
The value and currency of qualifications.
parity with general qualifications,
qualification development and Welsh
language availability.
The suitability of general qualifications for
The range of qualifications available.
some learners.
Issues with qualification availability (e.g.
Perceptions of quality associated with
schools not offering GCSE Music or Foreign
qualifications (e.g. quality assurance
Modern Languages because of low uptake
measures).
and budgetary constraints).
The accessibility of qualifications (e.g.to suit The Welsh Baccalaureate and Skills
a wide range of learner needs and ability
Challenge Certificate, including perceptions
including learners with special educational
among learners and teachers, and concern
needs).
over value outside Wales.
The Welsh Baccalaureate and Skills
Challenge Certificate 8 and how it equips
learners with skills to progress in education
or the workplace.

3.1 Overall levels of confidence
Stakeholders were asked if they could give a score out of ten to sum up their levels of
confidence in non-degree qualifications in Wales. Of the 58 participants who felt able to give
one, the average score was 7.4 out of ten. At a broad level, therefore, stakeholders were
confident or reasonably confident in the qualifications available to learners in Wales
although it was sometimes argued that confidence could vary to an extent depending on the
qualification. Reflecting a prevalent theme in this study of vocational issues (see 3.3.1), FE,
WBL and union stakeholders were slightly more likely than other groups to express more
variable levels of confidence.

See https://gov.wales/welshbaccalaureate#:~:text=We%20want%20all%20learners%20to,higher%20education%2C%20employment%20an
d%20life
8
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Confidence in qualifications in Wales was also driven by positive perceptions of
Qualifications Wales and its work which are discussed in chapter 4.
Despite the range of issues raised in this report, stakeholders also tended to conclude that
qualifications were, on the whole, meeting the reasonable needs of learners in Wales. It
was still felt by some that these needs required continuous review and that Wales could not
afford to stand still in this respect.
Evidence of reasonable need being met was, for some stakeholders, that learners were
completing their qualifications and were normally able to progress into employment or
continue in education. However, there would, for some, always be exceptions. Examples of
the latter included the proportion of learners who always struggled with GCSEs, those with
specific needs, entry level learners, the limited availability of vocational qualifications in
Welsh, the need to update certain vocational qualifications and issues among WBL
stakeholders with assessment flexibility. Also, the challenges brought on by the pandemic
were believed by a few participants to be making it harder for the reasonable needs of all
learners to be met. FE stakeholders were slightly more likely to qualify their perception that
needs were largely being met.
I think it depends who your learners are. So I think the vast majority of learners, they
do, and we see the students develop through GCSEs and A Level. There’s always a
group that struggle with the amount of work, struggle with controlled assessments.
There’s always some that will do well at that and then struggle with the exams. So I
think there’s no system that suits everybody. (School stakeholder)
The performance is standing up, the achievement of students is fairly stable, so they
seem to be practically able to study at higher education level on the basis of the
foundation that they gain in school. (HE stakeholder)
Fairly well. I mean I’ve talked about how some qualifications are out of date, but it’s
not bleak. So fairly well. (FE stakeholder)

3.2 Positive factors affecting confidence in qualifications
3.2.1 Qualification value and currency
Stakeholders regularly referred to how they had confidence in the quality of general
qualifications. GCSEs, AS and A levels were often singled out for being familiar, credible,
accepted qualifications with value and currency. The qualifications available in Wales were
described by one stakeholder as a means of empowering young people to progress and
develop careers, while their ‘stability’ contributed to confidence levels for another. They
were described as a key decision-making tool among HE stakeholders for assessing learners’
suitability for degree courses.
I value them highly. I think, in general, if you do well at a GCSE then, you’re pretty
good. I think, generally, C is about where it would need to be. . . . Generally GCSEs
are pretty solid. (School stakeholder)
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They're the key tools that we use to distinguish learners that may do well in a
university setting. We don't use entrance exams, so students write personal
statements, but outside of that, that is the main tool that we have. (HE stakeholder)
Vocational qualifications were also associated with having value and currency but not
always to the same extent 9. Evidence of their value lay in the demand for qualifications
among learners and employers (e.g. digital qualifications), according to one WBL
stakeholder.
An HE stakeholder acknowledged that A levels were seen as the gold standard because of
their academic focus whereas other qualifications such as BTECs were not, even if they
attracted similar tariff points. Universities were thought to teach in a way that was not
dissimilar to A level teaching so A level students tended to do better in the university system
according to university data, concluded this participant.
Also from a value perspective, retaining AS level in Wales was deemed a positive step by
some stakeholders including university participants, particularly in the context of the
pandemic. It provided an opportunity for formative assessment and gave flexibility to
learners.
3.2.2 Range of qualifications available
Stakeholders frequently highlighted the breadth of choice of non-degree qualifications
available in Wales as a positive factor which influenced confidence. The qualifications were
largely valued and the range was often thought in the main to suit the needs of different
ability learners. Breadth as a strength also included varied learning pathways, including
vocational, which indicated to a few HE stakeholders a commitment to diversity and social
inclusion in Wales.
We are very much a fan of learners having choice, so we like to see multiple
qualifications available for centres to be able to pick the ones that work for their
learners best. That might even be that you have two similar but not identical
qualifications in, for example, veterinary nursing at level three, that kind of thing. We
do advocate choice in the sector. (Awarding body stakeholder)
We’re able to make sure that every pupil in our school has a varied choice of
qualifications, for a variation of abilities. There’s a set of qualifications that suits
everyone. So that gives me the confidence, really, that it’s robust enough to make
sure that everyone in Wales succeeds. (School stakeholder)
I think we’re pretty well served in terms of vocational qualifications in Wales. There
are some challenges in some disciplines, but in truth I think the apprenticeship
landscape in particular is quite good in Wales. (Employer representative stakeholder)

In 2019, perceptions of vocational qualifications in Wales among the general public were very positive on the
whole, with high levels of endorsement of their value. See
https://qualificationswales.org/english/publications/research-report---survey-of-public-opinions-of-nondegree-qualifications-in-wales-2019/
9
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Qualifications were regularly described as suitable for their purpose and engaging for
learners. The option to access qualifications outside Wales was beneficial as well. A
perceived improvement, according to a school stakeholder, linked to breadth was the
creation of new GCSEs in subjects with a more practical and employment focus that better
suited learners who were not academic. Examples given related to WJEC’s Construction and
the Built Environment and Health and Social Care qualifications. Higher level
apprenticeships were given among WBL stakeholders as a further example of the increasing
range available.
In a further example of the range of qualifications available, an FE stakeholder appreciated
the flexibility and agility with the awarding body Agored Cymru for colleges to write their
own modules and qualifications. This college had been able to create a level 3 qualification
(not regulated by Qualifications Wales) that directly benefited certain overseas learners to
help them progress to higher education. The same participant also welcomed a perceived
greater focus from the Welsh Government on other routes like apprenticeships. The
strength of the sector was thought to be illustrated by how FE providers could not only link
with franchise institutions, but also develop their own level 4 and 5 courses. Reference was
made to Agored Cymru and ASDAN making a great effort to develop entry-level
qualifications as well.
We have the GCSE or the Essential Skills Wales, but Agored have brought it down
again to Essential Skills for Working Life, so you’ve got your literacy, you’ve got your
numeracy, you’ve got your digital skills, and your work-related learning which is
fantastic, and they’ve really worked hard at developing those into awards,
certificates, and diplomas. (School stakeholder)
It was also deemed appropriate by one public body / Welsh Government participant that
Qualifications Wales was reviewing (via Qualified for the Future 10) whether the current
extent of subject choice was needed. It was possible, for example, that some subjects
cannibalised others (e.g. within Sciences) and that some consolidation might be suitable
while at the same time making a subject more viable to provide.
The point was made among awarding bodies that the award of some qualifications had
been suspended due to the pandemic as it was not possible for learners to be assessed in
the practical skills required to gain a licence to practice qualifications. However,
Qualifications Wales and stakeholders were thought to be collaborating to address these
gaps which helped to support confidence levels in qualifications available.
Some stakeholders also stated that they had confidence in the availability of different
subjects within qualifications in Wales; and that they met institutions’ needs. The ability for
an awarding body to make an application to offer a more specialised subject in Wales was
liked for its flexibility. According to stakeholders at one school, the addition of a particular
non-WJEC qualification to QiW 11 meant that the school was able to provide a course that
felt ‘relevant and authentic’ for pupils in its content and delivery.
See https://www.qualificationswales.org/english/get-involved/consultations-and-surveys/closedconsultations-and-surveys/qualified-for-the-future/
11
See https://www.qiw.wales/
10
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3.2.3 Perceptions of quality
The quality and rigour of qualifications were sometimes highlighted by stakeholders as
instilling confidence in qualifications in Wales. This could involve the quality of AS and A
level qualifications in Wales via WJEC examinations and Non-Examined Assessment (NEA)
and quality assurance measures for vocational qualifications. Quality could also be gauged
by how relevant a qualification was to learners, how engaging it was and to what extent it
provided challenge.
For A levels and GCSE I think it’s pretty good, they do seem to know what they’re
doing, and they’re mirroring qualifications that are fairly standard across the UK. (FE
stakeholder)
Some HE stakeholders concluded that Wales based qualifications were rigorously designed
and assured based on the quality of students they accepted from Wales. Academics within
one university were tasked with checking the content of England and Wales syllabi for
comparability, suitability and preparing learners for HE requirements which added to the
stakeholder’s confidence levels. Similarly, an employer representative stakeholder was
aware of members talking favourably about the quality of learners who completed degree
apprenticeships and had been retained on programme completion.
We do a lot of measurement – so we look at our recruitment holistically, and we look
broadly across the UK, and whether everything’s comparable. . . . We’re seeing good
quality first years coming from Wales. (HE stakeholder)
Some referred to the perceived rigour and detailed work carried out by Qualifications Wales
as contributing to their confidence in non-degree qualifications that are developed for
Wales. This aspect was thought by one public body participant to have improved in recent
years, with strengthening of specification content. Quality was enhanced by the way in
which Qualifications Wales was responsive to issues raised by stakeholders about
qualifications, added another stakeholder, for example with assessment of the Welsh
Baccalaureate (Welsh Bacc).
[Confident because of my] knowledge of the work that Qualifications Wales has done
with the system since its inception, recognising that there are priorities for
maintaining the contents of a specific focus for quals in Wales. (Public body / Welsh
Government stakeholder)
Among awarding bodies, who generally displayed high levels of confidence, some also
referred to the extent of the quality assurance processes for the monitoring of qualifications
as being a key driver of confidence, combined with the expertise of staff in the awarding
bodies. Being able to see the efforts ‘behind the scenes’ was a key reason for their high
confidence levels. Improvements had also been noted by one stakeholder with the
consistency and comparability across how qualifications are constructed in Wales.
I do see behind the scenes the development and the way that [qualifications] are very
rigorously planned and checked, and standards maintained. That is what I would be
basing [my confidence] on. (Awarding body stakeholder)
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Good quality could also mean the perceived value Qualifications Wales attached to oracy
for languages, which was welcomed by a public body / Welsh Government stakeholder.
Other regulators could learn from this approach, the participant felt.
Vocational focus
Rigour was further associated with the recognition of the need for vocational qualification
sector reviews in subjects like Health and Social Care and Construction, according to some
public body / Welsh Government, FE, awarding body and WBL stakeholders. The phased
approach was considered sensible by some as well. An example given was how, with the
Health and Social Care review, changes were tackling the perceived broken link between FE
providers and WBL providers. Reducing the number of awarding organisations that could
offer the qualification was seen as a key step to repairing and improving that link.
Qualifications Wales was also described as having taken steps to support funding challenges
and previous issues by involving a senior curriculum manager in a subsequent review.
I think the . . . sector reviews have been an exceptionally useful tool to improve this
process. That’s been very, very helpful, very supportive, and certainly has enabled
awarding organisations generally to take a much more consistent view on how we
structure qualifications, in terms of how we strengthen them, how we construct them
and how we improve them going forward. (Awarding body stakeholder)
This work was described as a ‘big step forward’ by one public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder in enhancing the quality of the qualifications, including offering more bilingual
qualifications and rationalising the vocational qualifications landscape.
Quality could also mean to some public body / Welsh Government, FE and awarding body
stakeholders the efforts being made to better align vocational qualifications with employer
needs in what were expected to be growth sectors in Wales. These activities increased
confidence in the regulator as well.
Working with the sector to design the qualifications that the sector wants, I think
that’s been a really beneficial approach and it’s helped build some confidence and
those relationships with the employers and the sector bodies. (Public body / Welsh
Government stakeholder)
There was still perhaps too much choice according to a few participants, but improvements
had been noted in this respect with the reviews taking place. Even so, it was considered by
one public body / Welsh Government participant too early to tell if these reviews would
turn out to be a strength for qualifications in Wales.
Also, initial issues with the new qualifications’ development seemed to have been ironed
out, according to a couple of FE and WBL stakeholders. The Construction and Built
Environment qualification, for example, was thought to be improving because it engaged
closely with employers in the sector. Concerns were still voiced, however, which are
covered in section 3.3.1.
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If you’d asked before the [sector] reviews started [about my confidence in
qualifications] I would have said it was much lower because some of the curriculum
wasn’t necessarily appropriate or current. I think now the reviews are underway
there is some scope for it to improve. (FE stakeholder)
In another example contributing to confidence in qualifications, a WBL stakeholder
appreciated how Qualifications Wales and awarding bodies had listened to concerns about
learners having to complete level 3 communication at level 3 in Health and Social Care. This
Essential Skills element required in the apprenticeship framework had reportedly been
revised down to level 2 in response to these concerns. According to another WBL
stakeholder, the balance of consultation when qualifications were designed or reviewed felt
appropriate in Wales – not overly influenced by industry and ensuring the academic
element was not lost. Additionally, the support resources available for Health and Social
Care qualifications were described as ‘excellent’ by one WBL provider who had ‘never seen
a qualification that’s that well prepared’.
3.2.4 Accessibility and suitability of qualifications
Some stakeholders believed that the specialist qualifications available suited a wide range
of learner needs and ability. As an example, a participant at a special educational needs
(SEN) school described how the range of qualifications available meant that learners were
able to leave school with at least one, and often several, nationally recognised
qualifications. The choice of qualifications was now ‘more meaningful real life, [and]
authentic’. In another example that contributed to confidence, entry-level qualifications
were highlighted by staff at a Pupil Referral Unit 12 (PRU) as being of good quality, with
control tasks to help with rigour. The confirmatory online tests that are incorporated into
subjects like Application of Number and Communication qualifications was a positive aspect,
according to this stakeholder. Also, WJEC had improved its materials for visually impaired
students with modified papers, added another school stakeholder.
If you know where to look there’s a huge variety of Agored Cymru qualifications and
so on, which are really accessible to the least able learners. So, I think there’s a really
good breadth which is appropriate for learners of all abilities. (School stakeholder)
Examples of accessibility given by some public body / Welsh Government stakeholders
included funding for programmes for disabled learners, and college collaborations with
schools. However, uncertainty was voiced over whether awarding organisations were
sufficiently checking that schools had the right facilities. Appreciation was also expressed by
a stakeholder for specific 14 to 19 pathways available for learners in alternative settings like
a PRU or another type of Education Otherwise Than At School 13 setting.
It was mentioned among FE stakeholders that a good deal of work had reportedly been
done around the new Additional Learning Needs Transformation Programme in Wales 14
See https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/statutory-guidance-the-education-pupilreferral-units-management-committees-etc-wales-regulations-2014.pdf
13
See https://gov.wales/education-other-than-at-school
14
See https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-09/additional-learning-needs-alntransformation-programme-v2.pdf
12
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and on generally ensuring that qualifications were aligned with the equality act. References
were made to colleges being well positioned to meet Additional Learning Needs (ALNs).
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Ensuring the needs of learners with special needs were met through modifications to
qualifications added to confidence in the quality of qualifications for a couple of
stakeholders. On a related point, a school which had developed an ‘inclusion unit’
appreciated the range of qualifications now available to learners in the unit, for example
WJEC BTEC equivalents and Certificate of Personal Effectiveness courses from ASDAN.
Additionally, these learners were able to access a broader range of qualifications via a
consortium organised by the local authority.
We had one lad whose behaviour was pretty poor, he ended up doing a . . . [niche]
BTEC through the consortium, . . . and I think they did very well to find him that
course. So there’s some really good courses out there. (School stakeholder)
Some WBL stakeholders reported being unaware of having any difficulties in supporting
accessibility needs, for example with their organisation making a proactive effort to reach
out to disabled learners and those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Doing more remotely
since the pandemic began was helping in this respect, too.
3.2.5 The Welsh Baccalaureate / Skills Challenge Certificate
Among school, FE and university stakeholders in Wales and England, the Welsh Bacc and
Skills Challenge Certificate were sometimes valued because they helped to equip learners
with important skills to move on to A levels, degree qualifications and with progression into
the workplace.

It had been noted by one FE stakeholder that Qualifications Wales had made great efforts to
improve the currency of the Welsh Bacc and Skills Challenge Certificate among universities
in England to help counter perception issues. This was echoed by a couple of HE
stakeholders in England who remarked that it was considered a positive asset for a student
to have, signalling additional skills learned. One HE stakeholder in England described how
their review of qualifications indicated that students who had achieved the Welsh Bacc
qualification had performed well. Among Wales based universities, reference was also made
to valuing the skills learners gained from the qualification, like the research element. Other
Russell Group universities, however, were not believed to value it as much.
We give additional credit in our admissions process at [this England university] for
students who do well on the Skills Challenge Certificate in the Welsh Bacc. (HE
stakeholder)
15

It is the Skills Challenge Certificate and not the Welsh Bacc that gives UCAS points.
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But having my girls go through the Welsh Baccalaureate and seeing how they
benefited from it, and the skills they learned from it, and also then, as I got higher at
school, and saw how the Welsh Baccalaureate got places for students at universities,
and those skills really prepared them for higher level study, I think it's really good 15.
(School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
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3.2.6 Additional positive factors driving confidence in qualifications
Further factors mentioned on an individual basis that were contributing to confidence in
qualifications in Wales included the following:
•

Efforts being made to raise the general profile and improve the currency of vocational
qualifications had been noted, although more work was thought to be needed in this
area, especially among parents who were considered more likely to be thinking about A
levels;

•

Having all schools working through one awarding body, WJEC, promoted ‘better equity’
across schools, supplemented with qualifications from other exam boards (e.g.
qualifications on finance, equality and diversity, and a Sweet PSE BTEC course 16);

•

The increasing provision of digitised resources from awarding bodies, Joint Council for
Qualifications and QiW which offered greater efficiencies for teachers and
administrative staff in schools.

3.3 Less positive factors affecting confidence in qualifications

3.3.1 Vocational qualifications
Overall, vocational qualifications were more likely than others to be adversely affecting
some stakeholders’ confidence in Wales’s non-degree qualifications. Various aspects were
raised among different stakeholder groups: their perceived relevance; choice; issues specific
to WBL stakeholders; Welsh language provision; and redesign issues. There was sometimes
recognition expressed that certain vocational qualifications were not the sole responsibility
of Qualifications Wales which could make the landscape slightly ‘blurred’ over
responsibilities. It was also recognised that some of the regional issues described below
were not the responsibility of Qualifications Wales.
Relevance of vocational qualifications
Confidence among some FE, WBL, employer representative and university stakeholders was
affected by concerns about the relevance of certain qualifications to the workplace, and
their value to employers. (Sometimes participants were referring to qualifications that were
not made for Wales.) There were also references to how certain qualifications needed to
adapt more quickly to reflect a dynamic sector, like digital skills, computing, IT and hair and
beauty. It reportedly resulted in learners lacking the skills employers required and could
leave businesses having to invest in developing those skills further, stated some WBL
stakeholders. It was still considered important, however, to manage employer expectations
over what can be delivered within the constraints colleges have. The introduction of the
reviews was beginning to shift this perception for some participants although concerns were
voiced from time to time about the finished product as well.

16

See https://www.sweet.education/level-1-2
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It should be noted that a few participants, of different types and especially from among
awarding bodies, could not identify any major concerns or weaknesses regarding nondegree qualifications in Wales.
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Employers and the needs of employers, some of the head of departments tell me,
like IT and business are not fit for purpose, some of the automotive and some of the
building services are not fit for purpose, whereas others are very well supported.
Engineering qualifications, the head of department of Engineering said that they’re a
really good suite, but the head of Building Services says that there are gaps. (FE
stakeholder)
Sometimes for the time a response to demand has been, the demand has gone. It’s
very hard to keep up. . . . [Members] are not overly concerned with the nature of the
qualification. It’s being able to provide something when it’s needed or turn a need
round fairly quickly. That’s where you get the most comments. (Employer
representative stakeholder)
Even though there’s been a recent overhaul of [Computer Science], [staff] feel that
still it’s not reflecting the technology that people use day to day. (FE stakeholder)
In England, the qualifications are up to date. They are relevant. They are for now.
Today’s hair, today’s culture, it’s today. In hair and beauty. I don’t think beauty’s ever
changed in [exhales] over ten years. So you’re talking ten years of equipment. . . . It’s
very difficult for us to deliver in the salons because we don’t use that equipment. It’s
so old. Nobody wants to use it but we’re forced to use it because we have to pass a
curriculum or a standard as such. (WBL stakeholder)

As a college, we’re often asked to provide short and sharp qualifications, a lot of the
quals with WJEC run over the entire academic year. So, in terms of looking at trying
to upskill people who may see furlough ends and they’re made redundant, obviously
they might be looking for something short and sharp rather than committing to a
whole academic year, . . . according to sector needs. . . . So, digital, for example. (FE
stakeholder)
Choice of vocational qualifications available
Some stakeholders, more so among schools, reported issues with the choice of vocational
qualifications available to learners. For example, some teachers believed that the range of
vocational courses accessible for schools was limited, and that they had to look outside
Wales in some cases rather than be able to choose courses relevant for Wales. This was a
concern where schools wanted to provide qualifications that suited their range of pupils,
and also where learners wished to continue their education in Welsh (see also chapter 7). In
one instance, a special school found it difficult to identify suitable lower ability qualifications
for ICT and for Science and Technology whereas there were many to choose from focused
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A request was also made by one FE stakeholder for more Wales-specific vocational
qualifications with parity to academic qualifications. The individual also wanted to see
more qualifications relating to the green agenda, a view echoed by an employer
representative stakeholder. Additionally, there could also be room to create ‘short, sharp’
qualifications sometimes requested by employers and the sector areas, and that would
especially suit those who faced redundancy at the end of furlough but who did not want to
commit to an entire academic year.
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on the arts, health and wellbeing. Those that were available were not thought to offer much
practical, ‘real-life’ learning for students that might involve taking something apart and
rebuilding it, instead of focusing on e-safety.
I’m concerned that there is no firm choice of vocational qualifications relevant to
Wales. I’m concerned that it is not healthy for us in the long term to use English
vocational qualifications in perpetuity. It's fine as a temporary measure, but I would
love to see us design and deliver a suite of practical vocational qualifications, so that
our more practical learners can have respect and success and a qualification. (School
stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
Participants from a couple of schools described how there were qualifications they thought
would be suitable for some pupils but were not available to schools in Wales and they could
not secure funding for them. Examples included hairdressing, those leading to
apprenticeships and where specialist facilities like an automotive workshop were needed.
This meant that some of the schools’ most vulnerable students went on to courses where
there was space rather than courses of interest. It was argued that such students would also
benefit from remaining in a school setting for sixth form because of the pastoral support
and knowing the teachers. They would be unlikely to catch an early bus each morning, for
example, and travel further to a college with which they were unfamiliar. Another explained
that they were concerned they would lose more learners to colleges because the mix of
qualifications desired would not be available. Partnership working with other schools was a
way forward but presented several practical and logistical challenges.

In a similar vein, a special school also pointed out some learners were unable to progress
onto areas of interest. The example was given of entry levels 1 and 2 learners wanting to do
hair and beauty at a college but the college only offered courses which the learners could
not do because of their literacy and numeracy levels. So instead, they had to look at subjects
they were not so keen on, like catering or automotive.
Additionally, a SEN school stakeholder did not think there was enough variety of options
within a qualification to cater for the range of learners in the school, in particular for preentry level learners. This participant wanted to be able to teach one qualification but be
able to differentiate it as to ‘whatever level they’re working at’, for example the Welsh Bacc
to include entry level given what ‘an amazing qualification’ it was. This approach would have
the added benefit of enabling teachers to deliver one subject at different levels rather than
splitting into several groups to deliver them all individually.
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It seems, much more, there is a gearing towards predominantly A level courses within
schools. . . . WJEC exams, because they’re the main provider for most of Wales, level
3 courses, non-A level, there is a relatively small availability of courses there. And
within the next two years with the uncertainty regarding BTECs, that might actually
get smaller. And it doesn’t really balance them against the . . . AS and A level. (School
stakeholder)
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If they’re all learning the same thing but at different levels it is far easier. . . . [We
might have a group] from non-verbal, ASD 17 to six GCSEs under their belt learners in
the same class, so it is a massive, massive undertaking. (School stakeholder)
The scope of offer among FE colleges, according to a couple of stakeholders, was reportedly
limited regionally because certain colleges did not have the infrastructure to provide
qualifications like aerospace. Reference was also made to a perceived narrowing of
vocational qualifications available in some areas with the sector reviews taking place. It felt
like a move towards a monopoly with WJEC’s involvement, according to an FE and an
awarding body stakeholder. There was also a concern about the level of support WJEC
would provide, based on experiences with one of its vocational qualifications.
Another frustration voiced regarding availability was where a school had invested heavily in
developing and delivering a new qualification only to find that the qualification lost its
approval (an NVQ qualification in Welsh language for pre-16 learners a few years ago).
Level 3 reforms in England were expected by one awarding body to impact Wales as well,
regarding availability of qualifications for those who might have learning difficulties or
disabilities. Funding was reportedly being withdrawn for qualifications that overlapped
either with T levels18 or A levels. It was anticipated that many qualifications better suited to
these learners could be reviewed as a result.

This was also the case for a teacher when considering the needs of a certain cohort of
disengaged year 11 pupils. The stakeholder was convinced that they would be interested in
more vocational, practical qualifications. Similarly, entry level Maths could be made more
engaging and linked to the real world for learners with special needs, thought one
stakeholder.
The perceived move in Wales to ‘make everything GCSEs’ was not considered a suitable
approach for the learners they were intended for, added some school stakeholders. As
qualifications reportedly became harder, schools were having to look elsewhere for
qualifications to suit certain learners, for example those with special educational needs.
They were turning to awarding bodies like Agored Cymru instead. One example was how
Construction, Health and Social Care, and Food and Nutrition GCSEs were becoming too
complicated at Key Stage 4 for the learners who tended to choose them. The example was
also given of Applied Science qualifications - learners were deterred by having to still sit an
examination unit when they were expecting a coursework-based approach only. There was

17
18

Autism Spectrum Disorder
See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/introduction-of-t-levels/introduction-of-t-levels
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A further regional issue highlighted was how a new sixth form provision serving several
schools did not provide vocational options for learners. This was an issue for a couple of
schools with significant proportions of learners from deprived backgrounds. Learners would
now have to travel much further to access colleges offering vocational courses. This access
barrier was expected to result in some learners deciding not to continue in education.
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a further concern for one school stakeholder that there might not be a sufficient range of
level 2 qualifications other than GCSE to suit some learners’ needs.
What's bad is we think how we can make them more rigorous all the time, forgetting
about the children who may not be able to cope with that. We need to have - we're
always talking about a broad and balanced curriculum, and I think we forget that
when we’re looking at the qualifications. And it is very difficult for schools to provide
that broad and balanced curriculum for children if we do not have the range of
qualifications that can provide that. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
A perceived deficit of vocational qualifications on offer was also highlighted by a couple of
public body / Welsh Government participants. Making improvements in this area was not
deemed straightforward, according to one stakeholder, with political, commercial and
national considerations at play. However, it was deemed important to ensure engagement
was maintained with post-16 learners via a broader range of non-degree qualifications,
especially in the context of the pandemic and its impact. Learners should not be limited by
what is available at one centre, it was argued. They should be able to easily find out what is
on offer in the area including apprenticeships, for example via an online dashboard. This
would empower learners to create their own pathways.

Building on this point, reference was made by a public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder to a concern over the breadth of qualifications available because of the
perceived limitations imposed on awarding bodies in Wales. The worry was that learners in
Wales would be at a disadvantage to others in the UK as they did not have access to
qualifications that were available in other nations. One participant felt that sometimes
schools see a need to use qualifications that are not available as publicly funded
qualifications – and that in one case such a qualification provided direct access to an
apprenticeship.
A further ‘minor’ quality issue raised by a couple of school stakeholders with learners with
special needs requirements was the lower level of school performance points allocated to
schools by the Welsh Government for using pre-entry level qualifications. One participant
was not personally concerned about what it meant for the school as they focused purely on
pupil needs. However, the individual felt that it was resulting in some schools forcing
learners to take GCSEs even though the qualification was not suitable for their needs.
Another reiterated this point but thought that steps were being taken to address the
situation and incentivise schools to use them.
According to a small number of public body / Welsh Government, WBL, school and
employer representative stakeholders, there could be too many vocational qualifications or
too many awarding bodies delivering the same qualification but lacking consistency. It was
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Probably we need a greater breadth of non-degree qualifications I feel. Especially in
light of the way we’re moving forward in the pandemic, . . . pupils post-16 and post19, the exit routes there are probably narrowing. . . . I think a broader range of nondegree qualifications would be really appropriate at this particular time. (Public body
/ Welsh Government stakeholder)
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reported that a significant proportion of vocational qualifications taken in Wales accounted
for a small fraction of total certifications. It was recognised by a few stakeholders, however,
that work had begun on addressing this situation for the benefit of learners.

•

It had been difficult for one stakeholder to find appropriate ESOL 19 qualifications
because the awarding body they used had stopped offering them. An ESOL offer was a
significant need in the region the college covered;

•

Essential Skills Wales qualifications were deemed relevant by one FE stakeholder but
posed problems in delivery and subsequently perception among learners. It was difficult
to find staff who delivered qualifications like Construction and the Built Environment
who also had the expertise to teach Essential Skills qualifications. The participant
wanted to see how Essential Skills Wales could be contextualised better to fit with
different vocations;

•

From a delivery perspective, an HE stakeholder believed more needed to be done to
deliver qualifications online because of rurality as well as pandemic challenges,
supported by more collaboration between FE and HE sectors. They went on to state that
higher apprenticeships in Wales were ‘meaningless’ because the ‘frameworks are not
there for the subjects’. There was also a limited pool of suitable employers given the
university’s location which made organising work experience difficult. The reported
absence of a degree apprenticeship in agriculture in Wales also seemed odd to this HE
stakeholder, given the country’s rurality;

•

According to an employer representative stakeholder, vocational qualifications were
believed to be more valued now in Wales but that there was scope to develop more
degree apprenticeships, which would give Wales ‘an even stronger footing’.

Vocational qualification concerns among WBL stakeholders
Pandemic aside, some WBL providers’ confidence in vocational qualifications was affected
by the perceived limited flexibility of how the qualifications are delivered and assessed. An
understanding was voiced that it was important to raise standards but a perceived shift
from the Welsh Government towards a college focus for assessment was not thought to
consider learners’ and employers’ circumstances. Consequently, it was felt by a couple of
stakeholders that Qualifications Wales’s and the Welsh Government’s understanding of the
work-based learning sector was limited. There was some recognition, however, that
Qualifications Wales and awarding bodies needed to ensure consistency and robustness in
provision which could result in this limited flexibility.
Invigilation procedures with the new core qualifications for the Health and Social
Care, what we’re finding is the procedures that have been implemented and need to
be strictly adhered to are much more college based than it is for work-based learning.
. . . Our learners are all over the place, across Wales. (WBL stakeholder)

See https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-11/english-for-speakers-of-other-languagesesol-policy-wales.pdf
19
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Further availability issues regarding vocational and Essential Skills Wales qualifications
included the following:
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The comment was also made that the Management level 4 qualification felt too academic,
repetitive and assignment heavy. The perceived desire to create a parity of esteem between
academic and the non-academic qualifications was acknowledged but there could be more
emphasis on the practical elements of what a manager did on a day to day basis.
Added to this, the pandemic had exposed issues with assessment methodology for general
and vocational qualifications, stated a small number of WBL stakeholders. It was felt that
the design of qualifications would need to be more flexible regarding assessment and
embrace digital media for vocational qualifications assessment. Furthermore, having to
resort to expert witness testimonies instead of observations was found to be very timeconsuming to organise in the context of the coronavirus.
A lot of learners [are] currently stacked up, unable to complete their qualification
because of the method by which observations can take place, and we are making
progress, but we need to unleash the opportunities through digital media. (WBL
stakeholder)

You haven’t got a qualification and they expect us in an eighteen month qualification
to deliver the vocation and Application of Number and Communication, and digital
literacy. I mean, we’re trying to do a vocational job here. (WBL stakeholder)
It was suggested among WBL stakeholders that a separate, bespoke Essential Skills
programme could be developed for learners in the workplace rather than it being attached
to qualification frameworks. More flexible delivery methods of Essential Skills qualifications
could also be implemented and which could help to engage learners in the qualification.
Further points made by individual WBL stakeholders included the following:
•

The Welsh Government had reportedly created barriers to offering certain
qualifications. This meant, as an example, the WBL provider could only deliver Business
Administration level 3 to learners who started their job on the same day they started
their apprenticeship. ‘This isn’t how it normally happens’ summed up the participant. It
was considered more suitable now for college based delivery;

•

Certain ‘employability’ qualifications were no longer as engaging as they used to be
because they had become more generic through amalgamation with other
qualifications. Lower level Childcare qualifications were given as examples.
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While the aspiration was acknowledged as important, adopting the approach of requiring
WBL providers to help learners achieve certain literacy and numeracy levels within 18
months, alongside the vocational qualification, was deemed very difficult by a few WBL
stakeholders. These learners had not been able to achieve this over 11 years in compulsory
education. The qualifications were therefore deemed daunting to deliver and complete. The
content and approach to assessment could be off-putting for learners as well. Care was
highlighted as an example of a sector where it proved difficult to complete Essential Skills. It
was thought that GCSEs could better help with vocationally contextualising the application
of number. In addition, some employers were less interested in releasing learners for
Essential Skills Wales once the learners had achieved the core qualification.
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•

Confidence in the quality of certain new qualifications like Health and Social Care and
Childcare was affected by an apparent lack of responsiveness from Qualifications Wales
and awarding bodies regarding concerns about aspects of the qualifications, once
implemented, that were not working very well or did not seem relevant;

•

It sometimes remained hard to secure work placements where they are required in a
qualification, particularly because of the pandemic and if more rurally based;

•

The assessment method for the new Construction and Built Environment qualifications
would be an issue for some learners as well, having to engage with theory learning
despite not having engaged a great deal with their school education. The need was
understood but it remained ‘quite an ask’ to begin teaching it with 16 year olds who had
not been in school much for the last couple of years;

•

The new Care qualification was criticised for reportedly not enabling learners to
progress directly into higher education. Additional qualifications were needed to attain
sufficient UCAS points;

•

The care sector was felt to have had much more influence than the nursing sector even
though some learners used to choose the qualification as a route into university;

•

The new Health and Social Care and new Construction and Built Environment
qualifications were too difficult for learners who were normally attracted to the sector.
It was considered appropriate to consult with employers on the development of
qualification but that perhaps they had been given too much influence;

•

The new qualifications were now too large. It reportedly made them difficult to deliver
and this stakeholder thought there had been no additional funding to reflect this
expansion (‘the new Construction qualifications at foundation level is 100 hours a year
more than it is currently’ 20).

Individual references were also made among WBL and employer representative
stakeholders to:
•

Issues with Application of Number at level 3: when a learner is given a practice, they
were passing it with a very good mark. However, when they got to the live task, it
seemed to be more difficult and a lot of learners were ‘falling down at the last hurdle’;

•

Issues with the perceived value of level 1 and 2 qualifications in Wales. This was
considered an unintended consequence of the Welsh Government’s ambitions to raise
skills levels in Wales over the last five years. Many learners were thought to leave school
without level 2 qualifications which effectively meant ‘removing the first few rungs off
the ladder’ for learners’ development. An employer representative pointed out that the
three largest employers in Wales were all retailers and that entry level qualifications

20

The Welsh Government funds the qualification at the appropriate rate for the new hours.
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Vocational qualification redesign issues
While the redesign of vocational qualifications for Wales was considered a positive move by
some, it was felt by a small number of FE and WBL stakeholders that there were still issues
with the new qualifications. Examples given to illustrate this view included the following:
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should not be neglected in the perceived push from the Welsh Government to drive up
standards;
•

The perceived need for more frequent sector reviews for example annually to keep pace
with employer needs.

3.3.2 Grading of GCSEs and suitability of general qualifications
According to a small number of stakeholders, the reason for limited confidence in
qualifications in Wales and the UK more generally was that GCSEs did not work for a
proportion of learners, sometimes referred to as ‘the forgotten third’ 21. Their inability to
achieve what is viewed as an acceptable grade was thought to demoralise learners
especially when a good deal of effort had been applied to achieving the grade. There was
not thought to be sufficient suitable alternatives for this group, particularly those who had
been excluded from school or were no longer attending school. The alternative qualification
offer was acknowledged by one participant but it was deemed reactive and believed to be
offered too late. An earlier, proactive offer, before they began to struggle with GCSE
subjects, would be more appropriate for this proportion of students.

Stakeholders at one school referred to the challenge with certain qualifications that posed
‘equality issues’ and affected their confidence in the qualifications. They did not feel
designed for the diversity of learners from deprived backgrounds and whose first language
was not English. The example was given of PE and Music. The stakeholders believed that
learners achieved a higher grade where they were able to take part in extra curricula
activities outside of school (e.g. regional representation for PE or private music lessons)
which were expensive to access. Additionally, stakeholders also explained how learners
sometimes had to deal with elements of courses that did not reflect their life experiences.
The school had to do a great deal of work ‘to change the narrative’.
On a related note, an issue for ‘lower-attaining learners’ was raised by another school
stakeholder with GCSE qualification specifications. It was felt that, in the past, an
assessment would include more straightforward questions so that such learners could still
access the paper. The need for rigour was understood, but it was believed that the
assessments did not take account of lower ability learners who were seemingly being set up
to fail, despite the provision of access arrangements. Maths Numeracy, History and Welsh
were given as example qualifications for this perceived issue.
Similarly, there were one or two doubts that making certain GCSEs more academic and
harder so that they aligned with others was worthwhile as it resulted in grade boundaries
being lowered and also some learners having a poor experience from the exam. One school
21

See https://www.ascl.org.uk/Our-view/Campaigns/The-Forgotten-Third
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I’m not saying that the offer in Wales is inequitable, I know that there is considerable
thought that goes into equalities and providing a range of qualifications, but I would
say that the numbers of young people that feel like they don’t succeed in [the GCSE]
qualification . . . because they don’t get a grade that has much status in employment
or in people’s perception of their achievement, even though that grade might
represent a great deal of work. (Public body / WG stakeholder)
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stakeholder explained that it meant a greater need for vocational qualifications - and in
Welsh as well - for those learners who would struggle with the more academic
qualifications.
I know this applies to lots of specs, the reading demand is very high. . . . Those Maths
Numeracy papers, their average reading age is fifteen. Well, we’re putting in a hell of
a lot of kids with a reading age well below that. There will be kids going in to sit that
paper with reading ages of seven. (School stakeholder)
3.3.3 General qualifications availability
Availability was raised as an issue among a small number of schools when the school was
unable to offer a low uptake qualification like GCSE Music or Foreign Modern Languages
owing to budgetary constraints. There was a suggestion that some qualifications could be
combined to make them viable to offer, like Sport and Nutrition, and Drama and Music. The
breadth was not the issue, but rather the school’s ability to offer them.
There were sometimes issues raised regarding the range of approved subjects offered by
WJEC which meant that a school, for example, would have to find other providers for
‘smaller qualifications’. Similarly, there was a case of a school using a WJEC Eduqas
qualification as WJEC did not offer one specifically for Wales. This participant would also
welcome a wider range of language qualifications available, to reflect more of the different
European first languages spoken in the school.

Gaps in provision for Wales qualifications were raised as an issue affecting confidence by an
FE stakeholder as well, with the college having to seek provision for certain A levels from
outside Wales. An issue was also highlighted with limited ‘meaningful qualifications’ at level
4 and 5 that would allow the drawing down of student loans company financing.
3.3.4 Qualification quality
In isolated cases, participants raised concerns about qualification quality. An example was
given of senior leaders at one school who were unhappy with the quality of certain WJEC
courses, including Sciences, Maths and Technology (e.g. Textiles, Product Design and
Graphics). The courses felt outdated compared with other awarding bodies.
For an HE stakeholder, remediation work via conversion programmes was sometimes
needed in Wales and England for pure Sciences qualifications, where students had not
achieved high grades at level 3. Also, regardless of nation, it was acknowledged by another
HE stakeholder that their data showed students with A levels did better at university than
those with qualifications that attracted similar tariff points like BTECs, so there was less
confidence in qualifications other than A levels.
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Similarly, from an availability perspective, a belief was expressed by a public body / Welsh
Government stakeholder that schools to an extent aligned qualifications available to fit the
profile of the teaching staff which could be described as a limiting factor. However,
partnerships between schools were thought to be helping to overcome some availability
issues.
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In a further example of perceived quality issues, a stakeholder believed there were still
issues with English language at GCSE. The assessment was deemed formulaic, mechanical
and relied on learners having to ‘guess’ what the examiner would be thinking. WJEC was
thought to be responsible and a subsequent review was not thought to have solved the
issue. It was also felt by another stakeholder that Foreign Modern Language qualifications
were not designed to be attractive enough to learners.
From an employer perspective, many school leavers were not thought to have the
‘fundamental’ appropriate attributes required for the workplace, like good behaviour and
attitude, said one stakeholder. The exception was believed to be learners with vocational
experience via school.
I don’t think that anybody that I've spoken to, in any of our sector cluster groups, has
got any support for the GCSE system. I don’t think they think it’s really worth the
paper, no. (Employer representative stakeholder)

I think the value of the Welsh Bacc as a package of qualifications got lost when they
took it out of the performance measures. I think when it was originally introduced, I
think it was about four years ago, it was quite exciting, actually, because it changed
the performances measures. . . . I don’t think Welsh Bacc as a package really exists
anymore, I don’t think really anybody pays significant attention to it. (School
stakeholder)
Among public body / Welsh Government, WBL, union and employer representative
stakeholders, there was also a degree of concern expressed about the qualification’s status.
A small number thought it did not have the same status as other qualifications among
universities outside Wales as it had in Wales or that employers held it in very high regard.
The issue, one surmised, was thought to probably lie with the word ‘Baccalaureate’ which
was not felt to be widely understood. High achieving learners who wanted to apply to
universities that did not accept it as part of the UCAS tariff reportedly felt impeded. It was
considered a task for the Welsh Government and Qualifications Wales to address and there
was a view that Qualifications Wales was working to raise the profile of the qualification.
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3.3.5 The Welsh Baccalaureate and Skills Challenge Certificate
Some school stakeholders commented that they valued the Welsh Bacc but felt that
learners often did not and could not see its relevance. Some also questioned how much
teachers valued the qualification. One school stakeholder believed there were issues with
consistency of delivery of the qualification across schools and how it was assessed - its value
was felt to have diminished. Another admitted that they could not see the value of the
Welsh Bacc to the learner. It was not considered fit for purpose because it reportedly did
not adequately prepare learners for the world of work and furnish them with new skills. it
was also described as being too much of an administrative burden for learners and teachers,
too repetitive and with too many units.
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I think the Welsh Bacc has an issue, and always has had an issue. . . . It’s certainly not
seen as an asset. I think that may be down to a lack of knowledge around what’s
involved in it. (Employer representative stakeholder)
Feedback from HE stakeholders in this study indicated instances where it was valued in
Wales and England. However, one HE stakeholder doubted its quality. It was reported that
they might see students with a high Welsh Bacc grade but low grades for their remaining A
levels, which affected confidence in the qualification. Additionally, another HE stakeholder
felt that taking two A levels and the Welsh Bacc felt a little ‘cheat-y’. The Welsh Bacc and
Skills Challenge Certificate were perceived as less academic and easier than A levels and
GCSEs – a ‘nice-to-have’, similar to ‘general studies’.
A few public body / Welsh Government stakeholders added that its status was also affected
by the way in which schools approached the qualification rather than with the qualification
itself and its value. Teachers did not necessarily specialise in it as they did in other subjects;
and learners were thought to be aware of this as well. It was thought that the subject did
not seem to attract the same passion as others. There were also believed to be perceptions
circulating in schools that universities might not value the qualification.
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4. Confidence in the non-degree qualifications system in Wales
This chapter considers stakeholders’ confidence in the qualifications system. This was
defined as ‘the awarding bodies and the regulatory body Qualifications Wales’. It should be
noted that when asked about confidence in non-degree qualifications in Wales (chapter 3),
some participants spontaneously focused on Qualifications Wales. When asked about
confidence in the system (Qualifications Wales and the awarding bodies) some initially
talked about qualifications, for example the range of qualifications available. Overall levels
of confidence were reasonably high despite the issues raised in this chapter.
Table 3: factors affecting confidence in the system in Wales
Positive factors affecting confidence
Less positive factors affecting confidence
The system and its processes were often
Reservations persist regarding WJEC’s
seen as robust, supported by rigour and
dominance in Wales.
integrity.
It felt supportive, fostered good
Concerns remain over the general profile
relationships and strong engagement.
and status of vocational qualifications.
Certain pandemic related issues came to
The system strived to act in the best
the fore (e.g. the awarding of grades in
interests of learners and the nation,
2020, and the pandemic response of some
according to some.
awarding bodies).
Factors regarding Qualifications Wales
Qualifications Wales was regularly
were less prominent (e.g. it lacked influence
associated with developing good
over the awarding bodies for vocational
relationships, communications,
qualifications, as these bodies were mostly
engagement, openness, expertise and
England based; and communications and
commitment to its role.
engagement could be improved).

4.1 Overall confidence levels in the system
Of the 50 participants who gave a score to sum up their confidence in the non-degree
qualifications system in Wales, the average was 7.4 out of ten. FE stakeholders were slightly
more likely than others to give more variable scores.
As with some of the feedback on qualifications confidence, stakeholders tended to be
broadly confident in the system in Wales, despite highlighting concerns. A few commented
that they did not associate any particular weaknesses with Wales’s qualifications system. FE
and WBL stakeholders’ overall levels of confidence in the system in Wales showed slightly
more variation.
Taking COVID out of the picture, I think there’s consistency in the qualifications, we
know where we are with the qualifications. . . . The papers are not the same every
year, they’re fair. . . . So I think there is robustness in the system. (School stakeholder)
There was sometimes recognition expressed of the difficulties facing Qualifications Wales
and other bodies in these extraordinary times with the pandemic and that Qualifications
Wales was doing its best in its role. In a few cases, however, confidence in the system had
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been damaged by how assessments were managed in 2020, a lack of communication and
the ensuing uncertainty.
Severely damaged [confidence in the system]: the lack of moderation in 2020, the no
consultation follow-up even though we’d responded, the use of the algorithm and no
cross-referencing, lack of communication across the sections managing the process.
It became undermined and in terms of wellbeing, our students are very, very resilient,
but in terms of the validity of their university offers and that then . . . And credibility,
rigour in the system. It had been severely undermined. (School stakeholder)
For some with more limited familiarity with the system, for example among HE
stakeholders, good levels of confidence were primarily based on never hearing of any
significant issues being escalated to them as senior staff. Additionally, the fact that the
qualifications largely reflected Welsh students’ ability was a further source of confidence in
the system. Wales qualifications were treated the same as England qualifications.

4.2 Factors contributing to confidence in the system
4.2.1 Robustness
Different types of stakeholders regularly described how their perceptions of robustness,
rigour, validity, accuracy and integrity in the system in Wales contributed to their
confidence. As an example, the steady rather than dramatic performance gains seen with
grades awarded over time were thought to sustain trust levels. Confidence in WJEC’s
abilities was a factor among some school and HE stakeholders: it was described as being
concerned with and working hard on the quality and rigour of the examinations it produced,
alongside other stakeholders like Question Paper Editing Committee (QPEC) members.
I think that the quality of the papers, I know there’s a rigorous system in place,
especially with WJEC, QPECs and different stakeholders involved there, making sure
that because I know teachers on the QPEC board, they do come from the perspective
of the child and I know they’re not quick meetings at all, they are taking time over
the papers. (school stakeholder)
It appears that a process has been well thought through and well designed, well
executed in terms of identifying approved and designated [qualifications]. . . . In
terms of the process and the aspirations and the overarching objectives that
Qualifications Wales follow then yes I have a high level of confidence. (Public body /
Welsh Government stakeholder)
According to some awarding body stakeholders, the ability to see the levels of expertise
within awarding bodies and Qualifications Wales, the perceived rigour of the system, and
Qualifications Wales’s commitment to learners and quality were key factors behind good
levels of confidence in the system.
I think I would justify [my high levels of confidence in the system] by the way that the
regulator works. It’s quite clear to any stakeholder and in any conversation that you
have with Qualifications Wales, regardless of the member of staff that you might
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speak to, that as an organisation they are very committed to protecting the interests
of learners and the integrity of qualifications and indeed the public confidence in
qualifications and that comes across very clearly. (Awarding body stakeholder)
4.2.2 A system that engages with stakeholders
Relationships, engagement and co-construction with the sector were thought by some to
be strong and helped to foster confidence in the system. Some school stakeholders
appreciated the supportiveness of the system from different organisations, for example
certain awarding bodies. Other examples of supportiveness included good communication
channels, responsiveness from Qualifications Wales staff, feeling consulted whenever there
was change, an approachable Education Minister, and online resources available. It felt to a
few school stakeholders that they had a voice that was heard and that there was a sense of
a common goal in Wales. The transparency and openness of the system in Wales was a
positive feature noted among awarding body stakeholders.
There’s the balance of the monitoring, but also the supporting network to make sure
that we’re all in it together. So there isn’t that blame culture, but there is a strict
monitoring procedure. (School stakeholder)
We are in a better position as a consequence of our scale [in Wales] that we’ve got
quite good access to Qualifications Wales and of course awarding organisations as
well. They don’t always listen. (WBL stakeholder)
In terms of ordinarily what happens and systems and processes in place and the
relationships that are there and the work going into ensuring the credibility of the
system, we have a lot of confidence in that. (Public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder)
As a further example of engagement, the Welsh Government’s and Qualifications Wales’s
perceived focus on partnership and consultation with sector reviews and developing new
vocational qualifications was welcomed by some and helped to ensure the creation of a
good quality product. There was reference to how Qualifications Wales had taken on board
the priorities set by the skills partnerships 22 in the employment and skills plan and focused
on those areas when reviewing qualifications. There was, though, a call from one
stakeholder for a little more consistency with review panels composition.
That level of listening to, has filtered over into where they’ve done the Health and
Social Care and Childcare reviews. And the Essential Skills qualification reviews. . . . I
think generally, what they create as an end-product, the quality of it is good. (WBL
stakeholder)
They did a really good job with Health and Social Care, Construction review, the latest
review now in Engineering. They are very methodical in the way that they review
them, how they engage with the private sector, follow in on the input that the private
sector gives them. (Employer representative stakeholder)
22

See https://businesswales.gov.wales/skillsgateway/skills-development/regional-skills-partnerships
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Those responsible for the system therefore seemed to be listening to the FE sector more,
according to one FE stakeholder, with vocational qualification development. This was after
perceived issues with the new Health and Social Care qualification for Wales. Even so, the
balance of influence for this participant still felt weighted towards employers rather than
considering the types of learner attending the college who tend to have skills deficits on
leaving school.
In illustrating this theme of engagement, a small number of school stakeholders explained
how WJEC was supportive and accessible for queries regarding different subjects. It
provided information as quickly as possible which helped with confidence levels even if, for
example, the secure website posed navigation issues when searching for information
following the publication of NEA updates. WJEC also provided ‘excellent training’, support
material and textbooks, according to one stakeholder, and encouraged feedback, added
another. Additionally, senior WJEC decision-makers were accessible for conversations.
Having a named and helpful subject officer compared favourably with some other awarding
bodies.
WJEC for instance on results of GCSEs and A levels, there is a briefing that morning on
the entire system. . . . We listen, Quals Wales will be there, WJEC will be there, any
local authority can attend, any consortia can attend to hear the picture across the
nation before we then interact with our schools, local authority, cabinet members,
etcetera, on the results to contextualise it. So everyone should be, on the professional
level, speaking as a collective. So that’s powerful, you’ve got that backing there of
the whole system. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
All those senior officers for us were there and stayed there ‘til we’d finished any
questions that we’d got. And I rang [staff WJEC member] not that long after, [they]
recognised my voice straight away. . . . I think they’re a fantastic board to work with.
I really do praise them. (School stakeholder)
4.2.3 Managing the challenges brought on by the coronavirus pandemic
A few public body / Welsh Government and FE stakeholders believed that the speed of the
adjustments made because of the pandemic was testament to the strength of the system in
Wales. Also, during the pandemic, support and engagement from some awarding bodies
had helped with confidence, according to a couple of FE stakeholders although some
awarding bodies had been more responsive than others.
Also in the context of the pandemic, explained a small number of public body stakeholders,
working through different challenges and delivery options had helped to improve levels of
understanding of the complexities of the sector among school and college leaders as well as
those working with them to address the challenges. Furthermore, the situation with the
pandemic had resulted in welcomed, broader stakeholder engagement and collaboration.
Regular meetings with Qualifications Wales enabled one awarding body to keep up to date
with the regulator’s activities as well as providing the opportunity to discuss any issues as
they saw fit. These meetings were described as ‘incredibly valuable’. There was a desire
from some to sustain and develop this collaboration as the sector moved forward.
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One of the clear positives has been out of this year, generally and indeed for us as an
awarding body, that there’s a lot more collaboration. Collaboration between the
regulators and the awarding bodies, the key stakeholders, the centres, the learners.
There’s much more communication, much more collaboration and I think that that’s
been so valuable. (Awarding body stakeholder)
The provision of support during the pandemic from some awarding bodies was deemed a
further strength by a few stakeholders: Agored Cymru for its strong communications,
availability and responsiveness and WJEC for its support with blended learning.
4.2.4 Doing what is best for Wales
Some were confident in that Wales had its own regulator and qualifications made for Wales,
all of which were in the best interests of the nation. The fact that the system in Wales had
not waited to follow England with its announcement for 2021 assessment plans also instilled
further confidence, according to a few. Wales was doing what was right for Wales.
Expanding on this point, an HE participant commented that their high levels of confidence in
the system were owing to the efforts to align the qualifications framework with positive
contributions to society and the economy. These kinds of values resonated with the
university’s own ethos and helped with aligning curricula because Qualifications Wales’s
‘direction of travel’ was clear.
Confidence was further driven by a perception that the FE sector was well supported by the
Welsh Government financially and with the development of other routes like
apprenticeships, commented a small number of participants.

4.3 Factors that tempered confidence in the system
4.3.1 WJEC’s dominance among awarding bodies
In contrast to the positivity above, some school and a few public body, FE and WBL
stakeholders voiced reservations regarding WJEC and its apparent monopolistic position in
Wales. In a few cases, this raised quality concerns and the impact was sometimes to feel
forced down certain routes to deliver courses that were ‘quite old-fashioned’ and had
reportedly poorer analysis of pupil outcomes. The examples of this issue given by senior
leaders at one school were Science and Maths. There was also a concern from this school
that WJEC qualifications were not as good quality as those of other awarding bodies and
were perceived as such by higher education institutions (although not borne out in this
study). WJEC’s perceived focus for one stakeholder was thought to be Eduqas rather than its
Wales based business.
Expressing a similar point, a couple of school and FE stakeholders pointed out how it was
difficult to make any difference through protest on a qualification issue because of the
inability to change awarding body. The awarding body could be quite ‘dismissive’ in such
situations, according to one FE stakeholder. To another, it felt like a market-orientated
relationship rather than a planned provision relationship. Although there was not
necessarily an issue with the qualifications themselves for this participant, it was not
considered an efficient or effective way of operating.
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Some were uncertain rather than unhappy about WJEC’s dominance, for example
wondering how effectively the body was regulated given the perceived monopoly and how
close the regulator and awarding body seemed to be. According to an FE stakeholder,
Qualifications Wales reportedly allowed WJEC to be late in delivering level 2 and level 3 Care
qualifications which did not reflect very well on the regulator. It was considered a risk by a
couple of stakeholders that WJEC could become a little ‘too comfortable’ with the situation.
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They tend to be attached to one examination board. Nothing against WJEC because it
could be any exam board. We're seeing the same thing with City & Guilds now - when
you break down competition, it can either mean people becoming over-confident or it
can give them a chance to develop. But that's the only concern with going down to
one exam board, people just getting over-confident. You want to keep them on their
toes, in a way. (WBL stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
Further perceived issues associated with WJEC mentioned on an individual basis included:
A lack of support from WJEC with the rollout of the Welsh Bacc programme. It was
deemed an opportunity missed to work in partnership with this FE college. The college
had reportedly raised an issue that had been ignored by the awarding body.
Qualifications Wales was thought to be responsible as well, for acting too slowly to
address issues with the Welsh Bacc;

•

A lack of support with understanding specifications. WJEC was reportedly reluctant to
comment on a specification, responding that it was up to the school to interpret it.
Training availability and quality were also thought to have diminished;

•

Limitations of courses available because of the ‘monopoly’ especially for Welshmedium schools (feeling ‘short-changed’). It meant that schools could not necessarily
choose a specification that best suited their learners;

•

Inconsistent messages at examiners’ conferences, such as providing ‘ambiguous
examples’ in marking guidance;

•

The specifications for new courses arriving very late, sometimes in June which left little
time to prepare for September. WJEC was also reported as being late in delivering
qualification changes: examples included components of the new Health and Social Care
level 3 qualification even though delivery had started in the college, and when there had
been revisions to the Welsh Bacc;

•

Variable levels of engagement by subject, for example regarding involvement in regional
meetings for some subjects but not others.
Confidence in
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4.3.2 Vocational qualifications
Status
Work was felt to be needed in continuing to raise the general profile of vocational
qualifications, according to some WBL, FE and public body / Welsh Government stakeholder
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participants, for example among learners and parents. This included ensuring learners were
fully aware of their options at an early enough age for them to be able to choose a path and
qualifications that suited them. It was sometimes acknowledged that the issue was not
specific to Wales.
Who screams loudest gets the attention right? And everyone is interested in the
GCSEs, aren't they? Every year you have loads of students on television showing their
papers and screaming and howling, and the A levels and everyone with an interest;
no one is interested in the vocational ones. (WBL stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
For one WBL stakeholder, work-based learning was thought to be ‘at the bottom of the pile’
in status despite large numbers of learners in Wales working towards apprenticeships and
trainee programmes; and despite political support for WBL, especially apprenticeships.
Communications from Qualifications Wales sometimes reinforced this opinion, felt another
stakeholder, as the language used tended to reflect the award of academic qualifications
and the academic year (e.g. referring to ‘the summer term’ and ‘exam series’).

We’ve been dealing with lots of queries from vocational learners, asking ‘What about
us?’ And I think the way that we’ve reacted to this and COVID, via Quals Wales, really
just following what Ofqual are doing, has probably exaggerated that feeling of
disparity between academic and vocational. (Public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder)
Resource issues
Building on this concern, and pandemic aside, another WBL stakeholder explained how their
confidence in the system was affected by the vocational qualifications landscape in Wales
and that Qualifications Wales did not appear to have the resource required to keep pace
with the changes taking place despite being aware of the situation. This meant that
employers’ needs were not being met because vocational qualifications were not being
updated. The evolution of the sector with the perceived divergence of England from the UK
market was now thought to be causing issues with the quality of qualifications as well. They
were no longer being regularly reviewed as fit for purpose. As these changes took place, this
stakeholder believed that awarding bodies were changing their focus to England and
neglecting the needs of the devolved administrations. Qualifications Wales’s resource was
thought to be focused instead on its area of greatest priority which was deemed to be
general qualifications.
If you look at the principles of Qualifications Wales, one of the key principles they
have is to ensure that . . . Can’t think of the exact wording, but there’s credibility,
trust, within the qualifications across Wales. And again, it’s not through the fault of
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Focusing on the context of the pandemic, some felt that vocational qualifications did not
receive the same attention as general qualifications, which did not help with pre-existing
profile, value and currency issues as a qualification. However, it was sometimes stated that
this was through no fault of Qualifications Wales. (The majority of vocational qualifications
are offered across the UK and jointly regulated, requiring joint decisions.)
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Qualifications Wales, but they simply do not have enough resource to be able to keep
up pace. (WBL stakeholder)
4.3.3 Issues experienced during the pandemic
The awarding of grades during the pandemic had adversely impacted on confidence in the
qualifications system in Wales among a small number of FE, school and public body
stakeholders. As an example, the resulting confusion brought on by working across two
qualifications systems with Qualifications Wales and Ofqual had made the situation
extremely difficult for one FE stakeholder. Learners and parents often struggled to
comprehend what the implications were of different announcements from different UK
nations. Another stakeholder commented on the way in which the pandemic had been
handled, including the situation with the algorithm which had dented confidence, along
with an apparent lack of an admission of error and little ‘humility’ shown by those
responsible. There was a suggestion that Qualifications Wales and the Welsh Government
had not genuinely listened to stakeholders.
The general view is that the organisation is not listening. They come to a meeting
having made their decisions. With the procedure around this summer's exams,
there's a little ‘we told you so’. We anticipated what was going to happen, and
communication around the decisions was weak. (Public body stakeholder, translated
from Welsh)

[Senior school leaders] have lost a lot of confidence in Qualifications Wales and WJEC
over this particular issue, so I can’t say enough about that. And that comes from
seeing their learners have results which were not commensurate with those learners’
abilities on the day. . . . The algorithm went wrong and that seems to have been
forgotten in everything. . . . I have not heard that the algorithm went wrong. What
I’ve heard since are reports about how schools have got it wrong, how there was lots
and lots of consultation. (School stakeholder)
Perceived response of awarding bodies during the pandemic
In addition, some awarding bodies were not thought to have responded particularly well to
the pandemic impact in 2020, according to some FE and WBL stakeholders. The example
was given of bodies furloughing staff at a time when colleges needed them most, and very
late decisions resulting in delays for learners. Another example was an awarding body
reportedly only giving providers a matter of days to finalise grades using a particular
approach.
Some of them have behaved well, some of them have behaved atrociously over the
last year. If you look at [my colleague’s] team where we had on one day an
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We have this mess really, a bugger’s muddle if you want to call it that, of quals which
are partly England, England and Wales, Wales only, and then FE gets overshadowed
by gen ed quals anyway. So it’s a far from perfect scenario at the moment. . . . The
problem was always there in the background and just COVID’s brought it front and
centre. (FE stakeholder)
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announcement from [an awarding body] that we had to finalise the grades within
five days. (FE stakeholder)
In another example, a WBL stakeholder cited a lack of clarity about what evidence was
required with testing and what evidence needed to be collated and kept in case it needed to
be checked. It prompted the question that if the awarding bodies had set the standard and
they were all supposed to be delivering that in the same way, why was it different? A
further example was a reported lack of understanding shown by a couple of awarding
bodies towards learners who were struggling with connectivity barriers during the
pandemic.
There was a significant question raised at one of the award body meetings which was
how can we accommodate learners that have got very little access to digital devices
and struggle with WiFi and broadband? The response that we had from the award
body there was ‘tough’. (WBL stakeholder)
From a WBL provider perspective, mitigation factors appeared to have been developed with
FE colleges in mind rather than work-based learners where it was more difficult to apply
them. Health and Social Care, for example, was described as being ‘stretched beyond belief’.
To put a mitigation in place, which did not entirely fit the provider’s needs, was very
difficult. Expert witness testimonies for Health and Social Care were used to illustrate this
difficulty. They had to be triangulated between the learner, the assessor and a relevantly
qualified and appropriately experienced member of staff with the employer. It was a
challenge to get all three together at the same point.

4.3.4 Further factors affecting confidence in the system
Further issues or uncertainties associated with the system that were voiced sometimes
overlapped with factors affecting confidence levels in the qualifications themselves
described earlier in this report. These largely individually-made comments included:
•

A belief that young people should be more involved in consultations and decisionmaking, for example on approaches to assessment and the kinds of qualifications they
need. Qualifications Wales was reported as starting to address this issue which was
welcomed;

•

A feeling that the system in Wales was slightly too inward looking. One England based
stakeholder had felt on certain occasions that there had been virtually no other
contributions from outside Wales when attending consultation meetings: ‘a few more
voices at the party from outside Wales would be helpful’. It was also suggested that
organisations involved in the system in Wales did not do enough to explain to
universities in England the strategy for Wales and rationale for the approach. Without
this understanding, universities were often thought to assume that Wales was the same
as England when it was not;
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There was acknowledgement among WBL stakeholders that it was important for awarding
bodies to protect and retain the integrity of qualifications. However, there could have been
more communication, responsiveness, and speed shown in addressing the challenges
arising from the pandemic, for example with assessment; and meeting deadlines generally.

•

A perception of varying quality of support materials (GCSE / A level), sometimes
provided on time, other times late and accompanied by some ‘dreadful’ subject training
events. Disruption could also occur with changes to courses and specifications being
announced when they were already being delivered;

•

A system driven by accountability was not necessarily best for learners, stated this
public body / Welsh Government stakeholder, for example with some schools and
colleges reportedly ‘game-playing’ the system because of how they are held to account
by local authorities and regional consortia. This could affect decisions on what subjects
learners were entered for, and when they were entered for exams. The new curriculum
was expected to contribute to a move away from this culture;

•

Concerns about higher grade boundaries – the issue for one school leadership team was
that improved teaching and learning was not necessarily recognised for lower ability
learners in the grades awarded as a result;

•

Issues with the consistency of marking, for one school. They had needed to request that
papers were remarked on several occasions which had resulted in significant changes in
grades awarded in certain humanities subjects. Also, the cost of a remark was deemed
prohibitive to some low income families;

•

Not knowing what the transition from the new curriculum into qualifications would look
like (discussed further in chapter 5);

•

The lack of access to vocational routes to employment in schools;

•

The perceived lack of consistency with how different vocational qualifications are
assessed, in that some learners had to do more than others;

•

The system did not seem sufficiently self-critical or agile in acting on issues, preferring
to be more cautious and being preoccupied with what was happening in England;

•

The time it took for an apprenticeship framework to be approved by the Welsh
Government: it was considered too long and meant that WBL providers sometimes
struggled to be responsive to employers’ needs. The point was made that, more
generally, the system in Wales seemed slower to react than the system in England (see
chapter 6 for further nation comparisons).

4.4 Improvements to the system stakeholders would like to see
Participants sometimes made suggestions for improvements to the system in Wales. These
included the following:
Vocational qualifications related
•

Accelerating the time it takes for apprenticeship frameworks to be approved although
this was seen as a Welsh Government responsibility rather than Qualifications Wales’s.
This made it difficult for the WBL stakeholder to be responsive to employers’ needs.
Also, to continue to ensure that vocational qualifications meet the skills and knowledge
requirements for Wales – and that the system moves more quickly to meet demands;
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•

Consider FE settings when developing alternative awarding approaches as was required
in 2020, rather than basing it all on schools;

•

More oversight of awarding bodies, for example managing better when a qualification
is withdrawn in Wales - and perhaps, for this FE stakeholder, moving to a small number
of awarding bodies able to offer vocational qualifications in Wales;

•

More vocational qualifications made for Wales, and available in Welsh, which would not
only ensure the qualifications were fit for purpose but also result in greater transparency
and consistency overall. One WBL stakeholder still wanted to see a competitive market
to encourage quality but a rationalising of the number of awarding bodies was deemed a
requirement for Wales;

•

Move away from a culture of picking a specific qualification as the key to success
unless learners really want a qualification in a specific trade profession. This FE
stakeholder explained how learner journeys were not necessarily linear. Programmes of
learning were vital that resulted in resilient, effective individuals being good employees
who are adaptable and resourceful;

•

To have the ability to remote invigilate Essential Skills qualifications was a priority
development for one WBL provider. This development would need to take place more
quickly than it was thought to be happening. It was known to be used or piloted in
England but there was no transparency over what was happening in Wales. It was
acknowledged, however, that the nature of its remit meant that Qualifications Wales
needed to be risk averse to protect quality;

•

Engage more with universities outside Wales so there was a better understanding of
what Wales was doing with its qualifications and the rationales for doing so. The Welsh
Bacc was considered a good example of some universities not fully understanding the
reason for its development;

•

Focus on genuine engagement rather than lip-service extended to young people to
ensure they did not feel like ‘guinea pigs’ when changes to curriculum or qualifications
were introduced. Echoing this point, another stakeholder thought that more could be
done to communicate directly with learners and parents about changes and the
decisions that had been taken. This would help with understanding of the situation and
with standing out from a UK / England focused media;

•

Greater clarity on the relationship between Qualifications Wales and WJEC as it seemed
more like a partnership than one regulating the other. Experiences with the Welsh Bacc
and reported issues with the regulation of the qualification had led one FE stakeholder
to reach this conclusion;

•

For one HE stakeholder, to continue to receive all results on the same day from Wales
and England, in advance of learners receiving their results;

•

More immediate clarity on assessment plans in 2021 as discussed in chapter 8;

New school curriculum related
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Communication and engagement
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•

One stakeholder was concerned that the new curriculum could make it difficult for
learners to specialise by subject as their education progressed. They wanted reassurance
this would not be the case;

The system generally and additional points
•

All regulatory bodies could work together more for ‘brand UK’;

•

Develop a way of being able to robustly compare different qualifications so that they
can be judged in a similar way. Currently, the participant was concerned how, for
example, a BTEC tariff could be the same as an A level tariff;

•

Education policy should be ‘decoupled from politics’, similar to the system in Hong Kong,
to remove a destabilising factor for the system.

4.5 Overall confidence in Qualifications Wales
Confidence in Qualifications Wales itself and its activities received a similar overall rating
out of ten as for qualifications and the system: 7.3. Stakeholders overall were broadly
confident and sometimes very confident in Qualifications Wales and its work. Scores were
more likely to vary among FE, WBL and union stakeholders than others. Limited familiarity
was more evident among HE stakeholders.

•

Good levels of communication, engagement and support;

•

Professionalism, expertise and commitment.
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Stakeholders sometimes provided examples of words and phrases they would use to sum up
their perceptions of Qualifications Wales and its work. These tended to reflect two key
themes driving confidence in the organisation and system; and positive terms were more
prevalent than negative terms:
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4.5.1 Qualifications Wales’s role
Stakeholders recognised the organisation as the qualifications regulator in Wales, and
sometimes also described it as being required to implement Welsh Government policy.
According to one school stakeholder, the situation with the pandemic had helped to make it
clearer what the different responsibilities were for Qualifications Wales and WJEC.
Organisations had issued statements on what they were responsible for to help clarify
understanding.
I think the situation of the pandemic has cleared that up, if anything, I think, because
they’ve had to say this is what we’re regulating on, this is what we’re responsible for,
and initially I think prior to that it was difficult to see where the lines were drawn
between Qualifications Wales and the examination board. . . . Having to interpret
and work on the announcements from the Welsh Government has shown perhaps a
clearer line of remit and what Qualifications Wales do as opposed to WJEC. (School
stakeholder)

That can be confusing, and you do get passed back and forth sometimes, if you’ve
got a specific query. You know, you can ring WJEC and get told that’s Quals Wales,
and then Quals Wales will tell you that’s the WJEC. So, they’re not always entirely
sure themselves where their remits lie. (School stakeholder)
The roles of the organisations responsible for the system could also feel slightly blurred
given the perceived close relationships between the Welsh Government, Qualifications
Wales and providers, acknowledged a few stakeholders. The example was given of an issue
with Essential Skills Wales and it became apparent to the stakeholder that FE colleges were
uncertain which organisation to approach about the issue: Qualifications Wales, awarding
bodies or the Welsh Government. The fact that there was regulation of qualifications in
Wales from two different bodies was thought to complicate the matter further. Echoing this
point, an FE stakeholder wanted greater clarity on Qualifications Wales’s role regarding nonWales vocational qualifications and on its relationship with WJEC, including how they
regulate the body.
While familiar with Qualifications Wales as a regulating body, it would still be useful to see
the different regulators coming together more often to define how they relate to each
other, requested one Wales HE stakeholder.

4.6 Factors contributing to confidence in Qualifications Wales
4.6.1 Communication, engagement and support
Stakeholders frequently highlighted Qualifications Wales’s communication and engagement
as a key positive factor affecting their confidence in the organisation. Some described how
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However, in isolated instances, it was not overly clear what Qualifications Wales did or what
its relationship was with WJEC. School stakeholders sometimes remarked that they found
themselves thinking of WJEC when asked about Qualifications Wales. How exactly
Qualifications Wales oversaw awarding bodies was not entirely clear to all.
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Qualifications Wales staff proactively developed the relationship. The regulator’s staff were
thought to be accessible, supportive, responsive and interested in building relationships
which was appreciated. Having a named contact who the stakeholder can get to know was
deemed extremely helpful as well and enhanced levels of trust. Qualifications Wales also
seemed more sympathetic about the challenges awarding bodies faced, observed one
stakeholder, and seemed more interested in stakeholder opinion than other regulators,
remarked another.
I think Qualifications Wales is a lot closer to us as schools than organisations in the
past. There's a lot of consultation. There's a lot of opinion gathering. There is a lot of
opportunity for conversation, so I feel we have more opportunity to give feedback
and maybe contribute to the development of qualifications than in the past, which is
good. (School stakeholder)

Public body / Welsh Government and FE stakeholders gave further instances to illustrate
how Qualifications Wales’s engagement was contributing to their confidence in the system.
Examples included keeping them up to date, consulting, being available for conversation,
sending a mix of staff seniority to events organised by the stakeholder, being visible and
fully involved in the pioneer schools programme for the new curriculum, and generally
ensuring a broad range of stakeholders were involved in processes like post-16 curriculum
reform and reviewing individual qualifications.
Qualifications Wales also provided a good deal of useful information alongside support to
stakeholders, including via regular newsletters, according to a few. To illustrate the point, a
participant explained how a Qualifications Wales member of staff had gone above and
beyond what was expected to support the school at a difficult time when heading into the
exam period. The individual was available by phone and email and clearly understood the
practical issues facing the school. Additionally, Qualifications Wales reportedly had an
informative website that contributed to confidence in the organisation, for example with
useful articles and guidance. Furthermore, the ‘clear and strong engagement’ with schools
and developing the curriculum was a further sign of effective communication from
Qualifications Wales, according to some.
Another example given was how helpful Qualifications Wales had been with invigilator
training and keeping the school up to date. Having a member of staff as a contact was
deemed invaluable, for example for discussing curriculum developments and ‘changes
occurring with exams and exam boards’.
The transparency of Qualifications Wales’s work was appreciated as well among awarding
body and HE stakeholders. Decision-making was clearly explained and opportunities for
dialogue were provided, for example when a condition was being investigated or reviewed,
when new qualifications were being developed, or on the topic of remote invigilation. It
helped with understanding the thinking behind strategies and decisions that reportedly was
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They’ve made themselves more accommodating, more approachable, more
supportive and more understanding of the challenges as an awarding body we face.
(Awarding body stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
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not always the case with Ofqual. More generally, Qualifications Wales was described as
providing transparent information on its website on what it had done, and what it was doing
next. This contrasted with other regulators, which functioned ‘a bit more behind closed
doors’, according to one awarding body stakeholder.
In the English context you don’t get so close to the people who are driving things. . . .
You just wouldn’t get anything remotely like it, unless you were at Oxford or
Cambridge or something. That for me is a real strength [for Wales]. (HE stakeholder)

Some stakeholders including FE, public body, awarding body, university and school
participants, felt that Qualifications Wales had become more visible in recent years with
more contact which had, for some, resulted in greater confidence in the organisation.
Communications from Qualifications Wales during the pandemic were mentioned as a
positive aspect by a few stakeholders, because of their clarity. Improved relationships and
greater engagement were sometimes deemed to have resulted partly from the pandemic
and the need to consult and adapt, for example on how 2021 assessment plans were
evolving. Qualifications Wales and its leadership had, to an extent, stepped out of the
shadow of Ofqual during the pandemic, according to an HE stakeholder.
Since the pandemic we’ve actually worked really closely with them in a lot of ways.
So do you know what, I think in a way it maybe increased [my confidence]. There’s
been a recognition of areas to develop. . . . My confidence in them as an organisation
to kind of take forward qualifications change is probably stronger than it was a year
ago. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
According to one awarding body stakeholder, Qualifications Wales was associated with
encouraging greater collaboration since the pandemic began, which had been beneficial to
the sector generally and developing relationships. It had helped to build confidence in the
organisation that they were very open to interaction and made concerted efforts to provide
guidance to awarding bodies on the standard conditions of recognition 23.
Qualifications Wales was also beginning to take steps to engage with and involve learners
as important stakeholders, which was welcomed by one public body participant.
Additionally, the regulator was described in one case as having improved on more joined-up
working with regulators in England and Northern Ireland, to the benefit of awarding bodies.
4.6.2 Expertise and commitment

23

See https://www.qualificationswales.org/english/publications/standard-conditions-of-recognition/
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More specifically, Qualifications Wales was thought by a couple of stakeholders to be
learning from the process involved in the redesign of vocational qualifications for Wales;
and applying this learning to subsequent reviews, explained a couple of FE stakeholders. The
example was given of improved engagement with the sector in the development process.
The regulator was now more willing listen to stakeholders and did not simply let the
awarding bodies take control of the process.
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Good levels of confidence in Qualifications Wales sometimes resulted from expertise
associations. As an example, there was believed to be extensive knowledge within the
regulator of how one stakeholder’s organisation approached education. A public body
stakeholder who did not feel that familiar with Qualifications Wales maintained that the
times they had met staff, the Qualifications Wales’s employees had come across as
professional and credible. Some awarding body stakeholders concurred, associating
Qualifications with expertise. Examples included Qualifications Wales’s ‘solid’ grasp and
understanding of regulatory conditions for quality and assurance.
The people I meet from Qualifications Wales generally seem incredibly well informed.
They are good at engaging with whatever issues it happens to be. There is a lot of
expertise that seems to sit there. (HE stakeholder)

In a few cases, FE stakeholders and an awarding body stakeholder had welcomed how
Qualifications Wales was reportedly working hard to improve its understanding of the
vocational sector. It had joined the FE sector Curriculum and Quality Group. This helped to
build relationships and to get things done. It demonstrated that Qualifications Wales now
listened, took on feedback and was responsive. Additionally, employing staff with FE
experience was thought to have helped with this positive shift in FE engagement levels that
a few had noted.
I think they have listened, and they have adapted which is always good, so they’ve
taken on board some of the feedback from Curriculum and Quality Group of FEIs
[Further Education Institutions] and they’re far more communicative now and
responsive. I think that’s really positive. Long may it continue. (FE stakeholder)
Qualifications Wales was also associated with innovation through the development of the
new curriculum in Wales and ‘exciting’ developments with vocational qualifications for 14 to
16 year olds, added a couple of awarding body stakeholders. The regulator was thought to
be looking ahead to how the sector was evolving as well as effectively maintaining the
regulatory system on a day-to-day business.
In a final example of factors driving confidence in Qualifications Wales, an HE stakeholder
was reassured by the way Qualifications Wales was thought to be responsive to government
but still committed to protecting the process and system as an independent regulator.

4.7 Factors that tempered confidence in Qualifications Wales
Some stakeholders from different organisations did not think there were any significant
issues affecting their confidence in Qualifications Wales.
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For an organisation that’s really only just over five years old to have that kind of
confidence in the system is really very good I think. . . . They’re an organisation that
we need to put a lot of trust in and have confidence in and kind of take expert advice
from. . . . [We] have confidence in that, . . . We wouldn’t have been able to come up
with an assessment approach on our own. (Public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder)
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4.7.1 Communication and engagement
For a small number of school stakeholders, the situation with the algorithm used to award
grades in 2020 had not reflected very favourably on Qualifications Wales. Qualifications
Wales reportedly did not explain its role very clearly during the 2020 assessment situation,
which had given some staff at one school the impression that Qualifications Wales was
acting as a barrier to a resolution. It was felt that the regulator had not listened to
stakeholders regarding the situation with the algorithm and had not recognised that
‘qualifications and pupils are not [just] figures’.

I’m not sure if that’s just a comms issue to be honest. Because I think the reality is it’s
going to remain in Ofqual’s gift to do whatever for the majority. So it’s about making
sure that Wales is heard and, where possible, [Qualifications Wales] influences in
those decisions. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
Having been in post for a reasonable amount of time, a Wales HE stakeholder had very
limited awareness of Qualifications Wales and would welcome more engagement. Similarly,
another HE participant in Wales thought that it would be beneficial if there were greater
interactions between the university and regulator. One England HE stakeholder commented
that they tended to rely on feedback from a Wales university on anything to do with
qualifications and Qualifications Wales, via a qualifications group. They did not receive any
periodic, direct communications from Qualifications Wales as far as the participant was
aware. There was uncertainty over whether direct communication would be useful.
Further individual communication and engagement-related issues made included the
following:
•

A sense that Qualifications Wales at a senior level is more committed to the ‘English
[language] system’ and showed a ‘lack of empathy with the Welsh language’;

•

More timely communications on expired qualifications would be helpful, according to
one FE stakeholder. They had faced situations where they had to ‘flip’ learners to
different qualifications because they had not been advised of an expiration. Regularly
checking the QiW database was not considered an easy task. In addition, it would be
useful if Qualifications Wales had more of an oversight of qualifications that were
coming to an end and plan for what could be offered in their place;
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Similarly, there was a concern among a few public body and FE stakeholders that
Qualifications Wales, towards the beginning of the pandemic, had not been very open with
its communications about vocational qualifications. It was not deemed very clear what it
was doing to address the challenges and what questions were being asked of Ofqual
(although this had reportedly improved since then, via working groups). A further
communications issue was highlighted where a stakeholder only heard about a Department
for Education (DfE) announcement the day before it was made, whereas it was thought that
Qualifications Wales had been involved in discussions relating to the announcement. It was
felt that more could be done to involve FE providers in pandemic related decisions regarding
vocational qualifications; and that centres could have been better supported regarding the
appeals process in 2020.
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•

Not enough communication with wider school staff, some of whom one stakeholder did
not think were even aware of Qualifications Wales versus Ofqual;

•

Perceived issues with the QiW website’s functionality, for example not picking up on
key words, identifying a qualification but then finding it is unavailable to new learners,
and difficulty finding performance indicator information. Proactive summary updates
would be helpful, according to one school, for example highlighting new vocational
courses that would suit certain types of learner;

•

Qualifications Wales could engage more with HE academics in the development of
qualifications and ensuring qualifications continued to offer what universities needed in
terms of the successful admission of students;

•

The relationship with the FE sector did not feel very ‘productive’ according to one
participant, especially as Qualifications Wales was felt to adopt a ‘transactional, parentchild’ kind of relationship.

For academic, I think it’s really good. For vocational, outside of the ones that are
Quals Wales regulated, Health and Social Care, I would say that Wales feels more like
a passenger than it does a leader. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
The view was also expressed that Qualifications Wales seemed more focused on GCSEs and
A levels than vocational qualifications. A further comment made was that Qualifications
Wales had not been sufficiently influential on Ofqual during the pandemic.
At the moment I’m sad to say [my confidence in Qualifications Wales] is quite low
because I don’t think they responded initially in the best possible way to the global
pandemic and the crisis around qualifications. . . . I don’t think they are able to bring
sufficient persuasion on Ofqual or to influence the majority of problematic areas for
me. . . . They lose marks essentially because the vast majority of quals that are being
delivered in Wales are beyond their purview. (FE stakeholder)
Similarly, a couple of FE stakeholders did not feel that Qualifications Wales fully understood
the UK vocational qualifications and post-16 landscape. One stakeholder had been
receiving communications direct from awarding bodies regarding adaptations before
receiving information from Qualifications Wales which did not help with confidence in the
organisation.
When they’re talking about the new adaptations and grading that they’ve assigned
to the A levels and GCSEs, we haven’t yet had any equivalent statements from them
about the vocational quals, other than to say that it’s very complex and more
information’s forthcoming. However, we are now getting direct communication from
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4.7.2 Influence on the vocational qualifications landscape
Some FE, WBL and public body / Welsh Government stakeholders had limited confidence in
Qualifications Wales because of a perceived lack of influence the regulator had over the
awarding bodies they used, as these bodies offered the majority of their qualifications in
England. It was felt that Qualifications Wales would need to continue to develop
relationships with these awarding bodies to be able to have some influence.
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the awarding bodies about their adaptations and not from Quals Wales, which I think
is a bit disappointing. (FE stakeholder)
4.7.3 Perceived priorities for Qualifications Wales

The long-term future of qualifications in Wales, with learning from 2020 and 2021, should
be a priority as well, concluded some among public body / Welsh Government, school and
awarding body stakeholders. Ensuring qualifications remained rigorous and credible was
deemed a priority as well. Grades needed to continue to have the same value as their
equivalence in England.
I think there’s more work to be done currently in following on from this coronavirus
situation and the development of the new curriculum. I think further clarification
needs to be made about the future direction of qualifications in Wales. . . . They need
to be consulting with their stakeholders on what will be an appropriate assessment
system for Wales sooner rather than later. We're in short term decision making
where the system needs medium, long term horizons being set on what they're
working towards. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
Vocational qualifications
Some stakeholders wanted to see a focus on countering less positive perceptions of
vocational qualifications and the perceived ‘exclusionary culture’ around general
qualifications. There was also a call for continuing to ensure that learners had diverse
pathways into higher education and that all young people from different backgrounds reach
their potential. This could include continuing to promote the quality and benefits of
vocational qualifications to schools and universities. Focusing on post-16 in terms of the
links and crossovers between vocational and non-vocational pathways would be beneficial
as well.
A few school stakeholders highlighted priorities relating to vocational qualifications.
Qualifications Wales should be focusing on the availability of non-GCSE, non-AS and non-A
level qualifications, and supporting schools in developing student pathways into work.
Further vocational related priorities mentioned included the following:
•

Continue to develop impact measures of the vocational reforms;
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Assessment plans
A key priority among some school, public body, FE and HE stakeholders was greater clarity
for assessment arrangements for qualifications in 2021 and informing institutions as early
as possible so they could plan and prepare for it. A small number of school stakeholders felt
that Qualifications Wales’s priorities should be to learn from the experiences of 2020 and
2021 for future years. Many learners, reported a couple of school stakeholders, were
suffering from anxiety over the uncertainty for 2021 plans. It would also be important to
ensure that learners who had missed out on teaching, particularly in year 10, received
appropriate support and recognition when grades were awarded. The needs of younger
children in primary school in future years would also need to be accommodated because of
the teaching they had missed, believed one stakeholder.
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•

Engage more with the skills partnerships, ‘what we’d like to see is perhaps more
involvement with them right at the beginning’;

•

Explore a combined ‘Celtic approach’ to vocational qualifications so that Wales could
have more influence on the sector. Also, encourage consistency in the UK’s vocational
sector as fragmentation was thought to present challenges;

•

Give clarity on whether there would be a strategy for developing Wales specific
vocational qualifications ‘across the suite’;

•

Move more quickly (along with awarding bodies) when seeking to meet employer and
economy needs through qualifications development;

•

Prioritise looking at how qualifications serve and support the resilience of FE learners
rather than focusing too much on the detail of a small number of vocational sectors to
develop ‘the perfect specification’.

•

Ensure there is no pause working towards the new curriculum otherwise the disruption
could be ‘catastrophic’; and provide clarity on how learners will be assessed;

•

Ensure the curriculum is dynamic and flexible so that it can evolve to meet university
and employer needs.

Communication, engagement and information
Several communication related priorities were identified as single mentions:
•

Consider engaging more often with awarding bodies and potentially bringing them
together with providers to explore issues and solutions;

•

Continue to improve engagement and ensure the FE sector is part of the conversation,
not just informed of what is happening. Regarding developing solutions to counter
pandemic related issues, include more practitioners in consultations rather than only
principals and other senior leaders;

•

Create genuine, strategic participation of young people in changes;

•

Ensure effective communication plans are in place for any new qualifications that arise
from the new school curriculum, to avoid a similar situation to the one reportedly
experienced with the Welsh Bacc, advised an FE stakeholder;

•

Improve wider understanding of the roles and responsibilities of different organisations
involved in the system;

•

Overhaul the QiW website to improve its functionality and navigation: ‘getting the
accessibility of the website up so that we know what’s going on’;

•

Provide more regular updates of what is happening and what the organisation has been
doing or is planning and what its ambitions are.
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New curriculum and transition to qualifications
A priority for some public body / Welsh Government stakeholders was to finalise as soon as
possible how qualifications reform will support the broader education reform – ‘the
qualifications will have an impact on what happens in the classroom’. Two further priorities
identified were to:
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Meeting learner needs
Continuing to focus on the learner and what was beneficial to them in the current
circumstances was the greatest priority, according to one HE stakeholder. Providing a more
specific example, a public body stakeholder wanted to see continued efforts to broaden the
qualifications on offer which take into account different learner needs, for example to
better cater for the third of learners who always do poorly at GCSE.
4.7.4 What would improve confidence in Qualifications Wales and the system
Some participants gave examples of what would improve their confidence in Qualifications
Wales the system. The topics tended to reflect the less positive themes that emerged and
what they believed Qualifications Wales should be prioritising. The generally good levels of
confidence that already existed should be noted when considering the following points:
Among school stakeholders
Being aware of what systems were in place to ensure WJEC was delivering an effective
service given its dominant position in the market in Wales;

•

Greater clarity and certainty: for 2021 assessments, as above, including regular
communications on the subject; and on the implementation of and assessment plans for
the new school curriculum.

•

Having greater collaboration between Qualifications Wales and special schools on how
to develop qualifications from entry level 1 up to A level;

•

To consider how grade boundaries on general qualifications are set, e.g. criterion
referencing;

•

More communication generally, including informal contact.

Among public body / Welsh Government stakeholders
• Develop wider stakeholder understanding of regulation in Wales and the roles of the
regulator versus awarding bodies, for example across schools, employers and parents.
In a similar vein, one stakeholder felt that perhaps Qualifications Wales could make its
communications easier to understand for those who did not have the regulator’s level of
expertise;
•

Engage more with learners given how the ‘backlash’ regarding results in 2020 had taken
some stakeholders by surprise - and ensure their voice is heard in the development of
curriculum and qualifications;

•

Having more than one awarding body for Wales based general qualifications;

•

If thinking around new qualifications was transparent and clear to all stakeholders
earlier on in the process;

•

More consistent engagement across subject areas: a public body participant had noted a
‘disparity’ in the apparent engagement from Qualifications Wales and WJEC in certain
subject area discussions. The two organisations had been represented at some meetings
in the region but not others.

Among FE stakeholders
• Confidence would increase for an FE stakeholder ‘A: If vocational qualifications were
given the same parity as academic [qualifications] . . . and B: If they took responsibility
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•

Confidence would increase for one FE participant if Qualifications Wales felt ‘more
robust’: this meant better managing the relationship with WJEC and influencing the FE
sector more broadly as, currently, Qualifications Wales was not very relevant for a large
proportion of some colleges’ delivery. However, it was acknowledged that there did not
seem to be an obvious way to address this concern;

•

Continue to engage and communicate more with the sector although Qualifications
Wales’s limited influence was recognised. Having a direct contact for the FE college
would be helpful. More direct virtual engagement was suggested and more
communication on the new curriculum. One FE stakeholder explained that they tended
to rely on finding out about it via links with headteachers and felt left out of the
conversation;

•

Consider qualification results that are measures of (value added) progress in learning
and not just attainment at one point in time;

•

Having more insight into what GSCEs will look like with the new curriculum;

•

More support from awarding bodies in the delivery of qualifications which
Qualifications Wales could instigate and encourage;

•

There was a need for Wales solutions for vocational qualifications and it was not
happening at the moment, felt one FE stakeholder. Wales seemed too focused on
comparability with England which could result in inferior versions of T levels (reportedly
becoming too onerous to deliver) in Wales.

Among WBL stakeholders
• Qualifications Wales to develop more resource to be able to keep pace with the
vocational qualifications landscape. Resource for a couple of participants meant more
staff as well as investment. The sector reviews were given as an example of an action
taking too long and where Qualifications Wales could benefit from more resource to
speed up the process. However, there was recognition that Qualifications Wales was
likely constrained by the budget it was allocated.
Among HE stakeholders
• A little more communication with universities outside Wales on its plans, including the
introduction of any new qualifications. Perhaps, suggested one England university
participant, Qualifications Wales could set up a stakeholder group for two-way
communication. They could alert the regulator to concerns and hear about plans or
possible plans with ‘early heads-up’ conversations. Universities would be able to feed
back on how students were performing, particularly given the circumstances in which
grades had been awarded in 2020 and 2021;
•

Any plans or changes arising from the pandemic’s impact would be useful to know
about. It would be helpful given how the rumour mill could ‘go into overdrive’ in such
circumstances;

•

More communication on Wales’s direction of travel with level 3 and vocational
qualifications. In comparison, Ofqual was described as carrying out large scale
consultations and looking at narrowing offerings;
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Wales’;
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•

More joined-up working with UK counterparts but, as another participant commented,
not to appear led by Ofqual. Qualifications Wales would need to be careful and remain a
critical friend of the Welsh Government and media releases should be for information
purposes only.

•

It could be slightly ‘braver’ and not feel the need to try to take everyone with the
organisation on its decisions with all its consulting;

•

In contrast to the above, more engagement would be welcome and further upstream on
processes like qualifications updates and meeting employer needs;

•

More needed to be done to meet employers’ needs by moving more quickly with
updating and developing qualifications;

•

Qualifications Wales could raise its profile among employers and highlight the work it
does.

Among awarding body stakeholders
• Awarding bodies mainly had good levels of confidence in Qualifications Wales already. A
couple of stakeholders felt that there could be slightly more communication on what is
happening in Wales and how developments like the new curriculum and qualifications
are evolving.

4.8 Perceptions of other organisations working together
Some stakeholders believed or assumed that the Welsh Government, Qualifications Wales
and other bodies did work reasonably well together, otherwise the qualifications system
would not be functioning as effectively as it was thought to do. Seeing the organisations
working together in meetings also helped to reinforce this view.
The meeting just before Christmas, Qualifications Wales is there, with WJEC. There’s
this working together, and I think that’s the strength, rather than the blame culture
or whatever, it’s the working together, and you’re getting everybody’s views then
and listening to everybody’s views. (School stakeholder)
It was also felt by an FE stakeholder that senior civil servants in the Welsh Government
were thought to work hard to ensure that the vocational sector received the recognition it
merited. Qualifications Wales was viewed as being more integral to this work but it was
unclear to what it extent it was following Welsh Government directives versus influencing
strategy.
I think the senior civil servants are really good at working with the sector and
working with Ministers in order to ensure that the vocational sector gets the
recognition that we deserve. And I think of late Qualifications Wales are coming into
that conversation. (FE stakeholder)
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Among employer representative stakeholders
These participants already held Qualifications Wales in high regard. There were still
references to how:
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In isolated cases, school and WBL stakeholders did not think that Qualifications Wales, the
awarding bodies and Welsh Government worked together very effectively. From a
communications perspective, an example was given of an awarding body outside Wales that
did not seem to understand the differences between England and Wales because it
recommended to the school a qualification that was not approved in Wales. Also, one
school stakeholder did not feel they fully understood the relationship between
Qualifications Wales and the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) and was under the
impression that the JCQ could prevent Qualifications Wales from approving a qualification in
Wales.

A small number of FE stakeholders thought that there was room to improve how different
organisations worked together. Examples given included partnership working between
deliverers of learning and awarding bodies; and how Qualifications Wales manages the
relationship with WJEC. Additionally, an awarding body felt that the Welsh Government
could do more to listen to and meet the needs of learners, rather than being ‘divorced from
what’s happening at the coal face and on a grassroots level’.
A view was also expressed that the situation in Wales felt more complicated than was
necessary, with the number of different organisations involved and their relationships.
I think it is maybe a bit more complicated than it needs to be. You’ve got the role of
Welsh Government, you’ve got the role of Qualifications Wales, you’ve got the role of
the board of Qualifications Wales, you’ve got WJEC. I’m not sure whether we need it
to be quite that complicated in a small country. (Public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder)
All nations could do more to share learnings resulting from the pandemic, according to a
couple of HE stakeholders. As an example, datasets could be brought together to compare A
levels in Wales, where the AS level counts towards the final grade, with A levels in England
where it does not. It could help in understanding whether and which groups of learners
were at a disadvantage or advantage.
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Another example was given by a WBL stakeholder of how the Welsh Government had
recently released a tender for a Play Work qualification to the work-based learning
community. At the same time, an awarding body decided to undertake a review of that
qualification. So the qualification was being reviewed at the same time as the WBL provider
was writing a tender document on it for the Welsh Government.

GCSEs future and new
school curriculum
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5. Future of GCSEs and the new
school curriculum for Wales

5.1 Future of GCSEs
5.2 Confidence in the new school curriculum
being developed for Wales
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5. Future of GCSEs and the new school curriculum for Wales
Where there was time and where it was relevant, stakeholders were asked for their views
on the future of GCSEs as a qualification and for their opinions on and confidence in the
development of the new school curriculum for Wales. These findings should be considered
in the context of stakeholders’ views on the value and currency of non-degree qualifications
described in chapter 3.
Table 4: factors affecting views on GCSEs’ future and the new curriculum in Wales
Positive factors
Less positive factors
For the most part there was a desire to
There was uncertainty and a few concerns
see the GCSE brand maintained even if
over confidence in the transition from the
changes were made to the qualification
new curriculum into qualifications.
itself.
Some were quite optimistic about the
The transition was not seen as an area
qualifications’ future – continuity was
that had clarity yet.
deemed important.
For a small number of stakeholders, not
Positivity was shown towards new school enough was reportedly being done to
curriculum development.
equip teachers in delivering the new
curriculum.
There were sometimes thought to be
There tended to be confidence in its
varying levels of school engagement and
development.
progress.
There were infrequent calls to rethink GCSEs and the qualification landscape because
of the new curriculum and learnings from the pandemic.
5.1 Future of GCSEs
5.1.1 Current confidence in the qualification
Reflecting their overall views on the value of certain qualifications, stakeholders on the
whole wished to see the GCSE brand maintained, even if its content was to change or be
updated in some way. They valued its currency and felt it was respected as a qualification
across a broad spectrum of people.
There is currently an attachment, I think. There is a currency to those that is
understood widely, even with the divergence between England and Wales, therefore
that brand, even if what’s underneath the overall wrapper looks different and
changes, keep moving forward within that brand, I would say. (Public body / Welsh
Government stakeholder)
I’ve still got confidence in them. I think both employers and parents, guardians, are
also confident as well. So whenever we advertise or whenever we’re looking to place
apprentices, they always still refer to GCSE English and Maths as an essential, so I
really do think that they’ve got the message across that that person has attained a
certain level, so I am still confident in GCSEs. (WBL stakeholder)
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HE stakeholders in particular hoped there was a future for the qualification because it was
relied upon as a measure and provided good grounding for learners. There was little
appetite to see changes which would mean more work for the university. Confidence in the
qualification was strengthened for one England university when compared with other level
2 qualifications like Functional Skills 24 which were not deemed to be equivalent to GCSEs.
We would certainly hope they have a long future because, we kind of, not appreciate
them overly, but we do rely on them as a measure. . . . At the minute it’s a tick a box,
simple process to move a student onto the next stage of consideration. If they
change, we would obviously have to rethink how we deal with them and we don’t
particularly wish to do that. (HE stakeholder)
Less positively, the perceived frequency of change to the qualification, for one school
stakeholder, felt as though the Welsh Government was ‘reinventing the wheel’. This was
described as ‘political pressure’ on Qualifications Wales to make changes which was not
deemed helpful for teachers or beneficial to learners.
5.1.2 The future of the qualification
Protecting the brand and limiting change
Some stakeholders were reasonably optimistic about the future of GCSEs as a qualification
and felt that continuity was important for learners, colleges, universities, and employers. A
couple of teachers felt confident that the profession could and would be trusted to make
grade assessments in the short-term. A further reason given for being optimistic was
inherent trust in those responsible for its development. Ministerial agreement with
Qualifications Wales’s consultation for Qualified for the Future indicated for one public body
that, at least for the near future, GCSEs would be maintained, while still leaving room for
innovation.
I’m confident because I know we’ve got the best experts in the world working on this.
A very forward-thinking, progressive approach. So, I’m positive. I’m confident. (School
stakeholder)
Some stakeholders were wary of significant changes being made to GCSEs. There was
reference among teachers, for example, for the need to ensure GCSEs maintained their
positive currency in light of COVID-19’s disruption. There was a concern expressed by a
small number of stakeholders that the value of the qualification could decrease if there are
more higher grades awarded under new assessment approaches. Similarly, there was also
an infrequent worry that a remodelled GCSE would put Wales’s learners at a disadvantage
to those in other home nations. They would reportedly need to ‘catch up’ because of a ‘loss
of specialism’ via the new school curriculum which could have implications for A level
preparation.

Functional Skills Level 2 are an equivalent qualification to GCSE. They offer learners skills in Maths and
English to help them get onto college courses, apprenticeships, further education and enter the world of work.
24
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I think it would be damaging [to change the GCSE brand]. It would have to be
managed extremely carefully if we were to move away from that sort of flagship
qual, in order to ensure that learners were not disadvantaged. (FE stakeholder)
Something that concerned me greatly when we raised that as a question was the
idea that there would be GCSEs that were created which were a sort of, there would
be a Humanities GCSE, there would be a Creative GCSE, and that concerns me hugely
because we’re disadvantaging our pupils in comparison to pupils in the other home
nations. Because at some point, they’ve got to catch up. . . . What happens at A
level? (School stakeholder)
A view was also expressed, therefore, that it would be important to allay concerns,
especially among the media, governing bodies in border counties (e.g. concerned about
learners in South East Wales attending schools/colleges over the border) and the general
public, regarding comparability, validity and portability of reformed qualifications with other
home nations.
The big question mark there is around portability as well, in terms of a lot of students
will be moving across the border, and we need to ensure that whatever is brought in
here, if there is a significant change, needs to have credibility across the whole of the
UK and potentially further afield. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
With the advent of the new school curriculum, a small number of stakeholders stressed that
it was important GCSEs reflected the needs of learners, equipped them for the future and
reflected the statements of what matters from the new curriculum. A few voiced
spontaneous concern over transition to qualifications and what the impact of the new
curriculum would be on learners. It was felt that learners would still need the subject
background in certain core subjects.
The potential for change
With the introduction of the new curriculum combined with learnings from the pandemic’s
impact, it was thought to be essential by a couple of public body stakeholders to rethink
GCSEs and the qualification landscape. It was believed that greater consideration was
needed for what happens to 16 to 18 year olds post-GCSE and, for one stakeholder, why
summative qualifications at age 16 should be retained, other than for historical reasons.
Dydw i ddim yn derbyn y ddadl bod rhaid ni gael Lefel A'r un fath ac sy yn Lloegr i
blant i fynd i'r prifysgolion yn Lloegr ac yn y blaen. Di nhw ddim yn mynd i golli allan
oherwydd mae 'na blant yn dod o bob rhan o'r byd i mewn i'r prifysgolion 'ma, a 'dyn
nhw i gyd ddim yn 'neud TGAU. So felly, i fi, mae hwnna'n defunct o ddadl. Mae 'na
wir gyfle i wneud world leading assessment system fan hyn. (I do not accept the
argument that we need to have the same A level as England for children to go to
universities in England and so on. They aren’t going to lose out because there are
children from all over the world getting into these universities and they don't all do
GCSEs. So, to me, that's a defunct argument. There is a real opportunity to make a
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world leading assessment system here.) (Public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
According to an HE stakeholder, GCSEs would at some point need to be reviewed to ensure
they were fit for progression to level 3 and HE qualifications, and ultimately aligned with
future employer needs. Introducing more independent learning and problem solving skills at
GCSE was requested to help with the progression through to HE and its learning approaches.
There was reflection among a few public body / Welsh Government stakeholders that there
was an opportunity to review and consider what could be done differently with the
qualification. A possible example was given of the approach in Hong Kong which had moved
to a diploma model for A level equivalent qualifications and scrapped qualifications for 16
year olds25. The risks associated with such a fundamental change were recognised as well.
Similarly, it was suggested in a few cases that the question needed to be asked regarding
why GCSEs are still needed, especially given that other education jurisdictions did not have
high stakes qualifications at 16 years old. The qualification could also be challenged because
of the third of learners who study for two years and fail and their subsequent
disengagement with education. Terminal exams at 16 were considered more of a hindrance
than help to the learner. GCSEs should be viewed as genuine bridges to future study and
progression rather than anything terminal. This would require a greater increase in
formative assessment, concluded a couple of participants, combined with a summative
grade. There should be a move away from simultaneous assessment and instead a focus on
an individualised approach that matched the learner’s pathway and involved coursework
and teacher assessment. Currently, the qualification was a way of ‘credentialising’ schools
rather than learners, argued an FE stakeholder.
Am I confident that we will move beyond the infatuation with exams at 16? I’m not
confident, I think they’ve become overly politicised. . . . I don’t think anymore they are
personally that relevant. (FE stakeholder)
A further challenge to the need for GCSEs came from a teacher who wanted to do away
with the title ‘GCSE’ and start afresh to create better currency for alternative qualifications
and to fit with the new curriculum. This stakeholder had seen schemes of work for the new
school curriculum that reportedly mirrored what was required to be successful in a GCSE
exam. This was thought to undermine the purpose of the new curriculum.
5.2 Confidence in the new school curriculum being developed for Wales
This research project focused on qualifications and the qualifications system rather than the
new curriculum. The findings below are included as context for the subsequent discussion of
qualifications and the curriculum and should not be interpreted as resulting from a
systematic exploration of confidence in the curriculum.
5.2.1 Positive perceptions of the new curriculum

25

See https://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/hkdse/introduction/
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Stakeholders were often very positive about the new school curriculum for Wales and
confident in its development. The opportunity to focus on inquiry based learning and
building links across curricula was appealing. The emphasis on collaboration, adaptation and
autonomy was also welcomed. Confidence among some public body stakeholders stemmed
from the levels of stakeholder engagement in the new curriculum’s development even
though challenges were expected with developing suitable assessments. Similarly, some
teachers had appreciated the depth of engagement from the outset. The support available
was appreciated by some.
I was just worried that we didn’t know what it was that we were aiming to, but I’ve
kind of come round to understanding that actually it’s not, and I think what people
were afraid of, it just becomes all very light and fluffy and nobody quite knows what
their goal is, but actually it’s just good teaching and good learning and just that
mindset change. (School stakeholder)
From an HE stakeholder point of view, academics at one university had been involved in its
development which was welcomed. This university was keen to be able to anticipate any
changes that might impact on student preparedness for HE learning. Another stakeholder
was encouraged that it had not been rushed in its development. A further HE participant
believed that its development had been inclusive and appreciated the ability to be involved.
It was deemed important to ensure wide engagement continued beyond educationalists, to
include universities and employers in co-production. It would need to continue to evolve to
reflect current and future dynamic changes in all aspects of life, concluded one stakeholder.
5.2.2 Less positive perceptions of the new curriculum
Doubts were infrequently voiced about the development of the new curriculum, in terms of
how to plan a Key Stage 3 curriculum without knowing what would be required of them at
the end of it at Key Stage 4. Also, the pandemic was thought to have disrupted progress and
preparation.
From lots of the engagement things that I went to as a Head before all of this
happened, something that was very concerning was, obviously at Key Stage 3, the
new curriculum, there’s a move towards, ‘we don’t teach History, Geography, RE, we
teach Humanities. We don’t teach Music, Drama, Art, we teach Creative’, you know?
That’s fine, but what happens when you get to GCSE, the kids will not have those
specialist skills they need in order to do GCSE. (School stakeholder)
There was also a perceived possibility that new Wales qualifications might develop value
issues if there was too much divergence, and some schools might opt for England based
qualifications as a result. If the independent sector in Wales mainly chose non-Wales
qualifications while state sector schools were doing Wales qualifications, it could lead to
equity challenges as well. Additionally, envisaged one awarding body stakeholder, value
could be affected by a perception that the new curriculum and qualifications were more
‘holistic in nature’ and less focused on academic rigour.
Issues with levels of consultation were raised in a few cases. One school stakeholder had
felt out of the loop because the school was no longer involved in the pioneer programme.
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More local discussion between schools – and those at the ‘coalface’ rather than
headteachers - was thought to be needed and encouraged to continue with progress and
foster parity. In another example, it had felt to a public body stakeholder that teachers
sometimes had less influence than they would have liked as pioneer schools, despite being
heavily consulted – ‘brought along for the ride’ as this participant described it. Similarly, an
FE stakeholder thought that there had not been enough consultation and engagement with
FE providers in the development of the curriculum even though the changes were expected
to have a significant impact on the FE curriculum.
Issues or concerns regarding the new school curriculum highlighted individually were:
•

The impact of the pandemic on the ability for schools to be part of the curriculum
development process and to keep abreast of its evolution;

•

The potential for the learner experience to become quite ‘incoherent’ if learners ended
up taking a mix of made for Wales GCSEs and non-Wales qualifications like psychology;

•

Whether the schedule set out for the new curriculum’s introduction could still be met.

5.2.3 Confidence in the transition from the new curriculum into qualifications
When raised, this topic was difficult for some to answer and was often associated with
uncertainty and simply not knowing. Teachers were still developing practices and approach,
and it was not seen as an area that had clarity yet. According to one stakeholder involved in
the process, more needed to be done to prepare the sector for the changes and to ensure
there was no overload of communication. There was also a concern voiced among public
body stakeholders that, without clarity, teachers would ‘reverse engineer’ their curriculum
to fit the GCSE if the qualification was deemed unlikely to change. This would stifle
curriculum development. There was a perceived cultural challenge in some secondary
schools that would need to be overcome, anticipated another stakeholder. Additionally, a
public body stakeholder wondered if the effort that was being applied to developing the
curriculum was also being applied to the assessment framework which in its current form
was described as knowledge rather than skills based.
We’re working hard to support the system to smooth that transition as much as
possible. How confident am I? It’s the scale of the change and I think the need in
terms of even if you just take the principles back to change management theory
about really supporting the system to fully understand all aspects of the change, you
overload people with communications. . . . I think we’ve got more to do in terms of
that scaffolding. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
There was an expectation among a few stakeholders that it would only become clear after a
year or two of implementation. As discussed in chapter 4, the uncertainty about how
assessment would work was affecting confidence in the transition for some. These teachers
felt it was hindering their ability to plan properly and see the whole picture, even though
they acknowledged that the curriculum was not intended to be planned to an assessment.
I’ve got to try and bring everyone together to create something that everybody’s
happy with whilst also flying blind [on assessment plans] and not do something that
is then going to become defunct when new guidance comes out, which is a big worry
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for everybody. . . . I would say, [confidence] is pretty low because of that. (School
stakeholder)
It was anticipated by a couple of public body / Welsh Government stakeholders that there
could be technical difficulties with developing qualifications that aligned sufficiently to the
curriculum framework and that still allowed schools to be ‘adventurous’ with their
curriculum at Key Stage 3 and making the transition work. This, it was felt, would prove to
be the greatest challenge with the new curriculum.
From an FE perspective, some stakeholders were concerned that learners might not be
sufficiently equipped for progression to FE. An example was given of the move onto
vocational qualifications from school because there would not be the same flexible
approach to learning post-16. Another concern was whether learners would have the
required background in core subjects to be able to progress to AS level. A further potential
issue mentioned to illustrate this point was that learners might not be fully equipped to
transition into what could be a very specific learning group for technical disciplines.
My fear is that we will hit a cliff edge at the end of the new curriculum and at the
moment we are not thinking enough about progression into FE, and the qual could be
a gateway to that experience or it could be a barrier. I feel at the moment it’s going
to be seen as a barrier. (FE stakeholder)
Similarly, a reservation was voiced by an HE stakeholder in Wales regarding how the new
curriculum and qualifications might shift too much towards experiential forms of
assessment. It could mean learners might be at a disadvantage competing for higher
education places versus those from England whose qualifications would be more
academically focused.
Additionally, according to one stakeholder, it was essential to ensure that, in developing
proposals for qualifications in Wales, the proposals eliminated discrimination, advanced
equality of opportunity and fostered good relations between persons who share a relevant
protected characteristic and persons who do not share it. Section 149(1) of the Equality Act
2010 introduced the public sector equality duty (PSED). The General Duty ensures that
equality considerations are built into the design of policies and the delivery of services and
that they are kept under review.
More positively, there was infrequent reference to the benefits of wide levels of
engagement and co-construction on assessment policy with practitioners, academics and
the middle tier coming together. While this approach can take longer and with the added
challenges of the pandemic, it reportedly resulted in much richer and more effective
development.
A small number of FE stakeholders welcomed the engagement and now wanted to better
understand how the new curriculum would impact on learners moving on to further
education; and whether there would be any implications for the FE qualifications.
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A further reason for confidence in the transition, for one school stakeholder, was the
support from challenge advisors. Also, there was confidence from another stakeholder that
steps to compensate learners would be in place during the first few years as the new
qualifications bedded in.
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5.2.4 How well Qualifications Wales is responding to the new curriculum
Stakeholders regularly felt unable to comment on this topic because they were not
sufficiently familiar with Qualifications Wales’s activities in this area. Some reiterated that
the lack of clarity regarding the transition to qualifications added to their uncertainty on this
subject. A further view given was that Qualifications Wales now needed to act decisively and
explain what will happen with qualifications.
It’s not the fault of anybody, it’s just going to go round in circles and the delays then
will not help with getting staff on board, and staff really need clear guidelines and
clear answers sooner. (School stakeholder)
From a positive perspective, there was reference among school, public body, FE and HE
stakeholders to Qualifications Wales’s engagement efforts on the new school curriculum.
This included the regulator being involved at pioneer events and not treating engagement
as ‘an afterthought’. Qualifications Wales was described by one school stakeholder as being
very supportive, available and passionate regarding the new curriculum.
I think they’ve been fantastic. The website’s been great, there’s been people on the
end of the phone. I mean certainly from the meetings that I’ve attended they’ve been
very knowledgeable and there’s definitely been a passion there to transform
education for learners in Wales, which is great. (School stakeholder)

But they [Qualifications Wales] don't seem to be moving, for me, qualifications
towards the new curriculum. The Welsh Government is responding well, they're going
full speed ahead, the consortia with them are going full speed, I'm not sure then if
schools are with them. And the exam boards and regulators aren’t with them
because they still live in a different world. So at the moment, there's a mismatch, it
just doesn't quite fit together. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
5.2.5 How well equipped teachers are to deliver the new curriculum
On balance, school stakeholders tended to feel that teachers would be well equipped to
deliver the new curriculum. It currently involved, for some, a gradual process which allowed
for collaboration, reflection and development which was helpful. Professional learning
would be important and probably required more work, according to one participant, but
there had reportedly been plenty of opportunities for teachers to develop their
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Even so, there was a thought expressed by a couple of public body stakeholders that more
could still be done to communicate with stakeholders on what it will mean for
accountability and qualifications reform. An opinion was expressed that Qualifications
Wales should have started the conversation on assessment much earlier, with a clear
roadmap from 2022.
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understanding of the curriculum, explained another. Examples included additional INSET
days devoted to curriculum reform development, consortia support and the provision of
PebblePad 26 via the Education Workforce Council 27 for practice reflection.
It was considered important to remember that teachers needed sufficient time to develop
and implement new guidance, advice and skillsets. This was thought to be particularly the
case with the disruption caused by the pandemic. There was a suggestion that the roll-out
time could be increased to compensate for this issue. It should also be made clearer to
teachers what they were planning towards regarding assessment as it could involve new
training and skills.
[The situation with the pandemic] has been dreadful, and it is dreadful and I’m
mindful of wellbeing at the moment. And whilst that’s thankfully reflected in the new
curriculum, I think maybe a staged approach might be, now, the best way forward.
(School stakeholder)
Some school stakeholders described examples of steps they had been taking to prepare.
They expected to be well equipped because of these efforts such as using road maps and
ensuring that current good practice was maintained, so that it was not seen as having to
start from scratch. One school had already been discussing how the faculties system would
work, resulting in some excitement at the prospect among staff. The school had also
introduced the curriculum and its language to year 7 so that they would feel familiar with it
when the new curriculum was rolled out 28.

Less positively, a view was expressed by a couple of school stakeholders that not enough
was being done to equip teachers in delivering the new curriculum, and a day of extra
INSET was insufficient. As an example, one participant explained how he gave staff two
weeks signed off during a term to develop the humanities curriculum for year 7. However, it
was still unclear what they would be measuring, which in turn was expected to create extra
work.
Welsh Government documentation was an issue for one school stakeholder. He wondered
how much of the new curriculum considered what really happens in schools on a day-to-day
basis. Some Welsh Government issued documents on the new curriculum read as though
written by a politician, he felt. They could be clearer and more succinct.
Views were mixed among public body / Welsh Government stakeholders. A few believed
that schools were responding very well, using opportunities provided by the removal of
26
27

See https://www.pebblepad.co.uk/

See https://www.ewc.wales/

See https://gov.wales/educationchanging#:~:text=When%20will%20it%20happen%3F,Year%207%20from%20September%202022.
28
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All our children at the moment are practising the new curriculum without not
obviously doing the GCSEs that they’ll be sitting, and I think that the kids are enjoying
it. And the one main thing we’re doing is making it local, . . . giving the better
experiences in class. (School stakeholder)
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data collection and KPIs to innovate and develop the curriculum. Some schools, however,
were considered less ambitious or developed; and some had yet to fully engage, according
to a couple of public body stakeholders. There was felt to be a certain reliance on the more
progressive schools to work with other schools where the curriculum work may not be so
developed.
A view was also given among public body / Welsh Government stakeholders that it was a
‘mixed picture’ in Wales regarding regional consortia’s involvement in helping teachers
prepare. They were thought to be at different points of development and there were
believed to be examples of local authorities withdrawing from consortia over such concerns.
In addition, the pandemic was thought to have caused some disruption in preparation as
well, because teachers were having to concentrate on setting up and delivering blended
learning.
From a personal perspective, a public body stakeholder with teaching experience had been
anxious about how well equipped they would be to teach languages, given their lack of
knowledge of foreign languages. This led to concerns about the quality of teaching as a
result and meeting the curriculum’s ambitions.
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6. Comparing the qualifications system in Wales with other nations
Participants sometimes gave views on where they thought the qualifications system in
Wales were either superior or inferior to other nations, normally comparing it with England.
Some stakeholders interpreted this to mean education generally, as well as regarding
qualifications.
Table 5: factors affecting comparisons with other nations
Positive factors
Less positive factors
Wales’s qualifications system was more
Wales reportedly had very little influence
likely to be deemed on a par with, or
on the vocational qualification landscape
superior to, other home nations.
and assessment plans.
Wales felt superior to some because
There was a perceived awarding body
there was better access to decisionmonopoly in Wales that might affect
makers in the education sector.
choice and quality.
Some thought that Wales’s modular
design of many GCSEs and A levels
proved beneficial during the pandemic.
Wales seemed more progressive with its
new school curriculum, for some.
A few participants identified a perceived
focus in Wales on meeting learners’ and
the economy’s needs.

6.1 Comparisons with other nations
Stakeholders often felt that there was parity between Wales and England overall in the
quality of their qualifications. A small number of stakeholders stated that a good deal of
effort went into ensuring comparability with England and other home nations regarding
rigour and robustness.
We talk a lot to the HE centres, and I think that their view of Welsh GCSEs and Welsh
A-Levels is pretty positive, so we don’t have any problems. (FE stakeholder)
I have seen from my side that [Wales] work really closely with regulators in England
and Northern Ireland, so they are always talking to each other about what is going
on in each of their devolved administrations, so I don’t think there is anything to
learn that they would not be already considering. (Awarding body stakeholder)
I certainly had never come across even a conversation in an English university about
whether or not Wales assured qualifications were any better or worse than English
ones. It's not a conversation I'm aware of ever having happened. (HE stakeholder)
It was argued by one school stakeholder that Wales could be looking to collaborate more
with other devolved nations to ensure qualifications’ credibility was maintained. Even so, it
should be wary of attempting to apply another exemplar nation’s approach (e.g. Finland or
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New Zealand) to Wales given that each nation is different. Additionally, a WBL stakeholder
felt that there was a preoccupation with drawing comparisons with England which not very
helpful, particularly given that they perceived the FE landscape in England to be a ‘mess’.
Wales should be focusing on looking at best practice in nations beyond the UK and be
confident in its own offer.

6.2 Areas of perceived superiority
According to some public body / Welsh Government, FE, WBL, awarding body, HE and
employer representative stakeholders, there was better access in Wales to decision-makers
in the education sector with the potential for more influence, or at least to be heard. There
was also a perception that the Welsh Government and Qualifications Wales worked more
closely with the profession and stakeholders than the UK Government (discussed in more
detail in sections 4.2 and 4.6) Qualifications Wales was deemed by some to be more
accessible than its England counterpart and to be better with communication, engagement
and responsiveness. Qualifications Wales also sought to actively engage with learners, for
example, which was not thought to be so obvious with Ofqual engagement activities.
Furthermore, the landscape in Wales, for a couple of public bodies, felt more structured and
regulated than it did in England where there was a perception of a ‘marketplace’ in
qualifications.
One of the things I like about Qualifications Wales is that they are able to engage as
a regulator effectively in my view. I found them to be generally much more open
than I find in England particularly. I think they’re interested in stakeholder opinion.
They listen and they try to be consultative when they make changes as opposed to
change being imposed which is often what we’ve seen in England. (HE stakeholder)
Wales’s modular approach to GCSEs and A levels was thought by a few to have proved
more resilient and beneficial than England’s linear approach during the pandemic because
of the assessment opportunities it presented. AS levels were believed to help to influence
university offers via interim progression assessment as well as progression into
employment. Moreover, according to one stakeholder, AS levels presented an ‘exit route’
for some learners who would obtain an AS level alongside a vocational qualification.
One set of final exams in England which encapsulate the two year’s work. I must
admit, my preference is the Welsh system. I was a big fan of the old AS, A2. . . . I
think that if we learned anything from the last twelve months, having high stakes,
one-sitting qualifications has really left us very exposed. (HE stakeholder)
A small number of stakeholders commented that Wales felt more progressive and flexible
than England, with its new school curriculum. Additionally, the system in Wales seemed
more geared towards meeting the needs of learners and the nation’s economy, concluded
a couple of participants.
Overall, I feel that Wales is taking a kinder approach to learners to support them in
their development than some of the changes in England, and I think that's very good
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in Wales, It is important that we have a qualifications system that is for everyone and
not just for any elite. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
One teacher drew favourable comparisons from a vocational qualification perspective,
having had dealings with qualifications not regulated in Wales. Level 3 subjects in business
and tourism were highlighted by this participant as being superior to those available outside
Wales. According to an awarding body stakeholder, Wales was thought to be taking some
‘exciting’, innovative steps with vocational qualification and curriculum development that
others would be following with interest. Also, an employer representative stakeholder
thought that ‘in Wales, they seem to have done a better job of keeping the status of
apprenticeships up, whereas in England what’s occurred over the last three or four years
has been hugely damaging’.
Further qualifications related points made on an individual basis included:
•

How it was easier to interact with WJEC than other awarding bodies because of having
named contacts within the organisation; and also because of a generally more
responsive experience;

•

How the Welsh Bacc offered something unique versus other home nations and helped to
better equip learners for different types of progression;

•

How WJEC’s Maths Numeracy was a strong feature of the Welsh Curriculum and did not
have an equivalent in England based awarding bodies. Its functional elements were
deemed valuable to employers and should be promoted more;

•

Keeping the current alphabetical grading in Wales for GCSEs was considered the right
thing to do - it was felt to work and was well recognised;

•

Wales seems more diverse with its English literature authors and poets than England
which reportedly only studied the ‘English canon’.

6.3 Areas of perceived inferiority
Participants tended not to identify perceived significant areas of inferiority. Wales,
according to a small number of stakeholders, had very little influence on vocational
qualifications which was deemed an issue regarding assessment plans. A couple of WBL
stakeholders believed that, in England, some assessment methods can use remote
invigilation whereas in Wales, it was a ‘work in progress’ with Qualifications Wales.

Additional, isolated points made included the following:
•

Canada reportedly supported learners in choosing either a vocational or academic route
both of which are perceived to have equal value, unlike in Wales;

•

Certain Scandinavian countries were associated with FE qualifications that were much
more linked to placements and employment than they are in the UK;
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A small number of stakeholders referred to the perceived ‘monopoly’ that WJEC had in
Wales versus a more competitive market in England. (See 4.3.1 for further discussion on this
topic.)
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•

England’s 9-1 grading system allowed for differentiation between A* grades and truly
outstanding grades;

•

Qualification changes and reviews were thought to happen more quickly in England. It
felt far more drawn out in Wales;

•

Some of the vocational qualifications from England were deemed more interesting and
relevant to young people;

•

Wales was being ‘dragged’ towards an England model for FE which was not deemed
beneficial.
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7. Qualifications and Welsh language provision
Where there was time, stakeholders were asked for their thoughts on how well the
qualifications system caters for Welsh speaking learners.
Table 6: factors affecting views on Welsh language provision
Positive factors
Less positive factors
Provision was deemed by some to be
There continued to be delays receiving
strong in the ‘traditional’ subjects.
support and resources in Welsh.
Provision was thought by some to be
Teachers were still having to translate
improving.
some materials themselves.
Qualifications Wales was reported as
Vocational qualifications were not thought
making funding available for Welsh
by some to meet the needs of Welsh
language provision to non-WJEC
speakers.
awarding bodies.
Welsh language provision sometimes
added complexity for awarding bodies.
It could contribute to a reluctance among
awarding bodies to be present in the
Wales market in certain areas.

7.1 Strengths associated with qualifications and Welsh language provision
In a few cases, stakeholders remarked that Welsh language provision was good, mainly in
the more ‘traditional’ subjects. There was also good support from WJEC.

A small number of school, public body / Welsh Government and WBL stakeholders felt that
Welsh language provision was improving all the time but with room for improvement. WJEC
Welsh language materials, for example, were described as being made available at the same
time as English materials. Qualifications Wales was described by a WBL stakeholder as
having ‘put their foot on the floor’ with awarding bodies on Welsh language provision of
qualifications which had been welcomed. Qualifications Wales had also shown ‘stronger
commitment’ to ensure that all the qualifications developed as part of the new school
curriculum are available in Welsh and English. One school stakeholder, however, still
wanted to see more effort to support ALN pupils with Welsh language provision.
Qualifications Wales has been working hard to increase the availability of
qualifications through the medium of Welsh. They do that in a lot of different ways.
So we have seen a lot of improvements. (Public body / Welsh Government
stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
What I think has improved, I thought there was an imbalance to start between what
was available in Welsh-medium schools and what was available in English-medium
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The provision we get at GCSE, the provision is good. We can operate and work
through the medium of Welsh here, and the Qualifications Wales policy and
procedures supports that. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
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schools. I think that pulling this together so that there is the same provision in the
schools, that is a huge improvement. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
A positive reference was made by a couple of FE stakeholders to how they had invested in
staff training to be able to offer Welsh language qualifications, for example with Care, Sport
and Journalism qualifications. Another described how they now offered modules, parts of
the curriculum and assessment opportunities bilingually rather than attempting to offer an
entire qualification through the medium of Welsh.
Qualifications Wales was reported as making funding available for Welsh language
provision to non-WJEC awarding bodies but it appeared to be on an ad hoc basis, according
to one public body participant 29. However, it was believed that this was an area of focus for
Qualifications Wales and the sector reviews had helped to address the issue to an extent.
A further point made by a school stakeholder was a feeling that qualifications in Welsh were
becoming more valued by employers, and that the department in the school felt wellsupported.

Some school and public body / Welsh Government stakeholders commented that there
continued to be frustrations over the delay in receiving support and resources for subjects
in the Welsh language. This could result in staff having to translate materials. The problem
sometimes became more acute when there were changes to courses, for example at level 3
and A level. Translations could also look a little rushed and the Welsh used was sometimes
not considered very accessible.
I know the textbooks don't always come out, do they? There are issues ... I know I
was talking to the head of Religious Education. She said she’s only just had the
textbook, and the course is now nearing completion because it was a two year
course, you know? So you know, in the English schools they had the book. That's not
fair, is it?. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)
A couple of participants expressed a degree of understanding that the demand would be far
greater for English language resources. In addition, some had noted that the issue had been
acknowledged and that attempts were being made to try to expedite the provision of Welsh
language resources. An example given of delivery improvements was materials for the
Science A levels. Overall, however, the delays were still a problem for some.
Vocational qualifications were not always thought to meet the needs of Welsh speakers,
according to some stakeholders, for example with school stakeholders saying that English
language materials were delivered first. A small number of participants admitted that some
Welsh language provision was not commercially viable because of such low uptake
numbers. Provision was thought by one public body to have worsened in some instances.
Awarding bodies can apply for Qualifications Wales’s annual Welsh Language Support Grant. It is designed to
assist recognised awarding bodies in enabling learners to take regulated qualifications through the medium of
Welsh.

29
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The example given was of an awarding body withdrawing a qualification in Wales because
it did not offer its revised qualification in Welsh. Provision in Welsh from England based
awarding bodies was considered ‘weak’ by one stakeholder.
I'm concerned about the situation with vocational qualifications. . . . Qualifications
available to schools across Wales should be managed in Wales. I worry that pupils
who want to take vocational qualifications through the medium of Welsh are just at
a disadvantage - it's not an equal opportunity at all. It is not an equal opportunity for
the pupils or the schools. (School stakeholder, translated from Welsh)

There are learners all over Wales that want to be able to access the curriculum in
Welsh. For many, they are not able to possibly because of staff skills, but there are
also times when they are not able to access it because the awarding organisation
doesn’t offer it. That, I really think, is a problem and really does need to be
addressed. (FE stakeholder)
Some awarding body stakeholders stressed that the policy of bilingual provision was
understood and important. However, reference was also made to the additional
administrative work that came with this requirement, adding a perceived layer of
complexity to the process for smaller awarding bodies delivering more niche qualifications.
Financial viability was a consideration as well. They did not have in-house Welsh language
capabilities as a few of the large awarding bodies did. The Welsh language requirements for
small numbers of learners could therefore lead to qualifications being withdrawn from the
market in Wales. One awarding body stakeholder pointed out that constructing bilingual
qualifications was not the issue for them; the challenge was promoting the qualification and
encouraging its use.
If I’m brutally honest we don’t see an awful lot of take-up on it. And so I think it’s a
challenge within the system. I completely understand why [Qualifications Wales]
would be committed to it and they want to be seen to be committed to it. But that’s
not a weakness of Qualifications Wales, it’s a challenge within the system. (Awarding
body stakeholder)
The Welsh language was cited as a contributing factor to a couple of awarding bodies’
reluctance to attempt to enter or remain in certain areas of the Wales market, in addition
to the limited size of the market in the first place. It effectively created a monopoly,
summed up one awarding body, which might be a frustration to some in Wales. However,
there was acknowledgement from another stakeholder that the grant available from
Qualifications Wales for Welsh language provision support might help.
The need for our database, our customer interface to be also in Welsh and our
website to be also in Welsh, while I entirely understand it, it does present a barrier for
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An FE stakeholder wondered whether Qualifications Wales could ‘flex its muscles’ in these
situations with awarding bodies to better represent the needs of Welsh speaking learners.
A further issue raised was with External Quality Assurers (EQAs). An awarding body might
deliver a qualification in Welsh but the EQA might not be a Welsh speaker.
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us. . . . [It] would possibly mean that it would be something where we would
withdraw from that market. (Awarding body stakeholder)
Among some FE stakeholders, it was considered challenging to deliver Welsh language
qualifications because Welsh language was not widely spoken in the region they covered,
as well as for viability reasons. It was reported that some bilingual staff still lacked the
confidence to deliver qualifications bilingually; and there were low numbers enrolling for
these courses, some stated. It was summed up by one FE stakeholder as a very complicated
space politically, culturally, and economically. Another participant concluded that it would
never be possible to satisfy the ‘political appetite’ for Welsh language provision of
vocational qualifications. Regardless of whether or not the qualifications were available
bilingually, the greatest barrier was described as having the resource to deliver those
qualifications in Welsh.
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8. Opinions on the Welsh Government’s announcement for teacher managed
assessments in 2021
This final chapter explores perceptions of the plans that were being developed in Wales for
assessment in 2021. Some fieldwork took place before the Minister for Education’s 20
January 2021 announcement that learners taking GCSE, AS and A levels approved by
Qualifications Wales would have their qualifications awarded through a Centre-Determined
Grade model. Despite this evolving landscape during fieldwork, themes emerged which are
still relevant.
Table 7: factors affecting views on assessment plans in Wales for 2021
Positive factors
Less positive factors
More clarity on assessment plan specifics
Decisions taken in Wales felt sensible.
were requested.
A relatively early announcement was
Vocational qualifications felt neglected
appreciated.
during this period.
The pandemic crisis had at least allowed
for reflection on what kind of
assessment is most appropriate – with
hopes that a more blended approach
could be adopted in the future.
Qualifications Wales was thought to have been placed in a difficult situation with the
issues.
8.1 Assessment plans for 2021
Stakeholders tended to comment that they recognised it was a very difficult, complex
situation for the organisations involved to deal with. They regularly welcomed how the
Welsh Government had acted relatively early to provide a degree of certainty over what lay
ahead. It sounded sensible, a reasonable compromise and had been necessary. A system of
examinations for 2021 did not seem fair or viable given the disruptive impact the pandemic
was having on learners’ education. Teachers were, some concluded, best placed to assess
learners, supported by some ‘moderation systems’. Efforts to consult with the profession
and invitations to sit on an independent panel were also acknowledged and welcomed by
those involved. However, it was felt by an FE stakeholder that there should be more
representation of practitioners in working groups on the plans, rather than relying on senior
leaders among FE providers.
I think it was a sensible way forward. Obviously, there are further changes, and there
may be further changes yet. My opinion is that they don’t have a crystal ball and
actually doing sensible things as and when required is the way forward here. (School
stakeholder)
It just makes sense. And they did it early, and they gave a level of certainty. That’s all
people need, certainty. I know that didn’t happen in some of the other devolved
nations and in England either, so a huge credit to them with regard to that.
(Employer representative stakeholder)
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Focusing on Qualifications Wales, some stakeholders commented that the organisation was
in a difficult position as a regulator while ‘political decisions’ were being made.
Qualifications Wales’s perceived contribution in reaching this decision was considered
appropriate for the circumstances by the few who felt able to comment. The way in which
Qualifications Wales continued to engage and consult on the issues was appreciated and it
seemed that the regulator made its recommendations based on the best interests of
learners.
All I can do is applaud the work that Qualifications Wales and their stakeholder
groups have undertaken given the scale and the scope of the challenge. (Public body
/ Welsh Government stakeholder)
In isolated cases, school stakeholders felt that these decisions could have been made more
quickly. In addition, the lack of any prior communication with the sector on what the
announcement would be, meant school leaders were sometimes unable to deal
immediately with questions they received from parents.
There were regular calls for more clarity on what the changes to assessment would mean in
detail so that practitioners could provide certainty for learners; and also know how the
appeals process would be managed. Otherwise, they would be trying to second guess what
lay ahead. Some HE stakeholders wanted to know how awarded grades would be ratified.
One HE stakeholder said that they needed to know as soon as possible if there were likely to
be any knowledge gaps that they would need to address in students’ first year at university.
Timings would be important as well, with results from different nations ideally being
released on the same day.
However, a view was also expressed that there was little point looking too far ahead given
how the situation with the coronavirus and containment measures could change so quickly.
Repeating the teacher assessment model of 2020 in 2021 seemed the only option to some
participants, especially given how this year’s year 11s had effectively missed half of last
year, concluded one school stakeholder. Any kind of formal assessment would not be fair to
learners. One HE stakeholder wanted to see Qualifications Wales develop a three-year plan
for the future of assessments as that was how long it was expected to ‘get young people
back on track’.
Less positively, it felt to some FE and WBL stakeholders that vocational qualifications had
been neglected during this period, with most of the attention on general qualifications. It
was predictable, explained one WBL stakeholder, that the focus was on academic
qualifications at the expense of vocational qualifications which had felt like an ‘afterthought’. This type of scenario was not thought to help with the external perspective of
vocational qualifications as they were seemingly devalued by the apparent lack of attention
they received.
I know Quals Wales don’t oversee the English exam boards, but there has been no
announcement regarding those adaptations. Very limited. So, there’s definitely a
difference between the way academic qualifications are coordinated and perceived
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compared to vocational qualifications. It’s trying to bring parity to both routes. (FE
stakeholder)
In a few cases, FE and WBL stakeholders were dissatisfied with the situation for assessing
vocational qualifications that are regulated on a three country basis, with the majority of
learners in England. An example was given of how the UK Government’s Department for
Education announced in early January 2021, confirmed in Wales, that schools and colleges
could continue with the vocational and technical exams that were scheduled to take place in
January, where they judged it right to do so. Leaving the decision for schools and colleges to
choose whether learners should sit the exams then or later in summer was described by one
FE stakeholder as ‘ridiculous’. The timing of the announcement was also considered
unhelpful: the night before a nine o’clock exam the following morning. A subsequent
announcement from an awarding body, reportedly on the same evening, that learners who
were unable to attend an exam would not be disadvantaged created further confusion and
uncertainty over what this meant for the college and learners now and in the future. The
situation regarding external exams for FE providers was described by another stakeholder as
‘a nonsense’. They had to cancel WJEC (GCSE English exam modules) as a safety measure
yet (at the time of interviewing) the majority of learners would be sitting vocational exams
with awarding bodies regulated on a three country basis.
Additionally, a WBL stakeholder had been disappointed with the lack of agility and
responsiveness to different assessment strategy ideas because of the pandemic. They
explained how the digital literacy Essential Skills qualification could not be assessed digitally.
The pandemic, this participant thought, would surely result in welcome changes that would
benefit the learner. However, on approaching the awarding body, they were informed the
issue needed to be resolved by Qualifications Wales and it proved difficult to get any kind of
answer to the query.
Adopting a purely centre assessed grades approach for 2021 was expected by a couple of
public body stakeholders and FE stakeholders to create high levels of stress for teachers.
The Welsh Government would also need to show trust in teachers. In addition, teachers
would be lacking sufficient evidence for some learners because of time spent in selfisolation. Teachers might know what a learner was capable of, but that pupil might not be at
that point in their learning, making it a difficult to reach an accurate judgement.
If they were to get rid of the whole three pillars 30 and just have teacher managed
assessment, I think from a teacher point of view it’s going to be really, really
stressful. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
Further areas of uncertainty and issues voiced included:
•

A concern from an HE stakeholder that students may not be sufficiently prepared for
university assessments because they would not have experience of sitting A level exams;

•

Clarity over what test conditions would look like;

30

See https://gov.wales/examination-and-assessment-guidance-2020-2021
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•

How to effectively support learners at a PRU who were often very disengaged and how
to obtain a body of evidence for GCSEs;

•

The potential for variations in the rigour of assessment;

•

The lack of a ‘level playing field’ for learners given their different circumstances, access
to technology and time in self-isolation while schools were teaching face to face.

8.2 Assessment plans beyond 2021
Across the groups of stakeholders, it was felt that the pandemic crisis had at least prompted
reflection on what could be more effective assessment approaches in future years. For
some this meant reviewing how effective externally assessed exams are as a measure of a
pupil’s learning, with the potential for more teacher assessment, controlled assessment and
tasks and coursework. Credit should be given for the two years’ work for GCSE rather than
relying on a two-hour exam, summed up one participant. Given the levels of uncertainty at
the time of fieldwork, some found it difficult to look beyond 2021 other than to emphasise
the importance of communication and allowing time for preparation.
What opportunities does it bring for the approach we take in a few years? And some
of that I guess greater reliance on professional judgement of the teachers that we’re
looking to bring in through the curriculum and the assessment arrangements that
support it and whether that is something that feeds through into the qualification
approach in future years as well. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
I think there will be a greater onus on applied tasks, which I think is a good thing. The
robustness then has to come in the system, so it doesn’t return to the old cheating of
coursework. (School stakeholder)
A move to a blended approach was therefore suggested by some: a proportion of
coursework across all subjects with teacher assessment as a contributing factor, and
external assessment. Such a ‘collegiate’ move would also help to demonstrate trust in the
profession although it was stressed by some that an element of external verification would
still be needed. Adopting a flexible approach to assessment tailored to pupils’ ways of
learning could, if executed correctly, provide a better reflection of learners’ capabilities,
summed up a couple of HE stakeholders. It could also help with widening participation.
GCSEs need to develop to evolve in line with the new curriculum, but also I think the
coronavirus pandemic has highlighted some weaknesses in the system as well. I think
our view is that the GCSE examinations, the post-16 examinations should evolve, and
I think that Qualifications Wales need to make it very clear what the direction of that
evolution should be. In our view, it should become less dependent on examinations
and should have greater teacher assessment, but also internal tests within schools
and sorts of things. So, it needs to be a more varied approach to examinations.
Whether or not that full evolution can be maintained within the GCSE framework is
not clear. (Public body / Welsh Government stakeholder)
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I wouldn’t suggest centre assessed grades as a main form of assessment for the
future but I think there is an opportunity now and I think once people realise that
there’s a trust in the profession and that people can cope with giving more of a
professional view on pupils’ progress and attainment that it doesn’t need to be so
externally verified or managed. (School stakeholder)
It would be important to ensure that controlled assessments did not effectively become
exams, that the rigour of the qualifications was protected, and that weighting was given to
assessments towards the end of the qualification.
Among public body and awarding body stakeholders it was suggested that Wales could
continue to adopt a model that in some way compensates for lost learning. Additionally,
assessment plans could involve lowered grade boundaries and acknowledgement that
results may be different from other years. One participant suggested that it would be
important to thoroughly assess where learners were with their progress by the end of the
summer 2021 term, especially those who were more vulnerable. This would need to be
followed by compensating in some way for lost learning for ‘a good few years’. It could
potentially apply to current years 8 and 9 (in the 2020/21 school year) as well, given the
amount of self-isolating some learners experienced. A more joined-up approach with other
UK nations was also desired by one public body stakeholder which would, it was anticipated,
benefit learners and help learners, parents and universities understand that there was a
reasonably level playing field.
Some WBL stakeholders wanted to see Wales continue to build on the learning from 2020
and 2021 with an emphasis on more flexible assessment methodologies for vocational
qualifications, such as using digital media. This emphasis could also contribute to greater
accessibility of qualifications to learners across Wales. More collaborative working between
Qualifications Wales and awarding bodies was also advised to focus on how to adapt the
qualifications to support remote delivery and assessment.
There needs to be a whole range of investment, training, support in exploring
different levels of assessment methodology. And it’s a practitioner thing as well,
people like an easy route, don’t they? They default to what they know. But if we
unleash the flexibilities and efficiencies available through digital means that will
simply increase the amount of provision available across Wales. (WBL stakeholder)
One stakeholder commented that they wanted to see exams reinstated beyond 2021, as
the fairest way to test ability. Exams were still considered important among HE
stakeholders, for example, as they had a key role to play in HE preparedness where exams
were key assessment tools.
______________________________________________________________
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Appendix: topic guide
A. Introduction (5 mins)
1.
Thank stakeholder for participating. Introduce self and Beaufort / Cardiff Met.
2.

Explain purpose of discussion: We’d like to explore your confidence in the quality of
non-degree qualifications and the qualifications system in Wales, and in
Qualifications Wales’s activity. Our findings will update Qualifications Wales on
previous stakeholder confidence research, and be used to help them improve on
their work and to plan more effectively for the future. I realise there may be some
areas during the discussion where you may not feel able to comment which is fine.
We realise that there’s been a great deal of change and uncertainty since COVID-19
emerged. There are opportunities during the conversation to talk about its impact,
but there are also other key topics we need to cover as well in the time we have
available.

3.

4.

Explain MRS Code of Conduct / GDPR key points:
•

Reassure about confidentiality and obtain permission to record – purpose of recording
is to aid analysis. We will make a transcript of the recording but Beaufort will not pass
it on to the client. The recording / transcript will be securely stored. Any personal
information we capture will be kept securely for 12 months after completion of the
project and will then be destroyed

•

Participation is entirely voluntary

•

Remind that the Privacy Notice is available on the Qualifications Wales website

•

For all organisations except schools: The client will know which organisations we have
approached to take part but we will not include anything in our report that could lead
to an individual or organisation being identified

•

For school participants: The client will not know which schools have taken part in the
research

Participant introduction:
•

First name

•

Organisation, job title and role

•

Briefly, how familiar they a re with Qualifications Wales

B. Confidence in qualifications in Wales (30 mins)
5.

Before we explore the topics in detail, how would you rate overall the non-degree
qualifications currently available in Wales? Please can you give me a rating out of 10
where 10 means your confidence in the quality of non-degree qualifications in Wales
is very high. You can base your rating on whatever factors you wish.
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6.

Tell me about the score you’ve given? Probe whatever emerges, including:
•

What are the key factors you’re basing your confidence score on? Probe,
including if appropriate
o Why those factors in particular?

7.

•

(If not already clear) How much confidence do you have in non-degree
qualifications in Wales? Probe

•

(Question may not be appropriate for all) How much do you currently value the
GCSEs, AS / A levels, Welsh Bacc / Skills Challenge Certificate and vocational
qualifications in Wales?

Tell me (more) about the positive aspects you associate with non-degree
qualifications in Wales? Probe for detail on whatever emerges including:
•

What are you basing your view on?

•

What are the key strengths of qualifications in Wales?

•

What if any improvements have you noted in recent years with qualifications?
Probe for specific examples
o What’s been the evidence for (each improvement)?

8.

And tell me (more) about any concerns you have regarding non-degree qualifications
in Wales? Probe for detail on whatever emerges including:
•

What are you basing your view on?

•

What are the key weaknesses of qualifications in Wales?

•

What if anything do you think has worsened in recent years with qualifications in
Wales? Probe
o What’s been the evidence for (each example of deterioration)?

9.

How do qualifications in Wales compare with other nations? Probe whatever
emerges including:
•

In which areas if any do you feel Wales is superior? Probe

•

In which areas if any do you feel Wales is inferior? Probe

•

Ensure comparisons with England probed

If not already covered spontaneously, prompt the following topics where participant feels
able to comment and if time allows
10.

What are your thoughts on the choice of qualifications available in Wales? By this we
mean the range of qualifications available in Wales which could include GCSE, A level
and vocational qualifications. Probe:
•

Why do you say that? Ensure it’s clear how they are interpreting ‘choice’
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11.

What’s your opinion on the availability of different qualifications in Wales? By this
we mean the subject areas available. Probe:
•

12.

How accessible do you feel qualifications are in Wales? By this we mean the ability
for learners to select the option regardless of region, and / or learning difficulties
and disabilities. Probe for examples
•

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Why do you say that? Ensure it’s clear how they are interpreting ‘availability’, e.g.
whether, in reality, a subject can be taken or if there are any limitations due to
issues with specialist rooms, equipment, staff, numbers of learners taking a
qualification, funding etc.

Why do you say that? Ensure it’s clear how they are interpreting ‘accessible’

What are your views on qualifications in Wales and Welsh language provision?
Probe:
•

Why do you say that?

•

What if any improvements have you seen or heard about? Probe for examples,
perceived prevalence

•

What if anything has become worse regarding Welsh language provision and
qualifications? Probe for examples, perceived prevalence

•

What improvements need to be made?

How confident are you in the future of GCSEs as a qualification? Probe whatever
emerges including:
•

What makes you think that?

•

What exactly would you like to see happen in the future?

What are your thoughts on how the new school curriculum for Wales is being
developed? Probe whatever emerges including:
•

What makes you think that?

•

What exactly would you like to see happen in the future?

•

How confident are you that there will be an effective transition from the new
curriculum into qualifications?

How well do you think Qualifications Wales is responding to the new curriculum?
Probe whatever emerges including:
•

What makes you say that?

•

What examples can you give to illustrate your point?

How well do you think other parts of the sector are responding to the new
curriculum? Probe whatever emerges including:
•

What makes you say that?
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•

What examples can you give to illustrate your point?

18.

How well equipped do you expect teachers to be in delivering the new curriculum
and helping learners achieve the qualifications they deserve? Probe

19.

What are your thoughts on the announcement that, for 2021, in place of exams, the
Welsh Government intends to work with schools and colleges to take forward
teacher-managed assessments? Probe reactions including:

20.

•

How do you feel about Qualifications Wales’s position, response and
involvement in this topic?

•

What more would you like to see happen for assessments in 2021?

•

What possible solutions can you think of for beyond 2021?

What thoughts do you have on post-16 education and training in Wales (e.g.
vocational qualifications, work based learning)? Probe including:
•

What do you think Wales does well in this respect? Probe for examples

•

What do you think is not so good about vocational qualifications in Wales and
post-16 education and training? Probe for examples

•

What improvements would you like to see? Probe

•

Overall, how confident are you in the qualifications on offer in Wales? Probe

C. Confidence in the qualifications system and Qualifications Wales (25 mins)
Some topics in this section may already have been covered
21.

Let’s turn for a moment to your views on the qualifications system in Wales. By this
we mean the awarding bodies and the regulatory body Qualifications Wales. As we
did before, please can you give me a rating out of 10 that sums up how much
confidence you have in the system itself? Again, a score of 10 would mean you rated
the qualifications system in Wales very highly.

22.

Tell me why you gave this score? Probe, then prompt if not already clear:

23.

•

What are you basing this score on? Probe

•

What do you see as the key strengths of the qualifications system in Wales?
Probe why, and for examples

•

And what do you see as the key weakness of the qualifications system in Wales?
Probe why, and for examples

•

(If not already clear) How much confidence do you have in the system?

•

What are the main improvements you’d like to see made to the system? Probe
including shorter / longer term suggestions

If we focus now on your views on Qualifications Wales itself, would your rating out
of 10 remain the same or change? Probe any change and also:
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•

24.

25.

What are the key factors you’re basing your rating on for Qualifications Wales?
Probe, including if appropriate
•

Why these factors in particular?

•

How clear is its role to you?

•

Would you say your confidence has increased, stayed the same, or decreased in
the organisation? Probe why

What does Qualifications Wales do well? Probe and obtain examples; also:
•

26.

How much confidence do you have in Qualifications Wales? Probe

How important is [each aspect] to you? Probe

What do they do less well? Probe and obtain examples
•

How important is [each issue] to you? Probe

27.

How well do you think they engage with you and other stakeholders? Probe

28.

What areas are most important to you that Qualifications Wales should be
prioritising? Probe if not already clear

29.

Summing up, what two or three words would you use to describe Qualifications
Wales? Check it’s clear what they mean by what they say and why
•

30.

How would you finish this sentence: ‘I’d have more confidence in Qualifications
Wales if . . .’ what? Probe

Which other organisations do you associate with the qualifications system in Wales?
Probe for each
•

What’s your perception of the role [x] plays? Probe

•

How effectively does [x] fulfil this role? Probe

•

How much confidence do you have in [x]? Probe

•

How well do you think these different organisations work together to deliver
qualifications in Wales?

31.

Summing up, to what extent do you feel qualifications and the qualifications system
are meeting the reasonable needs of learners in Wales?

32.

What if anything do you think Qualifications Wales could learn from the
qualifications systems in other nations? Probe

33.

Before we finish, is there anything else you’d like to add, particularly about the
impact of COVID-19 and what might lie ahead?
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