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AoC Ifate Technical Qualification Consultation response. 

Association of Colleges is the national voice for further education, sixth form, 

tertiary and specialist colleges in England. We are a not-for-profit membership 

organisation established in 1996 by colleges, for colleges. Our members make 

up more than 90% of the sector - educating and training two million people each 

year. 

 

Overarching principles 

• A truly integrated system brings employers, providers and student voice 

into the heart of product design. Without this triangulation it is likely the 

system will fail to work on the ground.  

• We question the need for another approval process/review of current 

qualifications. There is considerable change in the system: the 

introduction of T levels and HTQs, the defunding of qualifications at level 

3 and the review of level 2 and below qualifications in addition to covid 

recovery, cost of living crisis and challenges to recruit suitably well 

qualified staff, changes in accountability frameworks and emphasis on 

evidencing how colleges are meeting local skills needs  

• Colleges organise their curriculum by sectors/subjects. In order to support 

planning and staffing requirements colleges need to know urgently what 

qualifications will be available, their size, how they will be funded and if 

for 16 to 18-year-olds how they sit within a study programme and can be 

combined with other qualifications. This information and specifications 

are required at least 18 months ahead of delivery to support planning, 

staffing, training, marketing and CEIAG.  

• Qualifications need to be viable to run – specialisation and different 

qualifications for 19+ and 16 to 18-year-olds will lead to small groups 

which are not viable.  

• Assessment needs to be manageable for students (25% of 16 to 18-year-

old students in colleges have disclosed learning difficulties and 

disabilities) and for colleges – the growing amount of external assessment 

in the system is already causing logistical challenges in terms of staffing, 

accommodation and complex administration.  

• For 16 to 18-year-olds in particular, qualifications are just part of the KS5 

offer – it needs to be clear how qualifications relate to current study 

programmes 

• The qualification system needs to be responsive and agile to meet the 

fast-changing changing needs of industry. 
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• There needs to be clarity over timeframe and offer for 2024/25. The first 

Ifate approved qualifications will be available for 2025, but defunding is 

scheduled to start in 2024.   

Question 4 What current barriers do employers face when looking to 

utilise technical qualifications for workforce development and/or 

recruitment?  

N/A 

 

Question 5 We plan to provide guidance to awarding bodies to help them 

with the shaping of their development priorities/approaches. This 

guidance would be developed by employers. Do you agree that this would 

be helpful?  

No. It is of course important that employer input and views inform the guidance, 

but any guidance should also be clear on meeting the needs of students; 

accessibility and the needs of providers; manageability. A truly integrated 

system would bring providers and student voice into the heart of product 

design.  

 

Question 6 What information would it be most useful to include within our 

strategic guidance to inform the development priorities/approaches of 

awarding bodies?  

• Needs of employers 

• Student voice 

• Provider manageability in terms of external assessment and 

viability/staffing: 

External assessment - Over 25% of 16 to 18-year-old college students have 

special educational needs which require exam access arrangements for 

example additional time of up to 25%. Digital T level occupational 

specialism assessment is 45 hours. An additional 25% extra time means 

over 55 hours of assessment. This is a lot of pressure for a student with 

additional support needs.  For a college external assessment provides 

challenges of accommodation, invigilation and administration. More and 

more assessment in the system requires classrooms to be turned into 

exam rooms for longer periods of time which impacts on delivery. It is 

increasingly difficult to recruit the necessary numbers of invigilators. Each 

awarding organisation has its own assessment administration 

requirements which is confusing and which can be very time consuming. 

Viability and staffing – Courses which are too occupationally specific mean 

more smaller groups – this is not viable for colleges to deliver. 

Occupationally specific qualifications require specialised staffing at a time 

when colleges are struggling to recruit teachers.  
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• Clarity of how the qualification differs from previous iterations  

• Expectations of comprehensive sample assessment materials  

• Ensuring qualifications can be responsive to changing employer needs 

and swiftly changing technology eg digital 

Question 7 Are you clear as to where different types of qualifications will 

fit within the categories described? 

Very unclear. This is a key issue for colleges. Colleges do not organise their 

delivery in terms of qualification purpose. Colleges organise their curriculum by 

sectors/subjects. In order to support planning and staffing requirements 

colleges need to know urgently which qualifications will be available, their size, 

how they will be funded and, if for 16 to 18-year-olds, how they sit within a study 

programme and can be combined with other qualifications. This information, 

specifications and funding are required at least 18 months ahead of delivery to 

support planning, staffing, training, marketing and CEIAG.  

 

Having different qualifications for 16 to 18-year-olds and 19+ students in T Level 

subjects threatens the viability of opportunities for 19+ students as adult 

numbers on technical qualifications are small at individual colleges.  

 

We see no need for qualifications to have to go through another process of 

review when many qualifications have already moved from QCF to RQF in recent 

times.  

 

Question 8 We have set out our proposed approach for pre-defining 

additional specialist areas and cross-cutting functional areas against which 

awarding bodies can submit qualifications. Do you foresee any issues with 

this approach?  

 No.  

 

Question 9 Do you see a need for IfATE to introduce an exceptions process 

to allow awarding bodies to submit proposals for developments in the 

additional specialist and cross cutting functional areas? (drop down 

list/tick box) Yes, No, N/A. If yes/no, please provide an explanation for your 

response.  

Yes, this enables exceptions to be met.  

 

Question 10  Do you agree that the evidence requested is sufficient to 

assure IfATE of employer demand for submitted qualifications?  

No. A wide range of employer feedback including large corporates and SMEs is 

vital. Colleges work to meet the needs of their local employers who are often 

SMEs. The introduction of standards into apprenticeships saw a proliferation of 
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very specialised and high-level apprenticeships which primarily met the needs of 

large employers.   

 

Employers should be asked to express their commitment to working with 

providers to support delivery, resource, information, advice and guidance and 

specialist skills where required.  

 

Question 11 Do you have access to any additional data / evidence which 

you feel IfATE should consider when assessing the employer demand for 

submitted qualifications?  

No 

 

Question 12 Is the proposed process clear for submissions into the 

employer proposed category?  

No, there is no detail on the time this process may take. Colleges are concerned 

that in digital for example change happens rapidly and qualification design 

needs to be able to be responsive.  

 

Question 13 Are you clear as to our proposed criteria for testing content 

aligned to KSBs within occupational standards which are published by 

IfATE? 

Somewhat clear – we need to be assured that the process is responsive and has 

clear time frames. 

 

Question 14 Are you clear as to our proposed criteria for testing content 

aligned to pre-defined duties which are published by IfATE?  

Somewhat clear – we need to be assured that the process is responsive and has 

clear time frames.  

 

Question 15 Are you clear as to our proposed criteria for testing content 

which does not align to any outcomes which are published by IfATE? 

Somewhat clear - we need to be assured that the process is responsive and has 

clear time frames. 

 

Question 16 Are the assessment design flexibilities allowed helpful to 

ensure differences between occupations can be reflected within 

assessments?  

 

No. We agree that assessing competence is key, but there is insufficient detail 

regarding manageability for students – length of assessment meeting SEND 

requirements and for colleges which deliver at scale across a variety of 

provision. There should be greater emphasis on internal assessment which 
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provides greater flexibility for providers to plan assessment to ensure 

manageability and less pressure for students who do not flourish under the 

pressure of external examinations.   

 

While assessment may need to differ across sectors and occupations, 

administration and inspections should be closely aligned across awarding 

organisations to avoid confusion and duplication. Grading should also be 

aligned as much as possible. One of the great challenges in technical 

qualifcations is that grading differs across awarding organisations and 

qualifications – this is difficult to explain to key stake holder – employers, 

parents/carers and schools. At the very least if awarding organisations are 

offering qualifications in the same occupation the grading should be aligned.  

 

Question 17 Is the guidance provided around assessment design 

sufficiently clear to facilitate the development of high-quality 

assessments?  

No, there needs to be greater emphasis on manageability and meeting the 

needs of a wide range of students.  

Sufficient sample assessments need to be available to help colleges prepare 

students for assessment.  

 

 Question 18 Do you agree with IfATE’s proposed requirements relating to 

the accurate description of content in qualification titles  

Yes, this seems sensible and provides consistency across awarding organisations 

and occupations/sectors. 

 

Question 19 Would it be helpful to employers if the title of a qualification 

included confirmation of employer endorsement following approval by 

IfATE 

No, this would make the title very long and could appear that the qualification 

only represents the skills needs of that organisation.  Employer endorsement 

could be included in the specification and wider comms.  

 

Question 20 Do you agree that the publication of KSB mapping in 

occupational entry qualification specifications is beneficial to employers 

and providers?  

Yes, it makes for easy referencing.  

 

Question 21 If you are an awarding body, what EDI data do you currently 

collect for students who undertake your qualifications and would you be 

prepared, and able, to share it?  

Not applicable as not an awarding body. 
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Question 22 If you are an awarding body, how do you plan to embed our 

sustainability and digital skills frameworks in qualifications?  

Not applicable as not an awarding body. 

 

Question 23 With reference to the impact assessment published in Annex 

A, are there any additional steps that could be taken to mitigate any 

negative impact, resulting from the proposed approach to approvals?  

Yes, we recommend the least change possible to existing qualifications. There is 

already excessive change in the system with the introduction of T levels and 

HTQs, the defunding of qualifications at level 3 and the review of level 2 and 

below qualifications in addition to covid recovery, cost of living crisis and 

challenges to recruit suitably well qualified staff, changes in accountability 

frameworks and emphasis on evidencing how colleges are meeting local skills 

needs. We believe further review of qualifications is not necessary at this stage.  

The challenges identified in annexe A of curriculum planning, resource 

allocation, programme management, and staff training requirements will place a 

great deal of additional pressure on colleges.  

 

Question 24 With reference to the impact assessment published in Annex 

B, are there any other potential impacts (positive or negative) that have 

not been identified?  

 

Yes, as above in question 23, the greatest risk is the amount of change in the 

post 16 qualification landscape. We recommend that qualifications are allocated 

to the relevant technical group as soon as possible without further process 

noting that colleges need to know which qualifications will be funded.  

It is interesting to note that Annex B states that it may be possible for students 

to choose a mix of technical and ‘academic’ qualifications. Currently there are no 

rules of combination within study programmes. Any changes to this need to be 

clearly stated as soon as possible. 

 

Triangulation of the needs of employers, providers and students will be essential 

to ensure a qualification system that works on the ground.  


