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AELP’s response to DfE/Ofqual consultation on alternative arrangements for the 

award of VTQs and other general qualifications in 2021 

Executive Summary 

On 15 January 2021, The Department for Education (DfE) and Ofqual published a 

consultation on “Alternative arrangements for the award of Vocational and Technical 

Qualifications (VTQs) and other general qualifications in 2021”. 

The consultation is divided into two parts. In the first part, the DfE explains that those VTQs 

that are most similar to GCSE and A Levels should receive a calculated result, whereas 

qualifications requiring a practical assessment to demonstrate occupation competency 

should continue to take place subject to public health guidance, including remote 

assessments. 

In the second part, Ofqual outlines its strategy to implement the DfE’s policy proposals by 

issuing a revised version of the Extended Extraordinary Regulatory Framework (Extended 

ERF) that would allow awarding organisations (AOs) to offer adapted assessments for 

qualifications in scope and award results where exams cannot take place and learners have 

not been able to complete all other assessments. 

After many months of frustrating and unacceptable delays and lack of appropriate 

recognition to grasp the issue impacting thousands of learners from completing their FSQs, 

the Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) welcomes the publication of 

the DfE/Ofqual proposals on behalf of over 60,000 apprentices and learners who have been 

unable to progress in their programmes due to the Government’s inaction over recent 

months. 

AELP understands that the consultation’s proposals for functional skills qualifications (FSQs) 

for maths and English give apprentices the choice to attend a centre to sit the tests unless 

they are unable to do so remotely. If apprentices are unable to choose either of these two 

options, alternative arrangements – to be decided by each AOs in line with the consultation 

document’s general principles – will apply including teacher assessments. 

AELP thinks that this consultation is a step forward in the right direction but lacks parity with 

the treatment of general qualifications learners and actively undermines VTQ learners by 

creating an unacceptable two-tier divide, particularly when the Government has been trying 

to raise the parity of esteem of VTQ compared to academic routes.  

The Government told industry stakeholders that a further technical consultation would be 

necessary to follow up the one on alternative arrangements for VTQs. We could therefore be 

looking until at least the end of February 2021 before apprentices can access alternative 

arrangements of assessment. This is incredibly unfair to many apprentices, whose personal 

and working life has been put on hold since July 2020, and the Government risks increasing 

the logjam of learners who have been unable to sit FSQs because of Covid-19 restrictions. 

Therefore, given the increasingly worrying situation, AELP calls on the Government and 

Ofqual to expedite the process and move towards teacher assessed grades (TAGs) as the 

default option.  



Q1: Are there any other written exams due to take place from April onwards this 

academic year, that should be in scope and therefore not go ahead? 

Not applicable. 

Q2: Do you agree that written exams for other general qualifications that are not 

GCSEs, AS or A Levels due to take place from April onwards this academic year, 

should be subject to alternative arrangements similar to that taken for GCSEs, AS and 

A Levels, as addressed in part B of this consultation? 

Not applicable. 

Q3: Do you agree assessments for Functional Skills qualifications should be 

permitted to go ahead where they can be delivered in line with public health measure, 

including remotely, from April onwards, and otherwise be awarded through alternative 

arrangements set by Ofqual? 

This section in the consultation is particularly confusing and muddled. For example, the DfE 

proposes for FSQs an approach “similar to the one adopted in the summer of 2020”, but 

those proposals only entailed centre assessed grades (CAGs) for FSQs and nothing else. 

On the other hand, the DfE is now proposing to enable remote assessments, live 

assessments, and alternative arrangements without specifying what the latter specifically 

consists of. That is hardly a similar approach! 

AELP calls on the Government to make teacher assessed grades (TAGs) the default option 

for awarding FSQs. On one hand, remote assessments are neither fully tested nor widely 

available. The DfE is also not taking into account the issue of digital poverty across parts of 

the country, where learners do not have access to the right equipment and facilities to take 

assessments remotely. On the other hand, the Government is rightly committed to bring 

down Covid-19 transmission rates that it would be unsafe for learners to attend testing in 

person. By introducing a choice between remote assessments and CAGs, without 

adequately explaining alternative arrangements to these two options, the DfE is introducing 

a two-tier system that gives VTQ learners a rotten deal compared to students in more 

academic pathways. 

AELP believes that apprentices and VTQ learners should not be treated as second class 

citizens compared to general qualifications students. Given that FSQs for maths and English 

have been awarded through teacher assessed grades in schools due to the impact of Covid-

19, the same option must be available for learners seeking to acquire FSQ as part of 

apprenticeships. 

Q4: Do you agree that T Level core component exams should not go ahead this 

summer and should be taken in the second year, but that students should still have 

the option to take the employer-set project? 

AELP does not have a particular view on this issue but if the DfE agrees that postponing the 

core component exams until later in the T Level syllabus is acceptable, resequencing FSQs 

for apprentices until after the end point assessment (EPA) gateway should be equally 

allowed to happen. 

There needs to be consistency across the board in DfE’s approach to qualifications, with 

parity of treatment not just between general and vocational qualifications, but also between 

VTQs themselves. 



Q5a: Do you agree that practical exams required for employment and apprenticeships 

should continue to go ahead throughout the academic year, where they can be 

delivered in line with public measures, or otherwise be delayed? 

AELP agrees that qualifications that are designed to give license to practice certain 

professions should be allowed to continue. During a time when several key sectors of the 

economy are faced with crippling skills shortages, delaying practical exams has the potential 

to impact employment outcomes and career choices. 

Q5b: If you do not agree, which practical, occupational competence exams do you 

think should go ahead? 

AELP agrees that qualifications that are designed to give license to practice determinate 

professions should be allowed to continue.  

Q6: What, if any, important differences of approach do you think need to be taken to 

exams for Ofqual-regulated Level 4-5 qualifications? 

Not applicable. 

Q7: Are there any qualifications in scope of alternative awarding arrangements where 

a form of teacher assessment is not appropriate? 

AELP believes that, in the current environment of restrictions imposed to limit the spread of 

Covid-19, teacher assessed grades (TAGs) are by far the best alternative arrangement to 

award qualifications. 

Q8: Do you agree that internal assessment should continue, where relevant, for all 

students and other learners where possible? 

AELP agrees that internal assessment should continue for all students and other learners 

where possible. 

Q9: Do you agree with the impacts we have identified and are there any other impacts, 

including equalities impacts, of the policy set out in part A that should be 

considered? 

AELP believes that no student should be left at a disadvantage because of these alternative 

arrangements. Unfortunately, months of indecision and unacceptable procrastination by the 

DfE on the issue of FSQs have resulted in over 60,000 apprentices and learners being left 

unable to progress in their programmes.  

The DfE must make parity of esteem between vocational and general qualification a core 

guiding principle, rather than a phrase used exclusively when appealing to the wider sector 

for seeking views on its policy proposals 

That is why AELP has called on the DfE to adopt teacher assessed grades (TAGs) as the 

main default option for learners of functional skills qualifications (FSQs) and apprentices. 

PART B 

Q10: To what extent do you agree/disagree that the alternative regulatory 

arrangements should only apply to qualifications identified in Part A of this 

document? 

AELP thinks that Ofqual should adopt a more flexible approach when establishing which 

qualifications these alternative arrangements should apply to. 



While having a prescribed list of qualification is in itself a good starting point, it is equally 

important to show more flexibility and adopt a backstop option if additional qualifications are 

needed in the future due to unforeseen or changing external circumstances. 

We live in uncertain times and locking qualifications into a prescribed list would not allow the 

flexibility needed to adapt to future external shocks, if needed. 

Q11: To what extent do you agree/disagree that the alternative regulatory 

arrangements should apply to learners expecting to sit exams or assessments in the 

academic year 2020/21 for the qualifications identified as in scope in Part A of this 

consultation? 

AELP has already stated that all learners undertaking FSQs should be moved to alternative 

arrangements involving primarily teacher assessed grades (TAGs). 

Remote assessments (and remote invigilation) are not fully tested, scaled nor widely 

available and, most crucially, the DfE is not taking into account the issue of digital poverty 

across parts of the country, where learners do not have access to the right equipment and 

facilities to take assessments remotely. It is also not safe for learners to attend testing in 

person during a time of national lockdown measures. 

AELP believes that apprentices and VTQ learners should not be treated as second class 

citizens compared to general qualifications students. Given that FSQs for maths and English 

have been awarded through teacher assessed grades in schools due to the impact of Covid-

19, the same option must be available for learners seeking to acquire FSQ as part of 

apprenticeships. 

Q12: Should other general qualifications such as Pre-U, AEA, maths and the 

International Baccalaureate be included under the measures proposed for GCSEs, AS 

and A Levels or under the alternative arrangements for awarding VTQs we propose to 

put in place? 

Not applicable. 

Q13: For learners expecting to sit assessments in January, are there any particular 

factors that would need to be taken into account in the development of the alternative 

regulatory arrangements to seek to ensure fairness? 

Not applicable. 

Q14: Do you have any comments on how exams could be defined for qualifications in 

scope of the alternative regulatory arrangements? 

The starting point should be on instances where centre assessed grades (CAGs) were used 

in arrangements adopted throughout the summer of 2020 – something set out in the 

consultation, but then the latest consultation proposed a different set of measures for FSQs. 

This is just one example where the DfE’s pledge of parity of esteem between general and 

vocational qualifications meets with the cold reality. The Government needs to do better on 

this front and the best way to do that consists of extending TAGs to apprentices and VTQ 

learners, many of whom have been left unable to complete their programmes over the last 

year due to equivocation and indecision of this issue. 

Q15: To what extent do you agree/disagree with our proposal to permit awarding 

organisations to make awards when not all internal assessments have been 

completed in qualifications in scope of the new regulatory arrangements? 



Not applicable. 

Q16: Do you have any comments on what should be the guiding principle for 

awarding organisations for the award of qualifications where exams do not take place 

and/or where learners cannot complete all internal assessments? 

Not applicable. 

Q17: Do you have any comments on how Principle 2 might apply for in scope 

qualifications in light of the new approach to assessment proposed for GCSEs, AS 

and A Level? 

Not applicable. 

Q18: Do you have any comments on whether Principle 4 is still appropriate for in 

scope qualifications, awarded where exams do not take place and/or all internal 

assessments cannot be completed? 

Not applicable. 

Q19: Do you have any comments on our proposed approach to arrangements for 

awarding in scope qualifications where exams do not take place and/or learners are 

unable to complete all internal assessments? 

Not applicable. 

Q20: Do you have any comments on the arrangements that should be put in place to 

authenticate the eligibility of candidates or claims for the award of in scope 

qualifications? 

Not applicable. 

Q21: Do you have any comments on the guidance that should be put in place to 

support teachers and learners to implement the new arrangements? 

Not applicable. 

Q22: To what extent do you agree/disagree with our proposed approach to Special 

Consideration? 

Not applicable. 

Q23: To what extent do you agree/disagree that we should supplement General 

Condition I1 with additional guidance around appeals for qualifications in scope? 

AELP agrees that Ofqual should supplement General Condition I1 with additional guidance 

around appeals for qualifications in scope. 

Q24: To what extent do you agree/disagree with our approach to certification for 

qualifications in scope? 

It is really important that certification is consistent so that learners who deemed as 

competent during this time do not suffer any unfair disadvantage compared to those who 

qualified outside of these circumstances. 

Q25: To what extent do you agree/disagree with our proposed approach for private 

candidates/learners? 

Not applicable. 



Q26: To what extent do you agree/disagree with our approach to awarding 

qualifications in scope which are also taken internationally? 

Not applicable. 

Q27: To what extent do you agree/disagree with our approach to regulatory oversight 

and record keeping? 

Not applicable. 

Q28: Are there other potential positive or negative equality impacts that we have not 

explored? If yes, what are they? 

Not applicable. 

Q29: Do you have any views on how any potential negative impacts on particular 

groups of learners could be mitigated? 

AELP has concerns about how digital poverty impacts disadvantaged learners, cutting them 

out of the loop and vis-à-vis their peers. That’s why remote assessment of FSQs is not 

solution and why we need TAGs for this cohort. Rather than having a two-tier system for 

haves and have nots of remote assessment, employ TAGs as default alternative 

arrangement option for FSQs. 

Q30: Are there any regulatory impacts, costs or benefits associated with the 

implementation of our proposals that are not identified in this consultation? If yes, 

what are they? 

Not applicable. 

Q31: Are there any regulatory impacts, costs or benefits associated with the 

implementation of our proposals that are specific to teachers not identified in our 

consultation? If yes, what are they? 

Not applicable. 

Q32: What additional costs do you expect you will incur through implementing our 

proposals? Will you save any costs? When might these costs and savings occur? 

TAGS will involve additional costs to providers and AOs. The DfE should consider how the 

current support service Exam Support Service (ESS) can provide financial assistance to 

mitigate the additional cost of assessment for these exams. 

Q33: Are there any additional or alternative approaches we could take to minimise the 

regulatory impact of our proposals? 

Not applicable. 
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