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Overview of the Federation of Awarding Bodies  

The Federation of Awarding Bodies is the trade association for vocational and technical awarding 

organisations (AOs) with over 120 organisations in full membership ranging from large generic AOs to 

those working in specific occupational areas, including professional bodies.  

 

Our members operate across a wide range of vocational/technical sectors and provide high quality 

qualifications to support learners to qualify and progress in their chosen sector. Some of our members 

provide digital skills qualifications and others will be considering their future role in this area of the 

qualifications market. The Federation therefore has an interest in this consultation and we welcome 

the opportunity to respond.  

 

The Federation would like to note that we welcome the 12-week period provided to respond to this 

consultation. This has been particularly useful given that Ofqual’s consultation on digital skills 

qualifications is running concurrently.  The Federation will be responding to both consultations.  

 

This evidence submission is provided on behalf of the Federation’s membership following consultation 

with them and with the Federation’s Board of Directors. However, AOs are a diverse community and 

our members may wish to make their own individual submissions containing their own perspectives 

and emphases, in addition to any comments forwarded to the Federation for inclusion in this overall 

response. 

 

Organisation name: Federation of Awarding Bodies (FAB) 

Name: Ailin O’Cathain 
 
Position: Head of Policy 
 
Telephone number: 07740 282985 

Email:ailin.ocathain@awarding.org.uk 
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Consultation Questions  

1. Do you agree that basic digital skills qualifications should be offered at two skills levels: 

‘beginner’ (entry level) and ‘essential’ (level 1) to comprise the minimum required for work and 

life?  

The Federation understands the rationale for proposing achievement at two levels, rather than having 

qualifications at Entry 1,2,3 and level 1. Artificially dissecting the standards for the sake of providing 

qualifications at each of the established levels would have raised a number of concerns, including 

insufficient differentiation between the levels and insufficient content for each qualification. Earlier 

draft standards, presented at Entry 1,2,3 and level 1 and 2 illustrated the difficulty caused by trying to 

provide the usual progression through these levels.  

The proposed approach may, however, present an issue for some learners who are at Entry 1 or 

below. They may find the stretch required to reach Entry 3 is too great. There may, therefore, be 

some value in considering how Entry 1 learners can be best supported in their digital studies to 

ensure they feel able to attempt an Entry 3 assessment with a reasonable prospect of achievement.  

There is also some concern about the titles that have been attached to each of the levels of 

achievement and we will raise this in our response to the Ofqual consultation where qualification titling 

is more relevant. The Entry 3 qualification will be labelled ‘beginner’ and this may be off-putting for 

learners, especially when it is used in a qualification title and printed on a certificate. There is also a 

very practical query about the accuracy of this label. The learner may well be a beginner at the start of 

their study, but after a minimum of 45 GLH and the achievement of a qualification in basic digital 

skills, it is questionable whether it is accurate to refer to them as a beginner.  

The use of ‘essential’ in relation to the level 1 has also been queried as this term is used in Wales and 

Northern Ireland in relation to qualifications that include digital skills (in Wales) but also include a 

much broader range of skills (communications, application of number etc). The use of the same term 

may imply there is some relationship between the standards in each country and may cause some 

confusion for learners and employers (particularly national employers who recruit across the countries 

in the UK).  

There is also a need for further clarity about digital foundation skills and their status in relation to the 

scope of the national entitlement. The consultation says that foundation skills ‘need to be considered 

as an important prerequisite for some adult learners’. However, no further information is provided 

about how learners who require foundation skills will be accommodated in the overall system. 

Funding of the foundation provision will need to be clear for providers. It is important that the system 

to support all levels of learners, including the 4 million who have no basic digital skills at all, is clearly 

articulated. 
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2. Do you agree with the five skills categories (handling information; creating and editing 

digital content; communicating; transacting; being safe and responsible online)?   

The five skills categories are relevant and individual awarding organisations will feed back any 

specific concerns they have. There may, for example, be issues relating to how some of the 

requirements can be assessed.  

 

3. Do you agree that the draft standards capture the basic digital skills needed to fully 

participate in:  life  to undertake the significant majority of jobs; and  encourage further 

study?  

There is a wide target group for these standards; the disabled, disadvantaged, adult learners, older 

learners as well as younger people who may not have the full range of digital skills. There is a 

concern that not all of the standard requirements will be relevant to all learners. Those who are 

learning for employment purposes may find some areas of the standards more relevant than those 

who are learning to for the purpose of participating in life. This could affect how well learners perform 

in assessments that will be required to cover all aspects of the standards.  

There are some aspects of the standards that should be revisited to ensure they are appropriate:  

• Skill statement 1.1, point 2 requires the learner to ‘read’ information. However, reading is not 

the skill that is being tested by these qualifications so it is questionable as to whether this 

should be included.  

• Skill statement 4.1, point 10 requires a learner to demonstrate how to buy an item/service 

online using a chosen method of online payment. This requirement may raise some 

assessment challenges in terms of how far the learner is required to go in practically 

demonstrating this competence.  

4. Do you agree the standards should be reviewed at least every three years?  

The Federation understands that the digital world is fast-moving. Standards that aim to reflect the 

skills needed to operate effectively a digital world can quickly go out of date. We therefore agree there 

is a need for the standards to be reviewed on a regular basis.  

For the updating of standards to take place so regularly there needs to be clear ownership of the 

standards and the responsibility for updating them. It would be useful if the Department could issue a 

statement to confirm its future role/responsibility for this updating activity.  

We also recognise that once the standards are in place, awarding organisations invest a significant 

amount of resource into developing qualifications and assessments, marketing and promoting 

qualifications, supporting providers to deliver them to the required standards and awarding 

qualifications whilst maintaining standards over time. The prospect of a change every three years is, 

therefore, not without its challenges.  
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The Federation believes there is a pragmatic balance to be sought between keeping the standards up 

to date and the impact this has on providers, learners and awarding organisations. This will include 

ensuring the regulatory processes required to have updated qualifications listed on the Register of 

regulated qualifications are as light touch as possible. Regulatory processes can take many 

weeks/months to complete and have the potential to delay the launch of updated qualifications’ to the 

market (by which time, they may potentially be out of date again in such a fast moving area). 

Similarly, the process for approval onto the Department’s approved list of basic digital skills 

qualifications will need to be streamlined to ensure it does not cause unnecessary delays.  

There is also a need to appreciate that a three year review cycle does not mean that qualifications will 

be updated every three years; it is important that awarding organisations have reasonable time to 

make the required changes to qualification content and assessments. They will also need to navigate 

the regulatory requirements and processes which can take significant amounts of time. In addition, 

there will also be a need to support providers to deals with the changes. It is therefore important to 

understand that a review of standards in year 3 may not result in new qualifications until year 4, or 

later, potentially.  

It may also be useful to consider whether the information gathered during review requires a change to 

the standards or whether it could be reflected in guidance/amplification about how to interpret the 

standards. Also, where changes are relatively minor and seek to improve the clarity of the standards 

(rather than materially change the standards) it would be beneficial to minimise the amount of activity 

AOs need to undertake with the regulator and the DfE to have the revised qualifications entered onto 

the Register and the DfE Approved list.  

 

5. Do you agree with the three proposed qualification eligibility principles (declared purpose, 

size and sector subject area classification)? If not, please explain why 

The Federation has a few points to raise in relation to these proposals:  

• The process for awarding organisations to have qualifications listed on the Department’s list 

of approved qualifications is an additional layer of bureaucracy, irrespective of how light touch 

it may be intended to be. Experience of the approval processes for Performance Tables 

qualifications has shown that a layering on of an additional approval process causes delay, 

requires significant resource investment from awarding organisations and can result in a lack 

of clarity for providers. It would be valuable if the Department and Ofqual could work together 

to agree a joint process that takes into account the requirements of both organisations. An 

awarding organisation would then only need to submit its qualifications once, against one 

common set of requirements and respond to only one set of feedback/queries.  

Clarity of the timelines and process that AOs will be required to undertake to have their 

qualifications recognised by Ofqual and listed as approved by DfE should be made available 
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to allow sufficient time for AOs to engage in the process and any related appeals process. It is 

crucial that key steps and timescales are clearly communicated.  

• The requirement for all qualifications to be in SSA 6.2 is understandable as it will provide the 

Department to a clearer route to gathering relevant data. We understand that Ofqual 

proposes to require all AOs to undergo a process to extend their scope to award the digital 

skills qualifications (even those who are already recognised to operate in SSA 6.2). This 

raises some issues we will feedback to Ofqual as it seems to conflict with the purpose of 

having an agreed and published scope of recognition.  

 

• In terms of size, it would be useful to have more insight into how the minimum 45 guided 

learning hours (GLH) size was determined and the characteristics of the learners that would 

typically be expected to require this amount of time. Is this based on a learner moving from 

Entry 2 to Entry 3 level or a learner who needs to move from Entry 1 to Entry 3? Further 

clarification would aid AOs in their work to determine whether the learner they anticipate 

working with via their centres will require a higher GLH figure. As the department knows, AOs 

are required to declare a GLH value for each qualification on the Register and they must also 

be able to evidence how they reached that figure. They are also required to declare a value 

for Total Qualification Time (TQT), of which GLH is an important component.  

 

6. Do you agree that publicly funded courses should be offered up to and including ‘essential’ 

level (level 1) as part of the legal entitlement?  

The Federation supports this approach and welcomes the commitment to revisit this in the future in 

relation to the inclusion of level 2 provision within the legal entitlement.  

 

7. Do you agree that providers should carry out a thorough initial assessment to determine 

whether an individual should be fully funded to undertake a basic digital skills course?  

The Federation agrees that an initial assessment to determine each learner’s current skills level using 

an assessment tool based on the new national basic digital skills standards. This will help to mitigate 

against the risk that learners enter onto courses that are not suitable for them; either because they 

aim to take them to too high or too low a level of achievement.  

However, the requirement to do this is dependent on the Department identifying a suitable initial 

assessment tool for basic digital skills that would meet the proposed AEB funding rules. 

 

8. Do you have any examples of best practice for initial assessments for basic digital skills? 

Individual members will be able to share their experience of initial assessments for basic digital skills.  
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9. Do any of the proposals have the potential to have a disproportionately positive impact on 

specific learner groups, in particular the 'protected characteristic' groups and young people 

with Special Educational Needs?  

The Federation has not identified any disproportionately positive impact on any categories of learners.  

 

10. Do any of the proposals have the potential to have a disproportionately negative impact on 

specific learner groups, in particular the 'protected characteristic' groups and young people 

with Special Educational Needs? If yes, how can this be reduced? 

There is a risk that learners at Entry 1 level may be viewed as a less attractive intake for providers. 

They will need to develop the learner to achieve Entry 3 level. The distance these learners will need 

to travel in their learning may well require more teaching input than those learners who start from an 

Entry 2 level position.   


