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Lessons learnt from audits 

on centre controls



Setting out requirements and entering into 
agreements with centres

✓AO sets out requirements fully and clearly to the prospective 
centre before it applies for approval

✓These requirements include (but are not limited to) specific 
provisions required by Conditions C2.2 and C2.3

✓AO interviews centre staff, thoroughly evaluates and verifies
evidence provided by the centre of its capability and capacity to 
meet all of the AO’s requirements

✓These requirements are included in a written and enforceable 
agreement between the AO and the centre

Centre approval and re-approval



Monitoring and enforcing agreements with centres

✓AO monitors each of its approved centres to verify that the 
centre continues to meet all of the AO’s requirements, including 
those for individual qualifications

✓The focus and frequency of the AO’s monitoring takes account 
of relevant data and information held about the centre

✓AO takes action (including issuing sanctions) to bring a centre 
back into compliance when it identifies issues through its 
monitoring

✓AO closely monitors the completion of actions by centres, 
increasing or decreasing the severity of sanctions, as necessary

✓AO has a publicly available sanctions policy and a tariff of 
sanctions to enable it to determine and demonstrate that 
sanctions are proportionate

Centre approval and re-approval



■ What is subcontracting?

□ An AO’s arrangement with an approved centre to develop, deliver and 

award the AO’s qualifications, where the role of the centre is partially or 

wholly devolved to a third party

□ Subcontracting third parties include:

▪ Organisations or individuals who are not directly contracted by the AO to carry out 

any part of the development, delivery or award of qualifications on behalf of the 

AO’s approved centre 

▪ Individuals who are not part of the centre’s permanent or temporary workforce

▪ Autonomous organisations who are not part of the centre’s structure, even if they 

are owned by the same parent organisation

Subcontracting management



Setting out requirements in relation to 
subcontracting to centres and prospective centres

✓AO sets out detailed and clear requirements in relation to 
subcontracting, where this is permitted, to centres and 
prospective centres, including the definition of subcontracting

✓These requirements are included in a written and enforceable 
agreement between the AO and the centre, and are 
embedded in the AO’s centre approval processes and its 
communications with centres

✓AO provides information and guidance to centres about 
subcontracting that is clear and consistent

✓AO sets out clearly to centres and prospective centres where 
subcontracting is not permitted, and specifically references 
this in its agreements with the centres

Subcontracting management



Establishing and monitoring arrangements with 
subcontractors

✓AO proactively identifies and verifies the number and identity of the third 
parties subcontracted by each of its approved centres

✓AO requires the subcontracting centre to apply the same requirements to 
subcontracted third parties as those the AO applies to the centre, including 
approval and sanction processes

✓Where possible, AO establishes direct arrangements with subcontracted 
third parties and monitors the arrangements in line with its requirements of 
the subcontracted centres

✓The focus and frequency of the AO’s monitoring takes account of relevant 
data and information held about the centre and the subcontracted third 
parties

✓AO requires the centre to report its monitoring of the subcontracted third 
parties, and reviews and verifies the effectiveness of the centre’s monitoring 
arrangements

Subcontracting management



Enforcement of subcontracting arrangements

✓AO has arrangements in place to deal with undeclared or 
unapproved subcontracted third parties

✓AO takes action (including issuing sanctions) to bring a centre 
or a subcontracted third party back into compliance when it 
identifies issues through its monitoring

✓AO closely monitors the completion of actions by centres and 
subcontracted third parties, increasing or decreasing the 
severity of sanctions, as necessary

✓AO has a sanctions policy which makes specific references to 
issues concerning subcontracting

✓AO informs centres and/or other AOs where it has cause to 
believe an occurrence (or a connected occurrence) concerning 
a subcontracted third party may affect them

Subcontracting management



■ Definition of conflict of interest (COI)

□ Condition A4.1 (proposed Condition J1.8 in our consultation)

A conflict of interest exists in relation to an awarding organisation where –

(a) its interests in any activity undertaken by it, on its behalf, or by a member of its Group have 

the potential to lead it to act contrary to its interests in the development, delivery and award of 

qualifications in a way that complies with its Conditions of Recognition, 

(b) a person who is connected to the development, delivery or award of qualifications by the 

awarding organisation has interests in any other activity which have the potential to lead that 

person to act contrary to his or her interests in that development, delivery or award in a way that 

complies with the awarding organisation’s Conditions of Recognition, or

(c) an informed and reasonable observer would conclude that either of these situations was the 

case. 

■ Personal interest (proposed Guidance) in our consultation – a COI 

that relates to an individual

Conflict of interest management



■ Guidance on Condition A4 include:

□ Setting out contractual obligations with those who have access to 

confidential assessment information, including obligation to notify and 

provide details on an ongoing basis,

□ Maintaining records of all conflicts and retaining relevant entries for as long 

as relevant,

□ Monitoring assessments set by those who have been involved in the 

preparation of a resource designed to support the preparation of learners 

for assessments of that qualification, and

□ Investigating credible concerns in relation to conflicts of interest.

Conflict of interest management



Policy contains narrow definition of COI, does not apply 
to arrangements with centres, and is unsupported by 
procedures showing how AO intends to identify and 
record COI

Centre approval and monitoring activities do not 
adequately target identification of COI

Arrangements with centres do not require declarations of 
COI or centre-owned policy; and guidance / training to 
centres on COI is unavailable, inaccurate or inconsistent 
with policy

Requirements on declarations of COI from contracted or 
subcontracted third parties are absent or inconsistent

Records of COI are incomplete, inconsistent and held in 
different places

Identifying and 
recording actual, 

or reasonably 
foreseeable, 
conflicts of 

interest that relate 
to or may relate to 

one or more 
approved centres

Conflict of interest management



 Policy is not supported by procedures showing 
how AO intends to monitor COI and who is 
responsible

COI is identified but not recorded; there is no 
oversight of COI at senior level within the AO

 Arrangements with centres do not require 
centres to monitor COI

Centre approval, re-approval, monitoring 
activities and reporting do not target COI or are 
too general

Centre policies, systems and resources are not 
verified or evaluated on an ongoing basis

Quality assurance of COI monitoring activities is 
inadequate 

Monitoring
actual, or 

reasonably 
foreseeable, 
conflicts of 

interest that relate 
to or may relate to 

one or more 
approved centres
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 Policy is not supported by procedures showing 
how AO intends to manage COI, what action will 
be taken and when to escalate

Guidance to centres and staff on how to manage 
COI is unavailable or incomplete

 Arrangements with centres do not require 
centres to manage COI, or are not enforceable 
where a centre fails to manage COI

Where COI is identified, AO fails to take effective 
action to prevent or mitigate the COI 

Managing actual, 
or reasonably 
foreseeable, 
conflicts of 

interest that relate 
to or may relate to 

one or more 
approved centres
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■ Next steps

□ Consider current draft Guidance against information from:

▪ Audit findings and AO responses

▪ Analysis of responses to consultation on changes to Conditions of Recognition

▪ Workshops to understand how management of COI is operationalised within AOs, 

what works well, what are the challenges, and what clarification or guidance you 

would find helpful

▪ Engagement with stakeholders such as the ESFA and Ofsted

□ Follow up audits on previously as well as newly sampled AOs

Conflict of interest management



Observations from review 

of on-demand 

assessments



■ Scope

□ Written assessments, set and marked by AOs

■ Characteristics 

□ Flexible and prompt access to assessments

□ Fast issuing of results

□ On-screen or paper-based

□ Number of versions of assessments in circulation is limited

□ Same test version is reused on multiple occasions 

□ Often created from a bank of assessments or items

□ Unlimited or multiple resits

On-demand assessments



■ Risks

□ Predictability

▪ Inaccurate reflection of learners’ performance

▪ Narrowing of teaching

▪ Failure to develop broad and deep understanding of a subject

□ Malpractice / maladministration undermining security

▪ Limited number of test versions used in proportion to large cohort population

▪ Use of paper-based assessments

□ Vary by subject

On-demand assessments



Approach

• Is the on-
demand 
approach the 
only way to 
meet user 
demand?

• Would a 
more 
frequent 
sessional 
approach be 
more 
appropriate?

Test 
construction

• How many 
test versions 
are there?

• How are 
versions 
allocated to 
learners?

• How is 
comparability 
between test 
versions 
assured?

Delivery

• How are tests 
delivered to 
centres?

• What controls 
are there 
around the 
security of 
the tests?

• How do 
learners sit 
the tests?

• How are the 
tests 
invigilated?

• What is the 
approach for 
re-sitting?

Monitoring

• How is the 
performance 
of items or 
test versions 
considered?

• How often 
are items or 
test versions 
refreshed?

• How is it 
decided that 
a test should 
be replaced?

Awarding 

• What 
standard 
setting 
approach is 
used?

• How does 
this ensure 
comparability 
across 
different test 
versions?

On-demand assessments



■ Next steps

□ Workshops to develop deeper understanding of how on-demand 

assessments are operationalised, and what clarification or guidance you 

would find helpful

□ Consider 

▪ Issuing guidance 

▪ Information / data collection

▪ Audits 

On-demand assessments



Questions?


