
  

  

Learning Directorate 
Secretariat to Professor Muir 
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Victoria Quay 
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EH6 6QQ 
 
26 November 2021 
 
By email from rebecca.conway@awarding.org.uk 
 
Dear Professor Muir 
 
We’re delighted to have the opportunity to respond to this consultation on behalf of our members.  

 

The Federation of Awarding Bodies is the representative body for awarding bodies with more 

than 110 organisations in membership. 24 of our members are SQA Accreditation regulated 

awarding bodies and others deliver qualifications in Scotland that are aligned with the Scottish 

Credit and Qualifications Framework.   

 

Regulating qualifications in Scotland 

 
SQA Accreditation use a principle-based approach to regulation, which our members suggest 

works well. After a period of stakeholder consultation, a revised set of regulatory principles was 

published just this year. Our members have reported positively on the regulator’s work with them 

during the pandemic and the flexibility of the ‘principles based’ regulatory approach enabled 

them to agree and implement solutions that helped progress learners in the most difficult of 

circumstances. The principles-based approach has also enabled awarding bodies to respond to 

the demands of employers/learners and, for some qualifications, changes in industry legislation 

which can necessitate changes to the syllabus. While a different model of regulation is used in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland, SQA Accreditation’s principles-based approach has been 

seen as a ‘good practice’ model for overseas regulation, influencing the structuring of Trinidad 

and Tobago’s education regulator, for example. 

 

SQA Accreditation accredit qualifications that assess knowledge, understanding and 

occupational competence in the workplace. Currently, there are 734 accredited qualifications 

available to learners in Scotland across multiple levels and subject areas (including those 

included in Modern Apprenticeships). These are offered by awarding bodies through their 

approved centres, which include schools, colleges, independent training organisations, 

universities and employers. Regulation by SQA Accreditation provides a ‘quality mark’ for 

learners, employers and other stakeholders, offering reassurance that qualifications have met 

key quality standards. While qualification regulation can appear complex, a comprehensive and 

systematic approach means that quality standards are shared across different organisations, 

qualifications and delivery centres. Awarding bodies work with their accredited centres, to ensure 
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that the regulatory principles that sit behind a qualification are managed and unnecessary details 

are hidden from the learner’s view to provide a positive end-user experience.  

 

The future of regulation 

 

Some provision in the Scottish market is unregulated or regulated by a different regulatory body 

such as Ofqual. If Scotland becomes a fully regulated market in future, careful thought must be 

given to how the system can minimise the burden to avoid losing qualifications and awarding 

bodies from the market – particularly those currently operating in Scotland outside of SQA 

Accreditation approval.  

 

Awarding bodies come in different sizes as appropriate to the qualifications that they offer. 

Proportionate regulation, appropriate to the size and resources of an awarding body, is an 

effective approach. Being mindful of regulatory burden and introducing operational efficiencies 

(e.g. a simplified approach to qualification approval) wherever possible also helps awarding 

bodies focus more of their resources on learners.   

 

With skills reforms taking place across the UK (the Skills and Post-16 Bill in England, the new 

Skills Strategy in NI, the Commission for Tertiary Education and Research and Young Person’s 

Guarantee in Wales), there is significant uncertainty in the awarding landscape - awarding 

bodies and providers need timely information about what the future of regulation in Scotland will 

look like in order to best support learners. To minimise any potentially adverse effects of 

regulatory change on learners, a transition plan should be developed in dialogue with awarding 

bodies/providers and communicated clearly to all stakeholders.  

 

In the current demand-led market, schools, colleges, employers and learners can choose 

qualifications that meet their requirements. This means that the qualification system is flexible 

enough to meet Scotland’s emerging skills needs. Given that ‘increasing system agility’ is a key 

theme in Scotland’s Future Skills Action Plan, retaining a demand-led approach to qualifications 

in future aligns with Scottish Government’s strategic goals.  

 

Portability is also a central consideration in qualifications awarded in any part of the UK to ensure 

that employers understand the qualifications that learners hold and what they say about their 

workplace competence – regardless of where it is awarded. For the engineering and construction 

sector, for example, the workforce is mobile with learners and workers moving across the UK for 

jobs and sometimes even part-way through a programme of study. Cross-UK recognition and 

understanding of qualifications is essential to support these individuals. Currently, awarding 

bodies work with qualifications regulators, centres, employers and representative bodies to 

create qualifications that have currency across the UK and this work should continue as part of 

Scotland’s new regulatory system.  

The availability of vocational and technical qualifications, whether publicly or privately funded, is 

a vital part of the education system in Scotland enabling young people and adult learners to 

progress through education or their careers. This consultation’s focus is on the Curriculum for 



  

  

Excellence and this is understandable given its prominence in Scotland’s education system. 

However, it is essential that reform takes into account that there is a far broader range of 

qualifications in Scotland included in the remit of the review and it is essential that the impact on 

vocational qualifications is limited as much as possible. If the function that SQA Accreditation 

currently plays in regulating much of this provision could continue, and any changes are 

confirmed and implemented efficiently, it would ensure public confidence and reduce the 

negative impact of reform on the delivery of vocational qualifications. If the function of SQA 

Accreditation was separated off from the wider work of SQA being considered under this review, 

it would enable it to re-commence its work swiftly without disrupting the important role it plays in 

vocational education in Scotland. 

 
SQA Accreditation provide support for awarding bodies who have an international qualification 

portfolio. The UK’s International Education Strategy (which is owned by the Department for 

International Trade rather than the English Department for Education) has set a goal to increase 

exports to £35 billion per year. Qualifications can play a key role in reaching that ambition. Along 

with the financial incentive, the export of qualifications also highlights the prestige of Scottish, 

Welsh, Northern Irish, and English qualifications and education systems. This ultimately also 

ensures that employers in Scotland operating globally can use an awarding body’s qualifications 

for their global workforce as standard. The international dimension of awarding is an important 

one to consider for employers and workers in Scotland as well as for the Scottish economy. 

 

We have valued our discussions with you and your team on the future of SQA to date and would 

be delighted to speak further about any of the points raised in this letter. 

 
 
 
With best wishes 
 

 
 
Dr Rebecca Conway 
Head of Policy and Strategy, Federation of Awarding Bodies 


