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A toolkit for unit developers designing units to 
support Learner Referenced Achievement  
 
 

This toolkit is in five sections:  
 

1. What is Learner Referenced Achievement?  
2. Background and context: The learner referenced approach  

3. Designing units to support Learner Referenced Achievement 
4. Assessment, quality assurance and guidance to centres 
5. Illustrations: how practitioners use units in learner referenced 

practice    
 

The toolkit defines Learner Referenced Achievement (LRA) (Section 1) 
and briefly summarises the background and curriculum focus for LRA 

(Section 2). It is intended to help awarding bodies and other 
organisations to develop units within the Framework for Achievement 

(FfA) which are intended to support a learner referenced approach; to 
think about what to include and what to avoid in designing units, 

(Section 3); and to set assessment and quality assurance requirements 
which are more likely to encourage a learner referenced approach among 

practitioners (Section 4). Brief illustrations from practice are included in 
(Section 5): positive practice in learner referenced teaching and learning 

should inform and shape good unit design for LRA.  
  

Essential Reading 
 

Users of the toolkit should first consult the following research report 
completed in 2005 for QCA, [Research to Identify the] Key Issues in 

Including Learner-Referenced Achievements Within the Framework For 
Achievement. The report pays   particular attention to a description of the 
learner-referenced experience and exemplification, before going on to 

examine feasibility of recognising Learner Referenced Achievement in the 
FfA. 

 
Learner Referenced Achievement in the Foundation Learning Tier 

(FLT) 
 

Although the principles in the toolkit apply to learning at all levels, the 
focus is on assistance in the development of units to support Phase 2 of 

the development of the Foundation Learning Tier (at Entry Level and Level 
1).  Learner referenced approaches can have particular value for those 

who have not in their current or past lives developed a sense of autonomy 
as learners. Learning how to learn and manage their learning, and how to 

address personal obstacles to learning, is likely to have a positive impact 
on their achievement and progression to higher levels in the qualifications 

system.  
 

 
  
  

http://www.creditworks.uk.com/learnerRefdAchievement.htm
http://www.creditworks.uk.com/learnerRefdAchievement.htm
http://www.creditworks.uk.com/learnerRefdAchievement.htm
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Section 1. What is Learner-Referenced 
Achievement? 
 

Learner referenced achievement emanates from an approach to teaching 
and learning which is conducive to building learner autonomy: where the 

curriculum is intended to be learner driven and owned; the learner is 
encouraged to develop conscious understanding of how they are learning 
as well as what they are learning; and where achievements emanate from 

a set of personalised goals. 
These personalised goals may be highly individualised to the learner. The 

‘subject' knowledge or skill content of the learner-referenced experience is 
not prescribed.  

 
How is this different from Personalised Learning?  

 
There are two aspects to personalised learning: 

 
Personalising choice 

Firstly, ‘personalising’ learning means using credit-based units from the 
Framework for Achievement (FfA) to design and compose programmes 

and qualifications which enable people to pursue routes through the FfA 
according to their abilities and interests. ‘Interlocked’ progression (where 

unit achievements are  ‘interlocked’ into qualifications at successive 
levels) and use of ‘rules of combination’ should be used to balance 

personal choice and preference, against the need to provide coherent 
programmes and meaningful routes which support progression to higher 

level qualifications and improved employment prospects.  
 
Personalising (learner referenced) experience  

Secondly, personalised learning is also a matter of personalising the 
experience of learning; so that an individual experiences learning and 

achievement in a way which suits their preferred learning styles, promotes 
personal ownership, autonomy and control of their learning and 

achievement.    
 

The principles and design features of the FfA have the potential to support 
both sets of characteristics described above. This toolkit is about how to 

design credit-based units, assessment requirements and quality assurance 
arrangements to support and encourage the learner referenced approach.  
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Section 2. Background and Context: The Learner 
Referenced Approach  
 

 
The value and purpose of Learner Referenced Achievement  

 
The importance of  gaining skills in ‘learning to learn’ and managing your 
own learning is recognised in public policy and strategy, for example the 

need for,  
 

[the] development of learning-conducive environments in training 
institutions and at the workplace. This entails enhancement and 

implementation of pedagogical approaches which support self-organised 
learning…1   

 
Employers recognise the value of transferable employability skills and 

knowledge,2  
 

and expect [recruits] to be employable in a rapidly changing labour 
market, which means being adaptable and committed to learning 

throughout life.3 
 

The aim of the learner referenced approach is to equip people to become 
autonomous learners, in control of what, how and when they learn and, 

properly supported and guided by expert practitioners, able to follow 
educational routes to achieve and progress successfully throughout life.   

 
… focus on the development of key competences of citizens 
throughout life, for example learning to learn, innovate and develop 

a spirit of enterprise.4 
 

The learner referenced approach supports the government’s Five year 
Strategy for Children and Learners. This strategy identifies five key 

principles, the first of which is greater personalisation and choice, with the 
wishes and needs of children’s services, parents and learners centre-

stage. Learner referenced approaches reflect and exemplify this principle. 
They also encourage the development of the personal skills needed in 

society in order that people can understand and articulate their needs and 
exercise choice. 

 

                                        
1 E.U. Maastricht communiqué on the Future Priorities of Enhanced Cooperation in Vocational 

Education and Training (VET) Review of the Copenhagen Declaration of 30 November 2002.  

December 14 2004 
2 QCA. Report Identifying The Key Issues in Including Employer-Led Provision Currently Outside the 

NQF Within The Framework For Achievement. QCA 2005 
3 CBI. The CBI’s Response To Proposals For Reform Of 14-19 Qualifications And The Introduction Of A 

Diploma Framework. CBI 2004 
4 E.U. Maastricht communiqué on the Future Priorities of Enhanced Cooperation in 

Vocational Education and Training (VET) Review of the Copenhagen Declaration of 

30 November 2002.  December 14 2004 
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From a pedagogical practice viewpoint this means creating learning 
environments which are conducive to the development of learner 

autonomy.  
 

From an awarding body perspective this means offering learners the 
opportunity to gain recognition for those skills which are likely to assist in 

developing such autonomy.  It also means designing units, assessment 
and quality assurance arrangements to encourage and support Centres 

and practitioners wishing to take a learner referenced approach.    
 

The learner referenced curriculum: knowledge and skills for 
learner autonomy 

 
The autonomous learner should (in the words of Piaget) know what to do 

when they don’t know what to do, be able to learn independently, have 
the confidence and skills to manage their own learning and make choices 

about what and how they learn.  
 

A learner referenced approach actively encourages learners to: 
 

• Understand why an accurate picture of their skills and knowledge is 

important 
• Find out their strengths and what they can do 

• Develop confidence in their potential 
• Be able to receive and act on motivating feedback on their progress 

• Formulate key objectives as a result of their experience 
• Understand how to make and manage learning choices and 

navigate their way through progression routes within (and on from) 
the FfA.  

• Learn how to unblock personal issues which prevent their 
participation and progression through learning 

 
For this reason the toolkit is intended to assist in the development 

of units which set out to encourage the development of: 
 

• Skills and understanding that promote learner autonomy 
 

• Skills and techniques to support personal and social development, 
to  help individuals to “unblock” personal issues which are 

preventing participation and progression 
 

• Units with a range of different content (and assessment tasks) 

which encourage (or do not deter) a learner referenced approach.  
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Section 3.  Designing Units to Support Learner 
Referenced Achievement   
 

QCA provides guidance on writing units for the FfA5. Awarding bodies and 
others designing units to encourage and enable learner referenced 

achievement should follow that guidance and also consider the additional 
advice provided in this section. How awarding bodies advise practitioners 
on assessment and quality assurance requirements can also help or deter 

learner referenced approaches. This is addressed in Section 4.  
 

Custom and practice in unit design 
The specification for units for the FfA will involve a change in practice for 

many awarding bodies. An awarding body may have become accustomed 
(under the NQF) to including specified curriculum content – required 

learning activities and assessment tasks and even grade criteria – in the 
unit itself. This is not a requirement for units in the FfA. Separating any 

advice (or requirements) on learning activities and assessment from the 
unit can help to facilitate a learner referenced approach. In general terms, 

if prescription is required this can also be set out in the awarding body (or 
provider’s own) terms for achievement of the unit.  

 
Implications for designing units which enable learner referenced 

achievement  
The FfA potentially frees up awarding bodies from some of the constraints 

that came with the NQF. Awarding bodies will still need to design 
qualifications which produce reliable results and balance this requirement 

against giving the practitioner more scope to interpret learning outcomes, 
assessment criteria and assessment and evidence requirements 
associated with any particular unit. Units in the FfA are units of 

assessment (not units of content or a syllabus to be taught). This has 
implications for: 

 
• How the content of the unit is expressed   

• How the practitioner is expected to assess achievement against unit 
assessment criteria  

• How the achievements of learners are quality assured   
 

Personalising learning without personalising units  
Personalised learning is defined in Section 1 of the toolkit. It would be 

technically possible to develop units that are matched to the specific, 
individual accomplishments of each learner, but this is unnecessary.    

Learner referenced achievement does not require the development of 
personalised (or centre-devised) units.   

 
The awarding body aim should be to make units available that give 

learners room to adopt preferred learning styles, with a variety of 
admissible evidence and a choice of assessment methodology.  
 

                                        
5 See Appendix 1 for the draft FfA unit template 
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This is achieved by writing units with what are often called ‘generic’ 
learning outcomes which do not prescribe the learning activity and 

assessment criteria which do not prescribe assessment tasks. 
 

Unit content  
Any unit (and awarding body requirements for its achievement) can 

support the intention of the learner or practitioner to develop learner 
consciousness and autonomy. However this toolkit is intended to support 

the development of units which set out to explicitly recognise:   
 

• Skills and understanding that promote learner autonomy 
 

• Skills and techniques to support personal and social development, 
to  help individuals to “unblock” personal issues which are 

preventing participation and progression 
 

• Or units which implicitly encourage or enable (or do not deter) a 
learner referenced approach.   

 
In either case the intention is to give the learner and practitioner sufficient 
scope to devise a curriculum which allows a learner referenced approach, 

however the unit is specified and the awarding body guidance organised. 
This section focuses on this objective.  

 
Pre-determined learning outcomes and assessment criteria do not mean 

that the content and activities of learning programmes (or experience) are 
prescribed. A wide range of diverse learning activities can lead to 

achievement of the same units, providing those units are appropriately 
designed and their learning outcomes and assessment criteria not over-

specified. 
 

Learning outcomes  
 

It is not uncommon for learning outcomes to implicitly or explicitly 
describe content of learning or a particular activity or context. For 

example: 
 

“The learner will assist in the removal of a car wheel.”  
 

Units designed explicitly to support learner referenced achievement will 
need to be genuinely generic, describing more general, broad skills 

knowledge and understanding which can be applied to and associated with 
specific individual needs and circumstances and achieved legitimately in a 

variety of contexts.  For example: 
 

“The learner will make an assessment of personal skills and the relevance 
of those skills to their objectives” 

 
“The learner will discuss ways of meeting learning needs in informal 
learning groups.” 
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Remember that all the learning outcomes in a unit must be 

achieved for credit to be awarded. All learning outcomes carry 
equal ‘weight’ within a unit. There is no prescribed number of learning 

outcomes for a unit which supports learner referenced achievement. 
However only learning outcomes which are essential for the coherence of 

the unit should be included. Focusing on specific content or contexts can 
lead to superfluous learning outcomes.  Learning outcomes in each unit 
should be capable of relating to learners’ own situations and specific 

goals. The more learning outcomes in a unit, the more difficult and 
tortuous this process can become. 

  
Assessment criteria  

 
Don’t confuse the process of learning with the learning outcomes, 

or assessment methods or tasks with assessment criteria. 
Assessment criteria need to be carefully designed and developed to avoid 

prescribing assessment methodology and or tasks instead of describing 
the standards by which achievement of the outcomes can be judged. The 

following assessment criterion, 
 

“Can complete an up to date journal tracking their professional 
development.”  

 
is a description of a learning activity which may or may not produce 

assessable evidence that,  
 
“a learner will understand their own development needs” 

 
Similarly, 

 
“The learner can identify classes 'A' to 'C' of illegal substances.” 

 
may not produce assessable evidence that,  

 
“A learner will understand the potentially negative effects of illegal 

substance use”  
 

Titling 
 

Does the unit title reflect clearly the achievements in the unit? Will 
it do so if the unit is achieved outside the context of the 

qualification? Does the title reflect knowledge, skills and understanding 

In getting people to set personal goals, … personal ‘learning outcomes’ 
invariably relate to what we [practitioners] wanted to address anyway… 

but the point is to allow the person room - and provide the skills they 
need - to identify their own goals and how and when they plan to 

achieve them… the main point is that they have recognised their own 
learning needs with guidance and this is not done for them.”  

Youthtrain practitioner   
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to promote learner autonomy or skills and techniques to support personal 
and social development where this is appropriate? Will the value of 

transferable skills be evident from the title in a range of contexts and 
across qualifications? Compare these two Entry Level unit titles: 

 
‘Preparation for Work (Hair Care)’  
 

‘Hairdressing: Shampooing & Blowdrying Hair into a Specified Style’ 

 
Level 

 
• Do the learning outcomes and assessment criteria in the unit 

overall allow you to determine what achievement at what 
level learners will gain in order to be awarded credit? If not 

you will need to consider revisions to learning outcomes and 
criteria. Writing generic learning outcomes and assessment criteria 

can make it more difficult to distinguish between levels of 
achievement and volume of evidence required. These can be 

delineated in the assessment criteria and/or specified in assessment 
requirements attached to the unit, without prescribing an 

assessment task.    
 

• Is the level of the unit coherent and consistent or does it 
seem to contain a mix of levels of achievement? (Refer to 

level descriptors and guidance available to check that the 
learning outcomes and assessment criteria are at the 
appropriate and consistent level). A lack of clarity in level of 

assessment criteria within a unit can lead to inconsistent 
expectations of learners and their achievements. Clear assessment 

criteria are needed which are all at the level of the unit but which 
do not prescribe assessment tasks as a means of determining level.   

 
• When trying to personalise learning there may be a danger 

of mixing levels of achievement within the same unit.  
Recognising achievement at different levels is achieved by offering 

separate units in the same area of learning at different levels within 
a programme, not within a unit.  

  
Offer units at different levels in the same areas of learning within 

a programme 
 

Personalising learning means personalising choice as well as learning 
experience. A learner referenced approach is guided by the starting point 

of learners and seeks to use units to recognise achievements at levels 
which reflect their personal capabilities. Learners may be able to achieve 
at different levels – offering units in a programme or qualification at more 

than one level enables practitioners to match a unit to a learner’s level of 
achievement. Learners in a cohort will have different levels of expertise 

and ability; the units available to the cohort should reflect this diversity.  
Some learners have low (or high) expectations of themselves at early 

stages in their programme. Being able to achieve at different levels in the 
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same area of learning allows them to adjust their expectations and goals 
as they progress through a programme.  

 
One difficulty however can arise in distinguishing levels of achievement 

between units in (for example) PSD learning. Level descriptors are clearly 
important in helping to ensure consistency of level across learning 

outcomes within a unit. If units in an aspect of PSD are offered at more 
than one level then the boundaries between requirements for achievement 

of each unit at each level should be clear and unambiguous.  Awarding 
body guidance to accompany the unit should help to clarify interpretation 

of learning outcomes and assessment criteria by setting transparent (but 
not prescriptive) assessment and evidence requirements. 

 
Entry Level units 

 
Note: QCA is currently developing Level descriptors for Entry Level 

with the objective of including all achievements in a ‘bottomless’ 
Entry level. This toolkit will be updated to address the design of 

such units at Entry level when it becomes available. 
 
The process of assigning credit and level 

 
Unit developers should follow QCA’s general guidance on the process of 

assigning credit and level to units. For Learner Referenced Achievement, 
those involved in the  process of assigning credit and level must be 

cognisant of the wide range of learners and the variety of contexts in 
which they might be learning.   
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Section 4. Assessment, Quality Assurance and 
Improvement and Guidance to Centres 
 

  
 

Awarding body advice to centres on assessment and internal 
quality assurance  
 

Alongside suitably designed units which do not over-prescribe learning or 
assessment activity, appropriate models of assessment and quality 

assurance will be essential to encourage and enable learner referenced 
achievement. This guidance is especially important where learning 

activities and assessment tasks are not prescribed by the awarding body.  
 

To ensure that practitioners and learners meet awarding body assessment 
requirements, there will be a need to provide (alongside the unit) 

 
• details of how the awarding body expects preferred assessment 

methods to be used and organised 
• guidance to centres on the volume and types of admissible 

evidence 
• how internal systems for standardisation of assessment decisions 

and quality assurance are to be organised  
• and how these relate to arrangements for external quality 

assurance  
• Lastly, how each of these safeguards contributes to the quality 

improvement of curriculum practice, the units themselves and 
associated assessment and quality assurance requirements.    

 

The unit is not a syllabus to be taught 
 

There are limitations on how far an awarding body can influence 
curriculum practice. There is always the danger that, without proper 

development and support, staff working with learners will take a set of 
given learning outcomes (a unit or group of units) and regard it as a 

syllabus to be taught. Instead of using the units to help learners 
determine their own goals and to negotiate and agree a contract with the 

learner based on these goals, the units drive the curriculum and the 
teaching and learning.  However, awarding body assessment requirements 

and advice on assessment strategies, can help to avoid the ‘instrumental’ 
use of the unit as a syllabus.   

 
Assessment principles for learner referenced achievement  

 
The following principles should inform awarding body assessment 

requirements and advice to practitioners on assessment strategy, in order 
to encourage and enable learner referenced achievement:  
  

 
• Devise assessments which allow recognition of the value of 

formative, self, peer and group assessment, as well as 
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summative assessment in recognising achievement. 
Recognition of ongoing progress and achievement (by the learner 

and their peers, as well as the practitioner) is essential to 
developing learner autonomy. Learners must be clear about 

assessment requirements at each stage of the learning experience, 
with learners’ aspirations central to the process and staff 

responsible for building an ethos of shared effort. The process 
should be done with learners and not “to” them. Learners are 

responsible for agreeing and understanding their own learning 
objectives and for actively engaging with the formative assessment 

process, recognising themselves the progress and achievements 
they have made and building and acting on the feedback they 

receive. 
 

• Encourage integration of assessment into the learning 
process. For example, recognising and recording ongoing progress 

and achievement can be enhanced by recording achievement for 
the purposes of formal recognition. This gives value and validity to 

the skills achieved as the learner makes progress through their 
learning experience. Assessment that allows accumulation of 
evidence of achievement which counts towards the award of credit 

helps learners to mark and recognise their ongoing progress, 
identify their continuing learning needs and builds confidence in 

their ability to learn and achieve. 
 

• Admit a variety of assessment methods and evidence of 
achievement which are fit for purpose.  Learning and 

permissible assessment methods should provide sufficient scope for 
practitioners to adopt imaginative approaches to formal 

assessment. Practitioners should offer a choice of assessment 
activities to learners and admissible evidence to recognise 

achievement. Evidence can range from tutor and peer observation 
records, written statements produced by learners, to  evidence of 

achievement of learning outcomes identified from video and audio 
recordings, learner diaries, presentations and artefacts.  See 

Section 5 for a summary of detailed guidance produced and 
published by the DfES Standards Unit for E2E practitioners on the 

use of observation techniques. This example shows how non-
traditional methods of assessment can be used to provide robust 

evidence of progress and achievement.    
 

• Seek practitioner involvement in making and standardising 

assessment decisions, by (for example) involving them in 
internal moderation processes. The latitude given to 

practitioners in selecting appropriate assessment methods should  
balanced by a high degree of practitioner involvement and 

responsibility for internal quality assurance and collaboration with 
the awarding body on overall quality improvement. Assessment 

should (typically) be undertaken by practitioners, with teams of 
workers cross-checking assessment decisions to ensure that reliable 

and valid judgements are reached. Standardisation should be 
methodical and organised, follow agreed conventions for 
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standardising ‘formal’ assessment of learning achievements in non-
formal contexts. 
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Section 5. Illustrations: how practitioners use units 
in learner referenced practice 
 
The following illustrations from practice exemplify a learner referenced 

approach to teaching, learning and assessment. The first two illustrations 
show how practitioners use credit based units to structure and mark 

progression for individual learners. They show how practitioners focus on 
helping learners to take control of and use their own learning to meet 

personal objectives and how specified units are used to recognise their 
achievements. The third illustration shows how observation techniques 
can be used objectively to assess personal development, and provide 

evidence of progress and achievement which could count toward the 
award of credit.  

  
These illustrations are intended to inform the thinking of unit developers 

in designing units, assessment and quality assurance to encourage a 
learner referenced approach and inform awarding body guidance for 

centres.  
 

1. The Homeless Sector project 
 

The project has developed both an accredited learning programme for 
service users (i.e. homeless people) and an accredited programme for 

front-line and support workers. This approach aims to help empower 
service users and to assist in building the capacity of homelessness 

services, a key theme of the project. An underlying principle is the need to 
work with homeless people in order for them to develop and celebrate 

their capabilities and autonomy. 
 

The conceptual model is one of transformative learning for service users. 
The key elements of this are: 
 

• The approach is rooted in the user’s circumstances (in which they 
are the experts) and their needs 

• The approach must be based on mutual respect 
• A coaching model of delivery is used 

• Neuroscience and cognitive science, as well as social theories are 
applied 

• The approach must be able to be delivered as an extension of the 
role of supported and trusted workers working with the service 

users 
• The whole learning experience and approach must be backed by 

quality measures 
 

The City & Guilds qualification for service users, The Certificate in Self-
Development Through Learning (Learning Power) – available at Entry 

levels 1, 2,3 and Level 1  - is gained through achievement of one 
compulsory module, ‘Me and My Learning’ plus options (the number and 

combination depending on level of the qualification).  
 



  

 14 

The programme for service users is a planned and structured approach 
that involves four phases of learning and achievement covering: 

 
• regaining equilibrium 

• starting to move forward 
• making sustained progress 

• preparing to move into the mainstream. 
 

Assessment 
The Homeless sector project requires that each provider’s assessment 

strategy addresses: 
 

• The rationale for the programme and the assessment strategy 
within it 

• Arrangements for the management of assessment 
• The types and methods of assessment to be adopted throughout 

the programme. 
 

The assessment strategy aims to; 
 

• Give all learners as much opportunity as possible to demonstrate 
their learning and achievement 

• Fully complement the purposes, aims and objectives of the 
programme 

• Complement the methods adopted for learning and learning support 
• Build in preparation and feedback for learners 

 
There are four main kinds of assessment used; Observation, Questioning, 
Structured tasks in learner’s own time, and structured tasks in timed 

conditions. Structured tasks can include written, practical and oral 
activities.  

The relationship between learning outcomes in each unit and  
2. Youthtrain 

 
Quoted statements are from an interview with a Youthtrain practitioner.  

 
The Youthtrain programme is made up of 2 types of units: units from the 

NOCN (NQF) Qualifications for Progression and (non NQF) OCN units of 
accreditation. These have been selected by Youthtrain to suit young 

people and cover the needs of the programme: young people’s self 
development, leisure interests and involvement in the community. 

They are grouped together in modules, showing the different levels 
available within each subject area within the module. However, the 

module title does not appear on the certificate. All units can be achieved 
and certificated individually. 

 
 

 
Youthtrain aims: 
 

• To promote the development of individual young people through 

service to the community, specifically to develop organisational and 
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communication skills. 
• To recognise skills and know how which young people have gained 

through involvement with other organisations. 
• To broaden options for further personal, education and social 

development. 
• Create greater self-awareness of the needs of others and to develop 

responses appropriate to those needs. 
• To provide young people with opportunities for accredited learning. 

 
Learner ownership of learning goals 

Significant effort goes into developing ownership of goals, learner 
consciousness of progress and marking ongoing achievement using a 

range of assessment techniques. Personal achievements are then matched 
to learning outcomes in units in each programme. Units are selected and 

matched to learner level and type of achievement. Rules of combination 
with a high degree of latitude offer learners the option to pursue NOCN 

Qualifications for Progression. 
 

“Our focus in personal development reflects the youth work approach – 
starting where young people are, irrespective of personal development 
needs, personal history, learning needs or obstacles. Potential levels and 

types of achievement are not influential or really relevant to the process 
at this stage, though the youth worker will have an agenda focused firmly 

on personal development. The process we use draws out issues that an 
individual might have which could be related to crime or drugs awareness, 

for example. The starting point then is a negotiation with the group to 
identify individual and common needs and issues. Learners are not 

presented with the units or learning outcomes and assessment criteria at 
this stage though the youth worker will have these in mind through this 

negotiation phase.”     
 

“Unblocking” personal issues which are preventing participation 
and progression  

 
“…We set out to create learning environments which make the individual’s 

personal aims the focus of the learning experience; give them the power 
and responsibility to choose what and how they learn… We take a non-

formal approach, separating learning from ‘education’ -  learning rather 
than being taught, drawing out learning from the person and not simply 

putting in, and subtly shifting control from the ‘teacher/adversary’  to the 
peer group.  We work with young people who are not learning, achieving 
and progressing. We give them the responsibility, let them learn through 

experience, and reflect on how their (behaviour) has changed – which 
tells them what they have learned.”  

 
  

Assessment methods and evidence collection  
 

All assessment methods and arrangements for evidence collection and 
record keeping are subjected to scrutiny by the awarding body and must 

be capable of producing valid results across cohorts of learners over time. 
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Practitioners are at pains to avoid allowing assessment requirements and 
tasks to drive the learning, 

 
“Evidence is matched to learning outcomes in units with the help and 

support of an experienced practitioner. Not all evidence collected is 
needed for achievement, and tasks should not just be a replication of the 

assessment criteria.  Working to the assessment criteria is not necessary 
– evidence always emerges from the process which is sufficient – 

especially at low levels of achievement, and with experienced practitioners 
helping to manage and match the evidence to the requirements of the 

unit.”  
 

“We use units in ‘personal development’ and ‘self and others’ (offered 
from Entry Level to Level 2) and these are used to give credit for 

achievements made in our personal development programme.”  
The units they use are conducive to this approach, with generic learning 

outcomes and assessment criteria which avoid prescribing assessment 
tasks. 

 
“These units have learning outcomes with generic assessment criteria.  
We use a group/team work approach in delivering the programme but the 

group work focuses on individual group member needs. Evidence of 
achievement generated in the group work can be individualised and a 

variety of evidence can be used to meet the [unit] assessment criteria.” 
 

It may be important to delay the introduction of formal assessment until 
the learner is ready to begin to take on some ownership of the 

assessment process,  
 

“Introducing Learning Outcomes at the beginning of this process can be a 
mistake, learning achievement is examined later, is reflective and 

personal, and owned by the young person.”  
 

However the practitioner needs to begin to systematically collect and 
organise evidence from the outset, so that when that learner is ready, 

they can reflect on and begin to take credit for their achievements.  
 

Some assessment methods require the learner and practitioner to review 
and sift through evidence of learning to identify admissible evidence of the 

achievement of outcomes and carefully match that evidence to the unit 
requirements and systems for record keeping, 
 

“Video evidence is admissible but like all evidence of learning it has to be 
cross-referenced to assessment criteria to show evidence of 

achievement.” 
 

 
Evidence can range from tutor observations and records to written 

statements and evidence produced by learners, to videos, diaries, 
presentations and artefacts,  
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“A wide variety of evidence is admissible – from flip chart notes linked to 
presentations to others, to youth worker supporting statements. We use 

peer observation of to inform self-assessment, this helps formatively – 
learning to give and receive objective criticism, informing self evaluation 

of what has been learned, which builds communication skills and leads to 
improved self confidence.”   

 
 Quality Assurance and Improvement  

 
Approach to internal quality assurance “For Youthtrain in Bradford, 

we have 2 full time staff who act as Internal Moderators (Internal 
Moderators), and make support visits across the partnership (BYDP). 

Bradford Council (CBMDC) Youth Service also has a named IM.  
They meet monthly to check on progress and consistency (and check 

levels of support needed by staff are in place to maintain these) and they 
record the visit. These records are discussed at monthly meetings of IMs 

and IMs meet young people on Youthtrain too. The IMs help workers with 
portfolio building, and this makes for improved consistency as we go 

along. This approach – support and direction at the ‘beginning, middle and 
end’ of the programme – improves the quality of programme delivery and 
assessment continuously. There are so many varied ways of delivering the 

programme, and we have providers from all kinds of organisations 
delivering Youthtrain - active internal moderation is needed and 

welcomed.   We don’t always call these workers IMs though, or use the 
jargon of quality assurance – it is a turn off for some organisations, their 

staff and young people, and not always necessary for doing a good job.” 
 

Practitioners and External moderation …”happens quarterly – when a 
young person has enough evidence for a unit this is assessed, internally 

and externally moderated and awarded.  External moderation cycles are 
geared to local provider demand, not to annual quality improvement 

events – though of course external moderator reports and input inform 
these.” 

 
Contribution to quality improvement “Other quality improvement 

activity includes an annual meeting with the regional moderator for 
Youthtrain, (responsible for overall quality assurance and improvement 

across the region); annual standardisation days attended by practitioner 
and providers of Youthtrain – where we sample portfolios and address 

issues that have arisen through the year. These may include questions 
around processes, standards, difficulties with assessment in individual 
units, removal of unwanted units or amendment/deletion of obsolete 

units.”  
 

3. Observation techniques for assessment – fit for purpose, 
transparent and robust 

 
The following illustration shows how a non-traditional assessment method 

can be used to produce objective assessment of achievement.  This is a 
summary and interpretation of guidance produced and published by the 

DfES Standards Unit for E2E practitioners on the use of observation 
techniques.  
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As part of the Success for All strategy the Standards Unit has produced a 

pack of resources together with a programme of capacity building to 
support initial assessment of personal and social skills in E2E.6  

 
The emphasis throughout is on assessment as part of the teaching and 

learning process, and on working with the learner. The approach aims to 
help the young person to become reflective. 
 

The Standards Unit approach is to use observation to assess learners’ 

personal and social skills, where observation is a 4-stage process: 
 

1. Preparing to assess and develop personal and social skills 
2. Using observation to gain evidence about personal and social skills 

3. Making objective assessments 
4. Giving feedback and agreeing key objectives. 

 
Each stage in the process is described, and exemplified in more detail.  

 
Stage 1; Preparation involves identifying the skills to be observed and 

assessed and the activities that will enable observation. Currently a 
framework of generic employability skills is provided as guidance, which 

covers Basic and Key skills, Thinking skills, Personal qualities, and 
Personal and social skills to overcome individual issues (such as resisting 

negative peer pressure). Alternative frameworks can also be used to 
identify the skills to be assessed. 
 

Stage 2; Observation involves professionals agreeing with a learner the 
skills to be observed; observing the learner during a planned activity; and 

recording what is actually seen. Great emphasis is placed on objective or 
“pure” observation based on evidence not on opinion or subjective 

judgement. For example; “He doesn’t make appropriate eye contact with 
staff” is exemplified as judgement/opinion, whereas, “When he’s talking to 

a tutor, he looks down at the floor” is pure observation. Staff are urged to 
check their own prejudices and be aware of cultural differences, and 

advised that making pure observations based on what’s actually seen and 
heard can give a basis for discussing how behaviour can be interpreted in 

different contexts so that young people can learn to use a range of 
behavioural codes appropriate to a given context. 

 
Stage 3; Making Objective Assessments again emphasises objective 

assessment based on evidence as opposed to subjective judgements. The 
stages in the objective assessment process are: 

 
1. Sharing observations with appropriate colleagues 
2. Comparing evidence with that from other activities demonstrating 

the same or similar skills 
3. Recording assessments and noting progress 

                                        
6 DfES. Standards Unit – Improving Initial Assessment of personal and social skills in Entry to 

Employment – DfES Standards Unit, September 2004. 
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4. Prioritising areas for development that are key to helping positive 
progression 

5. Identifying short-term targets for discussion with the learner. 
 

It is emphasised that working with colleagues and comparing evidence 
from other sources supports well evidenced and objective assessments. 

Areas for development should build on positive baselines as well as any 
difficulties and a key focus should be on identifying what is needed to help 

a learner to move on. 
 

Stage 4; Giving Feedback and Agreeing key Objectives is described as one 
of the most powerful opportunities to motivate and move a learner 

forward. It should encourage a learner to talk about their learning and 
become aware of their personal and social skills. Its purpose is to help 

learners improve and it is described as a vital part of learning. 
 

The 3 steps of feedback are: 
 

1. Encouraging learners to reflect on their experience 
2. Giving positive feedback about what they do well and checking they 

genuinely “hear” this and believe in their own abilities 

3. Helping them to understand the skill areas they need to develop 
and agreeing priorities for action. 

 
SMART targets and further assessment activities are then agreed with the 

learner and recorded. 
 

The Standards Unit encourages adoption of “whole organisation 
approach”. It emphasises the importance of managers in designing, 

managing and supporting the whole process effectively and in ensuring 
that the perspectives of learners, tutors and partners inform the process. 

[Curriculum or programme] managers are responsible for ensuring the 
coherence of the process, for leading on quality and for ensuring that 

there is a shared understanding of a learner-centred ethos. 
 

The approach to objective assessments by pure observation based on 
evidence exemplifies a very thorough and rigorous approach to the 

assessment of personal and social skills. These skills are often described 
as the most difficult to assess objectively but, as the Standards Unit 

notes, the use of observation as a method tends to be under-used but can 
be highly effective. The rigour and objectivity of the assessments in this 
model is underpinned by the team approach, comparisons of assessment 

evidence, and management responsibility for overall quality of the 
process, all of which add confidence to the validity of the assessment 

evidence. 
 

The observation method used also offers opportunity for creative and 
enjoyable assessment activities, which focus on personal and social skills 

through a variety of contexts and activities in ways that engage learners 
and are meaningful to them. 
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The 4-stage process described, and within that the 5 steps in objective 
assessment, provide an exemplary model of a quality system as well as 

an example of a learner-centred approach. The internal checks within the 
model are in many ways equivalent to internal verification or moderation 

processes, but in this context very clearly located within a teaching and 
learning approach to assessment of these skills. 

 
It should be noted that the Standards Unit resources currently make no 

direct reference to external quality assurance or to external recognition of 
the learning achievements. Currently “recognition” is centred on the 

feedback to learners; a key and highly skilled part of the process. 
Nevertheless it is clear that the evidence of achievements described could 

be used for external formal recognition, and that the quality processes 
described could readily be subject to external moderation/ scrutiny, 

provided that any external processes respected and followed the learner-
centred ethos described. There is certainly no reason why evidence from 

observation techniques described in this approach could not satisfy an 
awarding body’s assessment and evidence requirements. 

 
The learners’ role and perspective in the assessment is made very clear. 
As the guidance notes, learners must be clear about the process, with 

learners’ aspirations central to the process and staff responsible for 
building an ethos of shared effort. The process should be done with 

learners and not “to” them. Learners are responsible for agreeing and 
understanding their own learning objectives and for actively engaging with 

the feedback process building and acting on the feedback they receive. 
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Appendix 1 


