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INTRODUCTION 

 

Graded examinations have been a feature of the performing arts sector since institutions began offering 
them in the late nineteenth century, as vehicles for the cultural development of young people, and a 
means of embedding the disciplines of music, dance, and speech and drama into lived experience.  

Some take graded examinations to achieve technical mastery in their chosen discipline, some to pursue it 
as a leisure or social activity, or as part of a programme of personal development more widely. These 
motivations have perhaps changed little over time, as is also true of the underlying structure of the 
examinations and their means of assessment. 

However, in recent history, the awarding organisations offering graded examinations, many supported by 
the work of CDMT, have had to navigate multiple, and significant changes. Some in the regulatory arena, 
as the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) evolved into Ofqual, and the original National 
Qualifications Framework (NQF) changed over time to become today’s Regulated Qualifications 
Framework (RQF). Some in the world more widely, where events such as Brexit, the Covid-19 pandemic, 
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and the ongoing cost-of-living crises, have only served to accelerate 
the pace of innovation and adaptation, against a challenging global context. 

Today, with worldwide entries topping 1.8 million for music, dance, and speech and drama combined, 
graded examinations remain a popular model for assessment in the performing arts, and one which 
continues to deliver value to teachers and learners alike.  

They have, moreover, proved resilient in the face of almost overwhelming change, rising to the challenge 
of adapting their approaches to assessment to continue to offer viable, valid and reliable examinations 
for those who want to take them, offering the well-known international benchmarks in the performing 
arts that collectively form ‘the Grades’. 

 

The report is split into four sections as follows: 

 Section A – The regulatory context of graded examinations to 2020 

 Section B – The regulatory context of graded examinations from 2020 to the present 

 Section C – The UK education landscape and its relationship to graded examinations 

 Section D – Graded examinations statistics and the international dimension 
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SUMMARY 
 

Graded examinations in the performing arts were originally conceived as a vehicle for the cultural 
development of young people, with some organisations having offered qualifications since the late 
nineteenth century. They share a common structure, are recognised within the current UK Regulated 
Qualifications Framework (RQF), and are available in the individual disciplines of music, dance, and drama. 

Graded examinations are viewed in many ways by both the candidates who enter for them and by the 
sector more widely. Whilst most entries are at the lower grades, up to Grade 3, nevertheless many 
learners do progress through all eight levels, and entry numbers are high, when compared with GCSEs and 
A Levels. Motivation for candidates to enter comes primarily from three drivers: the desire to develop 
technical competence; the pursuit of any given discipline as a leisure or hobby activity, and personal and 
social development more generally. Whilst there is usually no minimum or maximum age specified for 
entry to graded examinations, there are some exceptions, usually in dance, for health and safety reasons. 
It is, however, possible to see some trends, and thereby identify indicative age ranges for entry to each 
grade. 

CDMT has a longstanding relationship with awarding organisations offering graded examinations, many 
of whom are members. It provides support through its Awarding Organisations Committee (AOC), whose 
activities, in addition to regular meetings to discuss various issues of common interest, include convening 
comparability studies, and issuing position papers. CDMT also represents the interests of the awarding 
organisations with the Department for Education (DfE), and formulates responses to UK-wide 
consultations from qualification regulators. CDMT has also for many years facilitated meetings of the 
Graded Examinations Forum, originally set up by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) in the 
late 1990s, and coordinated exercises such as that to determine Guided Learning Hours (GLH) and Total 
Qualification Times (TQT) for a range of qualifications. Further, CDMT authors and distributes research 
papers of interest to the sector, and has developed a website and booklet devoted to graded 
examinations. 

Section 7 examines the history of the awarding organisations offering graded examinations as they 
worked to achieve recognition by first QCA, and then Ofqual, migrating their qualifications from the 
National Qualifications Framework (NQF), to the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) before 
ultimately reaching the Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF) which is the current status quo, 
adapting to different sets of design principles for qualification design along the way. In 2015, Qualifications 
Wales was formed to take devolved responsibility for qualification regulation, and in 2016 the Council for 
the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) was formed to do the same in Northern Ireland. In 
Scotland, this role is fulfilled by the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA). 

 

This section covers the following main points: 

1. The origins and development of graded examinations 
2. The graded examinations model  
3. Applications of the graded examinations model 
4. The different uses of graded examinations  
5. Candidate age ranges 
6. The role of CDMT  
7. National recognition and accreditation of graded examinations            

9 
9 
10 
11 
13 
13 
18 
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1. THE ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF GRADED EXAMINATIONS  

 
Graded examinations were originally designed to provide a vehicle for the cultural development of young 
people by encouraging them to study a discipline in the arts. They work on a progressive mastery model, 
whereby learners progress from studying the basics within their chosen discipline to practising it at a high 
technical level. At their inception, a number of music, dance, speech and drama organisations – many 
linked closely to well-established conservatoires or vocational schools - were founded to formalise these 
programmes of study by providing examinations. A number of these organisations have their roots in the 
nineteenth century, with both the London Academy of Dramatic Art (LAMDA) and Trinity College London 
(TCL) having offered graded examinations since the 1870s. 
 
Although the qualifications covered by this report are regulated, and thus eligible for funding through 
some public measures, most are taken by candidates who are privately funded either by themselves or 
their parents. This means that candidates have, in the main, selected their chosen discipline and have 
invested in their studies independently of government policy and initiatives.  
 
Graded examinations have also been closely linked with the school curriculum for a number of years, 
particularly with the National Curriculum programme of study for music, the programme of study for 
physical education (which includes dance), and the programme of study for English (which includes speech 
and drama). In some schools, peripatetic teachers complement learning throughout the primary and 
secondary curriculum in schools. This happens most often in music and is by no means universal. 
 

2. THE GRADED EXAMINATIONS MODEL 

 
The progressive mastery model that graded examinations are based on means that students develop and 
demonstrate skills in a specific discipline which increase in technical difficulty and complexity as they 
progress up the levels. Once the skills at one level have been mastered, the student moves on to the next. 
Candidates are tested when ready and so they can take the amount of time that is appropriate for them 
to master one stage before progressing to the next. 
 
Graded examinations are usually offered as a core suite of eight qualifications, with other assessments 
offered below and above these levels. They map to the Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF)1 level 
descriptors as follows: 
 
Table one: Mapping of graded examinations to RQF levels 
 

RQF level Graded examinations 

1 Grade 1 
Grade 2 
Grade 3 

2 Grade 4 
Grade 5 

3 Grade 6 
Grade 7 
Grade 8 

                                                           
1 Regulated Qualifications Framework – the successor to the QCF and NQF frameworks 
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3. APPLICATIONS OF THE GRADED EXAMINATIONS MODEL 

 
The approach to defining content that awarding organisations adopt varies from discipline to discipline, 
with music and dance syllabuses tending to be more prescriptive than those for speech and drama. There 
is also diversity within disciplines; for example, speech and drama candidates can opt for either a narrowly 
defined range of texts, or for a more flexible approach involving own choice and devised performance 
options. 
 
The graded examinations model has been used in other subject areas over the years, most notably in 
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) as offered by TCL since the 1930s. For example, in 2003, 
a similar approach was adopted by the National Languages Strategy, resulting in the Asset language 
qualifications offered by Oxford Cambridge and RSA (OCR) until their withdrawal in November 2013.  

3.1  Graded examinations in music 

Graded examinations in music are perhaps the best-known qualifications of this type, since they are taken 
by the largest number of candidates each year. Many people will have encountered them at some time, 
either through their own experience of lessons, or that of friends and family. 

 
Four awarding organisations have offered regulated graded examinations in music for a number of years. 
These are:  
 

 The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM)  

 London College of Music (LCM) recognised as the University of West London (UWLQ)  

 RSL Awards (formerly Rockschool Ltd) 

 Trinity College London (TCL).  
 
In 2018, they were joined by the Music Teachers Board, regulated by Ofqual to offer graded examinations 
in a range of musical disciplines. In 2020, RSL Awards launched new qualifications in Podcasting and 
Vlogging, using the graded examination model. 

3.2  Graded examinations in dance 

Graded examinations in dance are also popular, and cover a range of styles including classical ballet, tap, 
jazz and contemporary dance and, as with music, the organisations offering them are well-established and 
have been offering regulated qualifications for a number of years. The recognised awarding organisations 
in dance are: 

 

 bbodance (formerly the British Ballet Organisation) 

 Graded Qualifications Alliance (GQAL) incorporating British Theatre Dance Association (BTDA) and 
working in partnership with the United Teachers of Dance (UTD) 

 The Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing (ISTD) 

 International Dance Teachers Association (IDTA) 

 National Association of Teachers of Dancing (NATD) 

 The Royal Academy of Dance (RAD) 

 RSL Awards working in partnership with the Russian Ballet Society (RBS), the Professional Teachers 
of Dancing (PTD) and the United Kingdom Alliance (UKA). 
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All these awarding organisations are validated by the CDMT (click here to see the full list). Further, in 
Scotland, outside the direct regulatory influence of Ofqual, the following are also validated by CDMT: 
 

 Scottish Dance Teachers’ Association (SDTA)  

 British Association of Teachers of Dancing (BATD). 
 
Vocational graded examinations in dance are also available at levels 2, 3 and 4 of the RQF. Their purpose 
is to provide a focused route for candidates who wish to progress to further studies and training. 
 
CDMT maintains a close working partnership with its validated awarding organisations and was 
instrumental in guiding them first through approval by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) 
and then through the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) supplementary recognition process with 
Ofqual in 2009.  

3.3 Graded examinations in speech and drama 

Graded examinations in speech and drama have, as well as providing evidence of the mastery of skills 
such as acting, and speaking verse and prose, a wide variety of applications across other domains, 
including musical theatre, performance arts more generally, and presentation and communication skills. 

 
The regulated awarding organisations in speech and drama are: 
 

 English Speaking Board (ESB) 

 London College of Music (LCM)  

 London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art (LAMDA) 

 New Era Academy (NEA) 

 RSL Awards 

 Trinity College London (TCL). 
 

4. THE DIFFERENT USES OF GRADED EXAMINATIONS 

 
Whilst the awarding organisations listed above have some key similarities and share common DNA in the 
overarching model of assessment they apply, they all operate in distinct ways. Their qualifications follow 
varying structures, they differ in the level of resources and support they provide to teachers and learners, 
and appeal to widely differing candidate profiles.  
 
Their syllabuses range from traditional disciplines such as classical music and ballet to a range of diverse 
cultural and contemporary disciplines across the performing arts, through which candidates can explore 
the huge range of styles and influences available to study . This distinctiveness is underpinned by a wide 
variety of views regarding the place of graded examinations in the performing arts sector more widely, 
and the role they have to play in establishing, or contributing to, various progression routes within it. 
 
 
 
The range of awarding organisations that offer the qualifications, the variety of disciplines in which the 
qualifications are offered, and the different levels at which candidates can access the qualifications means 

https://cdmt.org.uk/validated-awarding-organisations
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that candidates will take them for many contrasting reasons. However, their uses can be split broadly into 
three categories, with some disciplines spanning more than one category. 

4.1 Technical competence  

Graded examinations develop technical competence in performance from the earliest stages of 
development within the discipline. Whilst the majority of candidates are at the lower levels (grade 3 and 
below), a small but significant number progress on to the higher and more demanding assessments, and 
although the numbers of candidates entering for examinations drop at grade 4, they are still high when 
compared with GCSEs and A levels. Some enter examinations through personal interest and commitment, 
whilst others have a definite progression pathway in mind. Although the focus for these candidates may 
be technical competence, they will also be developing other skills in, for example, creativity, musicality, 
self-discipline, and performance. Many candidates in this category are likely to be younger learners, 
particularly in music, and aspects of dance such as ballet.  

4.2 Leisure/hobby activities 

Candidates of all ages take graded examinations. Many of them will be preparing for them simply as part 
of their own personal development, and to broaden their knowledge, skills and understanding, 
particularly in aspects of popular dance and music. For younger learners, the learning is a significant part 
of curriculum enrichment, forming not only the basis for a valued activity outside school or college, but 
also developing skills useful in many other areas of their lives. Adult learners may have quite different 
reasons for taking graded examinations to children and young people, for example using them to structure 
leisure time, or seek new opportunities to socialise. 

4.3 Personal and social development  

In music and dance, along with developing technical skills and competence in a particular discipline, 
qualifications can also contribute to the advancement of personal skills. The amount of self-initiated study 
required means that learners have to develop good organisational and motivational abilities, and the 
method of assessment through performance helps them to develop confidence and self-assurance.  
 
Speech and drama qualifications strengthen a wide range of personal skills including self-motivation, 
confidence and self-esteem and also practical skills useful for interviews, giving presentations etc. They 
also make a valuable contribution to the development of communication skills in English, as well as 
creativity more generally. 
 
Across the disciplines, where work is done in groups, either leading up to or as part of the assessment, 
skills such as teamwork and cooperation, working collaboratively, and contributing constructively are also 
developed. In some cases, group examinations can take on a particular importance when encouraging 
learners to participate in joint activities, building the confidence of those students who may not respond 
well to individual assessment.  
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5. CANDIDATE AGE RANGES  

 
There is usually no minimum or maximum age specified for entry to graded examinations in music and 
speech and drama (dance is an exception, mostly for health and safety reasons) although, as with all 
regulated qualifications, they are offered according to the funding parameters specified by the 
Department for Education (i.e., 14-16, 16-19 and 19+).  
 
For pre-Grade 1 qualifications, which are roughly (or in some cases formally) equivalent to Entry level in 
the RQF, candidates can be as young as 4. From Grade 1 onwards, the age range is typically from 7 
upwards, with examples of candidates in their 80s entering some disciplines. Naturally, there are 
variations, reflecting aspects such as physical and vocal development.  
 
Table two below shows an indicative age range for entry to each grade. The lower end of the age range 
tends to apply more for dance (in particular disciplines like ballet) with the average for music typically 
around the mid-point. This is important when considering possible progression routes as some candidates 
can reach a high standard within particular disciplines at a relatively young age. 
 
Table two: Indicative average age of learners undertaking graded examinations 
 

Grade Average age (indicative across all awarding organisations)  

1 9-12 

2 10-13 

3 11-14 

4 12-15 

5 13-16 

6 13-16 

7 15-18 

8 15-18 

 

6. THE ROLE OF CDMT  

 
CDMT has a longstanding relationship with awarding organisations offering graded examinations. Many 
regulated awarding organisations offering dance, speech and drama and musical theatre examinations 
are members of CDMT, and CDMT also works with organisations offering music. This section provides an 
overview of some of the ways in which CDMT supports their work. 

6.1 The Awarding Organisations Committee (AOC) 

The AOC is a long-established group facilitated by CDMT. The current membership is of 17 awarding 
organisations offering dance, speech and drama and musical theatre qualifications, with engagement 
increasing. A list of the current members can be found on the CDMT website here.  

 
The AOC meets quarterly to discuss a range of issues pertaining to the performing arts sector and 
regulatory requirements. In the last few years, the AOC has produced a number of documents and 
facilitated events which promote consistency and agreement across member awarding organisations, as 
described below. 
 

https://cdmt.org.uk/validated-awarding-organisations
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6.1.1 Comparability studies 
 
CDMT comparability studies typically focus on recordings of candidate work at a particular grade. 
Awarding organisations are invited to submit documentation prior to the event, which is then reviewed 
to consider: 
 

 General comparison of content 

 Examination timings 

 Mark schemes and quality criteria 

 Grading. 
 

The results of this desk-based review are then shared with awarding organisations. 
 
The event itself typically consists of video recordings of candidate work, which are reviewed and discussed 
collectively. Participants are invited to consider: 
 

 Whether the standard of the presented work is consistent with the standard for that of the grade 
(with consideration of the standards expressed in the shared unit) 

 Whether the standards are consistent with the level descriptors (derived from those for the 
regulated framework). 

 
Comparability studies that have been undertaken since 2009 are laid out in table three below. 
 
Table three: CDMT comparability studies since 2009 
 

Year Number of awarding organisations 
represented 

Focus of event 

2009 4 Intermediate Ballet as part of submission to UCAS covering level 
3 graded and vocational graded examinations in dance 

2013 9 Introducing newly Validated AOs to comparability exercises. 
Divided into 3 groups to consider Intermediate Vocational graded 
examinations, each containing one AO that had taken part in the 
previous comparability exercise 

2014 12 Grade 3 across a range of disciplines including Theatre, Ballroom 
genres and Musical Theatre, considering broad comparability 
across genres 

2015 13 As 2014 but focussing on Grade 5 

2016 13 Key policy and procedural areas common across organisations; 
sharing information, good practice, and concerns. AOC members 
chose these areas to look at: conflicts of interest; enquiries, 
complaints and appeals; examiner training and standardisation, 
and marking 

2017/18 10 As 2014 but focussing on Grade 1 

2019 12 As 2014 but focussing on Grade 6 

2019 4 (plus London College of Music, a 
regulated awarding organisation 
affiliated to CDMT) 

Looking at Grade 3 across a range of approaches to Musical 
Theatre disciplines. Examples of candidate work at pass, merit 
and distinction were discussed, considering the consistency in 
standard for Grade 3 across the different approaches 
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6.1.2 Position papers 
 
The AOC has produced a number of position papers responding to requirements from regulatory bodies 
and setting out the context and position of members: 
 
i)  Regulated and non-regulated qualifications (January 2014) 
 
The AOC set out its position in relation to the requirements about how qualifications are defined as 
regulated or non-regulated as defined by the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009. The 
Act included a requirement for all qualifications offered in England to be regulated. AOC members set out 
the position of which qualifications in their collective offer could be considered regulated and unregulated 
according to the requirements of the Act and advice from Ofqual about what could be considered a 
qualification as opposed to an alternative kind of provision. This was discussed with representatives from 
Ofqual in 2014. 
 
ii)  Revised conditions and statutory guidance for the delivery of teacher seminars (May 2014) 
 
The AOC set out its position in relation to the regulatory requirements for the delivery of teacher seminars. 
Condition G4 states that organisations may not use those with access to ‘confidential assessment 
materials’ to deliver training to teachers (defined as ‘prohibited training’). The AOC clarified that as graded 
examinations did not rely on confidential materials to determine the grade or mark of a candidate, there 
was little that examiners could disclose to teachers which would give candidates an advantage in an 
examination. 
 
iii)  Endorsement of resources (July 2014) 
 
CDMT responded to new Conditions and statutory guidance published by Ofqual which set out the 
requirements for organisations to endorse materials published by third parties.  
 
6.1.3 Inclusivity in dance examinations 
 
In November 2015, CDMT was asked by Nick Gibb MP, Minister for Schools, to attend a round table 
meeting to discuss inclusivity in dance examinations. CDMT presented information which included: 
 

 A review of all assessment criteria contained in the shared units for graded and vocational graded 
examinations in dance to ensure that they contained inclusive language 

 Revised guidance for AOC members on how to develop procedures for reasonable adjustments and 
special considerations 

 Statistics showing the numbers of candidates who applied for reasonable adjustments and the types 
of disabilities for which adjustments were required 

 Case studies of candidates with disabilities who have achieved graded and vocational graded 
examinations. 

 
Following this initial work, CDMT has revisited inclusivity with Validated awarding organisations, collating 
statistics on reasonable adjustment requests in 2018, and revisiting the reasonable adjustments and 
special considerations guidance in 2019. 
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6.2 Consultation responses 

 
CDMT responds to Government and regulatory body consultations, where these are pertinent to graded 
examinations. Below is a list of consultations that CDMT has responded to from 2014- 2019. 
 

 Ofqual consultations 
o Lifting the accreditation requirement (July 2014) 
o Withdrawing the QCF (July 2014) 
o Guided Learning Hours (July 2014) 
o Taking Regulatory Action (November 2019). 

 

 Qualifications Wales consultations: 
o Qualifications Wales regulatory outcomes (May 2017). 

6.3 The graded examinations forum 

 
For a number of years CDMT has facilitated meetings of the Graded Examinations Forum, which was set 
up initially by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) in the late 1990s. The forum aims to bring 
together all awarding organisations offering graded examinations in music, dance and speech and drama 
to discuss a variety of issues relating to the sector, regulation and qualifications. The forum meets twice 
yearly and includes a wide range of awarding organisations.  

6.4  Allocating Total Qualification Times (TQT) to graded examinations and diploma qualifications 

 
6.4.1  Allocating Total Qualification Time (TQT) to graded examinations 
 
CDMT facilitated meetings across awarding organisations offering music, dance and speech and drama 
examinations to allocate consistent timings to graded examinations. Each organisation used an agreed 
questionnaire to consult with their stakeholders. The results were then collated into an overarching report 
which was published in April 2016. 

 
6.4.2  Allocating Total Qualification Time (TQT) to diploma qualifications 

 
A similar set of meetings was facilitated by CDMT for music and speech and drama awarding organisations 
to allocate consistent timings to their performance and teaching qualifications at levels 4-6. Overarching 
reports were published in September 2017. An exercise was not carried out for dance as the qualifications 
offered are more diverse in content and structure. 

6.5 CDMT research reports 

 
Since 2015, CDMT has also produced a series of reports, the first of which was the original sector report 
on graded examinations which preceded this document. Other reports published by CDMT follow over 
the page. 
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6.5.1 A comparison of graded examinations in music, dance and speech and drama and the revised 
GCSEs 

This report was published in July 2015 and investigates the key differences and similarities between 
GCSEs/A levels and graded examinations, including wider factors such as assessment methodology and 
modes of delivery. It also questions whether there is a relationship between the two qualification types 
and whether they offer skills, knowledge and understanding that are complementary. 

The report draws several conclusions: 

 Whilst there are several differences between the qualification types, there are also ways in which 
they are complementary and can be studied together by students 

 The key difference lies in the breadth of study for GCSEs and A levels compared with the narrow 
but deeper focus for graded examinations 

 The key area of similarity is in content covering technique and performance and contextual and 
historical aspects. 

 
There are also other factors that need to be considered in comparing the two types of qualifications, 
namely the mode of study and the mode of assessment. 
 
6.5.2 An overview of higher-level qualifications in music, dance and speech and drama subjects 

 
This report was published in February 2016 and investigates the range and types of qualifications available 
at higher levels in the performing arts sector, focussing on music, dance and speech and drama. The report 
outlines qualifications available at levels 4-8 of the Regulated Qualifications Framework, levels 7-12 of the 
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework and those available in the Further and Higher Education 
Qualifications framework. 

 
The report concludes: 
 

 That there is a diverse range of qualifications on offer in the performing arts at higher levels 

 That these qualifications can be categorised according to their breadth or depth and their academic 
or vocational focus 

 That there are compelling reasons for the diversity on offer and that there is likely to be an 
increased need for this provision in the future. 

 
6.5.3  Graded Examinations and the UK educational regulatory landscape 

 
This report was published in the Autumn of 2014 and updated in 2018. It gives a comprehensive overview 
of the relationship between graded examinations and the UK regulatory landscape, charting the 
development of graded examinations as regulated qualifications. It also considers progression from 
graded examinations to other studies leading to advancement opportunities in the creative industries. 
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6.6 Graded examinations website and booklet 

In 2015, CDMT developed a website2 devoted to graded examinations. This website includes information 
about various disciplines, the history of graded examinations, awarding organisations that offer them, and 
publications produced by CDMT such as research reports. The launch of the website coincided with 
release of a booklet titled Graded Examinations: The Definitive Guide, which provides an overview of 
graded examinations and is available on the website. 

 

7. NATIONAL RECOGNITION AND ACCREDITATION OF GRADED EXAMINATIONS 

7.1 Initial recognition and accreditation by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) 

In the late 1990s, the awarding organisations for music, dance and speech and drama made separate 
approaches to QCA requesting recognition of their organisations and qualifications. Awarding 
organisations were keen to obtain approval for their qualifications as this would raise their status 
internationally and would also demonstrate that their offer met national standards, and that they had 
robust quality assurance procedures in place. Organisations like CDMT fully supported this development.  

 
Several initial meetings were held to determine how much work would be required for graded 
examinations to be formally recognised. Held at first with individual awarding organisations, these 
discussions developed into a group called the Graded Examinations Forum, reflecting their areas of 
common interest and the similarity between the qualification models they operated.  
 
As awarding organisations became recognised by QCA through the awarding body approval process (then 
known as ‘Part A’), they submitted their qualifications to QCA for approval. It was decided to give the 
qualifications a short approval period in the first instance, which allowed further work to be carried out 
to establish agreements for the location of these types of qualifications within the National Qualifications 
Framework (NQF).  
 
A number of documents were developed by QCA in 2003 in consultation with the awarding organisations 
and were submitted to QCA’s Senior Staff Accreditation Group. These documents established both the 
graded examinations model in the accreditation landscape and also the way forward for resubmitting the 
qualifications in the future. They also gave graded examinations a strong rationale for inclusion in the NQF 
as a distinct qualification type and laid out a set of common national standards that was approved by QCA. 

7.2 Supplementary recognition and the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) 

 

The implementation of the QCF and publication of new regulatory criteria in 2008 saw a considerable 

amount of work undertaken by awarding organisations to migrate their qualifications from the NQF to 

the QCF. The migration process comprised two elements, the first being the recognition of awarding 

organisations wishing to operate in the QCF and the second, the submission of their qualifications to 

replace those offered in the NQF.  

                                                           
2 www.gradedexaminations.com 
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Many awarding organisations found it challenging simultaneously to preserve the ethos and purpose of 

graded examinations and their associated processes, whilst also meeting elements of the new QCF 

regulatory criteria.  

Many faced challenges with the conceptual framework of the QCF and how it would work in practical 

terms for their units and qualifications, in particular: 

 Requirements for centre approval when a centre-based model of assessment is not operated for 
graded examinations 

 Requirements to draft procedures for units and rules of combination for qualifications which were 
already well-established, having evolved through a set of detailed syllabuses, arguably undermining 
well-understood processes that were already in place. 

 
Despite these challenges, all the organisations that had been part of the NQF submitted the required 
supplementary recognition to meet the new regulatory criteria and were approved by QCA/Ofqual by 
early 2011. 
 
Following this approval of their organisational processes and procedures, awarding organisations were 
required to re-submit their qualifications to the QCF according to the requirements set out in the 
regulatory criteria. Some chose to submit their own qualifications independently ,and others made 
submissions based on units which had been developed collectively, as common templates. Some of the 
challenges awarding organisations faced in this part of the process included: 
 

 Establishing clear, consistent and meaningful qualification titling for graded and vocational graded 
examinations within the conventions set out by the QCF regulatory criteria 

 Allowing qualification structures to indicate achievement of separate individual units within an 
overall structure to allow for appropriate recording within national databases (for example the 
achievement of two different disciplines at the same grade) 

 Designing unit templates for performance-based examinations based on existing detailed 
syllabuses 

 Uncertainty over unit ownership and the commercial implications of collaborative working. 

7.3 Qualification design principles 

 
7.3.1 NQF design principles for graded examinations  

 
Sets of overarching design principles were agreed between QCA and awarding organisations as part of the 
process of accreditation to the NQF. These were issued separately for music, dance, speech and drama, 
and articulated graded examinations in relation to the key accreditation criteria headings in QCA 
documentation, particularly rationale, content, assessment and quality assurance. 
 
i) Rationale 

 
The design principles stated that graded examinations were based on a model of progressive mastery in 
which students had to prove that they had mastered one level before moving on to the next. It is 
interesting to note that, with the exception of the vocational graded examinations in dance, all graded 
examinations were accredited as ‘other general’ qualifications. This was felt to be a suitable typology as 
the qualifications were considered not to be vocationally or occupationally focused in nature. 
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ii)  Titles 
 
The titles accredited by QCA in the NQF were: 
 

 Graded examinations in Music Literacy (Grades 1-8) 

 Graded examinations in Music Performance (Grades 1-8) 

 Graded examinations in Dance (Grades 1-8) 

 Graded examinations in Vocational Dance (Grades 4-8) 

 Graded examinations in Speech (Grades 1-8) 

 Graded examinations in Drama (Grades 1-8) 

 Graded examinations in Speech and Drama (Grades 1-8). 
 
Qualification titles were endorsed for individual subject disciplines (for example classical ballet, tap, 
modern, piano, trumpet etc.) or to denote the type of performance (for example, solo, pair or group 
performances). These conventions were agreed as an appropriate way of cutting down on the 
proliferation of possible titles for each individual discipline.  

 
iii)  Content 
 
The design principles stated that the content of graded examinations would typically address the following 
areas: 
 

 Technical competence and artistry in a specific discipline 

 Expression and communication to a range of audiences 

 Creativity and independence (through interpretation, improvisation etc.) 

 Knowledge and understanding of the discipline shown through performance. 
 
For vocational dance, the principles stated that the content of vocational graded examinations would 
typically address the following areas: 
 

 Technical competence and artistry in a specific discipline or in a range of disciplines 

 Expression and communication to a range of audiences 

 Creativity and independence shown through interpretation and improvisation  

 Knowledge and understanding shown through performance 

 Awareness of health and safety, and healthy dance issues 

 Progression opportunities to further training or employment 

 Managing oneself as a performer. 
 
For music literacy (i.e., theory), the principles stated that these examinations were concerned with the 
understanding, manipulation and application of musical symbol systems (notations), and that the written 
examinations placed varying emphasis on the following skills, knowledge and understanding: 
 

 Musical terms and ornaments 

 Scales and harmony 

 Rhythmic and melodic features 

 Creative use of musical devices. 
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iv)  Assessment 
 
The design principles confirmed that graded examinations are assessed by an external examiner 
appointed by the awarding organisation. Assessment is usually of a candidate’s practical performance or, 
in the case of theory examinations, by means of a written assessment or viva voce. Assessment 
approaches developed by awarding organisations are of a comparable standard and procedures were 
regularly reviewed by the awarding organisations and QCA as part of the national approval and monitoring 
processes. 
 
v)  Grading 
 
The design principles stated that all graded examinations are awarded as pass, merit and distinction with 
attainment descriptions published by awarding organisations. Grading criteria exist for all aspects of 
candidates’ performance (for example, technical competence in terms of accuracy and number of errors 
made, musicality, confidence in performance, etc.) with an accompanying mark scheme showing the 
range of marks needed to gain each grade. 
 
vi)  Level descriptors 
 
The awarding organisations and QCA agreed that: 

 

 Grades 1-3 would be equivalent to level 1 of the NQF 

 Grades 4 and 5 would be equivalent to level 2 of the NQF 

 Grades 6-8 would be equivalent to level 3 of the NQF. 
 
Level descriptors for each discipline considered progression through the NQF levels. The following 
wording is taken from the report into graded examinations commissioned by QCA in 2005:3  
 
‘The descriptors for speech and drama were split into Performance and Repertoire, and described the 
progression through the levels in terms of: increasing ability to understand and interpret material; to 
present clearly and audibly; to prepare; to put across mood and atmosphere; to use technical skills; and to 
use voice, body and space to enhance the performance and to develop confidence. Repertoire descriptors 
described the content, nature and demand of the material that should be selected at each NQF level. 
 
The descriptors for vocational dance described the progression through the levels in terms of, for example: 
increasing technical ability required for professional work; range and vocabulary of movement; increased 
length and complexity of sequences; the quality and control of movement; confidence in performance, 
style and audience awareness; understanding of the professional context; and awareness of personal 
abilities and aspirations, and the demands of professional employment. 
 
The descriptors for dance described the progression through the levels in terms of: increased technical 
ability; range and vocabulary of movement; increased length and complexity of sequences; the quality and 
control of movement; and confidence in performance, style and audience awareness. 
 

                                                           
3 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority: Identifying the potential for Common Units and the Assignation of Credit for graded 
examinations – Final Report: 23 March 2005 
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The descriptors for music performance described the development of the following areas: fluency, 
expression, accuracy, control of tempo, sense of rhythm and harmony, intonation, phrasing, awareness of 
style and musical shape, secure techniques, control tonal contrast, rhythm, and pulse, use of a range of 
dynamics and tone colour sensitively and expressively, conveying mood and character of piece, sight-
reading, maintaining posture, balance and breathing, developing control/technical mastery of instrument, 
sense of performance, performing confidently, clearly and audibly, personal interpretation, engagement 
with an audience and with material, understanding of theory, time and key signatures, aural awareness, 
and notation. 
 
The descriptors for music literacy (theory) focused on the understanding, manipulation and application of 
musical symbol systems (notations), placing varying emphasis on the following skills, knowledge and 
understanding: 
 

 Musical terms and ornaments 

 Scales and harmony 

 Rhythmic and melodic features 

 Creative use of musical devices. 
 
7.3.2 Design principles for the QCF 

 
With the introduction of a new set of requirements, the awarding organisations had to devise a format 
which both preserved the ethos and value of the graded examinations model and would also be 
acceptable under the terms of Section 1 of the QCF criteria with its specific requirements regarding unit 
design and rules of combination. 
 
i)  Titling requirements of the QCF 
 
Two main protocols for titling emerged from discussions with QCA and its successor, Ofqual. The first 
simply followed the rules set out in the QCF titling conventions of Level X Award/ Certificate/Diploma in 
X. The second was agreed for those awarding organisations that felt it important to retain ’Graded 
Examination’ in the title of the qualification. i.e., Level X Award/ Certificate/Diploma in Graded 
Examination in X. These solutions were not universally well liked by the graded awarding organisations.  

 
ii)  Qualification structures 
 
As with titling, there was much discussion between the graded examinations awarding organisations and 
Ofqual about the ways in which units should be structured into rules of combination for graded and 
vocational graded examinations. It was eventually agreed that each individual discipline would have a 
separate unit in order for these to be recorded as separate achievements within various government 
databases (in particular the Skills Funding Agency’s funding database and the Diploma Aggregation 
Service).  
 
The rationale for this was that if only generic units were to be made available covering all disciplines, 
learners could be disadvantaged by only having one achievement recorded for each qualification title, no 
matter how many disciplines they entered for, and successfully completed. In dance, for example, this 
meant that the number of units needing to be developed increased from 13 to over 200. The impact on 
music and speech and drama qualifications was much the same.  
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To further increase transparency in the way achievements were recorded, awarding organisations decided 
to develop separate qualification titles for each individual grade. This meant that for each grade there 
would be a separate qualification number along with an individual unit number for each discipline. Size of 
qualification was another area for consideration, specifically in how this was reflected in titling 
conventions. This particularly affected qualifications at levels 3 and 4. 
 
iii)  Design of unit templates 
 
A full suite of graded examinations typically comprises 8 qualifications across levels 1, 2 and 3 of the QCF 
(with vocational graded examinations offering a further 5 qualifications across levels 2, 3 and 4). The QCF 
criteria required awarding organisations draft distinct assessment criteria for each of the 8 stages of 
achievement, to differentiate them clearly. There was an element of challenge in producing these 
assessment criteria within a criterion-referenced template for a compensatory method of assessment 
through a ‘one off’ external examination. Awarding organisations therefore had to find ways of recording 
marks to ensure that a pass reflected the achievement of all assessment criteria in a QCF unit. 

 
iv)  Levelling 
 
Ensuring that 8 qualifications of progressive mastery could fit comfortably within three levels of the QCF 
required further work. In completing this, awarding organisations adopted a similar approach to that 
taken to the design principles of migration from the NQF to the QCF: to develop a set of discrete level 
descriptors clearly contextualised to specialist disciplines and performance-related outcomes. 
 
v)  Assessment methodology 
 
Graded examinations in dance, music, and speech and drama operate an assessment methodology that 
involves the recruitment, training and standardisation of examiners who conduct assessments of 
candidates by means of a performance-based exam. In order to secure the integrity and useful purpose 
of the qualifications, awarding organisations ensured that the new QCF units preserved this methodology. 
At the time, there were also lengthy discussions involving Creative and Cultural Skills (CCS) and Ofqual 
around whether units should be shared or restricted on the QCF, with the aim of protecting the 
assessment methodology described above. 

 
vi)  Unit ownership 
 
In 2005 QCA commissioned an initial study of all then accredited graded examinations4 to ascertain how 
much work was required to reformat syllabuses and specifications into QCF templates (i.e., expressing the 
content as learning outcomes and assessment criteria), particularly with the intention of developing 
common units.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority: Identifying the potential for Common Units and the Assignation of Credit for graded 

examinations – Final Report: 23 March 2005 
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The report concluded that it would be possible to develop common units for each discipline in: 
 

 Music: Music Performance 

 Music: Music Literacy (Theory) 

 Dance 

 Vocational Dance 

 Speech: Communication Skills/Spoken English 

 Speech: Speaking Verse and Prose 

 Drama: Acting 

 Drama: Musical Theatre 

 Drama: Performance Arts 

 Speech and Drama. 
 

The report also stated that awarding organisations had reached a consensus that common units could be 
written for each QCF level, provided that credit values for each grade could be confirmed. The report 
concluded that more work was needed to further explore credit values for units to arrive at a ‘common’ 
unit agreement. Subsequent discussions between CCS and awarding organisations suggested that the 
Sector Skills Council (SSC) should act as the unit owner of any units that were developed collaboratively, 
a suggestion to which the awarding organisations lent their support. The subsequent decision by CCS in 
2011 not to proceed with its application for Ofqual unit submitter status left awarding organisations to 
find their own solutions to unit ownership. 

 
Most subsequently worked together to develop units, then shared the ownership of those units, typically 
taking responsibility for submitting one QCF level each to the Framework. Use of the resulting shared units 
was limited to only those awarding organisations who had collaborated on them. From 2010, the following 
offered common units in the QCF: 
 

 Music—ABRSM, LCM and TCL 

 Speech and drama—ESB, LCM and TCL 

 Dance— bbodance, GQAL, ISTD and the RAD worked with CDMT to develop a shared unit offer. One 
awarding organisation, ISTD, took responsibility for submitting the units on behalf of the others. 
 

In some instances, awarding organisations operated independently, as in the case of LAMDA, NEA and 
RSL, who submitted their own units.  

 
vi)  Credit 
 
In 2004, ABRSM, TCL and LAMDA liaised on the relationship between credit and graded examinations, 
basing this work on the principle of 10 hours of student learning equalling 1 credit. Building on initial 
research carried out by an Expert Group convened to consider the inclusion of graded examinations in 
music, speech and drama, they produced a set of recommendations for notional credit ratings for grades 
1-8. This work was based on initial research carried out by an Expert Group charged with considering the 
inclusion of graded examinations in music, speech and drama in the UCAS tariff.  The report concluded 
that, given assumptions of a notional averages for both taught time (‘teaching’) and personal study 
(‘practice’), the following indicative notional times could be established as a basis for credit-rating graded 
examinations in music. 
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Table four: Indicative notional times for graded music examinations 20045  
  Teaching      Practice 

Grade Lesson 
(mins) 

No. of 
lessons 

Teaching (hrs) Practice per week 
(hrs) 

No. of weeks Practice (hrs) Total 

1 20 60 20 1 76 76 96 

2 30 30 15 1.24 40 50 65 

3 30 32 16 1.5 43 63 79 

4 40 32 21.25 1.75 44 77 98.25 

5 40 34 22.5 2.25 46 103.5 126 

6 45 36 27 2.5 48 120 147 

7 45 36 27 3.5 48 168 195 

8 60 54 54 4 60 240 294 

 
From these indicative hours, awarding organisations were then able to propose credit values for graded 
music examinations as outlined on the next page: 
 
Table five: Proposed credit values for graded music examinations 20046  
 

NQF level Grade Proposed credit value Cumulative 

Level 1 1 10 10 

 2 6 16 

 3 8 24 

Level 2 4 10 34 

 5 12 46 

Level 3 6 15 61 

 7 20 81 

 8 30 111 

 
This process was repeated for graded examinations in speech and drama with credit values as follows: 
 
Table six: Proposed credit values for graded examinations in speech and drama 20047  
 

NQF level Grade Proposed credit value Cumulative 

Level 1 1 8 8 

 2 6 14 

 3 7 21 

Level 2 4 9 30 

 5 11 41 

Level 3 6 14 55 

 7 18 73 

 8 24 97 

 
Subsequent discussions and the practicalities of submitting units and qualifications to the QCF led to a 
revised set of credits being produced for each discipline as illustrated below: 

                                                           
5 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2004. Towards a Credit Structure for graded examinations in Music, Drama, Speech, 
Speech and Drama – ABRSM, Trinity College London and LAMDA. Working document for QCA 
6 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2004. Towards a Credit Structure for graded examinations in Music, Drama, Speech, 
Speech and Drama – ABRSM, Trinity College London and LAMDA. Working document for QCA 
7 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2004. Towards a Credit Structure for graded examinations in Music, Drama, Speech, 
Speech and Drama – ABRSM, Trinity College London and LAMDA. Working document for QCA 
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Table seven: QCF credit values for graded and vocational graded examinations 
* Please note that the credit values for music, speech and drama listed below reflect the numbers identified in shared unit 
submissions and not those developed independently. 
 

Qualification Dance credit values 

Music Performance 
credit values* 

Speech and Drama 
credit values* 

Music Theory 
credit values 

Grade 1 7 6 6 2 

Grade 2 7 9 8 3 

Grade 3 7 12 10 5 

Grade 4 10 15 13 7 

Grade 5 10 18 15 9 

Grade 6 13 22 17 13 

Grade 7 13 27 19 17 

Grade 8 13 32 25 21 

Intermediate 
Foundation 

28 N/A N/A 
N/A 

Intermediate 28 N/A N/A N/A 

Advanced Foundation 28 N/A N/A N/A 

Advanced 1 33 N/A N/A N/A 

Advanced 2 38 N/A N/A N/A 

 
7.4 The withdrawal of the QCF 

 
The regulatory arrangements for the QCF were officially withdrawn on 30 September 2015 following a 
consultation by Ofqual. The Conditions of Recognition were subsequently updated to take account of the 
consultation findings and Ofqual’s intentions for any QCF regulations that still needed to be in force. These 
included requirements to: 
 

 Assign every qualification to a level 

 Include Total Qualification Times and Guided Learning Hours 

 Use credits (although this is now optional not mandatory) 

 Publish a policy for recognising prior learning (although again this is optional not mandatory) 

 Ensure correct titling, including the removal of the term 'QCF’ from qualifications. 
 

One of the intentions of withdrawing the QCF regulations was to allow awarding organisations more 
flexibility in the development of qualifications. This included removal of the need for qualification titles to 
comply with the size requirements for the title of Award, Certificate and Diploma, and also the need for 
qualifications to be unit-based in structure and credit-rated. 

 
Whilst many awarding organisations welcomed these developments, it is likely that they will not rush to 
make significant changes to the qualifications they designed (or re-designed) for regulation in the QCF in 
the short to medium term. Mindful that candidates, teachers and parents are now used to seeing the 
qualification titles and the award of credit on the certificates, they would not want to cause confusion 
amongst stakeholders at this time. Neither is there any compelling reason to invest valuable resource in 
re-designing qualifications without an identified need to do so. 
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7.5 The General Conditions of Recognition  

 
In 2012 Ofqual, jointly with the Welsh Government and CCEA, published an initial version of new 
regulatory Conditions. This document superseded the majority of previous regulatory criteria and 
introduced an approach to regulation which focused on awarding organisations themselves, rather than 
on individual qualifications. This development was in line with Ofqual’s powers under the Apprenticeships, 
Skills, Children and Learning Act (ASCL) 2009. 
 
The General Conditions of Recognition have been updated several times since their first publication. Many 
qualifications are now regulated through sets of qualification-specific criteria which are applied in 
conjunction with the Conditions of Recognition. These include criteria for GCSEs, A levels and ESOL 
qualifications.  
 
Further, the ASCL Act includes statutory requirements for awarding organisations to distinguish between 
‘regulated’ and ‘unregulated’ provision offered in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The regulatory 
bodies published the official definition of what is now considered a ‘qualification’ and hence ‘regulated’ 
(if falling within the definition of a regulated qualification in the Act) in 2013. 
 
The dance awarding organisations, with CDMT, put forward a position paper on what they consider to be 
‘regulated’ and ‘unregulated’ provision in early 2014, which was generally supported by Ofqual. It made 
clear distinctions between graded examinations and other types of provision such as medals, performance 
tests, class awards, etc.  
 
Linked to the Conditions is the formal Statement of Compliance which awarding organisations must make 
to Ofqual, Qualifications Wales and CCEA annually. Awarding organisations are expected to review their 
governance and control mechanisms, declaring any potential or actual non-compliance. The regulators 
consider the statements, then decide whether further action needs to be taken to ensure compliance, 
either by ongoing monitoring of the organisation or by taking regulatory action. Ofqual published Taking 
Regulatory Action in 2011 which sets out the range of sanctions that can be applied to awarding 
organisations which are non-compliant. An updated version was published in May 2012. 
 
7.5.1 The importance of validity 
 
Since the implementation of the Conditions of Recognition in 2012, qualification validity has been an area 
of strong focus. Prior to the withdrawal of the QCF, it could be argued that validity was sometimes in 
conflict with the strict requirements set for learning outcomes, assessment criteria, and the requirement 
that all criteria be met in order to achieve a unit. 
 
Validity does not just cover the design and delivery of qualifications but also the quality assurance 
processes involved as related to reliability. The regulatory bodies have carried out ‘validity audits’ which 
check that validity has been considered throughout the qualification lifecycle and that development, 
implementation and review processes all include consideration of whether the qualification is still 
assessing valid skills, knowledge and understanding. 
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7.5.2 Total Qualification Time (TQT) 
 
In October 2014, Ofqual conducted a consultation about the allocation of Total Qualification Times (TQTs) 
to qualifications. TQT is a requirement set out under section 145(9) of the ASCL Act 2009 and relates to 
the expectation for 16-18 year olds to provide evidence of full-time education.  
 
TQT is the amount of time taken by a learner to complete a qualification. This is made up of Guided 
Learning Hours (GLH), the amount of ‘taught time’ undertaken, plus any other learning which takes place, 
including the time taken to undertake assessment. Where qualifications are credit rated it is identified as 
the credit value x 10. 
 
In 2015 a further consultation was carried out with a set of revised proposals, concurrently with the 
consultation on the withdrawal of the QCF. The revised proposals specified that TQT should be allocated 
for all qualifications and not just those which were deemed suitable for 16-18 year olds. 
 
Following the consultation, Ofqual published criteria for the application of TQT to qualifications and to 
determine whether a qualification was relevant for the purposes of the Act to be suitable for 16-18 year 
olds. TQT requirements were also included in appropriate sections of the Conditions. 
 
7.5.3 Qualification type Performing Arts Graded Examination established 
 
In 2018, Ofqual wrote to awarding organisations proposing revisions to the qualification types recognised 
in the RQF. CDMT, on behalf of the regulated Validated awarding organisations, submitted a proposal in 
June 2018 to include a qualification type for graded examinations, Performing Arts Graded Examinations. 
This qualification type is described as follows: 

‘These qualifications are in music, dance, speech, drama and musical theatre, and demonstrate 
competence and artistry in each specialism or discipline. They are concerned with progressive mastery in 
defined stages: Initial/Preparatory etc. (Entry Level), Grades 1-3 (Level 1), 4-5 (Level 2) and 6-8 (Level 3); 
and additionally, in dance, Intermediate Foundation (Level 2), Intermediate & Advanced Foundation (Level 
3) and Advanced 1 & 2 (Level 4). They normally have three available passing grades (Pass, Merit, 
Distinction). They are externally assessed by means of a practical demonstration of the knowledge and 
skills required and a series of exercises or tasks, or a written examination in theory. Also included are 
performance and theory examinations which progress beyond the qualifications above to higher levels and 
are based on the same design principles.’ 

Performing Arts Graded Examinations was added to the qualification categories in 2019. This means that 
graded examinations are now a defined category in their own right, raising the profile of the qualifications 
with regulators and government. It also means that qualifications data reports now reflect the numbers 
of certifications, both within the UK and internationally, that can be attributed to graded awarding 
organisations. 
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7.6 The devolution of qualifications regulation 

 
7.6.1 Qualifications Wales 

 
On 21 September 2015, Qualifications Wales was established as an independent regulatory body, taking 
over responsibility for the regulation of qualifications in Wales from the Welsh Government. It was 
established by the Qualifications Wales Act 2015 to regulate awarding bodies delivering qualifications 
taken in schools and colleges in Wales, such as GCSEs and A levels, as well as vocational qualifications and 
the Welsh Baccalaureate. 

 
Under the terms of the Act, Qualifications Wales has established a framework of ‘designated’ and 
‘approved’ qualifications which are all listed on its regulatory database titled Qualifications in Wales 
(QiW). ‘Designated’ qualifications are those which are eligible for funding in Wales and ‘approved’ 
qualifications are those which have been deemed as meeting local needs in Wales. Qualifications which 
are neither designated nor approved are still regulated by Qualifications Wales if the awarding body is 
recognised by them to offer qualifications.  

 
A data cleansing exercise was carried out by Qualifications Wales in December 2015 as part of the move 
from the DAQW database operated by the Welsh Government to the new QiW database. Awarding 
organisations were asked to check the accuracy of data on QiW. Some awarding organisations offering 
graded examinations removed their data from the database as they were not included as either 
‘designated’ or ‘approved’.  
 
In 2019, Qualifications Wales introduced a separate section of QiW which included what it terms’ other 
regulated’ qualifications. This lists all qualifications that are available in Wales but are not ‘designated’ or 
‘approved’. Whilst this section of the database is not available for public viewing, it does allow 
Qualifications Wales to collect certification data to inform its quarterly and annual qualifications market 
reports and gives some degree of visibility for performing arts graded examinations which are available in 
Wales but not publicly funded.  
 
7.6.2  The Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) 

 
On 13 May 2016 CCEA followed Qualifications Wales by becoming an independent regulatory body for all 
qualifications in Northern Ireland through an amendment to the ASCL Act 2009. This meant that CCEA 
took over responsibility from Ofqual for the regulation of vocational qualifications in Northern Ireland. 

 
CCEA operates a procedure for the ‘accreditation’ of qualifications which are eligible for public funding in 
Northern Ireland. Every three months, it requires awarding organisations to complete and return a list of 
qualifications they intend to make available for the first time, or substantially revise. CCEA then selects a 
sample of qualifications from the list for close scrutiny. Once these qualifications are deemed to be 
compliant with the relevant Conditions, CCEA will accredit the qualifications submitted in that period. 
Qualifications not eligible for public funding are automatically approved by CCEA. Awarding organisations 
can only use the CCEA logo on certificates for qualifications which are accredited in Northern Ireland. 
 
7.6.3  Impact of devolution for awarding organisations 

 
This means that there are now four separate and independent regulatory bodies covering qualification 
regulation across the four nations of the UK, each with its own set of regulatory requirements.  
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Although those for Ofqual, Qualifications Wales and CCEA are all based on the Conditions of Recognition 
originally published by Ofqual in 2011, both Qualifications Wales and CCEA have since made amendments 
in order to reflect their own priorities, meaning that their regulations differ slightly from Ofqual’s.  
 
For the vast majority of awarding organisations, being regulated by Ofqual, Qualifications Wales and CCEA 
means navigating three sets of Conditions which have minor – but in some significant – variances, and 
also completing three separate statements of compliance annually. The most recent amendments made 
by Ofqual, Qualifications Wales and CCEA in 2020 were consulted on jointly, although there remain 
differences in approach between the three regulators. 
 
7.7 Graded examinations in Scotland 
 
A small number of awarding organisations, including RAD and RSL Awards, have sought accreditation by 
the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA). This has meant becoming recognised by SQA Accreditation as 
an awarding organisation in Scotland and submitting graded examinations to SQA for accreditation. In 
some cases, awarding organisations have applied a level and credit value according to the Scottish Credit 
and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) although this is not a requirement for accredited qualifications.  
 
For example, accredited qualifications available in Scotland presently include those offered by the RAD 
and RSL. 
 
Table eight: Royal Academy of Dance qualifications8 
 

Qualification title SCQF level SCQF credit value 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 1 (Ballet) 3 5 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 2 (Ballet) 4 5 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 3 (Ballet) 4 7 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 4 (Ballet) 5 8 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 5 (Ballet) 5 10 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 6 (Ballet) 6 11 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 7 (Ballet) 6 11 

Graded Examination in Dance: Grade 8 (Ballet) 6 14 

Vocational Graded Examination in Dance: Intermediate Foundation (Ballet) 6 21 

Vocational Graded Examination in Dance: Intermediate (Ballet) 7 24 

Vocational Graded Examination in Dance: Advanced Foundation (Ballet) 7 24 

Vocational Graded Examination in Dance: Advanced 1 (Ballet) 8 37 

Vocational Graded Examination in Dance: Advanced 2 (Ballet) 8 37 

Graded Examination in Dance: Primary in Dance N/A N/A 

Solo Performance in Dance: Grade 1 N/A N/A 

Solo Performance in Dance: Grade 2 N/A N/A 

Solo Performance in Dance: Grade 3 N/A N/A 

Solo Performance in Dance: Grade 4 N/A N/A 

Solo Performance in Dance: Grade 5 N/A N/A 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
8 Royal Academy of Dance www.rad.org.uk 

http://www.rad.org.uk/
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Table nine: RSL and UKA qualifications9 
 

Qualification title SCQF level SCQF credit value 

Graded Examination in Dance (Highland) Grade 1  3 7 

Graded Examination in Dance (Highland) Grade 2 4 7 

Graded Examination in Dance (Highland) Grade 3 4 7 

Graded Examination in Dance: (Highland) Grade 4 5 10 

Graded Examination in Dance: (Highland) Grade 5 5 10 

Graded Examination in Dance: (Highland) Grade 6 6 13 

Graded Examination in Dance: (Highland) Grade 7 6 13 

Graded Examination in Dance: (Highland) Grade 8 6 13 
 

Table ten: RSL qualifications10 

Qualification title SCQF level SCQF credit value 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 1 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 2 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 3 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 4 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 5 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 6 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 7 N/A N/A 

Graded Examination in Popular Music Performance – Grade 8 N/A N/A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Scottish Qualifications Authority www.sqaaccreditation.org.uk 
10 Scottish Qualifications Authority www.sqaaccreditation.org.uk 

 

http://www.sqaaccreditation.org.uk/
http://www.sqaaccreditation.org.uk/
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SUMMARY 
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic was wide-reaching for all awarding organisations offering graded 
examinations, requiring them to develop rapid and innovative responses as they put in place 
arrangements to allow assessment to continue during successive sets of restrictions. This section lays out 
a timeline of key events during the pandemic and outlines the impacts these had on graded examinations 
specifically, and identifies various ways in which CDMT acted to support awarding organisations as they 
navigated complex and sometimes contradictory sets of government guidance. 

This ongoing support was further enhanced in January 2021 with the launch of the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group for Performing Arts Education and Training, for which CDMT acts as secretariat. CDMT has 
produced several bulletins to aid parliamentarians in their work, and also provided questions which have 
been asked in both Houses of Parliament. 

A number of additional factors are having an ongoing impact on the work of awarding organisations and 
accredited schools including Brexit, changes in tax arrangements for the employment of freelance 
personnel (IR35) and the Uber case. Other workstreams CDMT has initiated include: the mapping of the 
content of national curriculum programmes of study to graded examination content, starting with that 
for PE to graded examinations in dance; online comparability exercises; position papers; consultation 
responses, and support with safeguarding. 

Whilst there have been many challenges over the past three years, nevertheless graded examinations 
remain hugely popular in the UK and internationally, continuing to make a significant contribution to the 
cultural development of large sections of the population.  

 

This section covers the following main points: 
 

1. Graded examinations and the pandemic 
2. The work of CDMT from 2021 
3. The future of graded examinations  
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1. GRADED EXAMINATIONS AND THE PANDEMIC 
 
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the qualifications and awarding sector cannot be 
underestimated. Although public interest was perhaps dominated by arrangements for GCSE and A level 
examinations, most notably during the summer awarding of 2020, the pandemic significantly affected 
awarding organisations offering qualifications across all sectors, requiring rapid and innovative responses 
from organisations as they put in place arrangements to allow assessment to continue during successive 
sets of restrictions.  
 
For graded examinations in particular, additional complexity arose from the need to consider guidance 
published by a range of different government departments, covering out-of-school activities, grass roots 
sports, the use of multi-purpose community venues and working in the performing arts. Additionally, 
graded examinations awarding organisations have had to manage the ongoing impact of the pandemic 
globally, responding to restrictions across their international markets. 
 
The following shows a timeline of key events during the pandemic and outlines the impacts these had on 
graded examinations specifically. 

1.1 March 2020 – first UK lockdown 

 
The first lockdown in the UK saw the sudden suspension of all face-to-face examinations, effectively 
shutting down many awarding organisations completely. 
 
Some, particularly those working with international markets such as China, had already introduced 
remote assessment, and so were able to continue to offer assessment opportunities whilst unable to 
access their usual examination venues. 

1.2 May 2020 – introduction of the Extended Regulatory Framework (ERF) and CDMT publication 
on restarting the graded examinations sector 

 
Following the closure of UK schools in March 2020, it was announced that the summer examinations for 
GCSE and A level would be cancelled. Their vocational counterparts, Vocational Technical Qualifications 
(VTQs), would also be subject to change. 
 
In May 2020, Ofqual introduced the Extended Regulatory Framework (ERF) to give more flexibility to 
awarding organisations to adapt or calculate assessments for vocational qualifications from May onwards. 
The key intention was to ensure that those candidates who needed to progress to further training or study 
after the summer examinations series were able to do so. The ERF was put into place alongside 
arrangements for GCSE and A level for which results were based on Centre Assessed Grades (CAGs). 
Alongside this, awarding organisations continued to work on introducing and developing a range of 
adapted assessments focussing on running examinations remotely. This included: 
 

 Video examinations – candidates taking examinations in locations of their choice (e.g. at home), 
capturing this on video and uploading it to be marked by an examiner 

 Live streamed examinations – candidates taking examinations at designated exam venues (e.g. 
dance studio), where the examiner conducts the examination over a live stream using applications 
such as Zoom. 
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The introduction of remote assessment meant that organisations had to consider a number of factors 
such as:  
 

 IT capabilities – both for themselves and for candidates, teachers and parents 

 Health and safety and safeguarding – amending examination regulations to reflect the nature of 
the remote examinations and responsibility for ensuring that these were conducted safely. 

 
In July, CDMT published Practical lessons in Dance, Drama and Music: Restarting the Sector 11, which set 
out the challenges faced by private teachers working in the graded examinations community. One of the 
key issues highlighted was the lack of suitable venues that candidates could access during the government 
restrictions. While these began to be relaxed from May 2020, some settings were quicker to resume than 
others. Further complexity arose from the sheer range of different venues used by teachers, all covered 
by different government guidance: out-of-school settings; grass roots sports; community settings and 
venues, and performing arts venues. A particular area of concern was for awarding organisations offering 
examinations in dance and musical theatre, where there were stringent requirements around health and 
safety in group work that had to be satisfied were the assessments to go ahead. 
 
Restarting the Sector also highlighted concerns over how public confidence in the safety of venues would 
be regained with factors such as social distancing, hygiene, cleaning and future class management in place. 
It also pointed to the fact that this would only compound the financial difficulties many were experiencing. 
 
The document identified a number of recommendations to support private teachers including: 
 

 Guidance on how to apply social distancing, cleanliness, hygiene and other health and safety 
considerations in the developing context 

 Enhanced awareness and understanding, when making applications for support, of the ways in 
which they operate as freelancers along with their atypical working patterns, involving periods of 
employment and unemployment 

 A measure of tax relief for their work as individuals or small businesses 

 Grant support to networks of private teachers to promote: 
o Stronger links with the maintained sector to ensure more efficient and effective delivery of 

education in dance, drama, musical theatre and music.  
o Promotion of best practice across teacher networks, through promoting access to coherent 

programmes of continuing professional development delivered by awarding organisations.  
 
The publication was submitted to the House of Commons Select Committee on Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport and was included in the first report into the Impact of Covid 19 on DCMS Sectors12. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
11 CDMT publication Graded Exams and Practical Lessons in Music, Dance and Drama: Restarting the Sector 
https://cdmt.org.uk/latest-news/18908-covid-19-graded-exams-and-practical-lessons-in-music-dance-and-drama 
12House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee Impact of Covid-19 on DCMS Sectors: First Report 
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/378/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/publications/ 
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1.3 August/September 2020 – introduction of the Extended Extraordinary Regulatory Framework 
(EERF) 

 
During the late summer and early autumn of 2020, Ofqual consulted with groups of awarding 
organisations representing different sectors and qualification types to consider what the implications of 
continued restrictions into the autumn and winter would be. CDMT facilitated the production of a position 
paper for Ofqual which set out the key issues for graded examinations awarding organisations in moving 
from arrangements in 2020 to 2021, including: 
 

 Continued work on adapting assessments to move online 

 Concerns about online assessments and health and safety/safeguarding 

 Carrying out assessments in accordance with guidance from a range of government departments. 
 
In September 2020, Ofqual carried out two consultations on the introduction of the EERF, the aim of which 
was to continue to allow awarding organisations to offer adapted or modified assessments to support 
qualification delivery and assessment for 2021. This framework was designed to take into account much 
of the uncertainty surrounding what might happen in teaching, learning and assessment during the 
academic year 2021/2, and acknowledged that some adaptations would need to be made to ensure that 
candidates continued to have fair access to appropriate assessments. 

1.4 October 2020 to January 2021 – the impact of tiering, the lockdown in November 2020 and the 
introduction of Tier 4 restrictions in December 2020 

 
Whilst Ofqual was consulting on the implementation of the EERF, the government introduced a national 
approach of tiering, meaning that different parts of England and the devolved nations were subject to 
differing restrictions, based on the level of Covid-19 cases in any one area. This meant that awarding 
organisations had to respond rapidly to changing situations so that they could continue to offer 
examinations. Whilst some face-to-face examining had started up over the summer, and was booked on 
into the autumn, from October 2020 this had to be blended with the offer of video or live streamed 
alternatives, often at short notice. Teachers and candidates became frustrated by the continued changes 
to tiering restrictions, the changing guidance around whether or not venues could open, and the lack of 
clarity about what could and could not go ahead. 
 
During this time, CDMT established a productive working relationship with colleagues at the Department 
for Education’s (DfE’s) out-of-schools team, with both parties advocating for teaching and examinations 
to continue where possible and in line with public health requirements. This included a paper from CDMT 
to colleagues at the DfE outlining the importance of preparation for candidates wishing to take 
examinations. 

1.5 January to April 2021 – lockdown, the roadmap for re-opening and the introduction of 
arrangements for examinations in 2021  

 
In January 2021, another national lockdown meant a return to exclusively remote examinations for 
candidates in their own homes. In early January, the Secretary of State for Education, Gavin Williamson, 
announced that examinations for summer 2021 would be cancelled.  
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As a consequence, proposals for qualification awarding were consulted on by both Ofqual and the DfE, to 
set the parameters for awarding GCSEs, A levels and vocational qualifications. The VTQ Contingency 
Regulatory Framework was also consulted on, resulting in few changes to the current offer of graded 
examinations for 2021. 
 
Graded examinations remained as live streamed or video events for the organisations that could offer this 
option. For those only able to offer examinations in venues, it was not until publication of the 
government’s roadmap for re-opening that hope for a return to face-to-face examinations from April 
became real. 

1.6 May 2021 – continued easing of restrictions 

 
In May 2021, Step 3 of the roadmap was put in place meaning that, whilst some restrictions such as 
enhanced health and hygiene and the wearing of face masks remained in place, group activities could 
resume indoors, and restrictions on the numbers of people who could participate in activities were lifted. 
Restrictions continued to ease throughout 2021 and into 2022, with face-to-face examinations eventually 
returning across all graded examinations disciplines. However, many awarding organisations continued to 
offer live streaming and video options, particularly for overseas markets. 
 
The VTQ Contingency Framework introduced by Ofqual in early 2021 continued in place during the spring 
of 2022. In March 2022 Ofqual requested information from awarding organisations about the nature of 
alternative arrangements put in place for the pandemic, and whether these were intended to be carried 
on as ‘business as usual’ or replaced when Covid restrictions ended. There had been discussion about 
alternative arrangements being put in place for GCSE and A Level exams in Summer 2022, but in the event 
they went ahead as usual for those learners due to take them in that series. 
 

2. THE WORK OF CDMT FROM 2021 

 
CDMT continued to support awarding organisations throughout this period, providing advice and 
guidance on the easing of lockdown restrictions, and facilitating AOC meetings and activities. CDMT also 
now provides secretariat services to the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Performing Arts Education and 
Training, which was launched in January 202113.  

2.1  The All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Performing Arts Education and Training 

 
The purpose of the APPG in Performing Arts Education and Training is to support parliamentarians in 
discussions relating to: 

 Training, education, assessment and professional practices across the performing arts, particularly 
in drama, dance and musical theatre 

 The Continuing Professional Development of practitioners within the creative and cultural 
industries 

 The wider benefits of engagement with the performing arts for students, practitioners and 
audiences. 

                                                           
13 https://cdmt.org.uk/all-party-parliamentary-group 
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CDMT has produced a number of bulletins and papers and supported members of the APPG with the 
preparation of written and oral questions in Parliament. These have included: 
 
i) Restarting the Sector 2021: Practical Lessons in the Performing Arts 

This e-booklet focussed on the concerns of awarding organisations about the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic on their businesses and the types of support that would be needed to restart the sector. In 
particular, awarding organisations requested support for and recognition of the work of private teachers 
whose businesses had been particularly affected by successive lockdowns and restrictions. 

ii) Time of Challenge 2021: Vocational Training in Dance, Drama and Musical Theatre 

This e-booklet focussed on the concerns of the vocational training schools accredited by CDMT, about the 
impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic and the effect that his has had on their businesses, including the impact 
that the pandemic has had on the theatre and performing arts sector in general. 

iii) Question at the House of Lords in support of awarding organisations offering graded examinations 
in the performing arts 

On Monday 7 June 2021, members of the APPG participated in a debate in the House of Lords about arts 
education in schools. In particular, a question was raised by Lord Aberdare about the potential for private 
teachers delivering graded examinations to support arts teaching and learning in schools. 

iv) The Dance and Drama Awards funding scheme: Successes and Challenges 

This paper discusses the successes and challenges of the Dance and Drama Awards (DaDA) funding 
scheme which supports students from disadvantaged backgrounds for vocational training in the 
performing arts. It makes a case for: increasing the maintenance available to students of low-income 
families; making available a loan-based option to support living costs for DaDA students; increasing the 
DaDA fee rate for providers, and reviewing the age eligibility for DaDA funding, considering an increase of 
the upper age limit at the start of the course to 26 years old. 

 
v) Integrating primary and secondary arts education with the work of awarding organisations 

offering graded examinations in the performing arts 
 
This paper summarises the current situation with regards to the impact of Covid-19 on cultural learning 
in the UK and the wellbeing of children and young people. It outlines practical and achievable ways in 
which the graded examinations sector, particularly across dance, drama and musical theatre, could 
support schools and colleges in providing a good quality cultural education in primary and secondary 
settings, specifically in a context where learners may have missed out on learning opportunities over the 
past year and resources are limited. 

vi) Statistical Survey of Vocational Training Provision at CDMT Accredited Schools 

This paper provides a summary of survey results from accredited vocational training schools as of 
September 2021. 

https://cdmt.org.uk/images/Restarting_the_Sector_-_2021.pdf
https://cdmt.org.uk/images/A_Time_of_Challenge_2021.pdf
https://cdmt.org.uk/about-us/cdmt-updates/112-main-contents/other-information/news/18978-question-at-the-house-of-lords-in-support-of-awarding-organisations-offering-graded-examinations-in-the-performing-arts
https://cdmt.org.uk/about-us/cdmt-updates/112-main-contents/other-information/news/18978-question-at-the-house-of-lords-in-support-of-awarding-organisations-offering-graded-examinations-in-the-performing-arts
https://cdmt.org.uk/images/The_Dance_and_Drama_Awards_funding_scheme_-_Successes_and_Challenges_final.pdf
https://cdmt.org.uk/images/Integrating_primary_and_secondary_arts_education_with_the_work_of_awarding_organisations_offering_graded_examinations_in_the_performing_arts.pdf
https://cdmt.org.uk/images/Integrating_primary_and_secondary_arts_education_with_the_work_of_awarding_organisations_offering_graded_examinations_in_the_performing_arts.pdf
https://cdmt.org.uk/images/Statistical_Survey_of_Vocational_Training_Provision_at_CDMT_Accredited_Schools_FINAL_1.pdf
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vii) Bulletin one of the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Performing Arts Education and Training 

This bulletin provides an overview of the work of the APPG as of February 2022. 
 
2. 2 Working with awarding organisations and accredited schools 

2.2.1 Brexit and the EU – challenges for awarding organisations and accredited schools 
 
As organisations operating internationally, awarding organisations have kept a watching brief on Brexit 
since the outcome of the UK referendum in 2016. For many organisations, the withdrawal of the UK from 
the EU is likely to have an ongoing impact, particularly for examinations taking place in EU countries. 
Whilst organisations now have various remote assessment processes in place, there is still demand for 
face-to-face examinations which means that organisations have to be mindful of the requirements around 
examiners travelling to EU countries to conduct examinations.  
 
There have also been reports that, due to changes in import/export regulations, the issue of some awards, 
particularly those which include cups or medals, has met with problems at customs in some EU countries. 
 
Accredited schools have faced challenges with engaging with students within the EU in terms of 
recruitment and funding, and have also encountered issues around the visa requirements for UK-based 
students travelling to EU countries to perform. 
 
2.2.2 Changes to employment and impacts on freelance examiners and assessors 
 
CDMT has facilitated discussions between awarding organisations with regard to two key potential 
impacts on employment in the UK. Firstly, the changes to IR35 tax requirements have meant that some 
larger organisations have had to make changes to their contractual arrangements with the freelancers 
they engage, particularly those who have a significant ongoing relationship with the organisation.  
 
Similarly, awarding organisations have discussed the implications of the case brought against Uber by its 
drivers about employment status and what this might mean in terms of entitlement to certain 
employment rights for freelance personnel.  
 
2.2.3 National curriculum mapping 
 
In 2021, CDMT began work to facilitate the mapping of the content of national curriculum programmes 
of study to graded examinations content. This has focussed in the first instance on the mapping of the 
programme of study for PE to related graded examinations in dance, with future work to consider the 
mapping of the programme of study for English to drama and then how dance, drama and music could 
combine to look at musical theatre. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://cdmt.org.uk/images/APPG_Annual_Bulletin_2021_-_2022_1.pdf
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2.2.4 Comparability exercises 
 
Comparability exercises for Validated awarding organisations continued during the pandemic, moving 
online in 2020. Table eleven below describes these activities. 
 
Table eleven: Summary of comparability exercises during 2021 – 22. 
 

Year Number of awarding 
organisations 
represented 

Focus 

2020 15 Meeting originally scheduled for March 2020 but postponed due to pandemic. 
Discussions took place over Zoom for two days during October/November 2020, 
and covering key policy and procedural areas across organisations as in 2016. AOC 
members chose the following areas for discussion: qualification development; 
malpractice; examiner training and standardisation, and marking 

2021 13 Discussions via Zoom for two days during September/early October focussed on 
the implementation of remote assessment including video and live-streamed 
examinations 

 

2.2.5 Position papers 

i) Graded examinations, the EERF and arrangements for awarding in 2020/21 
 
In August 2020, CDMT drafted a position paper setting out the key issues for awarding organisations in 
moving from the arrangements in place for 2020 to those proposed for 2021. This included continued 
work to move assessments online, with due concern for health and safety and safeguarding, and the 
carrying out of assessments in accordance with guidance form a range of government departments. 
 

2.2.6 Consultation responses 

CDMT responds to Government and regulatory body consultations, where these are pertinent to graded 
examinations. Below is a list of consultations that CDMT has responded to from 2020. 
 

 Department for Education consultations 
o Review of post-16 qualifications at level 3 (January 2021) 
o Review of post-16 qualifications at level 2 and below (April 2022). 

 

 Ofqual consultations 
o Draft guidance for fees information (September 2020) 
o Draft guidance for malpractice (September 2020) 
o Implementation of the Extraordinary Regulatory Framework (May 2020) 
o Implementation of the EERF (August 2020) 
o Implementation of the EERF Part 2 (September 2020) 
o Arrangements for VTQ qualifications for 2021 (January 2021) 
o Technical Consultation on arrangements for VTQ qualifications for 2021 (March 2021) 
o Regulation of post-16 qualifications at level 3 (April 2022). 

 

 Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) consultations 
o Draft regulatory principles (October 2020). 
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2.2.7 Safeguarding 

 
CDMT has been involved in a number of activities to support safeguarding, following the publication of 
guidance from the Department for Education Keeping Children Safe in Out-Of-School Settings in England 
in October 2020. 
 
i) SaferDance - Dance School Safeguarding Working Group 

 
CDMT is represented on the Dance School Safeguarding Working Group (DSSWG) which was set up 
following the publication of the DfE guidance. This group aims to help protect children and at-risk adults 
who attend dance teaching in out-of-school settings in the UK by supporting and facilitating the 
implementation of high standards of safeguarding. There are two key aims of the Working Group:  
 

 Education of stakeholders (including dance teachers, children, young adults, at-risk adults, parents, 
school staff, dance associations, local authorities and other interested parties) 

 Cooperation within, and regulation of, the sector. 

The group has membership drawn from across the dance sector alongside safeguarding experts, the 
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), One Dance UK and CDMT. 
 
ii) Mapping of CDMT’s Recognised Awards scheme to DfE guidance  

 
In late 2020, CDMT carried out a mapping exercise to the DfE guidance of its documentation supporting 
the Recognised Award scheme. This included: 

 

 Drawing on the information in the guidance document to further highlight good practice and 
updating information where relevant 

 Updating web links to useful resource and support information 

 Updating web links to relevant legislation 

 Ensuring that the most up to date terminology is used. 
 
iii) Support and promotion of the DfE guidance with CDMT validated awarding organisations 

 
Further activities have been carried out with validated awarding organisations to take account of the DfE 
guidance when working with their member teachers in the following ways: 

 

 Holding an online session on 8th December 2020 for Validated awarding organisations with 
colleagues from the Department for Education (DfE) regarding its guidance on Keeping Children 
Safe in Out-Of-School Settings in England 

 Organising further meetings with Validated awarding organisations to discuss ways in which good 
practice in safeguarding can be promoted and supported. 
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3. THE FUTURE OF GRADED EXAMINATIONS 
 
Graded examinations in the performing arts remain hugely popular in the UK and internationally and as 
such have made a significant contribution to the cultural development of large sections of the population. 
Graded examinations have also supported the growth of an educated audience for the performing arts, 
made up of individuals who have developed their cultural awareness through study of a musical 
instrument, dance discipline, or speech and drama genre. In essence, where graded examinations are 
situated in the various qualification frameworks is far less significant than the value and meaning they 
hold for the hundreds of thousands of candidates who take them annually.  

They have weathered many changes in the education sector over the last two decades and have remained 
largely unchanged, since there is no particular rationale for altering a system that is popular and meets 
the needs of so many candidates. Indeed, the awarding organisations have fought to preserve the identity 
of these qualifications against a backdrop of shifting political expectations and initiatives, confident that 
their original aim, meaning and purpose are valid. 

Candidate numbers for most awarding organisations have remained stable in the face of economic 
difficulties – indeed in many cases have grown - and organisations have continued to raise their profile 
through marketing and communication activities. They also collaborated to promote and advocate graded 
examinations through the launch of a specially prepared booklet Graded Exams: The Definitive Guide and 
an accompanying website facilitated by CDMT. These have promoted graded examinations to a number 
of audiences including government and regulatory bodies, as well as addressing international markets. 
Many awarding organisations have a substantial presence internationally and candidate numbers outside 
the UK are growing both within existing territories and in new ones. As they continue to encounter 
challenges to the core purpose of graded examinations by successive UK government initiatives, it is 
perhaps timely that international markets offer a way of ensuring continued candidature for this type of 
qualification.  

Organisations have so far resisted pressure to change the purpose or structure of these qualifications to 
meet rapidly shifting agendas in education. With sweeping reforms to technical education the 
qualifications market in the UK is likely to become significantly smaller as funded provision is curtailed 
into new national ‘T level’ qualification structures and other ‘high quality’ provision which will be the only 
funded offer available. Significantly, however, recent consultations held by the Department for 
Education14 and Ofqual15 on the future of provision at level 3 (A level) and level 2 (GCSE) and below, only 
served to highlight the quality of graded examination provision and the desire amongst teachers and 
candidates to retain this offer in its current form.  

The challenges of 2020 and 2021 have been unprecedented and awarding organisations have faced some 
of their biggest tests in remaining financially viable and continuing to provide their services to candidates 
and teachers. They have, however, proved resilient in the face of almost overwhelming change, rising to 
the challenge of adapting their approaches to assessment to continue to offer viable, valid and reliable 
examinations for those who want to take them, offering the well-known international benchmarks in the 
performing arts that collectively form ‘the Grades’. 

                                                           
14 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/review-of-post-16-qualifications-at-level-2-and-below 
15 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/regulating-academic-and-technical-qualifications-at-level-3 
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SUMMARY  
 

Various government initiatives have impacted on awarding organisations offering graded examinations in 
England. These include: school performance indicators and Progress 8; the 2016 Sainsbury report and 
subsequent introduction of T levels; the review of vocational qualifications at level 3, and at level 2 and 
below; introduction of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) and subsequent reactions, and funding 
initiatives, including Section 96, post-19 funding and Advanced Learner Loans. 

The education landscape in Wales is broadly similar to that of England, but there are some fundamental 
differences which are outlined here. These include the role of Qualifications Wales and its approach to 
qualifications reform, the Welsh Baccalaureate – unique to Wales and distinct in character from its English 
counterpart – and the introduction of a new national Curriculum for Wales and associated qualifications 
under the ‘Cymwys ar gyfer y Dyfodol (Qualified for the Future)’ initiative. 

Oversight of both curriculum and qualifications in Northern Ireland is the responsibility of the Council for 
the Curriculum, Examinations & Assessment (CCEA). CCEA has established an Entitlement Framework (EF) 
which sets out the minimum number and range of courses schools and colleges should be offering at Key 
Stage 4 and post-16, split between those designated ‘general’ and those ‘applied’. 

The education landscape in Scotland is distinctly different to that of the rest of the UK, and is currently 
undergoing a good deal of change following a report by Professor Ken Muir, which has made far reaching 
recommendations for the future of the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA), its sister organisation SQA 
Accreditation, and Education Scotland. 

Whilst qualifications have tended to be treated as separate entities in all existing qualifications 
frameworks, nevertheless they are often linked together in courses of study. There is a relationship, for 
example, between graded examinations and GCSE/AS/A Level specifications, and a wide range of potential 
progression routes to further education and training, and to employment in various roles in the 
performing arts, is open to learners.  

In 2002, ABRSM and TCL made a joint approach to the University and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) 
to establish graded examinations in music within their tariff system. Over the following years, graded 
examinations in speech and drama, and dance also came to be included. Following a review, a new points 
system was introduced from September 2017, and additional awarding organisations have also added 
their qualifications to the tariff, including Music Teachers Board, the Learning Machine and Rambert 
Grades. Further changes to the tariff are being implemented from 2023. 

 

This section covers the following main points: 
 

1. The education landscape in England   
2. The education landscape in Wales 
3. The education landscape in Northern Ireland 
4. The education landscape in Scotland 
5. The relationship between graded examinations and other qualifications including progression 

routes 
6. Graded examinations and the UCAS Tariff 
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1. THE EDUCATION LANDSCAPE IN ENGLAND 

1.1 14-19 education and training  

 
1.1.1 Schools performance points and Progress 8 

 
In August 2001, the regulatory body for England, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), was 
asked by the Department for Education and Skills to assign scores to qualifications approved for 14-19 
year olds in England and to relate these to one another so that they could be counted in school and college 
performance indicators, which are based on attainment at ages 16 and 18. The aim was to design a 
manageable method for assigning figures to all qualifications approved for use by 14-19 year olds.  

 
The work was divided into two phases. The first phase, for qualifications approved for pre-16 use, was 
completed and a report submitted to Ministers in October 2002. The second phase of this work, for 
remaining qualifications used by 16-19 year olds, was completed in April 2004. At this point, graded 
examinations were included in the school performance tables. 

 
In 2011, the Department of Education (DfE) commissioned Professor Alison Wolf to review vocational 
qualifications in England. One key recommendation of the resulting report was for performance table 
methodology to be radically modified to ensure that only ‘high quality’ vocational qualifications would 
count towards schools’ scores. This has demanded, for 14-16 qualifications and more recently for 16-19 
qualifications that in order to meet the DfE’s technical requirements for size, content, progression and a 
minimum proportion of external assessment, some awarding organisations have had to make substantial 
changes their provision. 

 
Awarding organisations offering graded examinations applied for their qualifications to be recognised as 
part of the performance tables, particularly for 14-16 year olds. Applications for dance, speech and drama 
were rejected on the basis that the qualifications were too small – due to the DfE’s size requirements, 
which specified guided learning hours rather than credits. The DfE did, however, decide to include graded 
examinations in music at grades 6-8. No clear explanation has yet been given as to why graded music 
examinations are accepted whilst those for other disciplines are not, though their use by music 
conservatoires for progression purposes from level 3 has been suggested as a reason. 

 
Since then, the requirements for ‘technical’ qualifications have become more rigorous, particularly in 
relation to specifying the purpose of qualifications and gaining support from employers. This has made it 
more difficult for qualifications related to the creative industries to secure a place on performance tables 
as the criteria have specific requirements regarding the size and type of employers that should be 
consulted.  

 
Further, music qualifications are no longer counted in the yearly lists of qualifications published by the 
DfE for inclusion into the performance tables, although they do still count towards the Progress 8 measure 
for schools alongside Maths and English and EBacc qualifications—where they appear in the same 
category as ‘technical’ qualifications. Used by the DfE as one of a range of measures for school 
performance, Progress 8 is a value-added measure of school performance and aims to capture the 
progress a pupil makes from the end of primary school to the end of secondary school.  
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1.1.2 Technical education and the Sainsbury report 
 

In 2016 a report was published by an independent panel on technical education, chaired by Lord 
Sainsbury, in which recommendations were made for 15 technical qualification routes which would form 
the pathways available for 14–19 year olds wishing to pursue a technical education. Each route would be 
allocated a single qualification and the intention was for this to be offered by one awarding organisation, 
sitting alongside GCSE/A levels and the new Apprenticeships. Neither the report nor the subsequent 
government proposals in the accompanying Post-16 Skills Plan published in July 2016 for Technical 
Education listed the creative industries as a discrete sector.  
 
The Technical and Further Education Act was given Royal Assent in early 2017. This Act gave powers to 
the newly established Institute for Apprenticeships to develop technical qualification routes and to hold 
copyright over any qualifications emerging from this work. The ambitious timescale for the roll out of new 
qualifications suggested 2019 for the first ‘pathfinder’ qualifications, and 2022 for the full range to be 
available. 
 
1.1.2 The introduction of T Levels 

 
Following the recommendations made in the Sainsbury Report, T levels were introduced in September 
2020. They are designed to be the equivalent of 3 A levels and offer a mixture of classroom delivery and 
work experience amounting to approximately 315 hours (45 days). There are currently no proposals for T 
levels in the performing arts, although they do exist for craft and design, and media, broadcast and 
production. 

 
T levels were rolled out in phases from September 2020 with further subjects introduced in 2021 and 
2022/23.  

 
1.1.3 Review and regulation of qualifications at level 3 

 
Alongside the introduction of T levels, the DfE carried out a review of vocational qualifications at level 3, 
and at level 2 and below. The aim of the review at level 3 was to reduce the number of qualifications 
available for funding, and structure qualification provision into three distinct pathways: GCE A levels, 
Apprenticeships and T levels. Alongside these routes, a small number of high quality general and 
vocational qualifications that fulfilled specific needs for groups of learners would remain available for 
funding. The proposals for level 3 qualifications were put out for consultation in January 2021, and 
included a reference to performing arts graded qualifications, with a recommendation that these should 
continue to be funded alongside A Levels. 
 
Following the outcome of the consultation, Ofqual set out their proposed approach to regulating 
alternative academic qualifications and alternative technical qualifications, operating in conjunction with 
the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE) and the DfE. The two groups of 
qualifications are:  
 

• Alternative academic qualifications which have the primary purpose of evidencing students’ 
attainment in relation to their course of study, with a view to supporting informed decisions and 
choices about further study 

• Alternative technical qualifications which have the primary purpose of identifying students that 
have attained the knowledge, skills and behaviours linked to competence in a given occupation. 
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Ofqual will regulate both alternative academic and alternative technical qualifications against the General 
Conditions of Recognition and the proposals included a range of additional regulatory requirements for 
these qualifications. Technical qualifications will additionally be approved by IfATE against a set of criteria 
which are being consulted on in July 2022. Ofqual consulted on proposed regulatory requirements 
including the following: 
 

• How content will relate to the knowledge, skills and understanding being assessed 
• Awarding organisations will be expected to publish an assessment strategy setting out how 

content will be covered in a valid and reliable way 
• The grading scales used in these qualifications to meet the ministerial steer that the future 

landscape should be clearer to navigate for students and other users of qualifications 
• Titling requirements to understand the extent to which titling approaches may help students and 

other users to identify qualifications, and therefore improve navigability 
• Any additional considerations for assessor judgements in directly graded assessments to help 

ensure the standards of those assessments that are directly graded by assessors. 
 
Additionally, for alternative academic qualifications: 
 

• General purposes will be specified against which awarding organisations must design their 
qualifications to meet 

• There will be rules around the amount and type of assessment that must be present in a 
qualification, and when these assessments should be held. A minimum of 40% for external 
assessment is proposed. 

 
In its consultation, Ofqual set out the range of ‘alternative academic qualifications’ that are subject to 
these proposals and confirmed that performing arts graded examinations are not subject to the proposed 
new regulatory requirements.  
 
1.1.4 Review of qualifications at level 2 and below 
 
In March 2022, the DfE launched their consultation on qualifications available for post-16 learners at level 
2 and below. The statement released alongside the consultation highlighted that the changes are being 
proposed to ’streamline and strengthen’ qualifications, while also focusing on students with SEND being 
able to access high quality programmes at lower levels of demand.  
 
The consultation document proposes categorising types of qualifications under different ’groups’ 
including those relating to technical education, academic qualifications taken alongside GCSE and Entry 
level qualifications. Performing arts graded examinations are categorised under Group 7 which relates to 
‘Qualifications supporting progression to level 3 academic study’ and the proposal sets out a commitment 
to continue to fund performing arts graded examinations at level 2 alongside GCSE for post-16 learners. 
 
1.1.5 The English Baccalaureate (EBacc) 

 
The English Baccalaureate (EBacc) was introduced in 2010 by the Secretary of State for Education, Michael 
Gove, as part of school performance measures. It was set out in the White Paper titled The Importance of 
Teaching published in November 2010. The EBacc aims to measure the achievement of pupils who have 
gained GCSE or equivalent qualifications in: English; Mathematics; History or Geography; Sciences and a 
language. 
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On its introduction, concerns were raised about the position of subjects which did not contribute to the 
EBacc measures, particularly the Creative Arts, Information Communications Technology and Religious 
Education. The Select Committee for Education16 highlighted that the narrow focus of studies in the EBacc 
appeared to have little basis in its rationale for limited selection, with likely negative consequences for 
uptake of non-EBacc subjects. Numerous questions have been raised by MPs since 2011 concerning the 
restricted range of subject areas included. 
 
In 2015, the Conservative manifesto set out a requirement for all students to study the EBacc subjects. 
This was later changed to a statement which made the EBacc the norm for most pupils, leading to at least 
90% of students in mainstream schools being entered for the EBacc measure17. In July 2017 the 
government announced that the target to have 90% of pupils studying EBacc subjects by 2020 will be 
pushed back five years to 2025. Instead, schools would have to meet a 75% target by 2022. 
 
There have been a number of studies and surveys regarding the EBacc since the move to strengthen its 
requirements in 2015. These include responses from the teaching unions and the Chief Inspector, Sir 
Michael Wilshaw, all of whom have expressed significant concerns about the EBacc’s suitability for all 
pupils. In addition, several evaluations and reports have been commissioned which argue for greater 
breadth to be incorporated within the EBacc measure itself. These include: 
 

 A report by Tony Breslin, an Associate in the Creative and Learning Development Team at the Royal 
Society of Arts (RSA), which argues for the introduction of an EBacc plus with space in its 
composition for the creative arts.18  

 A Survey Report, published in February 2016, by the National Society for Education in Art and Design 
(NSEAD), which highlights that 44% of teachers have observed a decline in the take up of art and 
design subjects over the previous five years. Of those respondents reporting this decline in state 
schools, 93% believe that the EBacc has reduced opportunities for student choice in the curriculum.  

 Criticism of the EBacc targets by the former Conservative Education Secretary, Lord Baker, in an 
Edge Foundation report19, stating that ’this narrow academic curriculum will severely limit access 
to technical and creative subjects of the very kind needed in our new digital age.’ 

 A petition on the Parliamentary website supporting the inclusion of the expressive arts (such as 
music, drama, art and design) within the EBacc. This petition received more than 100,000 signatures 
and a government response by May 2016. The government simply stated that the requirements of 
the national curriculum enable students to study a full range of subjects in the arts. 

 A report by the Sutton Trust, published in July 2016, titled Changing the Subject which discusses the 
impact of the EBacc and the Attainment 8 reforms. The report assesses the effect on pupils in 
schools which have significantly adjusted their educational offer following introduction of the above 
measures. They found that pupils, particularly those on the pupil premium, have benefitted from 
the changes. However, the report also highlighted that head teachers considered the government’s 
90% target as inappropriate for many pupils and generally unachievable due to teacher shortages.  

 The findings of a funding survey, conducted in early 2017, by the Association of School and College 
Leaders (ASCL). This highlights that 72% of respondents, whose schools teach Key Stage 4 (14–16-
year-olds), confirmed that courses have been removed from GCSE options or vocational subjects. 

                                                           
16 The English Baccalaureate published July 2011 
17 Set out in a speech by Nicky Morgan in November 2015. 

18 Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce, Time for an Arts-Friendly EBacc plus?, published 

20 October 2015  
19 14-19 Education – A New Baccalaureate, published in September 2016 
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 Also, 79% of respondents, whose schools teach Key Stage 5 (16–18-year-olds), stated that courses 
have had to be withdrawn from their A level options or vocational subjects. Regrettably, most of 
these courses were related to subjects in the arts.  

 A Guardian Teachers’ Survey, also conducted in early 2017, illustrated findings similar to that of the 
ASCL report, describing a landscape of cuts to the number of teachers and support staff; rising class 
sizes; and reductions in provision for children with special educational needs. Again, concerns were 
raised about arts provision. 

 An analysis of trends in GCSE entries over the past five years published by the New Schools Network 
(NSN) in February 2017 states that the EBacc’s introduction has had no discernible impact on the 
popularity of arts’ subjects at GCSE level. This is in direct contrast to other research published during 
the last two years. 

 A report by the University of Sussex in March 2017 on the Impact of EBacc on music studies. This 
survey of 705 schools in England (657 state and 48 independent), over a five-year period, 
discovered that 393 state schools considered the EBacc as having had a negative influence on the 
uptake and provision of music within their school and on the wider curriculum. 

 In March 2021, the Incorporated Society of Musicians (ISM) published the results of a survey of 
music teachers which found that 90% of respondents believed that the EBacc and Progress 8 
measures had negatively impacted the subject. 

 
Of all the reports published in response to the government requirement for the EBacc in 2015, only the 
New Schools Network paper concluded that introduction of the EBacc had had only a limited impact on 
arts subjects. The EBacc has also been strongly supported by ex-Minister for Schools Nick Gibb who, in a 
2015 article, rejected the idea that introduction of the EBacc was responsible for a drop in the number of 
pupils taking GCSEs in arts subjects. 
 
In 2019, the Russell Group, which represents several universities including Oxford and Cambridge, 
changed its advice on ‘facilitating subjects’ for university entrance. The list of facilitating subjects mirrors 
those in the EBacc, the rationale being that these would provide the most choice for students wishing to 
undertake a degree at a Russell Group university. The new advice, published on the website Informed 
Choices20 focuses on advising students on the most appropriate subjects to study for the degree course 
they are interested in. 
 
There is still ongoing debate around the place of Creative and Arts subjects in the curriculum, with a report 
by the Durham Commission on Creativity and Education in 2019 highlighting concerns over the decrease 
in the numbers of students taking examinations in creative subjects and drawing a direct link between 
their decline and the introduction of the EBacc.21 
 
In November 2021 Key stage 4 performance data was published by the Government showing that 38.7 
per cent of pupils nationally entered the full suite of EBacc qualifications – English, Maths, Science, History 
or Geography and a language – in 2020-21, down from 39.8 per cent in 2019-20 and 40 per cent in 2018-
19. However, the proportion of pupils entering four or more components has continued rising. In 2021 
87.7 per cent of pupils entered four or more EBacc components, up from 87.3 per cent in 2020 and 86.5 
per cent in 2019. The fall in the overall entry rate appears to have been driven in part by a decrease in 
language entries. 

                                                           
20 The Russell Group Informed Choices website https://www.informedchoices.ac.uk/ 
21 Durham Commission on Creativity and Education Report 2019 (page 53) https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/publication/durham-
commission-creativity-and-education 

https://www.informedchoices.ac.uk/
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1.2 Government funding initiatives since 2014 

 
The funding agencies in England, including the Education Funding Agency and the Skills Funding Agency, 
merged in April 2017 to form the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA). This organisation now 
oversees all funding for students from age 14 to adults, operating different formulae according to age 
group (14-19 and 19+) and the institution at which the learner is studying (e.g. school, FE college etc.). 

 
1.2.1 Section 96 funding for learners aged 14-19 

 
Section 96 refers to a Section of the Learning and Skills Act 2001 in which the Secretary of State for 
Education approves qualifications for funding and, since the devolution of education policy, only concerns 
funding in England. Section 96 approval is relevant to any level of regulated qualification with a 5-step 
process in place for securing eligibility.  

  
Step 1: Ofqual regulate qualifications 
Section 96 approval relates only to regulated qualifications. Awarding organisations must submit 
qualifications to the Register, stating that they wish to apply for funding in the following age ranges, as 
appropriate (14-16, 16-18, 18+, 19+). The DfE uses this Ofqual data for their monthly section 96 approval 
process. 

 
Step 2: ESFA publishes qualification data in Learning Aim Reference Service (LARS) 
The ESFA receives weekly updates of Ofqual qualification data, which are uploaded to LARS without any 
funding validity information. 

 
Step 3: The DfE determines section 96 approval 
On the last Tuesday of each month, the DfE receives a copy of Ofqual’s qualification data covering both 
newly regulated and amended qualifications. The DfE uses the section 96 core approval principles to 
assess the suitability of each qualification to be delivered to students in the following age categories: 
 

 Pre-16 

 16 - 18 

 18+. 
 
Once the approvals process is completed, the section 96 website is updated with newly approved 
qualifications and amendments to existing qualification data. The section 96 website also displays the 
approved section 96 age categories for a qualification. 

 
Step 4: The ESFA set funding validity 
Once the DfE has completed the section 96 approvals process, the ESFA sets funding validity for eligible 
qualifications. This process runs in parallel with the section 96 approval process. 

 
Step 5: Publishing ESFA validity on LARS 
Once the ESFA has completed the ESFA funding validity process, the updated ESFA data is published on 
LARS. LARS is available online and further education stakeholders can use LARS to check the ESFA funding 
validity for a qualification. 
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For 16-19 learners, following the publication of the DfE’s consultations on alternative qualifications at 
level 3 and level 2 and below, qualifications will only be funded if they meet particular requirements in 
either the alternative academic or alternative technical pathways as set out by Ofqual and the Institute 
for Apprenticeships and Technical Education. 

 
1.2.2 Post-19 funding 

 
Funding for post-19 learners falls into two key categories covering qualifications and courses: 

 

 At Entry, Level 1 and Level 2 funding is based on’local flexibility’ and eligibility principles  

 Above level 2, for provision which is not part of the entitlement to first full level 2 or level 3 
qualifications, funding is handled through the Advanced Learner Loans. 

 
Local areas therefore have flexibility to tailor provision to their own needs. Qualifications do not have to 
be used but if so, they must be regulated by Ofqual. Funding is based on a set of eligibility principles as 
described below: 

 

 The provision must be available in England for public funding (included on the Register, if a 
qualification) 

 Awarding organisations offering qualifications must have signed up to the Personal Learning Record 

 Qualifications must have appropriate content 

 Qualifications must not: 
o Link to UK Visa requirements 
o Be a license to practise or a stand-alone qualification 
o Be vendor qualifications (i.e. those offered by organisations such as Microsoft, Linux, Cisco 

etc.) 
o Be an End point assessment for an Apprenticeship. 

 
1.2.3 Advanced Learner Loans 

 
Advanced Learner Loans are given by the government to students studying for qualifications above level 
2. They have been available since 2013 for any learner over the age of 24 wishing to study a qualification 
at level 3 or 4. The loans cover tuition fees and the amount available varies according to the type and 
length of the qualification being studied. The minimum loan available is £300. From 1 August 2016, 
Advanced or Adult Learning Loans were made available to all learners aged 19+, and the Government 
extended the type of qualification for which students can receive a loan to as high as level 6, including: 
 

 Certificates from level 3 to level 6 

 Diplomas from level 3 to level 6 

 A and AS Levels 

 Tech Levels. 
 
To apply, a learner needs to be with a registered provider (usually a school, FE college or training provider) 
who themselves will have to apply to be on the Register for Training Organisations. The Skills and Post-16 
Education Act in 2022 made changes to funding arrangements for post-18 learners embarking on 
qualifications at level 4 and above, through the introduction of a Lifelong Loan Entitlement, to be 
implemented in 2025. 
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1.2.4 Withdrawal of funding approval from qualifications with low and no publicly funded enrolments for 
the funding year 2022 to 2023 

 
On 14 December 2020, the DfE set out its process to remove approval for the funding of qualifications 
with low (under 100 learners) and no publicly funded enrolments, and the withdrawal of those 
qualifications identified through this process started from 1 August 2022. Many performing arts graded 
examinations were included on the initial list of qualifications to be removed from public funding, as the 
majority of learners registered on these qualifications are not publicly funded. 
 
 

2. THE EDUCATION LANDSCAPE IN WALES 
 
Whilst the education landscape in Wales is broadly similar to England, there are some fundamental 
differences in the approach of the Welsh Government to qualification reform.  

2.1 The role of Qualifications Wales (QW) 

 
Qualifications Wales (QW), the Welsh regulatory authority, was established in 2015 by the Welsh 
Government to regulate qualifications used in Wales. QW is independent of Welsh Government and is 
responsible for the approval and designation of qualifications for use by schools and colleges in Wales. 
The role of QW includes the following activities: 
 
2.1.1 Qualification approval 
 
Approved qualifications are those which meet qualification-specific approval criteria that ensure they 
meet the needs of learners in Wales. QW reviews each approved qualification to ensure that it meets the 
needs of learners and employers in Wales against the Standard Conditions of Recognition and set 
Approval Criteria. Once approved, qualifications are added to the Qualifications Wales database of 
regulated qualifications, Qualifications in Wales (QiW). 
 
2.1.2 Qualification designation22 
 
Designated qualifications are those that are offered on publicly funded courses for young people. A 
recognised awarding organisation can apply to have qualifications approved or designated in Wales. To 
do so, it must create and submit a qualification on QiW. QW will only designate qualifications where: 
 

 There is demand for the qualification from candidates in Wales at the relevant age range(s) 

 There is support from relevant end users or stakeholders 

 References to legislation, policies and organisations within the qualifications apply in Wales 

 The qualification is appropriate for the age ranges selected.  
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
22 https://www.qualificationswales.org/english/our-work/regulating-qualifications/designation-of-
qualifications/#:~:text=Applying%20for%20the%20approval%20or,QiW%20(Qualifications%20in%20Wales). 
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2.1.3 Other regulated qualifications 
 
Qualifications offered by regulated awarding bodies in Wales which are not designated or approved are 
referred to as ‘other regulated qualifications’. This means that they can be offered in Wales but do not 
attract funding. 

2.2 The Welsh Baccalaureate 

 
The Welsh Baccalaureate (Welsh Bacc) is unique to Wales and is awarded when students have achieved a 
specified combination of qualifications. At the heart of the Welsh Bacc is the Skills Challenge Certificate - 
an innovative skills-based qualification.   
 
The Welsh Bacc also incorporates GCSEs in English or Welsh Language, and Mathematics or Mathematics-
Numeracy, and a choice of supporting qualifications - GCSEs, A levels or vocational.   Both the National 
and Foundation Welsh Baccs are available at Key Stage 4, and the Advanced Skills Challenge Certificate 
and Advanced Welsh Bacc are available for post-16 learners. 

2.3 The new Curriculum for Wales23 

 
A new national curriculum for Wales is in the process of being introduced into schools and colleges. 
Central to the new curriculum are Four Purposes: 
 

 Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives 

 Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work 

 Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world 

 Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. 
 
There are 6 Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs): 
 

 Expressive Arts 

 Health & Wellbeing 

 Humanities 

 Languages, Literacy and Communication 

 Mathematics and Numeracy 

 Science & Technology. 
 
There are 27 mandatory ‘Statements of What Matters’ in this Framework. These ensure a level of 
consistency in curriculum design across settings and schools, as learners must develop an understanding 
of all statements. The process of exploring and revisiting these statements enables learners to develop 
ever deeper knowledge over the learning continuum and to progress to a more sophisticated 
understanding of the key knowledge, ideas and principles in each AoLE. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
23 https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/ 
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2.4 Cymwys ar gyfer y Dyfodol: Qualified for the future 
 
As part of the work to introduce the new curriculum in Wales, Qualifications Wales are reviewing the 
qualifications currently taken by 14-16-year-olds. These include GCSEs, the Skills Challenge Certificate and 
other qualifications like BTECs, which make up the ‘wider offer’. 
 
The review is being carried out against the purposes and ‘Statements of What Matters’ for each of the 
AoLEs, with a view to aligning qualifications with the curriculum purposes and making changes where 
necessary which include: 
 

 GCSE subjects being reformed 

 GCSE subjects being combined 

 GCSEs being offered in new subjects. 
 
In autumn 2022, Qualifications Wales began sharing the proposals for the new look GCSEs and other 
qualifications. 
 
 

3. THE EDUCATION LANDSCAPE IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

3.1 The role of CCEA24 

The Council for the Curriculum, Examinations & Assessment (CCEA) is the organisation accountable for 
the curriculum and qualifications in Northern Ireland. It is responsible for developing and awarding GCSEs 
and A levels in Northern Ireland and its separate regulatory body is responsible for regulating 
qualifications offered in Northern Ireland. 

 
The qualifications landscape in Northern Ireland is similar to that of England and Wales, though with some 
differences in qualification regulation and funding. 

3.2 Qualification funding through the Entitlement Framework (EF) 

The Entitlement Framework (EF) sets out the minimum number and range of courses schools and colleges 
should be offering at Key Stage 4 and Post-16. These courses should be economically relevant and 
individually engaging with clear progression pathways. The EF aims to provide access to a broad and 
balanced curriculum to enable pupils to reach their full potential no matter where they live, or which 
school they attend. 

 
The EF guarantees that all pupils will have access to a minimum number of courses at Key Stage 4 and 
Post-16, of which at least one third must be general and one third applied. The DfE specifies the minimum 
number of courses and is also responsible for designating courses as ‘general’ or ‘applied’. 
 
Within the EF, each qualification is allocated a code that allows schools and colleges to access funding 
within Northern Ireland. The mechanism for approval of qualifications for funding is similar to that in 
Wales, ensuring that they have support from providers as part of the review process. 
 

                                                           
24 https://ccea.org.uk/ 
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4. THE EDUCATION LANDSCAPE IN SCOTLAND 
 
Scotland’s education system is separate from those of the rest of the UK. It is based on the Curriculum for 
Excellence, which was introduced in 2010, and covers education for young people from the age of 3-18, 
promoting successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors. 
Students experience a broad education up to the third year of secondary school. During the senior phase 
of secondary school, students can take National Qualifications.  

4.1 The role of the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) and SQA Accreditation 

 
The Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) is the awarding body for qualifications offered in Scotland, for 
example Nationals and Highers. 
 
Its sister organisation is the regulatory body, Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) Accreditation. SQA 
Accreditation accredits qualifications for use in Scotland within the Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework (SCQF). Two organisations offer accredited graded examinations in Scotland – the Royal 
Academy of Dance and RSL Awards. RSL Awards also offers accredited graded examinations in Highland 
Dance in partnership with UKAdance. 

4.2 The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) 

 
The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) encompasses all national qualifications in 
Scotland, based on a 12 level scale using a credit-based measure of learning hours (1 credit represents 10 
notional hours of learning).  
 
Whilst it does have links to SQF Accreditation, the SCQF is operated by a separate organisation, and also 
includes courses and programmes which do not lead to accredited qualifications. Similarly, qualifications 
accredited by SQA Accreditation do not have to be allocated credit values in the SCQF. 
 
Accredited qualifications can be offered alongside national qualifications in schools and colleges within 
the scope of the SCQF. 
 
A number of organisations in Scotland are registered as ‘credit rating bodies’ with the ability to decide the 
credit rating for courses, programmes and qualifications. The SCQF has a specific credit rating process in 
which a course, programme or qualification is evaluated against the SCQF levels in 5 key areas – 
knowledge and understanding, practice, generic cognitive skills, communication, literacy and IT skills and 
autonomy, accountability and working with others. 
 
Once a course or programme is credit rated, it is added to the SCQF database and can be used by schools 
and colleges alongside qualifications as it attracts credit points for use within the Scottish education 
system. 
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4.3 Scottish curriculum and qualifications reform 

 
In June 2021, the Scottish Government commissioned Professor Ken Muir to carry out an investigation of 
the education system in Scotland and make some initial recommendations about the reform of the 
curriculum and qualifications. The report was published in May 202225. In June 2022, the Scottish 
Government has published its response to the report as described as follows: 
 

• Professor Muir’s report calls for Scottish Government to ‘initiate a national discussion’ on 
education in Scotland with a new vision for the future developed in dialogue with all stakeholders, 
including learners, teachers, practitioners, parents and carers (p.4) 

• Following feedback from stakeholders and a recommendation from the OECD, Professor Muir has 
proposed splitting the assessment and curriculum development functions of SQA from its 
regulatory and accreditation role through the creation of two new organisations 

• Muir proposes that a new curriculum and assessment organisation should be established as a non-
departmental public body with the suggested name of ‘Qualifications Scotland’. This will 
incorporate SQA’s awarding functions and the contract services currently provided for 
organisations, governments and businesses. In its response, Scottish Government accepted Muir’s 
proposals although has not yet confirmed the organisation’s name. It has promised to ensure that 
the new body has the ‘investment and resources it needs’ 

• Muir also argues for a new national education agency, which will be an executive agency of the 
Scottish Government comprising the current support and improvement functions of Education 
Scotland, SQA Accreditation, the SCQF Partnership and elements of Scottish Government’s 
Curriculum, Qualifications and Gaelic Division. Crucially, Muir highlights the importance of SQA 
Accreditation’s independence as a regulator: it will be important that robust safeguards are put in 
place to ensure that regulation of qualifications remains at arm’s length from Scottish Ministers 
and the integrity of the regulatory role within the proposed agency is secure (p.56).’ Scottish 
Government have cautiously welcomed this proposal. 

• Professor Muir emphasises that changes to the current SQA must avoid ‘negatively impacting on 
things that are currently working well (p.34)’  

• Muir’s recommendations do not propose changes to vocational qualifications, stating that 
‘significant reform to processes relating to them are not needed at this stage (p.34’  

• Scottish Government pushed back on Muir’s proposal to bring the SCQF into the new national 
agency with SQA Accreditation, namely the loss of its independence. However, they suggest that 
they will look to ‘strengthen the impact of the Framework’ through stakeholder engagement.  

 
Following the publication of Muir’s report, Scottish Government announced the creation of two new 
national organisations. A curriculum and assessment agency will be developed to replace SQA. A second 
national agency will include the functions previously managed by Education Scotland. It would also seem 
to be the most likely home of SQA Accreditation in future, but this is not yet confirmed.  
 
Scottish Government promised further consideration and stakeholder engagement ahead of confirming 
the final home of SQA’s accreditation and regulation functions (although they do accept that these 
functions must be independent of ministers and the curriculum and assessment development agency). 
Final decisions will be made in the coming months. Scottish Government announced that operating 
models for the new organisations would be agreed in Winter 2022 with the changes coming in from 2024 
(after 2024 examinations for the new curriculum and assessment body). 

                                                           
25 https://www.gov.scot/publications/putting-learners-centre-towards-future-vision-scottish-education/ 
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5. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GRADED EXAMINATIONS AND OTHER QUALIFICATIONS, 
INCLUDING PROGRESSION ROUTES 
 
Within the confines of the present frameworks, qualifications have been treated as separate entities with 
no formal links between one another. When designing curriculum models, however, providers have often 
linked complementary qualifications in courses of study.  

5.1 Relationship with GCSEs and A levels  

 
Graded examinations complement specific GCSEs and A levels which, in turn, further relate to 
programmes of study within the National Curriculum. A comprehensive report was published by CDMT in 
2015 which considered the relationship of graded examinations to GCSE and A level specifications.26 The 
report draws several conclusions as follows: 
 

 Whilst there are a number of differences between the qualification types, there are also ways in 
which they are complementary and can be studied together by students 

 The key difference lies in the breadth of study of a GCSE and A level compared with the narrow but 
deeper focus of a graded examination 

 The key area of similarity is in content covering technique and performance and contextual and 
historical aspects 

 There are also other factors that need to be considered in comparing the two types of qualifications, 
namely the mode of study and the mode of assessment. 

 
Although no prior knowledge is required to study towards any of the qualifications below, there is 
anecdotal evidence that students typically prepare for graded examinations simultaneously. This is 
supported by a statement in the (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) Expert Group report 
which confirmed how graded music examinations should be recognised in the Tariff. It particularly noted 
that the Edexcel (the former name of Pearson Qualifications) specification for A Level stated: 
 
’The qualifications have been designed on the assumption that they are available to everyone who can 
achieve the required standard. However, it is recommended that students embarking on the course should 
have shown themselves capable of operating at a level of practice and understanding equivalent to that 
required for one of the higher grades in GCSE Music. They should be able to perform to a standard roughly 
equivalent to a pass at Grade 4.’27 This shows that the relationship between graded music examinations 
and the A Level is quite specific in terms of determining one as a benchmark of achievement in the 
performance area included in the other. Qualifications which graded examinations usefully support 
include: 
 
5.1.1 GCSEs28 

 

 Music – offered by WJEC, OCR, Pearson Edexcel, CCEA, AQA 

 Dance – offered by AQA 

 Drama – offered by WJEC, OCR, Pearson Edexcel, CCEA, AQA. 

                                                           
26 CDET, 2015. A comparison of Graded Examinations with relevant GCSEs and A levels. 
27 UCAS, 2002, Report of the Expert Group established to consider the role of graded examinations in music in the UCAS tariff 
[Online]. 
28 Information sourced from Register of Regulated Qualifications https://register.ofqual.gov.uk/ May 2022. 

https://register.ofqual.gov.uk/
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5.1.2 GCE AS and A levels29  
 

 Music Technology – offered by Pearson Edexcel 

 Music – offered by WJEC, OCR, Pearson Edexcel, CCEA, AQA 

 Dance – offered by AQA 

 Drama and Theatre – offered by Pearson Edexcel, WJEC, OCR, AQA 

 Performing Arts – offered by CCEA.  

5.2 Relationship between graded examinations and other qualifications 

 
A range of other qualifications in music and the performing arts are also available to learners. These 
qualifications often have broader content than the specialist graded examinations, for example BTECs in 
Performing Arts, OCR Nationals etc. There is little evidence that graded examinations are studied 
alongside these qualifications and, given the focused vocational nature of these qualifications, they are 
likely to serve a different candidature from that attracted by graded examinations. 

5.3 Progression to further education and training 

 
Although potential progression to further education and training is not a focus of this report, some 
comment can be made on the nature and types of progression routes taken by candidates who have 
achieved graded examinations. This section of the report is intended to be a brief description of possible 
routes rather than a detailed analysis. 
 
Further training enables students to specialise and acquire new and complementary skills to those already 
gained through graded examinations and other qualifications. Students are able to choose from a range 
of available provision as described over the page: 
 
5.3.1 Conservatoires, Vocational Training schools and Universities  

 
Many awarding organisations have longstanding links with the conservatoires. For example, the ABRSM 
which is constituted by four major conservatoires – the Royal Academy of Music (RAM), Royal College of 
Music (RCM), Royal Northern College of Music (RNCM) and Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS). Further, 
TCL has a relationship with Trinity Laban (TL), and London College of Music (LCM), a regulated awarding 
organisation affiliated to CDMT, is a department of, and is validated by, the University of West London 
(UWL). Some awarding organisations are vocational training schools in their own right, including LAMDA, 
whilst others have links to conservatoires and vocational training schools, sharing senior staff on each 
other’s academic and management boards. The RAD has a Faculty of Education which is an accredited 
institute of the University of Bath, offering degrees and other HE provision. 

  
Many vocational training schools in dance, musical theatre and drama are accredited by the CDMT. Many 
offer three-year courses funded either privately by students or through the government’s Dance and 
Drama Awards (DaDA) scheme.30 Also, in 2001, a number of training institutions came together to form 
the Conservatoire for Dance and Drama31 which disbanded in June 2022, having achieved its original aims.  

 

                                                           
29 Information sourced from Register of Regulated Qualifications https://register.ofqual.gov.uk/ May 2022.. 
30 For more information visit https://www.gov.uk/dance-drama-awards 
31 Information available from www.cdd.ac.uk 

https://register.ofqual.gov.uk/
http://www.cdd.ac.uk/
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The route from graded examinations to degree courses appears to be more established than to vocational 
training schools, particularly for music, and speech and drama. Higher Education institutions often regard 
graded examinations as a useful addition to a student’s portfolio of qualifications, providing benchmarks 
from which to judge the level of achievement in a particular set of performance skills and techniques. In 
many cases, particularly in music, achievement at grade 8 is stated as a requirement for course entry. 

 
According to the UCAS website, there are currently 167 providers of degree courses relating to music, 136 
relating to drama and 73 relating to dance, illustrating the popularity of these subjects amongst 
undergraduates32.  

 
5.3.2 Higher-level qualifications offered by awarding organisations 

 
Awarding organisations offer a range of higher level technical specialist diplomas, some of which follow 
an’Associate, Licentiate, Fellowship’ model. Many students choose to continue their studies through the 
awarding organisation with which they have previously attained graded examinations, or other similar 
organisations. 

In 2016, CDMT published a report investigating the range of provision at higher levels offered by awarding 
organisations who also offer graded examinations33. The report concluded that:  

 There is a diverse range of qualifications on offer in the performing arts at higher levels 

 These qualifications can be categorised according to their breadth or depth and their academic or 
vocational focus 

 There are compelling reasons for the diversity on offer and that there is likely to be an increased 
need for this provision in the future. 

 
Some awarding organisations also offer qualifications to bridge the achievement of grade 8 with 
progression to further training. For example, LAMDA offers the LAMDA Certificate in Speech and Drama: 
Performance Studies, which ‘is designed to develop the skills, knowledge and understanding required for 
the performance of verse, prose and drama and provides a pre-requisite qualification for candidates to 
gain the essential underpinning skills, knowledge and understanding to enable progression onto the 
LAMDA Diploma in Speech and Drama Education and the LAMDA Diploma in Dramatic Art’.34  

5.4 Progression directly into employment 

 
It is important to note that ‘employment’ in this sector includes a diverse range of occupations. However, 
for the purposes of this report, two main areas are considered in detail – teaching and performing.  
 
Awarding organisations also view graded examinations as playing an important role in giving potential 
staff an appreciation of the performing arts and the sector’s standards. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
employers working in the creative industries are likely to have an understanding and appreciation of 
graded examinations, and might therefor look favourably on candidates that have undertaken such 
assessments. 
 

                                                           
32 www.ucas.com information sourced March 2021 
33 CDET, 2016. An overview of higher level qualifications in music, dance and speech and drama subjects. 
34 LAMDA website www.lamda.org.uk 

http://www.ucas.com/
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5.4.1 Progression into teaching 
 
Teaching appears to be an extremely popular choice for those who embark on a career in the performing 
arts – for example it is thought that around 75% of those involved in dance teach in some form or other.35 
Once a student has completed grade 8 (or, in dance, at least an Intermediate level vocational graded 
qualification) a number of, initially informal, progression opportunities are available in teaching, 
depending on the discipline studied.  
 
A number of students across the disciplines decide to teach privately after achieving higher-grade 
qualifications and often combine it with further study, for example through one of the awarding 
organisations’ higher-level qualifications. There is no requirement for a teacher of graded examinations 
in the private sector to have a qualification denoting Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) or Qualified Teacher 
Learning and Skills (QTLS), and awarding organisations have developed their own diplomas, many of which 
are well established internationally. Further, in the case of dance, CDMT developed design principles for 
teaching qualifications in 2001 which illustrated the relationship between awarding organisations’ 
diplomas and government teaching standards.  

 
Most awarding organisations offer teaching qualifications at the higher levels. As with performance 
qualifications, these are developed according to organisational needs: 

 

 Dance awarding organisations use teaching qualifications in conjunction with their membership 
structures. Achievement of a teaching qualification means that the individual has shown a level of 
competence, knowledge and understanding which allows them to become a member of the 
organisation and enter students for graded and vocational graded examinations. 

 Music and drama awarding organisations are not membership organisations, but all offer teaching 
qualifications which confer on a successful candidate recognition of a level of competence to 
practice as a private teacher, without strictly speaking conferring a ‘licence to teach’. 

 
These qualifications are primarily used by those teaching in the private sector or for peripatetic teachers 
working in schools and colleges, though some have been developed to facilitate links with teaching 
programmes in the state sector. Awarding organisations have worked with bodies such as QCA and CDMT 
over the years to ensure that regulated private teaching qualifications have a clear relationship with 
teaching qualifications for the state sector.  
 
In music, the existence of a formal National Curriculum programme of study means that there are a 
number of universities offering Post Graduate Certificates of Education (PGCEs) for music teachers. For 
teachers of dance, speech and drama the route is more difficult as the majority of suitable PGCE courses 
are likely to be broader in content than the chosen specialist field of study. However, some courses do 
exist, for example that offered by the RAD.  

 
Despite the wide range of approaches to teacher training now available to students – including training in 
the workplace or taking a first degree in Education rather than a PGCE – there is concern that a gap has 
developed between the private and state sectors, especially in terms of the qualification requirements 
stipulated for the role of teaching. This is particularly frustrating for candidates who have either gained 
qualifications to teach privately or are working as performers but wish to carry out a teaching or training 
role in the state sector, for example as a peripatetic teacher in schools and colleges.  

                                                           
35 Source: Mapping Dance – report by Susanne Burns for Palatine 
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Other initiatives addressing the needs of dance and music teachers, working especially in a community or 
workshop setting, involved the development of the Level 6 Diploma in Dance Teaching and Learning and 
the Level 4 Certificate for Music Educators (CME).  

 
In recent years, requirements for teachers, particularly those teaching in the lifelong learning sector (in 
Further and Adult Education), have been relaxed considerably, meaning that there are now no formal 
requirements for teachers to have nationally recognised qualifications. Awarding organisations have 
consequently been able to introduce a more flexible approach in designing qualifications which are 
relevant for their particular constituencies. 
 
5.4.2 Working as a performer 

 
Evidence from employers in the professional performing arts sector has shown that qualifications in 
general are not usually their first consideration when looking at potential employees. It is more likely that 
auditions will form the core aspect of the decision-making process, and any associated discussions will 
focus on where applicants have trained, what types of role they have had in the past, and other key 
aspects of professional experience.  

 
There is also the question of whether qualifications help an aspiring performer to get and keep work. 
Respondents to a 2008 survey carried out by Creative and Cultural Skills (CCS) suggested that 
qualifications, particularly those related to professional training and higher level diplomas, do give 
potential employees an advantage in terms of the acquisition of skills and techniques and, in many cases, 
access to information and contacts which will assist them in pursuing performance careers. This is 
especially important when considering the relationships some awarding organisations have to orchestras, 
dance companies and theatres, etc. 
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6. GRADED EXAMINATIONS AND THE UCAS TARIFF 

6.1 Graded examinations and the UCAS tariff36 

 
In 2002, the ABRSM and TCL approached UCAS to establish graded examinations in music within the UCAS 
tariff. An expert panel was set up to consider the relationship between these qualifications and 
appropriate AS and A levels (the ‘benchmark’ for the tariff), exploring how they then should be expressed 
as tariff points. The expert group looked in detail at the syllabuses both for related A levels, and practical 
and theory graded music examinations, and decided on the following allocation of points. See table 
twelve for the tariff scores for graded examinations in music including ABRSM, UWLQ (LCM), RSL and TCL.  
 
A similar exercise was carried out for speech and drama in 2006 and the following tariff scores were 
confirmed for qualifications offered by the ESB, LAMDA, UWLQ and TCL. NEA’s qualifications were also 
accepted by UCAS after confirmation of their Ofqual recognition in 2011. See table thirteen for UCAS 
points for graded examinations in speech and drama 200637. In 2009 the dance awarding organisations 
started the process of submitting evidence towards the allocation of tariff points for graded and 
vocational graded examinations. Following lengthy discussion alongside the development of units for the 
QCF, the tariff points were agreed in 2011 and can be found in table fourteen. For all of the tables that 
outlined, the following key carries: P=Pass, M=Merit, D=Distinction. 
 
Table twelve: UCAS points for graded examinations in music 200238  
 

UCAS 
Points 

AS A2 Practical Theory 

   Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

120  A       

110         

100  B       

90         

80  C       

75     D    

70     M    

65         

60 A D  D     

55    M P    

50 B        

45   D      

40 C E M P     

35         

30 D       D 

25   P     M 

20 E      D P 

15      D M  

10      M P  

5      P   

                                                           
36 UCAS, 2002. The report of the Expert Group established to consider the role of graded examinations in music in the UCAS tariff 
(copy provided by ABRSM) 
37 Source: UCAS tariff tables www.ucas.com/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables accessed in 2014 
38 UCAS, 2002. The report of the Expert Group established to consider the role of graded examinations in music in the UCAS tariff 
(copy provided by ABRSM) 
 

http://www.ucas.com/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables
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Table thirteen: UCAS points for graded examinations in speech and drama 200639  
 

UCAS 
Points 

AS A2 Speech and Drama 

  Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

120  A    

110      

100  B    

90      

80  C    

75      

70      

65     D 

60 A D   M 

55    D  

50 B   M  

45     P 

40 C E D   

35   M P  

30 D     

25      

20 E  P   

15      

10      

5      

 

Table fourteen: UCAS points for graded and vocational graded examinations in dance 200940  
 

UCAS 
POINTS 

AS A2 Dance 

  Grade 
6 

Grade 
7 

Grade 
8 

Intermediate Advanced 
Foundation 

120  A      

110        

100  B      

90        

80  C      

75        

70       D 

65     D D  

60 A D      

55     M  M 

50 B   D  M  

45    M P  P 

40 C E D   P  

35   M P    

30 D       

25        

20 E  P     

15        

10        

5        

                                                           
39 Source: UCAS tariff tables www.ucas.com/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables accessed in 2014 
40 Source: UCAS tariff tables www.ucas.com/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables accessed in 2014 

http://www.ucas.com/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables
http://www.ucas.com/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables
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6.2  Changes to the UCAS tariff from 2016 

In 2016 changes were made to the UCAS tariff to simplify the mechanism by which qualifications are 
assigned tariff points involving an allocation of: 
 

 A size band on a scale of 1 to 4, based on Guided Learning Hours (GLH) as below: 
o Band 1 = <120 GLH 
o Band 2 = 120-219 GLH 
o Band 3= 220-320 GLH 
o Band 4=> 320 GLH 

 A grade band on a scale of 3 to 14. These bands spread across the breadth of RQF Level 3/ SCQF 
Level 6. (N.B Scale’3’ is equivalent to E grade at AS and’14’ equivalent to A* at A level). 

 
The size and grade bands are then multiplied together to establish the overall tariff score. This new points 
system was introduced from September 2017 with the revised tariff tables made available from May 2016. 
It is important to note that whilst all qualifications are given points in the same system, differences in size 
(GLH) and grading will result in different allocations being awarded. This is a significant variance to the old 
tariff system where qualifications were evaluated against the most relevant A level with points awarded 
accordingly. 

The new tariff points allocated to Music performance qualifications offered by ABRSM, RSL, TCL and UWLQ 
are shown in Table Fifteen, with the calculations based on the following bandings: 

 Size—3 (Grade 8), 2 (Grades 6 & 7)  

 Grade—6-10 (Grade 8), 5-8 (Grade 7), 3-6 (Grade 6). 

The new tariff points allocated to Music Theory qualifications offered by ABRSM, RSL, TCL and UWLQ are 
shown in Table Sixteen, with the calculations are based on the following bandings:  

 Size – 1  

 Grade – 6-10 (Grade 8), 5-8 (Grade 7), 3-6 (Grade 6).  

The new tariff points allocated to Speech and Drama qualifications offered by ESB, LAMDA, NEA, RSL, TCL 
and UWLQ are shown in Table Seventeen, with the calculations based on the following bandings: 

 Size – 3 (Grade 8), 2 (Grades 6 & 7)  

 Grade – 6-10 (Grade 8), 5-8 (Grade 7), 3-6 (Grade 6). 

The new tariff points allocated to graded examinations in Dance offered by bbodance, GQAL, IDTA, ISTD, 
NATD, RAD and RSL are shown in Table Eighteen. The calculations for graded examinations in dance are 
based on the following bandings:  

 Size – 2  

 Grade – 8-10 (Grade 8), 6-8 (Grade 7), 4-6 (Grade 6)  
 
The calculations for vocational graded examinations are based on the following bandings: 

 Size – 2  

 Grade – 4-12 (Advanced Foundation) 3-11 (Intermediate).  
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Table Fifteen: New UCAS points and Graded examinations in Music performance 201741 
 

UCAS Points A Level Grade Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

56 A*    

49 - 55     

48 A    

41 - 47     

40 B    

33 - 39     

32 C    

30    D 

28     

26     

24 D   M 

22     

20     

18    P 

16 E  D  

14     

12  D M  

10  M P  

8  P   

 
 
Table Sixteen: New UCAS points and Graded examinations in Music Theory 201742 
 

UCAS Points A Level Grade Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

56 A*    

49 - 55     

48 A    

41 - 47     

40 B    

33 - 39     

32 C    

25 - 31     

24 D    

17 - 23     

16 E    

14     

12     

10    D 

9    M 

8   D P 

7   M  

6  D P  

5  M   

4  P   

 
 
 

                                                           
41 UCAS, 2017. UCAS Tariff Tables. New Tariff points for entry to higher education from 2017 
42 UCAS, 2017. UCAS Tariff Tables. New Tariff points for entry to higher education from 2017 
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Table Seventeen: New UCAS points and Graded examinations in Speech and Drama 201743 
 

UCAS Points A Level Grade Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 

56 A*    

49 - 55     

48 A    

41 - 47     

40 B    

33 - 39     

32 C    

30    D 

28     

27    M 

26     

24 D   P 

22     

20     

18     

16 E  D  

14   M  

12  D P  

10  M   

8  P   

 
 

Table Eighteen: New UCAS points and Graded and vocational graded examinations in Dance 201744 
 

UCAS Points A Level 
Grade 

Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Intermediate Advanced 
Foundation 

56 A*      

49 - 55       

48 A      

41 - 47       

40 B      

33 - 39       

32 C      

25 - 31       

24 D     D 

22       

20    D D M 

18    M   

16 E  D P  P 

14   M  M  

12  D P    

10  M     

8  P   P  

 

                                                           
43 UCAS, 2017. UCAS Tariff Tables. New Tariff points for entry to higher education from 2017 
44 UCAS, 2017. UCAS Tariff Tables. New Tariff points for entry to higher education from 2017 
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6.3 Additional qualifications added to the tariff 2017-2021 

 
Since the introduction of the new tariff system in 2017, a number of awarding organisations have added 
performing arts graded examinations to the UCAS tariff. These include: 
 

 Music Teachers Board – grades 6-8 Music Performance 

 The Learning Machine – grades 6-8 Music Performance 

 Rambert Grades – grades 6-8 Contemporary Dance. 
 
Additionally, the RAD has updated information on the Tariff since the introduction of a High Distinction 
grade in 2020.  

6.4 Changes to the UCAS Tariff from 2023 

 
In July 2021 UCAS launched a consultation into a number of proposals relating to the information it makes 
available about qualifications and their use in progression to higher education. The scope of this 
consultation included the current Tariff (but not the methodology behind the calculation of Tariff points) 
and Qualification Information Profiles. 
 
The consultation focused on three proposals relating to the UCAS Tariff. These were:  
 

 A return to focus solely on Level 3/SCQF Level 6 domestic qualifications, by tariffing all UK 
regulated qualifications of these levels   

 The removal of international qualifications and non-regulated UK qualifications from the Tariff 
Tables 

 The removal of the Tariff nomination process.  
 
UCAS has published a table listing all level 3 qualifications on its website. The list shows qualifications with 
UCAS allocations for HE entry from 2023 onwards45. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
45 https://www.ucas.com/advisers/guides-and-resources/information-new-ucas-tariff-advisers 



Section D 

68 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section D 

 

Graded examinations statistics and the 
international dimension 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section D 

69 

 

SUMMARY  
 

All of the recognised awarding organisations offering graded examinations have a significant presence 
outside the UK, with candidates entering from all around the world. One of their unique selling points is 
that they operate the same processes globally, using the same pool of standardised examiners to assess 
all candidates. They have an approximate combined turnover of more than £175M each year, of which 
£120M is directly related to examinations activity in the performing arts. Entry statistics show that graded 
examinations are holding up well in relation to GCSE and A levels. 

Qualification frameworks are in operation in a large number of countries internationally, and they are 
increasingly perceived as an essential mechanism for national planning and reform in education and 
training. This section examines a number of models globally, some within individual countries, and some 
which operate across a group of countries, sharing an overarching set of levels against which to reference 
qualifications. 

In many of the countries mentioned in this Section, awarding organisations offering graded examinations 
have mapped their qualifications to either vocational education or training frameworks or enabled the 
qualifications to be counted towards formal school achievements/credits and certification. To support 
graded examinations awarding organisations that offer qualifications internationally, and want them to 
be included on national frameworks, CDMT has established an international directory, detailing the 
education systems, qualifications frameworks and key agencies of a number of countries. 

 

This section covers the following main points: 

1. Introduction  
2. Graded examination statistics 
3. European and Global Qualification frameworks  
4. Global education systems beyond Europe 

70 
70 
71 
73 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

All the recognised awarding organisations have a significant presence outside the UK, with candidates 
entering from all around the world. Interestingly, one of the benefits perceived by those who take graded 
examinations overseas is that approval by the qualifications regulator in England is considered a mark of 
quality. For example, ABRSM conduct over 650,000 exams worldwide in over 90 countries.46 Trinity 
College London has more than 850,000 candidates entering exams across 60 countries47 and LAMDA over 
100,000 candidates48.  

A unique selling point for these qualifications internationally is that awarding organisations operate the 
same quality assurance processes globally. These organisations do not franchise out their operations 
overseas, so standardised examiners assess all candidates, whether remotely, or by travelling to conduct 
face-to-face examinations. Most awarding organisations have regional branches or co-ordinators in 
different parts of the globe, acting as a point of contact in a particular region for registrations, entries, and 
the organising of assessments. 

2. GRADED EXAMINATION STATISTICS 
 
Awarding organisations offering graded examinations operate in 100+ countries globally and have an 
approximate combined turnover of more than £175M each year, of which £120M is directly related to 
examinations activity in the performing arts. The proportion of income generated in the UK compared to 
overseas is in the order of 55% to 45% respectively. Generally speaking, most candidates enter at grades 
1 to 3, with fewer at grades 6 to 8. This may be for many reasons: learners develop an interest in other 
subjects perhaps, or wish to focus on the core school curriculum. However, many do return to take graded 
examinations in later life.  

It is important to note that a key feature of the graded examinations model is that candidates are tested 
when they are ready for assessment. This means that statistics might vary year on year as candidates 
decide to defer their entry to the next examination session, or simply not to undertake grades for a while. 
There may also be prerequisites in place which impact on progression, for example, at ABRSM there is a 
requirement for candidates to achieve Grade 5 Theory (or similar) before moving further with their 
practical studies. This could delay entry to the next level. 

The number of students achieving graded examinations in dance and drama is significantly higher than 
those taking similar subjects at GCSE and A Level. Over the past decade, changes to education policies and 
accountability structures have resulted in a lessening of performing arts provision in and beyond 
mainstream schools. The most conspicuous evidence is illustrated by the reductions in the number of 
students taking dance examinations in schools since 2010 – more than 45% for both GCSE and A Level. A 
similar pattern is replicated for drama and music, which show a decrease of approximately 40% in both 
subjects for A level and 30% for GCSE49. 

The figures that follow on the next page are indicative for each discipline and grade and are an 
amalgamation of all the awarding organisations offering qualifications in that discipline. These are also 
totalled to give an indicative figure for entries in all disciplines.  

                                                           
46 Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music https://gb.abrsm.org/en/about-us/our-history/ 
47 Trinity College London https://www.trinitycollege.com/about-us 
48 LAMDA www.lamda.ac.uk 
49https://cdmt.org.uk/images/Integrating_primary_and_secondary_arts_education_with_the_work_of_awarding_organisation
s_offering_graded_examinations_in_the_performing_arts.pdf 

https://gb.abrsm.org/en/about-us/our-history/
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2.1 Music  
 
It is estimated that there are approximately 925,000 entries* for graded examinations in music annually 
across the UK and worldwide. As a comparison, entries for GCSE and A levels in music for June 2022 
totalled just over 39,000 candidates, a drop of just under 5,000 from figures published by the Joint Council 
for Qualifications (JCQ) for 2017. 

2.2 Dance  
 
The estimated number of dance graded examination entries* currently is around 725,000 in the UK and 
worldwide. Dance organisations also offer a wide range of provision that is deemed unregulated as it does 
not meet Ofqual’s definition of a ‘qualification’. Dance GCSE and A levels have seen a decline of 1,390 
since 2017, with the total number of certifications in 2022 reaching just 9,466, from data published by 
AQA.  

2.3 Speech and drama and Expressive Arts 
 
It is estimated that, at present, there are approximately 200,000 entries for graded examinations in 
speech, drama and musical theatre annually across the UK and worldwide. 

JCQ figures for June 2022 for:  

 Drama GCSE and Drama A level combined reached just over 62,100. This has fallen from the 
72,454 entries in June 2017 

 Expressive Arts GCSE and A level sat at 9,280, falling from 16,448 in 2017. 

*Numbers include both regulated and non-regulated qualifications. 
 

3. EUROPEAN QUALIFICATION FRAMEWORKS  
 
National Qualification Frameworks (NQFs) now exist in many European countries. They are increasingly 
perceived as an essential mechanism for national planning and reform in education and training. All 
European member states either aim to develop or are in the process of developing NQFs. In most cases, 
the Ministries of Education, in cooperation with the Ministries of Higher Education (where they are 
separate) and Ministries of Labour, coordinate NQF development. These national frameworks come in a 
variety of forms and scales. 

3.1 The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) 
 
The EQF was adopted by the European Council and Parliament in 2008, with the aim of improving the 
understanding, comparability and portability of qualifications across Europe. The EQF Advisory Group 
comprises representatives of 39 participating countries, European social partners (e.g. Business Europe, 
the European Centre of Employers and Enterprises (CEEP), European Association of Craft, Small and 
Medium-sized Enterprises (UEAPME), the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), interested 
stakeholders (e.g. Eurochambers, the European University Association (EUA), European Civil Society 
Platform on Lifelong Learning (EUCIS-LLL), and the Council of Europe).  
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The process of referencing qualifications to the EQF started in 2009 with Ireland and Malta. In March 2010 
the UK also made public its referencing report, Referencing the Qualifications Frameworks of the United 
Kingdom to the European Qualifications Framework50. Qualifications are now given two Level references 
on the Register of Qualifications in England and Northern Ireland. The first Level refers to the appropriate 
placement within the RQF and the second to a Level within the EQF. 

Table Nineteen: The relationship between the EQF and the regulatory frameworks for England, Wales, 
Scotland, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland 
 

EQF RQF England and 
Northern Ireland 

CQFW Wales SCQF Scotland NFQ Republic of 
Ireland 

8 8 8 12 10 

7 7 7 11 9 

6 6 6 10/9 8/7 

5 5/4 5/4 8/7 6 

4 3 3 6 5 

3 2 2 5 4 

2 1 1 4 3 

1 E3 E3 3 2/1 

 E2 E2 2  

 E1 E1 1  

 

Of the 39 countries involved with the EQF mapping, the majority have undertaken the process and 
endorsed referencing positions. To date, 38 European countries have formally linked their national 
qualifications frameworks to the EQF51. 

The qualifications regulators in the UK carried out a re-mapping exercise to the EQF in 2019, confirming 
their commitment to continue referencing to the EQF. Ofqual published its report on referencing to the 
EQF in October 2019, with the other qualifications regulators also publishing reports on mapping exercises 
in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland52. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
50 Referencing the Qualifications Frameworks of the United Kingdom to the European Qualifications Framework [Online] 
accessed at http://scqf.org.uk/content/files/europe/QFUK_Joint_Report_-_Updated_March_2010.pdf November 2017. 
51 https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/european-qualifications-framework-eqf 
52 Ofqual report on mapping to the EQF published 22 October 2019 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/referencing-
the-regulated-qualifications-framework-to-the-european-qualifications-framework 

http://scqf.org.uk/content/files/europe/QFUK_Joint_Report_-_Updated_March_2010.pdf
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4. GLOBAL EDUCATION SYSTEMS BEYOND EUROPE 

 
The most recent Global Inventory of Regional and National Frameworks53 gives an overview of the 
qualifications frameworks of over 100 countries and seven regional qualifications frameworks. Although 
many countries are now moving towards an NQF system, there are also other ways in which learning can 
be recognised. Table Twenty54 shows the range of approaches taken globally in recognising and 
accrediting learning. In some countries more than one approach is used. 
 
Table Twenty: Global approaches to recognising and accrediting learning 
 

Type of approach taken Countries 

Recognition based on standards in an NQF Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Mauritius, Seychelles, Malaysia, 
Philippines, Rwanda, Hong Kong SAR, India, Maldives, Republic of 
Korea (proposed), United Republic of Tanzania, Mexico 

Recognition related to NQFs in the TVET (Technical, 
Vocational, Education and Training) sector 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 
Maldives, Botswana, Ethiopia, Kenya, Namibia, Rwanda, Uganda, 
Ghana and Gambia 

Recognition based on labour competence 
frameworks 

China, Mexico, Chile, Hong Kong SAR, India, Vietnam 

No NQF but recognition of standards within existing 
education and training institutions 

USA, Canada, Japan 

Equivalency frameworks for basic education Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Malaysia, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, United Republic of Tanzania, Uganda, Botswana, 
Mauritius, Namibia, South Africa, Seychelles, Ghana, Gambia, Mexico 

 

4.1 The development of NQFs internationally 

A number of countries have now developed their own NQFs. These are for the most part based around 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET). However, some countries, such as New Zealand, 
have developed NQFs which cover all education and training. A selection of frameworks is described 
below: 

 
Table Twenty One: Examples of existing NQFs globally 

 
Number of 
NQF levels 

10 
 

9 8 7 5 4 

Countries Australia Brunei Cambodia 
(proposed) 

Hong Kong Nepal Gambia 

New Zealand Indonesia Philippines 
(proposed) 

Singapore 
(TVET) 

Ethiopia 
(TVET) 

 

India Thailand 
(proposed) 

Afghanistan Rwanda   

South Africa Ghana 
(proposed) 

Malaysia Trinidad and 
Tobago 

  

The Maldives  Uganda    

Tanzania  Chile    

Mauritius  Mexico    

                                                           
53 Global Inventory of Regional and National Frameworks published by UNESCO and CEDEFOP 2019 
https://uil.unesco.org/lifelong-learning/recognition-validation-accreditation/global-inventory-regional-and-national 
54 Table taken from Global Inventory of Regional and National Frameworks 2019 
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4.2 Regional qualification frameworks spanning national boundaries 

 
There are also a number of regional qualification frameworks in existence which are implemented along 
similar lines to the EQF. In these cases, individual countries reference their qualifications to an overarching 
set of levels. These include: 

 
4.2.1 The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 

 
CARICOM approved its Community Strategic Plan for 2015-2019 in July 2014. The strategic plan sets out 
opportunities for TVET training as well as wider objectives for economic growth. Both the development 
of the Strategy and the launch were supported by the CARICOM Education for Employment Program (C-
EFE), launched in March 2012, and delivered in partnership with the Caribbean Association of National 
Training Agencies (CANTA) and the Association of Caribbean Tertiary Institutions (ACTI). 

 
The CARICOM Human Resource Development Strategy was approved in 2017, which is supported by the 
Caribbean Vocational Qualification (CVQ). These qualifications sit within the Regional Qualification 
Framework which was approved in 2001 and is a five level TVET referencing framework55. 
 

i) The CARICOM 5 level Regional Qualification Framework 

 

 
 
 
The RQF fits into the overarching CARICOM 10 level CQF (CARICOM Qualifications Framework) which 
references the qualification frameworks of individual member nations. 
 
 
 

                                                           
55 https://caricom.org/caricom-regional-tvet-strategy-for-workforce-development-and-economic-competitiveness-to-be-
launched/ 
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ii) The relationship between the CQF, the RQF and CVQ qualifications 

 

 
 
 
 

 
4.2.2 The Southern African Development Community (SADC) Qualifications Framework 
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The SADCQF is an instrument for facilitating the recognition and comparison of qualifications across 
Southern Africa. The reference framework consists of ten levels corresponding to level descriptors, which 
are defined in terms of learning outcomes. It also provides a credit transfer facility and introduces 
minimum regional standards for the purposes of quality assurance. The origins of the SADCQF lie in the 
SADC's aim to promote human resource development in the region through international cooperation. 
The framework is considered integral to the broader aim of a 'common future', as outlined in the 
Declaration and Treaty of the SADC (1992). The objective of the SADCQF is to: 

 

 Facilitate easy comparison and mutual recognition of regional qualifications 

 Promote a credit transfer system 

 Create region-wide standards which facilitate quality assurance, strengthening education and 
training across the region 

 Encourage the development of national qualifications frameworks 

 Recognise and incorporate all forms of education and training, including technical and vocational 
education and training (TVET), non-formal education and online learning 

 Afford member states flexibility, time and autonomy in the design and development of national 
qualifications frameworks and referencing them to the SADCQF. 

 
The SADQCF is in the process of being introduced in countries across the region. In September 2017, work 
on the SADQF was separated into four domains: The development and referencing of national 
qualifications frameworks to the SADCQF, Quality assurance, Verifications and Advocacy and 
communication. Eight countries (Botswana, Lesotho, Mauritius, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, 
Swaziland and Zambia) are piloting alignment of their national qualification frameworks or national 
qualifications with the SADCQF. Once the pilot is completed, it is planned that referencing will then be 
carried out by the remaining countries. Table Twenty Two below illustrates those National Qualifications 
Frameworks within SADCQF. 

 
Country National Qualifications Framework 

 

Botswana Botswana National Credit and Qualifications Framework (BNCQF) 

Lesotho No framework 

Mauritius Mauritian National Qualification Framework (MNQF) 

Namibia Namibia National Qualifications Framework 

Seychelles Seychelles National Qualification Framework 

South Africa South Africa National Qualifications Framework 

Swaziland No framework 

Zambia Zambian Qualifications Framework 

Angola No framework 

DR Congo No framework 

Madagascar No framework 

Malawi Under development 

Mozambique Quadro Nacional de Qualificações do Ensino Superior (QUANQES) 

Tanzania Tanzania Qualifications Framework (TzQF) 

Zimbabwe Under development 

The SADC Qualifications Portal has been completed, providing governments, institutions, employers and 
individuals in the region with the facility to access information on recognised qualifications originating 
from other member states. The pilot phase including seven countries was successful, leading to the 
second phase where access and coverage was expanded. 
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4.2.3 Pacific Qualifications Framework (PQF)  
 

 

 
 

The PQF relates the different qualifications from across the Pacific into a single, coherent frame of 
reference. It functions as both a surrogate NQF for some Pacific states/ territories as well as an 
overarching regional framework to facilitate the comparability and mutual recognition of qualifications 
between members of the Pacific Community.  
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The PQF consists of ten levels based on learning outcomes and is credit-based to encourage 
transferability. It works in conjunction with the Pacific Register of Qualifications and Standards (PRQS), 
which supports the recognition of qualifications, and the Pacific Quality Assurance Framework (PQAF), 
which sets regional standards that guarantee the quality of Pacific education and training.  

The PQF contributes to the long-term vision and strategy set out by the Pacific Community in The 
Framework for Pacific Regionalism (2014), which aims to achieve sustainable development in the region 
through the exchange of resources and cooperation. 

The objectives of the PQF are: 

 To enable regional economic development 

 To support the mobility of students and workers in the Pacific 

 To enable recognition of informal and non-formal education 

 To improve the quality and competitiveness of education provision in the region. 
 

The Advisory Board for the PQRS advises on the PQF and includes stakeholder representatives and 
representatives from Pacific countries as well as Australia and New Zealand. Referencing work is ongoing 
as Pacific countries align their systems with the regional framework. Currently Fiji, Kiribati, Samoa, Tonga, 
Tuvalu and Vanuatu have referenced their national qualifications frameworks against the PQF. 

Table Twenty Three: Pacific countries and their alignment status against the regional framework 

 
 
 
 

Country / Territory Current Status 

Fiji 

 Established national qualifications frameworks. 

 Formally referenced them against the PQF. 

Tonga 

Vanuatu 

Samoa 

Solomon Islands 
 In the process of completing their national qualification framework and 

aligning it with the PQF. Papua New Guinea 

Kiribati 

 Have adopted the PQF as their national framework. 
Tuvalu 

Federated States of Micronesia 

 Institutions are accredited by the Western Association of School and Colleges 
(WASC). 

Palau 

The Marshall Islands 

Nauru 
 Formally aligned with the Queensland state system (Australia). 

The Cook Islands 

 Follow the New Zealand education system. 
Niue 

https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=8
https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=119
https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=54
https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=87
https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=138
https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=166
https://www.naric.org.uk/product/Overviews/information.aspx?CountryID=179
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4.2.4 ASAEN Qualifications Reference Framework (AQRF)  
 

 
 

 
The ASEAN Qualifications Reference Framework (AQRF) is a regional device that aims to facilitate the easy 
comparison and recognition of qualifications between ASEAN member states. By formally linking each 
member state's national qualification system to its eight-level framework, once the referencing process 
has been completed, the AQRF will serve as a common reference point within which all regional 
qualifications can be easily translated and understood. 
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The impetus for establishing the AQRF follows ASEAN's broader aim of greater regional integration and 
community building. Despite deep organisational links and relations, ASEAN countries have a relatively 
low volume of intra-regional migration and labour flows. The AQRF is designed to stimulate and facilitate 
greater worker and student mobility and contribute to the vision of a single market as laid out in the 2007 
Charter. 
 
The objectives of the AQRF are: 

 

 To ensure greater transparency and comparability between the qualifications systems or national 
qualifications frameworks of member states 

 To promote the mobility of workers and students and long-term human resource development 

 To promote shared understanding of different qualification systems from across the region 

 To improve the quality of qualification systems through agreed minimum regional standards 
(quality assurance principles) 

 To further regional cooperation 

 To complement established Mutual Recognition Arrangements (MRAs) which support the cross-
border mobility of professionals within ASEAN 

 To achieve all of the above while having a neutral influence on member states' qualifications 
systems and respecting the rights of member states to retain national frameworks that 
correspond to national needs. 

 
Referencing is the formal process of linking national qualifications and frameworks to the regional AQRF. 
It involves establishing how national qualifications relate to the eight levels of the AQRF, which is assessed 
in terms of learning outcomes. Learning outcomes are defined as the results of training and education, as 
distinct from learning inputs (such as hours of study). 

 
Implementation of the AQRF is designed to be flexible and underpinned by voluntary engagement. 
Member states can begin the referencing process at their own discretion. Table Twenty Four below 
illustrates those National Qualifications Frameworks within AQRF. 
 
Table Twenty Four: National Qualifications Frameworks within AQRF 

 
Country National Qualifications Framework 

 

Brunei Brunei Darussalam Qualifications Framework (BDQF) 

Cambodia Cambodia National Qualifications Framework (CNQF) 

Indonesia Keranga Kualifikasi Nasional Indonesia (KKNI) 

Laos Under development 

Malaysia Malaysian Qualifications Framework (MQF) 

Myanmar Under development 

Philippines Philippine Qualifications Framework 

Singapore No national framework 

Thailand National Qualifications Framework for Thailand 

Vietnam Vietnam Qualifications Framework 

 
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a political and economic organisation of 10 
Southeast Asian countries. It is an eight-level common referencing framework for the mapping of 
qualifications from individual members. 
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4.3 Recognising learning in school-based education 

 
The majority of countries have their own individual approaches to school-based education and for the 
most part these do not form part of an NQF where this has been developed. In Australia, each state has 
its own separate governing bodies which deal with schools, vocational education and training and higher 
education, as described in Table Twenty Five over the page: 
 

4.4 Graded examinations and global frameworks 
 
In many of the countries mentioned in this Section, awarding organisations offering graded examinations 
have mapped their qualifications to either vocational education or training frameworks or enabled the 
qualifications to be counted towards formal school achievements/credits and certification. This illustrates 
the ongoing commitment to develop graded examinations in support of a global market, and also shows 
the transferability of these qualifications across a diverse range of international and national education 
systems. 

4.5 The CDMT International Qualifications Regulation Directory 

 
In 2019/20, CDMT initiated an international’directory’ which details the education systems, qualifications 
frameworks and key agencies of a number of countries, for awarding organisations who may be interested 
in offering qualifications internationally. The purpose of the directory is to provide up to date information 
about each individual country to allow organisations to contact the relevant agencies regarding any 
accreditation or approval processes required for qualifications to be included on national frameworks for 
schools or vocational training.  

The Directory covers the following countries: 

Area Country 

Asia Hong Kong                                  Indonesia 
China                                           India 
Singapore                                   Sri Lanka 
Malaysia                                     Vietnam 

Oceania Australia 
New Zealand 

Africa South Africa 

Americas Canada                                         Jamaica 
USA                                               Barbados 
Mexico                                         St Lucia 
Brazil 

Europe Spain                                             Portugal 
Italy                                               Greece 
Malta                                            Sweden 
Cyprus                                          Norway 
Germany 

Middle East Kuwait 

 

The Directory is intended to support awarding organisations who are seeking international contacts and 
opportunities. The list of countries has been developed through consultation with awarding organisations. 
The Directory will be updated during 2023.
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Table Twenty Five: Governing bodies for Australian education system 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                       END 

   States 

 

Learning 
settings 

Australian 
Capital 
Territory 

New South Wales 

 

Northern 
Territory 

 

Queensland 

 

South Australia 

 

Tasmania Victoria 

 

Western 
Australia 

 

Schools ACT Board of 
Senior 
Secondary 
Studies  

Office of the Board 
of Studies (NSW ) 

Department of 
Employment 
Education and 
Training  

Queensland 
Studies 
Authority  

SACE Board of 
South Australia  

Tasmanian 
Qualifications 
Authority  

Victorian 
Registration and 
Qualifications 
Authority  

Curriculum 
Council of 
Western 
Australia  

Vocational 
Education 
and Training 
(VET) 

Accreditation 
and 
Registration 
Council 

Vocational 
Education and 
Training 
Accreditation 
Board 

Department of 
Employment 
Education and 
Training  

Department of 
Education, 
Training and 
the Arts  

Department of 
Further Education, 
Employment, 
Science and 
Technology  

Tasmanian 
Qualifications 
Authority  

Victorian 
Registration and 
Qualifications 
Authority  

Training 
Accreditation 
Council Western 
Australia 

Higher 
Education 

Accreditation 
and 
Registration 
Council 

Department of 
Education and 
Training, Higher 
Education Quality 
and Regulation 

Department of 
Employment 
Education and 
Training  

Department of 
Education, 
Training and 
the Arts  

Department of 
Further Education, 
Employment, 
Science and 
Technology  

Tasmanian 
Qualifications 
Authority  

Victorian 
Registration and 
Qualifications 
Authority  

Department of 
Education 
Services  

http://www.bsss.act.edu.au/
http://www.bsss.act.edu.au/
http://www.bsss.act.edu.au/
http://www.bsss.act.edu.au/
http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/
http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/
http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/
http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/
http://www.ssabsa.sa.edu.au/
http://www.ssabsa.sa.edu.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.curriculum.wa.edu.au/
http://www.curriculum.wa.edu.au/
http://www.curriculum.wa.edu.au/
http://www.curriculum.wa.edu.au/
http://www.vetab.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.vetab.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.vetab.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.vetab.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.vetab.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.tac.wa.gov.au/
http://www.tac.wa.gov.au/
http://www.tac.wa.gov.au/
http://www.tac.wa.gov.au/
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/communityed/higheredu/index.htm
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/communityed/higheredu/index.htm
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/communityed/higheredu/index.htm
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/communityed/higheredu/index.htm
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/communityed/higheredu/index.htm
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.det.nt.gov.au/
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/index.html
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.training.sa.gov.au/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.tqa.tas.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/
http://www.des.wa.gov.au/pages/higher_ed.php
http://www.des.wa.gov.au/pages/higher_ed.php
http://www.des.wa.gov.au/pages/higher_ed.php

