OCCUPATIONAL STANDARDS AND CERTIFICATION IN THE UK

Summary

This section provides greater detail of Occupational Standards and the NVQ system in the UK from the regulatory body overseeing their development to the modes of assessment and certification.

1.    Regulatory body 

In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) is responsible for coordinating the development and maintenance of occupational standards, and for accrediting and reviewing National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). 

The QCA’s sister body in Scotland is the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA). This organisation is the accrediting body for Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs) and the national awarding body of Scottish qualifications, except degrees.

2.    Standards development and approval 

Standards setting bodies

Standards setting bodies are employer-led groups which include worker, education and training representatives. They must be approved as the representative body for a defined industry sector or recognised occupational group.

These bodies are contracted by the QCA/SQA to identify, define and update occupational standards competence for agreed occupations. National /Scottish Vocational Qualifications (N/SVQs) are based on these standards and criteria set by QCA/SQA. 

Their responsibilities 

· undertaking an analysis of the requirements of the occupational sector

· defining the national occupational standards and ensuring that these are kept up to date

· ensuring that all relevant employment interests have been taken into account

· defining N/SVQ titles, levels and structures

· defining the general principles of assessment for N/SVQs

Developing standards

Occupational standards are developed using functional analysis, a systematic approach used to analyse whole occupations in terms of outcomes and the purposes of the work activities. This process involves:

· establishing the ‘key purpose’ of the job or occupation

· gathering information on what knowledge, skills and attitudes are required

· setting ‘performance criteria’ for judging people's performance

The standards should:

· identify the main roles and responsibilities within an occupational area

· take the form of units based on occupational roles and responsibilities

· show the outcomes of competent performance including the essential knowledge and understanding required

· show the standard of occupational competence to be reached for the stated outcome

Components of a standard

The occupational standard has three components:

· An Element Title states an outcome which an individual is expected to achieve

· Performance criteria are statements which describe critical outcomes which have to be achieved and the standard of performance required

· A range indicator describes the range of applications and contexts over which a standard is intended to apply

Standards setting bodies submit the standards they develop to the OCA/ SQA for approval, before they are accredited as national standards.

3.     Assessment and certification 

Candidates for National and Scottish Vocational Qualifications are assessed under workplace conditions. An NVQ/SVQ is awarded when they have successfully demonstrated competence against the occupational standards which make up the whole NVQ/SVQ.

Candidates work towards achieving their NVQs/SVQs at the workplace, in colleges, and on training courses run by private, public and voluntary organisations. 

Path to certification

The process of NVQs/SVQs certification is as follows:

a) candidates are identified for particular NVQs/SVQs and their skills matched to the skills covered by the qualification

b) they go through training (if needed) and are required to produce performance and knowledge evidence, which is assessed against the standards for the qualification - this process can be ongoing and be repeated as often as necessary

c) successful candidates are awarded the qualification

From Level 1 to 5

NVQ/SVQ candidates can achieve different levels of qualifications within an occupational area. There are five main levels which have the following eqivalencies in the world of work:

· Level 1 - Foundation skills in occupations

· Level 2 - Operative or semi-skilled occupation

· Level 3 - Technician, craft, skilled and supervisory occupations

· Level 4 - Technical and junior management occupations

· Level 5 - Chartered, professional and senior management occupations.

4.     Quality assurance 

Role of awarding body

Awarding bodies approve centres that wish to offer assessment services towards NVQs/SVQs. They also monitor the assessment process and award NVQs/SVQs and unit certificates. They undertake external verification to ensure that candidates are being assessed fairly and consistently across all centres. 

Responsibilities of awarding body

Awarding bodies:

· develop the detailed assessment methodology, instruments and documentation for NVQs/SVQs and units, in line with the general principles set for assessment defined by the standards setting body

· apply rigorous quality assurance mechanisms to maintain and monitor the quality and consistency of assessments of accredited NVQs/SVQs

· implement administration and certification systems which provide a responsive, streamlined and cost-effective service

· provide clear advice and guidance on the implementation of its qualifications for its customers

· promote the NVQs/SVQs to ensure optimum take-up

The QCA/SQA ensures that NVQ/SVQ qualifications meet particular criteria and are broadly comparable across different sectors. QCA/SQA accredits proposals for NVQ/SVQ awards developed by standards setting bodies and awarding bodies and quality assures and audits the activities of awarding bodies.

Ensuring quality

· The quality of the NVQ and SVQ system is assured in a number of ways. The quality of assessment is monitored by:
· The national accrediting bodies, which accredit the awarding bodies as fit to offer NVQs/SVQs and then audit their performance
· The awarding bodies which through external verification ensure occupational and assessment standards are met
· Internal verifiers and assessors who work directly with candidates at assessment centres, either training providers or workplaces
5. Accreditation 

To be accredited, an NVQ/SVQ must meet the criteria set by QCA and SQA which stipulated that that NVQs/SVQs must:

· be based on national occupational standards of competence developed by standards setting bodies

· assess the application of skills, knowledge and understanding in a specific occupation to the standards

· be required in the workplace

· be made up of units and be expressed as outcomes 

· be designed to allow individuals to progress to other NVQs/SVQs and other vocational qualifications

When an awarding body submits qualifications for accreditation, its overall quality assurance arrangements are evaluated, taking into account past performance, where applicable. After accreditation, the awarding body works with the QCA/SQA to ensure that the qualifications are maintained to a consistently high level.

In 1995 a comprehensive review of 100 of the most used NVQs was undertaken.  The findings of that report have led to improvements in the quality of the occupational standards and national vocational qualifications system.
