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Dear Minister 

I last wrote to you on 20 January to provide you with the Design and Delivery 
Advisory Group’s (DDAG) proposals for Qualifications Wales approved GCSE, AS 
and A level qualifications in 2021. As you are aware, the Centre Determined Grade 
approach we outlined in that letter was developed in the context of the changing 
course of the pandemic over the Christmas break, the decision for schools and 
colleges to move to remote learning from January onwards, and the urgent 
cancellation of the spring internal assessment window.  

The approach we proposed was shaped by those who would deliver it – 
headteachers, college principals, and practitioners - in a collegiate way. It was 
therefore mindful of workforce implications, as well as, at that time, the primacy of 
maximising teaching and learning time. Further, it was developed to be as resilient 
as possible to future uncertainties associated with the pandemic, and with learner 
voice, wellbeing and progression considerations at its centre. The model is intended 
to instil confidence in learners and the wider public in the arrangements for 
qualifications this year. 

Since then, we have continued to work closely with Qualifications Wales and WJEC 
to support the necessary scaffolding that will help schools and colleges to deliver 
evidence-based grades for learners which are transparent and consistent. This has 
included advice and feedback on the development of the framework for assessment 
and quality assurance, centre guidance and professional learning opportunities, 
approaches to communications with learners and centres, and the further embedding 
of learner voice and equalities issues. It has also included focused discussion to 
promote clarity on key aspects of the approach, including the process for appeals, 
routes for private candidates, and efforts to promote consistency – reflecting the view 
of the Group that an element of external discussion, both in relation to 
implementation of the model and the overall grade profile of centres, would be 
important in helping to provide public assurance and credibility. We have continued 
to be mindful of the learning from 2020, as set out in the independent review, as we 
progress our thinking.   

It is on these and other key areas that I seek to update you now and, in doing so, 
provide you with assurances about the progress made, as well as the DDAG 
proposed next steps in supporting the effective delivery of Centre Determined 
Grades. 

After my last update to you, the DDAG reflected on the need to broaden the advice 
available to us, both in order to ensure greater representation of the types of centres 
that exist across Wales and to ensure the introduction of alternative viewpoints and 
new perspectives. In January, therefore, we welcomed additional membership to the 
Group who reflect the regional, and school/college representation, all of whom have 
provided valuable contributions and continued constructive challenge to shape our 
policy proposals. 

The group has recognised the challenges created by continued uncertainty, including 
those posed by the UK Government’s consultation on arrangements for English 
qualifications, which included the scheduling of results days, and the resulting impact 
on timelines for other jurisdictions. We have therefore continually sought to support 
Qualifications Wales and WJEC to provide clarity through early decision-making, for 
example, in relation to arrangements for the Skills Challenge Certificate. Where this 
has not been possible, the Group has prioritised policy thinking to help guide centres 
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in an iterative way. We have therefore also sought to support Qualifications Wales 
and WJEC by providing them with a sounding board, both to feedback on the 
manageability of proposed procedures and ensure that guidance is clear to all, and 
to support the release of information at the earliest opportunity to enable centres to 
make their preparations.  

Finally, it is our view that Wales is one-step ahead following the early decision to 
cancel the summer examinations in Wales, even if all UK jurisdictions are now on a 
broadly similar path. Nevertheless, each nation’s approaches vary to an extent and it 
remains prudent to remain closely engaged with their emerging details on their 
arrangements for qualifications this year. I can confirm, therefore, that we as a Group 
have considered feedback where available on approaches taken in other 
jurisdictions to provide wider context for our thinking in Wales. It remains our priority 
as a Group, however, to ensure that our proposals work for schools and colleges in 
Wales, in particular given the different context and path of education policy in Wales.  
In that context, may I congratulate you on the passing of the Curriculum and 
Assessment (Wales) Bill.   

In setting out what follows I have reflected on the way in which the DDAG has 
structured itself into sub-groups, a process that has required significant personal 
commitment – particularly from the sub-group chairs - but has supported detailed 
consideration of complex issues while ensuring join up and fidelity to an agreed and 
overarching set of proposals.  

Assessment Framework and Quality Assurance, group chaired by Sarah Sutton, 
Ysgol Eirias, Conwy 

The Centre Determined Grade model emphasises trust in the profession and local 
flexibility, so the sub-group working in this area proposed a flexible scaffold for 
centres aimed at promoting consistency and transparency, supporting them with the 
development of their assessment plans and approaches to internal quality 
assurance. With that in mind they have informed the development of, and provided 
feedback in a number of areas, including Qualifications Wales’ ‘Guidance on 
alternative arrangements for approved GCSEs, AS and A levels’ and WJEC 
Qualifications Assessment Frameworks. 

Centre to centre discussions 

We strongly recommend all centres engage in ‘centre to centre discussions’ during 
implementation of the model, and this is something I can report is already happening 
through established networks and relationships between centres across Wales. 
Providing leaders with the capacity to work with a group of other leaders, at key 
milestones in the process, has the potential to facilitate a clarity of understanding of 
processes and mutual support. In this way we are building on Wales’ aspirations for 
a self-improving school and college system. These discussions also integrate further 
opportunities for centres to feedback where additional support or clarity may be 
needed nationally. I am also grateful for the constructive engagement with this 
approach from regional education consortia and for their offer of help in facilitating 
these conversations between centres where they may not yet be taking place. I am 
aware that this does not form part of the formal model, but we consider this good 
practice and the Group consider it valuable that colleagues across Wales naturally 
seek to work collaboratively with their peers, a process that will help instil learner and 
wider confidence in the qualifications system this year.    
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Grade profile narratives 
 
We can see the benefit for headteachers and college leaders to set out their 
reasoning in a clear way as to how the overall grade profile in their centre may have 
changed over recent years, and particularly in relation to the centre’s own 
improvement journey. The Group has therefore worked closely with Qualifications 
Wales and WJEC to understand the role of the grade profile narratives, which are 
part of the internal quality assurance processes. We recognise that this step can 
form an important contribution to wider learner and public confidence, even if these 
narratives will not be published. Importantly, we recognise that these will create the 
opportunity for a professional dialogue with WJEC if relevant, and this was a step 
that was absent and anticipated by some centres in 2020, and referenced in the 
independent review. Our understanding is that WJEC will not amend grades 
following this process and the responsibility for the grade will remain with the centre.   
 
While there have been different viewpoints offered within DDAG as to how the 
principle of externality might be applied, and a number of concerns raised about how 
it might be publicly received if the associated narrative and administrative processes 
are not coherent, the Group acknowledge the importance placed on this aspect by 
Ministers and have arrived at a consensus that incorporating it into the model is an 
important part of building public confidence in the approach we are taking in Wales. 

Professional learning and workforce considerations, group chaired by Marc Belli, 
Caldicot School, Monmouthshire, The Bishop of Llandaff, Cardiff 

While the approach to Centre Determined Grades has been co-constructed by 
school headteachers and college principals, with a clear understanding of the 
challenges and opportunities relating to the delivery of education at this time, we 
acknowledge that it is a novel approach which is being implemented at pace. This 
sub-group, therefore, has continued to work closely with Qualifications Wales and 
WJEC to help develop a professional learning offer aimed at supporting staff at all 
levels to navigate the Centre Determined Grade approach.  
 
This offer, which is already underway, includes regularly scheduled WJEC and 
DDAG-led webinars (convened by your officials in many cases), Q&A sessions, 
WJEC pre-recorded training videos for practitioners and leaders, and training on 
conscious/unconscious bias and how to mitigate its effects. It also includes the 
development of a suite of digital professional learning resources, including those 
developed by members of the Design and Delivery Advisory Group, who recently 
published videos and exemplars of centre-level plans and processes on Hwb. 
Complementing this comprehensive formal offer of professional learning and support 
are the centre to centre discussions mentioned previously  Although WJEC have 
been in the lead on this offer, the sub-group has continued to advise them on 
priorities.   
 
As serving headteachers and college principals, the group recognise that there are 
workload implications linked with the approach to qualifications in 2021, including 
time and capacity associated with the establishment of new systems and processes. 
Following discussion with Welsh Government officials we are therefore grateful for 
confirmation that the national Professional Learning INSET day for the summer term 
will be available for schools to use to support teacher assessment learning and 
development around the Centre Determined Grades process, recognising the 
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significant learning opportunities that this work provides as we prepare for curriculum 
reform. We also welcome the latest iterations of Welsh Government’s Learning 
Guidance, which creates additional space and time for centres, as well as the 
funding being made available to schools and colleges to help drive forward this 
important work. The DDAG remains committed to providing ongoing support to 
centres as they implement the Centre Determined Grade model. 
 
Equalities and Learner Voice, group chaired by Mair Hughes, Ysgol Penglais, 
Aberystwyth  

In line with our terms of reference, and reflecting the priority you have personally 
placed on ensuring fair and equitable approaches for learners this year, a sub group 
was established to ensure equalities and learner voice issues were placed at the 
centre of our developing approaches for 2021. A main driver for their work has been 
to ensure that the equalities-related issues that were identified in the approach to 
awarding grades last year are considered at an early stage of the design process in 
2021. There has also been a continued focus on ensuring the voice and views of 
learners were championed and reflected throughout the model as it was developed.  

With these areas in mind the group have considered the views and evidence 
presented by key partners in this space, including the Children’s Commissioner for 
Wales and the Equalities and Human Rights Commission in Wales. Working in 
parallel with other sub-groups, they have driven key considerations regarding 
equality, ensuring that the assessment framework is sufficiently flexible to 
accommodate all learners, centres are supported to establish processes for 
monitoring equalities issues, and that staff are supported through a robust and 
relevant Professional Learning offer so they are better supported to understand the 
expectations required of them under the Public Sector Equality Duty.  

Regarding Learner Voice, as well as reflecting on the views of learners presented 
through a range of sources, including the Independent Review of Qualifications in 
2020, Children’s Commissioner for Wales’ Survey, and dialogue with learners in their 
own settings, the sub group has engaged with Qualifications Wales around their 
proposals to establish a Learner Advisory Group. They have also engaged with the 
Learner Voice Research project that is being delivered by Higher Education 
Institutions in Wales. Together these will provide a feedback loop so we can 
collectively understand how well information is being received and understood by 
learners, tailoring approaches accordingly.  

Finally, this sub-group also considered proposals for ensuring a fair and equitable 
route for private candidates to access and be awarded qualifications this year. This 
has understandably been a complex undertaking given the diverse nature of the 
private candidate cohort in Wales and where some centres may have concerns in 
relation to workload, or their ability to make robust professional judgements for these 
learners  

I am therefore pleased to confirm that, working with a range of partners, including 
local authorities, we have arrived at a set of proposals for these candidates that we 
feel are fair and equitable under the unique circumstances that exist this year. Those 
private candidates with an existing relationship with their school or college will follow 
their Centre Determined Grade approach. Where private candidates do not have an 
existing relationship with a centre, your officials will work with local authorities to 
identify and support a group of centres across Wales who will host candidates so 
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that they can take their qualifications by undertaking WJEC marked and graded 
assessments. 

Appeals, group chaired by Kay Martin, Cardiff and the Vale College 

Finally, but of particular interest to learners and centres, a sub group was 
established to look specifically at how a fair and workable appeals process would be 
established. The group, therefore, carefully considered and provided feedback to 
Qualifications Wales on a potential appeals process in line with your 19 February 
Direction which set the context for the appeals process to be developed 

In approaching this task, members emphasised the importance of ensuring an 
approach that would: be effective and transparent for learners – improving their 
wellbeing and confidence following a tumultuous year; support greater accuracy in 
learner results; not disadvantage learners in Wales compared to learners in England 
taking similar qualifications; and minimise the impact on workload, especially over 
the summer holidays.  

This approach plots a different course to the approach identified in England, we are 
however content that the approach proposed for Wales brings a range of benefits, 
including greater accuracy by supporting fine judgements on grades once they have 
been provisionally awarded; the opportunity to reflect on and correct any errors prior 
to submission to WJEC; and improved learner wellbeing prior to the term ending. It is 
also our intention that, through this approach, centres will have completed their most 
significant input into the appeals process before the start of the summer holiday. . I 

understand the Children’s Commissioner for Wales has supported this approach 
also.   

Conclusion 

I am grateful to members of the DDAG, as well as Qualifications Wales, WJEC and 
Welsh Government representatives, not only for their hard work and efforts at 
significant pace, but for the collegiate way in which they have worked together to co-
construct an approach that will support centres to award grades to learners that they, 
and indeed the wider public, can have confidence in. There are, of course, a number 
of challenges and risks that remain as the model is implemented. These are not 
insurmountable but will require the commitment of the whole education sector to 
continue working together to support learner progression during these 
unprecedented times. At school and college level it will require a significant 
contribution from our teaching force and strong, ethical leadership from our school 
and college leaders. 

As we move forward with commitment from the development stage to the delivery of 
the Centre Determined Grade approach in Wales, we can take assurances that, not 
only are we delivering a fair and equitable approach to qualifications for learners 
given the circumstances this year, but that we are doing so in the context of a wider 
programme of educational reform. Our collective efforts will, therefore, inevitably lead 
to important opportunities for reflection on the learning generated through the Centre 
Determined Grade model, as we look to future arrangements for curriculum, 
assessment, and qualifications in Wales.  

Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for the role you have fulfilled 
as the Welsh Minister for Education, it is one that has generated significant positive 
changes to the education landscape in Wales. I would like to confirm the 
commitment of the DDAG to continue in our roles, which are now increasingly 
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evolving from informing design to supporting delivery in an ambassadorial and 
feedback capacity, and I hope, therefore, you will be assured that we will be on hand 
to provide continued support with the implementation of our agreed approach.  

The opportunity to sit on this group is one that has enabled us all to develop deep 
learning on approaches to qualifications and all members feel it is their role to share 
this learning for the benefit of the Welsh system.   

 

 
 
 
Geraint Rees 
Chair 
Design and Delivery Advisory Group for Wales, Qualifications 2021 
 

 

 

  


