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DfE guidance on study programmes

• Some students with SEND should be entered 

for stretching qualifications.

• For others, the study programme should 

concentrate on high quality work experience 

and other non-qualification activities to help 

them prepare for employment and adult life 

more generally, rather than on qualifications.



Why do providers 

use qualifications in 

study programmes 

for learners with 

SEND?



We’ve always 
used them

It helps us decide 
what to teach

Inject structure, 
rigour and 
pace

Commissioners 
want them

Parents expect 
them

Ready-made approach 
to quality assurance

SMT/MIS doesn’t allow 
any non-accredited 

learning 

It’s how the 
college 

measures 
achievement

Employers like 
them

Ofsted ESFA requirement



When to use a qualification

When it benefits the learner…

• Helps them meet entry requirements for next step 

course

• Helps the learner make the step up to the next 

level of qualification

• Helps them meet person specification for a job

• Allows them to demonstrate suitability for a job 

role in a way the employer recognises

• Provides motivation



Good practice in qualification use

• Curriculum is determined by learner needs, interests 

and aspirations; qualifications are then used to 

provide evidence of achievement

• Sufficient time is planned into the curriculum for 

learner-led activity, development and consolidation of 

skills, opportunities to transfer skills – which can then 

be evidenced through a qualification

• Qualifications are used to structure planned learning 

– not to determine the content of a learning 

programme



Poor practice in qualification use



Identify learners’ 
aspirations/goals and 

interests

Establish learners’ 
starting point

Determine relevant 
skills gaps and areas of 

strength to develop

Plan a curriculum to 
support learners’ 

progress towards goals

Consider how best to 
recognise learners’ 

achievements

If qualifications..

Identify a qualification 
that matches  learning 

needs of group

Work with individual 
learners to select units 
to meet  specific needs 

and interests

Process linking curriculum-planning with means of 

recognising achievement

If learners’ needs are 
• highly individualised or 

specific
• very diverse
• relate more to 

attitudes and 
behaviours than skills 
and knowledge

then non-accredited 
learning is almost always 
a better option.



What are the benefits of non-accredited 

provision for learners with SEND?
• Allows for a greater degree of personalisation

• Easier to build a curriculum around learners’ needs and 

interests

• Pace of learning can be dictated by learners’ progress

• Can be linked very closely to learners’ goals and planned 

outcomes

• Easier to recognise small steps of progress and achievements

• Flexibility

• Enjoyable for learners and staff

• Can be creative



It’s OK to use it, but is it used well?
• Non-accredited learning is back in fashion!

• 16-19/25 Study Programmes encourage the inclusion of 

non-accredited learning, where appropriate

• One third of the providers visited were beginning to question the usefulness of some 
qualifications for their learners and were switching them onto non-qualification 
programmes*

• SFA prepared to fund ‘local provision’ that is not externally accredited for 19+ learners, 
where this best meets their needs and those of employers in a local area

• But it’s not all being planned, managed or delivered well:
• The use of systems to recognise and record learners’ progress and achievements was 

the weakest aspect of provision at all the providers sampled, especially where learners 
were not working towards a qualification.*

• An uncertainty about how to ensure the quality of non-accredited 
learning, and demonstrate quality to others, appears to be discouraging 
some providers from introducing (more) non-accredited provision.

*Moving forward? How well the further education and skills sector is preparing young people 
with high needs for adult life  Ofsted, March 2016



What does good quality
non-accredited learning look like?
• Clearly stated, progression-focused learning aims, appropriate to an 

individual learner or groups of learners

• Initial assessment to establish learners’ starting points

• Identification of appropriately challenging learning objectives: initial, 
renegotiated and revised

• Creative, active, outward-looking teaching and learning programmes

• Recognition and recording of progress and achievement during 
programme

• End-of-programme learner self-assessment; teacher summative  
assessment; review of overall progress (distance travelled) and 
achievement

• Evidence of clearly defined outcomes and positive progressions being 
achieved



Recognising

And

Recording

Progress and

Achievement

RARPA

process

Learning 
aims

Initial 
assessment

Learning 
objectives

Formative 
assessment

Summative 
assessment

http://send.excellencegateway.org.uk/quality-
assuring-rarpa-process



• Form pairs or groups of 3 where at least one 

of you offers some non-accredited provision 

for learners with SEND

• Find out from one another how/why you use 

non-accredited learning

• What have been the challenges – and the 

rewards?

• If you don’t currently use it, what are the 

reasons/barriers?



‘Introducing or 

increasing use of non-

accredited provision for 

learners with SEND’ 

Could this be the focus of a 

cluster group you’d like to lead 

or engage with? 


