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Introduction 
 
The Welsh Government (WG) wants to make sure that general qualifications, 
for example GCSEs and A levels, are as accessible as possible to all learners, 
including those with disabilities.  
 
The Equality Act 2010 places a duty on qualifications bodies to make 
reasonable adjustments for disabled candidates. Treating candidates fairly, 
while making sure the qualification remains valid, is an important consideration.  
 
The Equality Act 2010 also gives the Welsh Ministers (the qualifications 
regulators in Wales) power to specify where a reasonable adjustment should 
not be made.   
 
In developing these specifications, we have taken account of: 

• the need to minimise the extent to which disabled persons are 
disadvantaged in attaining the qualification because of their disabilities 

• the need to secure that the qualification gives a reliable indication of the 
knowledge, skills and understanding of a person upon whom it is 
conferred 

• the need to maintain public confidence in the qualification. 
 
To help make sure the specifications are appropriate, we consulted on our 
proposals.  

 
The consultation on reasonable adjustments of general qualifications was 
launched on 11 July 2011 and was open for responses until 03 October 2011. 
 
The consultation’s availability on the Welsh Government website was publicised 
in the Dysg eNewsletter. Additionally, members of the Access to Assessment 
and Qualifications Advisory Group (AAQAG) were sent a direct email including 
a request to cascade to relevant associates. Other stakeholders were contacted 
directly.  With the permission of Ofqual, the regulator in England, members of 
the Access Consultation Forum (ACF) were sent a direct email, and a Welsh 
Government official made a presentation at an Ofqual consultation event, 
explaining that responses to the consultation would be welcomed from any 
person or organisation with an interest in general qualifications in Wales. 
 
Ofqual undertook a similar consultation, proposing broadly the same 
specifications1. 

                                                 
1 Most specifications were the same. The exceptions were: (i) Ofqual asked whether 

respondents agreed with their proposal not to make a specification regarding Oral Language 
Modifiers (Welsh Government did not ask any questions where specifications were not 
proposed); (ii) Welsh Government asked a question about the Welsh Baccalaureate 
Qualification, which was not relevant to England.  
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Proposed specifications 
 

 

The specifications proposed by Welsh Ministers were as follows. 
 
Exemptions as a last resort  

An exemption must not be used as a reasonable adjustment, except where no 
other reasonable adjustment is appropriate. 

 
The amount that can be exempted  

An exemption must not be used as a reasonable adjustment where it would 
form more than 50 per cent of the available (weighted) marks of a qualification.  
At A level, at least one A2 unit should be completed. 
For principal learning, 50 per cent of the qualification relates to 50 per cent of 
the guided learning hours. 

 
Exemption of whole component  

An exemption for part of a component should not be used as a reasonable 
adjustment.  
Exemptions should only be provided for whole components where a candidate 
cannot access any part of that component. 

 
Grade boundaries or pass marks  

Awarding organisations should not be subject to a duty to make reasonable 
adjustments to grade boundaries and/or pass marks for disabled candidates. 

 
Readers  

Human readers should not be used as a reasonable adjustment where a 
candidate’s reading ability is being assessed. 

 
Scribes and voice recognition  

Scribes and voice recognition systems should not be used as a reasonable 
adjustment where a candidate’s writing ability is being assessed.   

 
British Sign Language  

British Sign Language should not be used as a reasonable adjustment where 
candidates are required to demonstrate their ability to speak or listen. 
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Practical assistants  

Practical assistants should not be used as a reasonable adjustment where 
candidates are required to carry out physical tasks or demonstrate physical 
skills that form part of the qualification’s assessment objectives. 

 
The Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification  

Within the Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification, awarding organisations should 
not be subject to a duty to exempt candidates from: 

(a) the option requirement 
(b) the Key Skills/Essential Skills Wales; Wales, Europe and the World; 

Personal and Social Education; Work Related Education and Individual 
Investigation elements of the core.    
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Consultation 
 
A total of nine questions were set out in a proforma-style document within the 
consultation for responses, provided by an online form for ease of email return. 
 
We received 12 responses to the online consultation, from a range of 
organisations including disability groups and awarding organisations. There 
were no responses from members of the public.  
 
The full list of respondents is shown in the following table2.  
 
 

Respondents 
Agored Cymru Diverse Cymru 
Association of School and College 
Leaders Cymru 

Estyn 

British Association of Teachers of the 
Deaf 

National Union of Teachers Cymru 

Catholic Education Service Royal National Institute of Blind 
People 

Centre for Research into Online 
Communities and e-learning Systems 

WJEC 

Cymdeithas Ysgolion Dros Addysg 
Gymraeg 

Anonymous 

 
 
Whilst overall response to the online consultation is small, it is important to note 
that the formal consultation followed an already extensive informal consultation 
exercise involving the UK qualifications regulators, awarding organisations and 
representatives of disability groups (on the AAQAG and ACF).      

 
We have considered the responses to this consultation, and also discussed with 
Ofqual the responses to their consultation3.   
 
A summary of the percentage of respondents agreeing with our (and Ofqual’s) 
specifications is shown in the following table.  
 

                                                 
2 One respondent requested confidentiality. 
3 Consultation on specifications in relation to the reasonable adjustment of general 

qualifications, which was published on the Ofqual website (www.ofqual.gov.uk).   
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Percentage in agreement with specifications 
  
Specification WG Ofqual 

Exemptions should be used as a last resort 92 92 
The percentage of a qualification that can be exempted 67 74 
Exemptions for whole components only 67 69 
Grade boundaries and /or pass marks should not be adjusted 92 87 
No human readers where reading ability is being assessed 75 74 
No scribes or voice recognition where writing ability is being assessed 50 50 
No BSL where speaking/listening ability is being assessed 67 71 
No practical assistants where physical skills are being assessed 83 80 

No exemption from the option requirement or certain aspects of the 
core in the Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification  

75 n/a 

 
The table shows both a high level of agreement with most of our specifications 
and a close correlation between the (62) responses in England and the (12) 
responses in Wales. This is encouraging as there are many advantages in 
adopting a similar set of specifications across Wales and England.  

 
All responses have been considered fully by the Welsh Government and 
discussed in our conversations with the other UK qualifications regulators. 
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Responses to proposals 
 
Exemptions 
 
Current situation 
 

An exemption is a reasonable adjustment used as a last resort. It is an 
agreement reached with an awarding organisation that a disabled candidate 
can be exempted from a component (or components) of a qualification. When 
an exemption is granted, the candidate’s performance on the components 
actually taken is considered to be the performance on the whole qualification. 

 
Exemptions are used as a last resort because they do not allow candidates to 
demonstrate fully what they can achieve. However, exemptions have been used 
for many years so that disabled candidates can take qualifications where parts 
are inaccessible to them.  Where an exemption is given, this is indicated on the 
candidate’s certificate. This ensures that the qualification still gives a reliable 
indication of the candidate’s skills, knowledge and understanding. 
 
Approximately 100 exemptions are made each year4 across all general 
qualifications awarded by the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) awarding 
organisations in Wales, England and Northern Ireland. 
 
Proposals 
 

Our proposed specifications were closely aligned with current practice. We want 
exemptions to be used only where no other reasonable adjustments are 
appropriate. We want to limit the amount of a qualification that can be 
exempted. We also want exemptions to apply to whole components only (not 
parts of components), where a candidate cannot access any part of that 
component.  

 
Specifications  
 

Exemptions as a last resort  

An exemption must not be used as a reasonable adjustment, except where no 
other reasonable adjustment is appropriate. 

 
The amount that can be exempted  

An exemption must not be used as a reasonable adjustment where it would 
form more than 50 per cent of the available (weighted) marks of a qualification.  
At A level, at least one A2 unit should be completed. 
For principal learning, 50 per cent of the qualification relates to 50 per cent of 
the guided learning hours. 

                                                 
4 The vast majority of these are for GCSE qualifications. 
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Exemption of whole component  

An exemption for part of a component should not be used as a reasonable 
adjustment.  
Exemptions should only be provided for whole components where a candidate 
cannot access any part of that component. 

 
Allowing exemptions minimises disadvantage to disabled candidates. Imposing 
certain limitations on their use is necessary to maintain public confidence and 
helps ensure that qualifications provide a reliable indication of the knowledge, 
skills and experience of candidates.   
 
Disability groups continue to argue for more inclusive qualifications so that the 
need for exemptions is further reduced.  
 
Exemptions are unpopular with many stakeholders because they do not allow 
disabled learners to demonstrate fully what they know, understand and can do.  
Fewer exemptions is the regulators’ goal too: WG has lead on the production of 
Fair access by design: guidance for qualifications regulators and awarding 
bodies on designing inclusive qualifications which can be found here. However, 
until fully inclusive qualifications are available, exemptions remain an important 
means of access for the small number of disabled learners for whom no other 
reasonable adjustments is appropriate.   
 
Whilst applying any form of restriction to the use of exemptions might appear to 
potentially disadvantage disabled candidates, stakeholders agree that 
exemptions should remain as a last resort. This is evident in the very high level 
of agreement (92 per cent) shown in our online consultation.  
 
Respondents made a number of comments in support of this proposal. Agored 
Cymru stated that ‘Only when no other reasonable adjustment is suitable, 
should disabled candidates be granted an exemption…’ Catholic Education 
Service replied ‘In order to maintain the integrity of the qualification and public 
confidence in it we agree that exemptions should only be used as a last resort’.   
 
BATOD stressed the limitations of exemptions ‘It would be better if the design of 
the qualification was such that an exemption was not necessary’ but recognised 
that ‘…this is not possible in all cases so an exemption is the solution’. Similarly, 
Diverse Cymru responded ‘We generally agree that wherever possible other 
appropriate adjustments should be used instead of exemptions’.  
 
Having discussed this issue at post-consultation meetings of the ACF and 
AAQAG, no changes are proposed to this specification. 
 
The overall response to our proposals for the amount of a qualification that can 
be exempted was positive (at 67 per cent) but comments revealed a degree of 
concern about the limit proposed.  
 
Diverse Cymru commented that ‘…given that individual disabled people’s 
access requirements vary greatly, we would urge the Welsh Government 
against making any absolute rules regarding either the amount of a qualification 
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from which a candidate may be exempted or the circumstances in which 
exemptions cannot apply’. Similarly, NUT Cymru responded ‘It does not seem 
reasonable to set an upper limit to a candidate’s right to exemption.  If the 
premise of exemption is accepted it does not appear consistent to then state 
that exemptions should not be granted if they make up 51 per cent of a course 
when they should if they make up 50 per cent’. 

 
However, a number of respondents offered alternative views. RNIB responded 
‘On the basis that exemptions are undesirable in the first place, RNIB believes 
they should be applied to as little of a qualification as possible. Exempting a 
candidate to more than 50 per cent undermines public confidence and does not 
give a reliable indication of the knowledge, skills and understanding of the 
candidate’.  

 
The Centre for Research into Online Communities and e-Learning Systems felt 
that ‘Alternative assessment should be used in place of exemptions’. Agored 
Cymru responded that ‘50 per cent seems excessive and could undermine the 
validity of the qualification in providing a reliable indication of the knowledge, 
skills and experience of the learner’.  
 
WJEC expressed a similar view, ‘If public confidence in public qualifications is 
to be maintained the percentage should be kept below 50 per cent. …WJEC 
would prefer candidates to complete at least one A2 unit, but the percentage 
could legitimately be reduced from 50 per cent to 40 per cent. That is, an 
exemption must not be used as a reasonable adjustment where it would form 
more than 40 per cent of the available (weighted) marks of a qualification. The 
present percentage of 50 per cent could be deemed too high and 40 per cent is 
perhaps more realistic and fairer to candidates’. 
 
There are clear differences evident in this selection of comments, but there 
does appear to be a general consensus that allowing a disabled person to 
achieve a qualification when they have been exempted from more than half of it 
would impact on public confidence. Also, it could affect the perceived value of 
the qualification held by the disabled person.  

 
We have considered the response to our consultation and discussed with 
Ofqual the response to the consultation in England, including the consultation 
event held in July. WG and Ofqual agree that a reduction in the maximum 
amount of a qualification that can be exempted, from 50 per cent to 40 per cent, 
will help ‘ensure that the qualification gives a reliable indication of knowledge, 
skills and understanding’ and ‘maintain public confidence in the qualification’. 
 
The revised specification reads as follows. There is no longer a need to specify 
that at least one A2 unit should be completed at A level. This restriction was 
necessary in the draft proposals to prevent candidates requesting exemption 
from all of the A2 units within the 50 per cent limit.   
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The amount that can be exempted  

An exemption must not be used as a reasonable adjustment where it would 
form more than 40 per cent of the available (weighted) marks of a 
qualification.   
For principal learning, 40 per cent of the qualification relates to 40 per cent of 
the guided learning hours. 

 
In practice, this amendment will have very little impact on disabled learners 
requiring exemptions. Almost all requests for exemptions are for one 
component/unit only and these rarely exceed 40 per cent of the qualification. As 
an example, many GCSEs have a 40:60 weighting between the external 
assessment and controlled assessment components. Under this revised 
specification learners will still be able to apply to be exempted from the 
externally assessed components. However, they will not be able to gain an 
exemption from the controlled assessment (worth 60 per cent), but that would 
also be the case with a 50 per cent maximum exemption.  
 
There was general support (67 per cent) for the proposal that exemptions 
should, as now, only be provided for whole components (not parts of 
components) where a candidate cannot access any part of that component. 
However, some respondents suggested that exemption from part of a 
component should be allowed. Recognising the difficulties, BATOD commented 
‘Although practically it would be difficult it would be better if only those parts of a 
component which the candidate could not access were exempted’. RNIB made 
the point that ‘It is generally agreed that exemptions are undesirable, so 
requiring them to be applied to more rather than less of a qualification seems 
illogical’. 
 
Others agreed that current arrangements are appropriate. The Catholic 
Education Service stated ‘We agree that exemptions should only apply to whole 
components. We would like to see a provision, perhaps in subsequent 
guidance, that where a candidate has difficulty with an element within a 
component other reasonable adjustments should be considered’. WJEC replied 
‘A candidate must only be exempted from a whole unit’. 
 
Whilst it is possible that some disabled candidates would seek an exemption 
from part of a component if this option was available to them, this risks 
exemptions becoming more of a mainstream reasonable adjustment, rather 
than a last resort where no other reasonable adjustment is appropriate.   
 
Additionally, it would be very complex for awarding organisations to implement 
the enhancement and certificate indication which accompany exemptions for all 
the conceivable permutations of ‘partial exemption’. Without enhancement the 
disabled learner could be disadvantaged; without certificate indications public 
confidence in the qualification could be diminished.   
 
Having discussed this issue at post-consultation meetings of the ACF and 
AAQAG, no changes are proposed. 
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Next steps   
 

We are going to make the specification regarding ‘exemptions as a last resort’ 
as set out in the consultation document. In the specification about ‘the amount 
that can be exempted’, ‘should’ will be replaced by ‘must’ in two places to clarify 
the mandatory nature of the specification. The amended specification will read 
as follows. ‘An exemption for part of a component must not be used as a 
reasonable adjustment. Exemptions must only be provided for whole 
components where a candidate cannot access any part of that component’. We 
are going to make the revised specification regarding ‘the amount that can be 
exempted’ to reflect the 40 per cent maximum discussed above. 

 
We will review qualification criteria (e.g. GCSE criteria and GCE criteria) for 
accessibility and inclusion, in line with future planned reviews across Wales, 
England and Northern Ireland. We hope that by making qualifications more 
accessible, the need for exemptions will be reduced over time. Until then, 
exemptions will be allowed in general qualifications, subject to the specifications 
made above.  
 
 
Pass marks and grade boundaries    
 
Current situation 

 

Grade boundaries and pass marks are the same for disabled candidates and 
non-disabled candidates.   

 
Where exemptions are allowed, candidates are marked out of 100 per cent for 
the components they have completed. They are then still subject to the same 
grade boundaries and pass marks.   
 
Proposal  
 

We propose no change to the current arrangements.  
 

Specification  
 

Grade boundaries or pass marks  

Awarding organisations should not be subject to a duty to make reasonable 
adjustments to grade boundaries and/or pass marks for disabled candidates. 

 
Specifying that awarding organisations are not subject to a duty to make 
reasonable adjustments to grade boundaries and/or pass marks will help 
maintain public confidence and ensure that qualifications provide a reliable 
indication of the knowledge, skills and experience of the candidate. This 
approach does not disadvantage or advantage disabled candidates. 
 
Whilst, on first inspection, it may seem that lowering pass marks or grade points 
for disabled learners could help mitigate difficulties they face, this approach is 
beset with significant problems. For example, it would be difficult to decide 
precisely how much to adjust the marks or grade point so that the disabled 
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learner was fairly treated but not advantaged by the adjustment in comparison 
with other learners.  
 
More significantly, general qualifications are assessed against specific criteria. 
As an example, the subject criteria for GCSEs include a description of what a 
candidate achieving a grade A knows, understands and can do. A disabled 
candidate awarded a grade A for less than the grade threshold would not fully 
demonstrate the characteristics associated with the grade. This would devalue 
the grade for the candidate and affect public confidence in the qualification.  
 
As noted above, disability groups want qualifications to be as inclusive as 
possible so that they are more accessible to disabled candidates. However, 
disability groups have not argued to vary pass marks, either as an interim or 
long-term step. This is evident in the very high level of agreement (92 per cent) 
shown in our online consultation. 
 
Diverse Cymru agreed with the specification but also suggested there could be 
some situations in which it would be appropriate to vary grade boundaries. 
‘…there are some limited circumstances where it may be appropriate to alter a 
grade boundary. This would apply where no adjustments can compensate for 
the disadvantage a candidate faces and the difference in their assessment 
performance can be clearly attributable to the effects of their impairment’. 
However, this view was in the minority of responses to this consultation.     
 
Estyn responded that (grade boundaries and pass marks being the same) ‘…is 
key in maintaining public confidence and ensuring that qualifications provide a 
reliable indication of the knowledge, skills and experience of the candidate’. 
Agored Cymru commented that ‘All learners should be benchmarked 
consistently to avoid any discriminatory practice and to protect the integrity of 
the qualification’.  
 
BATOD referred to the purpose of reasonable adjustments in its response 
‘Reasonable adjustments are to enable the candidate to access the qualification 
on the same basis as other candidates and therefore any difference in grade 
boundaries would be quite inappropriate’. WJEC made a similar point ‘Access 
arrangements exist to ensure a level playing field for all candidates. 
Consequently, there is not a requirement to vary grade boundaries’. RNIB 
stated that ‘Changing grade boundaries and pass marks for disabled candidates 
would undermine all three of the principles listed on page 4 of the consultation 
document. RNIB strongly opposes the adoption of this approach’.  
 
 

Having provided appropriate reasonable adjustment(s) to help ensure a 
disabled candidate has the fairest possible opportunity to show what they know, 
understand and can do, the grade awarded should then accurately reflect their 
performance against the assessment criteria for the qualification in question. 
The result will therefore have the same value as a non-disabled candidate’s 
result.    
 
Next steps   
 

We are going to make the specification regarding ‘grade boundaries or pass 
marks’ as set out in the consultation document with one amendment. To clarify 
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the mandatory nature of the specification ‘…should not be subject…’ is to be 
replaced by ‘…are not subject….’.  We will monitor the situation and note any 
feedback regarding this reasonable adjustment.  
 
 
Readers 
 
Current situation 
 

Readers are used where visually impaired candidates cannot access Braille or 
modified/enlarged papers. Readers may be human readers or computer/screen 
readers, all of which read out written assessment materials.   

 
Human and computer/screen readers can be used as a reasonable adjustment 
where the candidate’s ability to read is not being assessed.   
 
However, where the ability to read is being assessed – for example in GCSE 
English reading components – readers are not allowed. This means that where 
visually impaired candidates cannot access Braille, enlarged print or modified 
enlarged print, exemptions are used for reading components of qualifications 
such as GCSE English, Welsh and modern foreign languages. 
 
As noted on page 7, exemptions are seen as a last resort when no other 
reasonable adjustment is appropriate. We would like to make these 
qualifications more inclusive which will reduce the need for exemptions. 
 
Proposals 
 

We would like to ease current restrictions whilst still protecting the integrity and 
reliability of the qualification. 
 
Specification  
 

Readers  

Human readers should not be used as a reasonable adjustment where a 
candidate’s reading ability is being assessed. 

 
 

 
In an everyday working and classroom environment, visually impaired learners 
may use assistive technologies such as screen readers to access written text. 
We want assessments to be consistent with the ‘real world’ provided this does 
not undermine the assessment objectives. 

 
At present, where a candidate’s reading ability is being assessed, human 
readers and assistive technologies are treated in the same way (they are not 
allowed). There are important differences between them, however.  
 

• Assistive technologies and human readers do not interpret text in the 
same way. Human readers can add a layer of vocal interpretation 
(nuance and meaning), which could affect a candidate’s response and 
therefore compromise the reliability of the qualification. 
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• Assistive technologies allow for independence, whereas a human 
reader does not. 

 
Our proposed specification takes account of these differences. We want to 
allow the use of assistive technologies such as computer/screen readers in 
reading assessments – a change from the present situation – but continue with 
the current practice of not allowing the use of human readers in such 
assessments.  
 
Allowing the use of assistive technologies will reduce the extent to which 
disabled candidates are disadvantaged. For example, visually impaired 
candidates who cannot access modified or Braille papers will be able to use a 
computer/screen reader to demonstrate their skills, rather than having to apply 
for an exemption from the reading component. 
 
There should not be significant cost implications to these proposals. Visually 
impaired learners currently use assistive technologies, both in the classroom 
and in qualifications which do not assess reading. The only new development is 
extending their use to qualifications which do assess reading so no additional 
purchases should be required  
 
By not allowing the use of human readers in reading assessments, our proposal 
seeks to ensure that the qualifications continue to provide a reliable indication of 
candidates’ knowledge, skills and understanding. Stakeholders recognise the 
difficulties of giving the candidate credit for ‘reading’ when that process has 
been carried out by someone else.   
 
In the online consultation, 75 per cent of respondents agreed with this 
specification.  
 
WJEC responded that ‘In a GCSE English or Modern Foreign Language 
Reading examination, designed to test the candidate’s reading ability, a human 
reader should not be used. However, it is recommended alternative reasonable 
adjustments such as a computer/screen reader or reading pen could be used’.   
 
 

WJEC also noted a possible resource implication resulting from our proposals. 
‘Computer readers are invariably used in Visually Impaired schools/units. The 
use of a computer/screen reader in a paper testing reading  removes the need 
for an exemption for a blind/significantly visually impaired candidate who cannot 
read Braille or a modified enlarged paper independently, and reflects his/her 
normal way of working.  State schools could not manage a sudden demand for 
computer readers, whether for candidates with learning difficulties or a hearing 
impairment’. Resourcing is an important issue, however that is outside of the 
remit of the regulators’ powers under s96 of the equality act.    
 
Estyn agreed with the proposal ‘Use of assistive technologies is the way 
forward….’ but, like WJEC, raised the issue of resources, ‘…its success will 
depend on the availability of high quality of computer/screen readers in all the 
languages being assessed’. Estyn also raised an issue of potential 
disadvantage ‘use of computer/screen readers could also disadvantage 
candidates that have not been using them in an everyday working and 
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classroom environment’. However, we anticipate requests for this reasonable 
adjustment will reflect the normal way of working for the candidates involved.   
 
CYDAG agreed with the proposal, but also raised the issue of resources. ‘Fully 
agree with the proposal that a human reader should not be used. However, is 
there a possibility there could be variance in the quality and performance of the 
different types of support technologies which could introduce an element of 
undermining the integrity of the assessment’5.  

 
Agored Cymru stated that ‘Aids which compromise the reliability of the 
individual’s qualification as a testament to his/her abilities are inappropriate. 
Human readers have the potential to interfere with the independence of a 
learner’s performance. Assistive technologies, such as a computer/screen 
reader, are more manageable’. The Catholic Education Service also agreed 
with the proposal, stating that ‘On balance this proposal seems to us to be 
inclusive in nature whilst supporting the integrity of the assessment in question. 
A move which would allow some candidates to demonstrate their skills rather 
than seek an exemption is welcome’. 
 
Some stakeholders demonstrated less positive views regarding our proposal to 
extend the use of appropriate assistive technologies to qualifications that 
assess reading. With perhaps a narrower view of what ‘reading’ means, some 
stakeholders do not wish to see assistive technologies allowed in the 
circumstances described above, feeling that the qualification will be devalued.  
 
It is important to remember that these issues apply only to qualifications which 
test reading ability. We have received no feedback that suggests readers 
should not be allowed in qualifications which do not specifically test reading 
ability.  
 
Whilst noting that resources could be an issue (as highlighted by several 
respondents) we feel this should not be a reason to prohibit the use of assistive 
technologies across the board.    
 
Next steps   
 

We are going to make a specification regarding ‘readers’ as set out in the 
consultation document with one amendment. To clarify the mandatory nature of 
the specification ‘…should not be used…’ is to be replaced by ‘…must not be 
used….’.  We will review qualification and subject criteria where reading ability 
is being assessed, in line with future planned reviews across Wales, England 
and Northern Ireland. Our aim will be to clarify what is meant by ‘reading’ – e.g. 
is it decoding of the written word, or is it broader than that? We will then revisit 
this specification to consider whether it remains appropriate.   
 
 

                                                 
5 Response translated from Welsh. 
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Scribes and voice recognition technologies 
 
Current situation  
 

Scribes and assistive technologies, such as voice recognition systems, are 
used where candidates cannot write or type using a word-processor. Scribes 
are people who write or word-process a candidate’s dictated answers. Voice 
recognition systems produce a hard copy when the candidate dictates into a 
computer.   
 
For most qualifications, the use of scribes and voice recognition systems is an 
appropriate reasonable adjustment. However, where qualifications explicitly 
assess the ability to write, such as GCSE Welsh, English and modern foreign 
language qualifications, the use of scribes or voice recognition systems can 
have a direct impact on the qualification’s assessment objectives.   
 
The use of these reasonable adjustments could undermine the spelling and 
punctuation-related assessment objectives of written English, Welsh and 
modern foreign language components, and also accuracy of language 
assessment objectives within modern foreign language written components. 
 
The current arrangements are listed below. 
 

• Scribes and voice recognition systems are allowed only where a 
candidate cannot use another reasonable adjustment which would allow 
them to demonstrate their written skills more completely, such as typing 
or Braille input. 

 

• Scribes are allowed in assessments in English and Welsh writing, 
however marks awarded for spelling and punctuation are not available 
to candidates where text is produced by the scribe.   

 
 

• Scribes are allowed in qualifications where a candidate’s ability to write 
in a modern foreign language is being assessed, but only where the 
candidate can spell each word letter by letter. This ensures it is the 
candidate’s language accuracy skills, not the scribe’s, which are 
assessed.   

 

• Voice recognition technology is currently not allowed for use with 
assessments in GCSE English or GCSE Welsh writing due to the 
difficulty of spelling out words via technology which automatically 
generates words.    

 
Proposals 
 

Unrestricted use of scribes (or their technological equivalent) can impact on a 
candidate’s ability to demonstrate their skills with regard to accuracy of 
language, spelling and punctuation. Where a skill is not demonstrated by a 
candidate, to award marks for that skill could undermine public confidence in 
the qualification. 

 
We therefore proposed a specification to the effect that scribes and voice 
activated software should not be used in a way that undermines assessment 
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objectives. This would not restrict how scribes or voice recognition technologies 
are used in qualifications that do not assess a candidate’s ability to write. 
 
Specification  
 

Scribes and voice recognition  

Scribes and voice recognition systems should not be used as a reasonable 
adjustment where a candidate’s writing ability is being assessed.   

 

 
This specification does not impact on disabled candidates taking qualifications 
which do not assess writing ability. For example, in a GCSE design and 
technology assessment, a voice recognition system or scribe may be used as a 
reasonable adjustment as the candidate’s ability to write does not form part of 
the assessment objectives. 

 
However, in a GCSE French writing assessment, a voice recognition system 
should not be used as it would generate words and not allow the candidate to 
demonstrate their own ability to write accurately in French. This does not mean 
the candidate does not have access to this qualification. 
 

 
As an alternative reasonable adjustment, a candidate could dictate answers into 
a recording during the assessment. They could then re-run the recording, 
spelling individual words to a scribe. This is a time consuming process, but it 
does allow the candidate to demonstrate fully their knowledge, skills and 
understanding. The candidate would clearly need adequate time, and rests, if 
spelling individual words to a scribe. However, as the candidate will have 
already completed the timed part of the assessment, the process of transcribing 
from voice recording to written word can be done at an appropriate pace. 
  
In the online consultation, the lowest level of agreement with our specifications 
was with regard to limitations on the use of voice recognition technologies and 
scribes. Whilst exactly half of the respondents (6/12) agreed with our proposals, 
two responded neutrally and four disagreed.    
 
The Catholic Education Service responded positively. ‘We agree that scribes 
and voice recognition systems should not be used where writing ability is being 
assessed and to do so could undermine confidence in the qualification. We 
further agree that this should not restrict the use of scribes or voice recognition 
systems where a candidate’s ability to write is not being assessed’.  
 
Diverse Cymru expressed reservations with our proposals. ‘We understand the 
reluctance to allow the use of scribes when writing ability forms part of the 
assessment objectives, however we feel that there should be alternative 
arrangements for allowing exemptions from spelling and grammar marks and 
allowing the use of scribes to test the ability to write’. 
 
The Centre for Research into Online Communities and e-learning Systems 
suggested that ‘…in essence, the assessment on writing should reflect how the 
disabled person would normally ‘write’ if living an independent life’.  RNIB noted 
the importance of consistency across similar specifications. ‘This issue is of less 
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urgent importance to visually impaired learners than that of readers. However, 
we believe the proposal to allow the use of computers to meet the definition of 
independent reading should logically be matched by a similar arrangement for 
independent writing’. 
 
WJEC stressed the importance of not undermining the qualification. ‘WJEC 
would strongly support the principle that scribes and voice activated software 
should not be used in a way that undermines the assessment objectives… In 
GCSE and GCE MFL writing papers candidates are required to spell each 
foreign word letter by letter. Computer software would pre-empt this and start 
generating complete whole words’.  
 
Next steps   
 

We are going to make a specification regarding ‘scribes and voice recognition’ 
as set out in the consultation document but with minor amendments. To clarify 
the mandatory nature of the specification ‘…should not be used…’ is to be 
replaced by ‘…must not be used….’. To align with the specification on readers, 
‘human’ is to be added to the term ‘scribe’. To enable scribes to be used where 
additional arrangements are made (e.g. dictating and recording, as outlined on 
page 17), the specification will be amended to read as follows. 
 
Scribes and voice recognition  

Human scribes and voice recognition systems must not be used as a 
reasonable adjustment to demonstrate written skills where a candidate’s writing 
ability is being assessed.   

 
The process involving dictating and recording described on page 17 has been 
allowed for some time under current arrangements, and this could continue 
under our proposals. However, it will be important to monitor the situation and 
take feedback from disabled candidates and centres as to the continued 
manageability of this reasonable adjustment.  
 
 
British Sign Language 
 
Current situation 
 

The use of British Sign Language (BSL) is not available as a reasonable 
adjustment in speaking and listening components of most English, Welsh and 
modern foreign language qualifications.   

 
The main reasons are:  
 

• BSL is recognised as a language in its own right. Many stakeholders 
take the view that it is not appropriate to include BSL in an examination 
called ‘English’, ‘Welsh’, or ‘French’   

 

• current GCSE qualification criteria in English, Welsh and modern 
foreign languages specifically reference the ability to speak and listen, 
and do not reference non-written communication in a wider sense.    
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Where candidates cannot access alternative forms of communication such as 
lip reading, live voice or sign-supported English, exemptions may be requested 
for speaking and listening components. 
 
Proposals 
 

In the longer term, we would like to develop a more inclusive approach to the 
use of BSL across all English, Welsh and modern foreign language 
qualifications. However, there are clear reasons for not allowing the use of BSL 
in qualifications developed under existing subject criteria and assessment 
objectives.  

   
Specification  
 

British Sign Language  

British Sign Language should not be used as a reasonable adjustment where 
candidates are required to demonstrate their ability to speak or listen. 

 

 
This specification does not impact on disabled candidates taking qualifications 
which do not assess speaking or listening ability, but there are implications for 
those taking English, Welsh or modern foreign language qualifications.  
 
As an example, in a GCSE German listening assessment, the use of BSL 
should not be allowed. To use BSL would mean the candidate was not 
demonstrating their ability to understand spoken German, which is one of the 
assessment objectives.    
 
Disabled candidates who cannot access the speaking and listening components 
of qualifications in English/Welsh/modern foreign languages may continue to 
request other reasonable adjustments, including cued speech interpreters or 
exemptions from these components.  
 
In our online consultation, 67 per cent of respondents agreed with this 
specification and 25 per cent were neutral. It is a complex area and even where 
respondents were in favour of allowing the use of BSL, the difficulties were 
recognised. BATOD summarised the difficulties thus: ‘The small number of deaf 
students who use BSL should be allowed to do so in the speaking and listening 
component but only if the examination is no longer called English’. Agored 
Cymru made a similar point ‘…it depends on exactly which competence is being 
tested, the ability to speak or the ability to communicate’.  
 
WJEC responded positively. ‘WJEC agrees with the proposal… To change from 
the above would have serious implications for the assessment of speaking and 
listening. The current status quo should be maintained’.  
 
Diverse Cymru agreed with our proposal but suggested that the qualifications 
concerned should be made more inclusive. ‘We recognise that British Sign 
Language is a language in its own right and should be recognised as such. 
Therefore we agree that assessing ‘English’, ‘Welsh’ or other language skills 
interpretation into BSL would not be assessing these skills. However we would 
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urge the Welsh Government to consider adjustments to the qualifications 
themselves…’.  
 
The Centre for Research into Online Communities and e-learning systems 
disagreed with the proposal to restrict the use of BSL. The Centre responded 
‘Being able to listen is not about being able to hear, but about being able to 
comprehend what others are saying. Comprehension and the ability to form a 
response is the essence of what speaking/listening are about’. 
 
NUT Cymru suggested the situation is complex and that ‘In principle the 
argument that BSL should not be used as an adjustment as it undermines the 
ability to test the candidates ability to speak and listen is valid. However, this is 
not a simple yes or no approach and individual circumstances should be 
considered and greater guidance produced’. 
 
Next steps 
 

We are going to make a specification regarding ‘British Sign Language’ as set 
out in the consultation document with one amendment. To clarify the mandatory 
nature of the specification ‘…should not be used…’ is to be replaced by ‘…must 
not be used….’.The specification may be amended when the relevant 
qualification criteria are next reviewed. Much will depend on the emphasis on 
‘speak’, ‘listen’ or ‘communication’ in the revised qualification criteria.   
 
 
Practical assistants 

 
Current situation 
 

Practical assistants are not allowed to demonstrate physical skills on behalf of a 
candidate where those physical skills are part of the assessment objectives of a 
qualification. 
 
Proposals 
 

Our proposed specification reflects current arrangements, as attempting to be 
more flexible could undermine the ability of qualifications to provide a reliable 
indication of the candidate’s skills, and also undermine public confidence. 
Additionally, allowing practical assistants to demonstrate physical skills on 
behalf of a disabled candidate would not necessarily minimise disadvantage 
because the candidate would not be assessed on their own abilities. 
 
Specification  
 

Practical assistants  

Practical assistants should not be used as a reasonable adjustment where 
candidates are required to carry out physical tasks or demonstrate physical 
skills that form part of the qualification’s assessment objectives. 
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The proposed specification means that, for example, in a music qualification 
which assesses a candidate on their ability to play the violin, a practical 
assistant would not be allowed to demonstrate those skills on behalf of the 
candidate. This does mean that some practical qualifications are likely to be 
inaccessible to candidates with certain disabilities, but the alternative of using a 
practical assistant could clearly affect public confidence in the validity of the 
qualification.   

 
As a further example, a mobility-impaired candidate may require a practical 
assistant to turn pages in a written examination, or to move equipment in a 
scientific practical assessment. A practical assistant may perform these tasks 
because these physical skills are not part of any of the assessment objectives. 
 
Online consultation responses demonstrated a high level of agreement (83 per 
cent) with this specification.   
 
There were few comments on this specification. The Catholic Education Service 
agreed with the proposal. ‘In our view the role of practical assistants in 
examinations should be limited to performing tasks which, whilst of help to the 
candidate, do not form part of the assessment objectives. We welcome the fact 
that the proposals reflect the current working arrangements’. 
 
Diverse Cymru stressed the importance of clarity. ‘We support the idea of 
ensuring that the definition of ‘required to carry out physical tasks or 
demonstrate physical skills’ is as narrow as possible, as mentioned in the 
consultation documents. We would, again, recommend clear guidance for 
Awarding Bodies on when a physical task is being assessed and when it is 
merely present in the circumstances, to ensure that disabled candidates are not 
disadvantaged by this’. 
 
RNIB made a similar point ‘The use of practical assistants often involves a fine 
distinction between what is and what is not allowed, depending on the nature of 
the qualification… It is therefore very important that the specification for each 
qualification makes clear, in the form of inclusion sheets, what level of practical 
assistance can be given for different tasks’. 
 
Next steps 
 

We are going to make a specification regarding ‘practical assistants’ as set out 
in the consultation document with one amendment. To clarify the mandatory 
nature of the specification ‘…should not be used…’ is to be replaced by ‘…must 
not be used….’. We will monitor the situation and take feedback from disabled 
candidates and centres as to the continued manageability of this reasonable 
adjustment.  
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The Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification (WBQ) 
 
The WBQ comprises a Core, which all learners complete, and Options, which 
are chosen from the range of relevant qualifications that are approved for use in 
Wales. 
 
Current situation 
 

For the Options, reasonable adjustments, including exemptions, apply as 
determined for the individual qualifications concerned.  

 
No exemption from the Option requirement of the WBQ can be granted.  
Considerable flexibility already exists as learners can choose their Options from 
the full range of relevant qualifications that are approved for use in Wales.  
 
Similarly, no exemption from the Core can be granted, though there is flexibility 
within the WBQ model as to the Key Skills/Essential Skills Wales (KS/ESW) 
qualifications studied.  
 
Proposals 
 

Our proposed specification reflects current arrangements because they have 
proved effective and to change these could undermine public and HE 
confidence in the WBQ as a qualification that provides broader experiences 
than traditional learning programmes.   

 
The specification is limited to the restriction on exemptions noted above.  
 
Specification  
 

The Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification  

Within the Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification, awarding organisations should 
not be subject to a duty to exempt candidates from: 

(a) the option requirement 
(b) the Key Skills/Essential Skills Wales; Wales, Europe and the World; 

Personal and Social Education; Work Related Education and 
Individual Investigation elements of the core.    

 
Whilst the specification may appear restrictive, it is important to recognise the 
need to maintain confidence in the qualification. Also, although exemptions are 
not permitted, awarding organisations remain under a duty to provide 
reasonable adjustments in regard of the WBQ. 
 
As an example, a disabled candidate for Level 2 (intermediate) WBQ should not 
be exempted from the requirement to achieve four KS/ESW qualifications. 
However, the requirement to achieve all three of Communication, Application of 
Number and ICT may be waived: any two of these is acceptable. Also, learners 
may present the Individual Investigation in either written or oral form and there 
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is considerable flexibility in the ways in which the WEW, PSE and WRE6 
components can be completed. 
 
In the online consultation, 75 per cent of respondents agreed with this 
specification. The others were neutral: no one disagreed.  
 
The Catholic Education Service responded positively. ‘We agree that all 
candidates taking the WBQ should complete the WEW, PSE and WRE 
components of the core, especially as there is scope for this to be carried out in 
a flexible way and other reasonable adjustments are allowed. As in our 
response to previous questions, we welcome the fact that the proposals reflect 
the current arrangements which have proved effective’.  
 
CYDAG also responded positively, but noted a restriction for Welsh Medium 
candidates. ‘The consultation document refers to the Options and states that 
they ‘are chosen from the (full) range of relevant qualifications that are 
approved for use in Wales.’ That full range is not available through the medium 
of Welsh at the moment’7.  
 
Estyn was another organisation responding positively. ‘Current arrangements 
for the Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification minimise the extent to which disabled 
candidates are disadvantaged, ensure that the qualification gives a reliable 
indication of knowledge, skills and understanding and maintain public 
confidence in the qualification’.  
 
Whilst agreeing with the proposal, the Centre for Research into Online 
Communities and e-learning Systems stressed the need for appropriate 
reasonable adjustments to improve access to the WBQ. ‘Reasonable 
adjustments should be made to enable a disabled person to complete it. As the 
Welsh Baccalaureate is equivalent to an A-grade A-Level then giving 
exemptions would undermine it’.  
 
WJEC responded separately to the ‘option’ and ‘core’ questions. ‘In relation to 
the options WJEC agree there should be no additional adjustments made. As 
the options are standalone qualifications all reasonable adjustments will have 
been made through the relevant AO. In relation to the core. Elements such as 
WRE, WEW, PSE and the investigation are written in such a way that learners 
have flexibility to present their work in a way that best suits their individual 
needs. However, ESW are also part of the core and as such the standards are 
very prescriptive. In this area WJEC feel that the current exemptions (for KS) 
within L2 and L3 should remain’. 
 
Next steps 

 

We are going to make a specification regarding ‘The Welsh Baccalaureate 
Qualification’ as set out in the consultation document with one amendment. To 
clarify the mandatory nature of the specification ‘…should not be subject to a 
duty…’ is to be replaced by ‘…are not subject to a duty….’. We will monitor the 
                                                 
6 Wales Europe and the World (WEW), Personal and Social Education (PSE), Work Related 

Education (WRE),
7 Response translated from Welsh. 
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situation and note any feedback regarding this reasonable adjustment. The 
proposed specification may be amended as a consequence of future 
developments in the Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification. 
 
 
Additional issues 
 

The online consultation asked respondents to identify any related issues which 
we had not specifically addressed.  

 
BATOD asked why there were no proposals relating to oral language modifiers. 
This was because the regulators’ powers are negative rather than permissive 
and we are not at present proposing to limit the use of oral language modifiers 
as a reasonable adjustment.  
 
Diverse Cymru made a request for flexibility and more accessible qualifications. 
‘In summary, we broadly agree with the majority of proposals contained in the 
consultation documents, but would urge the Welsh Government and Awarding 
Bodies to apply flexibility to each individual’s needs and circumstances; to 
ensure that qualifications are designed with reasonable adjustments in mind in 
future; and to ensure there is very clear guidance for Awarding Bodies and 
teachers on the limited circumstances where these criteria apply and alternative 
reasonable adjustments which should be explored’.   
 
The power regulators have been given under s96 of the Equality Act is a 
negative one, so we can set a limit to the adjustment that can be made, but we 
cannot specify which adjustments should be made. The duty to make 
reasonable adjustments still lies with the awarding organisations, who must 
consider what adjustments might be reasonable in any individual circumstance. 
  
Awarding organisations, in considering requests for reasonable adjustments, 
will take into account individual needs. Our proposals in this consultation are 
very specific to particular circumstances.   
 
Estyn made a similar point about accessibility. ‘During the process of reviewing 
qualification criteria for accessibility and inclusion, qualifications will hopefully, 
over time, become more accessible resulting in a reduction in the need for 
exemptions and reasonable adjustments. This will be key in minimising the 
extent to which disabled candidates are disadvantaged’. This, as stated in ‘Fair 
access by design: guidance for qualifications regulators and awarding bodies on 
designing inclusive qualifications’ (which can be found here) is the regulators’ 
goal too. 
 
NUT Cymru stressed the importance of comparability. ‘While it is 
understandable that Ministers will wish to review the arrangements in light of 
their new powers in relation to reasonable adjustments, it is vital that any 
variations to current arrangements are undertaken in liaison with the 
examination regulators in England and Northern Ireland and with the Joint 
Council for Qualifications’. This has been our goal and the specifications we are 
proposing for Wales are aligned with those made by Ofqual in England. The 
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powers under S96 of the Equality Act do not apply in Northern Ireland at 
present.  
 
RNIB cited a number of issues with modified papers and highlighted ‘…the 
danger that the administrative convenience of the system can take precedence 
over the needs of individual candidates’. RNIB also stressed the need for 
inclusive design of e-assessment.  
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Concluding remarks 
 
Generally, the majority of respondents to the online consultation agreed with our 
proposals.  As noted earlier, although overall response to the online 
consultation was small, this followed an already extensive informal consultation 
exercise involving the UK qualifications regulators, awarding organisations and 
representatives of disability groups.  

 
We would like to thank everyone who has taken the time to respond to the 
consultation; your views have been considered as part of our decision-making 
process. Respondents provided carefully considered comments which have 
proved very useful as we analysed responses to the questions set. 
 
We have carried out a detailed Equality Impact Assessment on these 
specifications, with regard to the protected characteristic of disability. The 
impact assessment can be found at www.wales.gov.uk/topics/equality. 
 
The final specifications have been published and can be found at 
www.wales.gov.uk/topics/educationandskills/qualificationsinwales/access. 
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