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Guidance on Specified Levels of 

Attainment 

Condition PQ5.1 allows us to specify requirements and guidance in relation to the 
specified levels of attainment that must be used for Progression Qualifications. 

We have not set any guidance in respect of Progression Qualifications (T Level 
Foundation) but have instead set requirements for those qualifications. 

We set out our guidance for the purposes of Condition PQ5.1 and in respect of 
Progression Qualifications (other) below. 

Requirements in the General Conditions of 

Recognition 

An awarding organisation is required under Condition E3.2(j) to ensure that the 
specification for a qualification sets out any specified levels of attainment. 

Condition E4.2(f) requires that an awarding organisation must ensure the design of 
an assessment allows each specified level of attainment detailed in the specification 
to be reached by a Learner who has attained the required level of knowledge, skills 
and understanding. Condition G9.2(d) imposes the same requirement in relation to 
delivery of an assessment and Condition G9.2(e) requires that, on delivery, all 
assessments must enable the awarding organisation to differentiate effectively 
between Learners – as explained in the Guidance to Condition G9, that is, based on 
the knowledge, skills and understanding being assessed. 

Condition H6.1(c) requires an awarding organisation to issue results which are clear 
and readily capable of being understood by Users of qualifications. 

Condition D3.1 requires an awarding organisation to keep under review, and 
enhance where necessary, its approach to the design, development, delivery and 
award of qualifications to ensure that it remains, at all times, appropriate. This 
includes, under D3.2(a), having due regard to information from Users of its 
qualifications. 

For the purposes of this Guidance, Ofqual refers to overall schemes for specified 
levels of attainment as ‘grading scales’ and to individual specified levels of 
attainment within these as ‘grades’. 
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Overall approach 

In designing its approach to grading scales, an awarding organisation should 
consider how its approach will enable it to meet the requirements of the General 
Conditions. In doing so, it should consider, overall: 

• what the grades are intended to indicate in terms of Learners’ attainment, and 

• on that basis, how many grades to use and what those grades will be named 

Principles 

In determining its approach, an awarding organisation should have regard to the 
following principles. An awarding organisation should secure that the grading scale 
for each qualification complies with all of the principles to the greatest extent 
possible. The grading scale should be: 

• appropriate for the information about a Learner’s attainment in the 
qualification that the grade is intended to convey 

• appropriate for the knowledge, skills and understanding being assessed and 
how these are assessed 

• capable of being clearly understood by Users of the qualification 

• appropriate for the design, structure and size of the qualification 

• subject to the above, consistent, where appropriate, with those used in similar 
qualifications made available by the awarding organisation or by other 
awarding organisations and, in particular, other Progression Qualifications. 

Considerations 

In designing its approach to the grading scale used – that is, the number of grades 
and what those grades are called – Ofqual will expect an awarding organisation to 
consider the following, as well as any other relevant factors: 

The purposes of the qualification. For example, if a qualification is primarily 
intended to differentiate between Learners of different abilities rather than signal a 
level of competence, the grading scale should reflect this. 

Whether any particular grade is intended to indicate that a Learner has 
attained specific outcomes in relation to the content in scope, or to indicate 
relative attainment across a range of knowledge, skills and understanding. 
This may be considered in terms of the potential that grading scales can be more 
‘discrete’ (meaning where the individual points are named outcomes) or more 
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‘continuous’ (that is, where the points on the scale tend to be meaningful primarily in 
relation to each other). 

How many grades are needed to differentiate meaningfully between the 
different levels of performance Learners can achieve and which Users need to 
differentiate effectively. A qualification that has many qualitatively different levels of 
performance into which it is meaningful to classify Learners is likely to need a greater 
number of grades than one in which differences between Learners’ performances 
can be more coarsely separated. A large qualification with multiple assessments 
may suggest a finer differentiation (and therefore more grades) is appropriate 
compared to a small qualification with a single assessment. 

The degree to which the approach to describing grades, and to the number of 
grades, can be understood by Users. For example, if using a numbered scale, and 
it is generally understood that in similar qualifications the highest number represents 
the highest grade, using the same approach in other qualifications will help Users 
understand the grades. 

Approaches used in similar qualifications made available, whether by the 
awarding organisation or by other awarding organisations, and the benefits of 
taking consistent approaches to grading scales. For example, if the awarding 
organisation has a suite of qualifications, a common approach across its suite may 
help Users understand those grades. Similarly, if different awarding organisations 
offer qualifications that are considered to be alternatives to one another, the use of 
similar grading scales may help Users understand the grades. The greater the 
degree to which grades from different qualifications are intended to indicate 
equivalent meaning, the stronger the likelihood of it being appropriate to use similar 
grading scales, and vice versa. 

An awarding organisation should explain its approach to grading scales, including 
the number of grades, names of grades and rationale for its approach, as part of its 
assessment strategy. 

Where a grading scale is being used in an existing qualification, or proposed for a 
new qualification, which might not meet the principles set out in this Guidance, and in 
particular that differs from those used in other similar qualifications, there should be 
a clear rationale explaining why the awarding organisation considers this to be 
appropriate. 

An awarding organisation should, in line with Condition D3 (Reviewing approach), 
gather evidence from Users of its qualification in relation to its grading scale – that is, 
the number of grades and what those grades are called – so that its approach takes 
into account the needs of Users. Where this evidence suggests the approach to a 
grading scale is not sufficiently taking the needs of Users into account, the awarding 
organisation should consider whether a change to its approach is required. 
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