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About this guide
This guide aims to answer your questions about delivering and assessing key skills, whether
you are:
•
•

new to the units or have been teaching them for some time
working in a school, college, university or the workplace.

The guide is divided into 11 main sections, each covering a particular area of key skills –
from developing a key skills portfolio to external moderation. Each section consists of a list
of the questions teachers, trainers and assessors most often ask about key skills, followed
by brief, straightforward answers.
There is also a checklist on page 36 that you can use to make sure that your centre is
prepared for delivering and assessing key skills.
Using this guide
This guide is not intended to be read from cover to cover (although if you are looking for a
concise overview of key skills it might be useful). Instead, you will probably want to dip
into particular sections, to find the answers to specific questions.
To
•
•
•

help you find the answers you need, this guide includes:
a concise contents list
at the start of each section, a list of the questions answered
a detailed index of areas covered.

This guide uses the following terms:
Title

refers to:

Teacher

anyone delivering key skills units in a school, college or university

Trainer

anyone delivering key skills units in the workplace

Assessor

anyone who formally assesses learners’ work (an assessor may also be a
teacher or trainer)

Learner

any learner, whether in a school, college, university or the workplace
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The key skills units
This section address the following questions:
•

Who are key skills for?

•

What key skills qualifications are available?

•

At what levels can learners achieve the key skills?

•

What are the key skills qualifications?

•

Who are the key skills qualifications for?

•

What is the difference between a key skills qualification and key skills unit?

•

How are the key skills qualifications assessed?

•

Will the key skills qualifications recognised by higher education?

•

Will the key skills qualifications recognised by employers?

•

What does application of number cover?

•

What does communication cover?

•

What does information technology cover?

•

What does working with others cover?

•

What does improving own learning and performance cover?

•

What does problem solving cover?

•

How are the units structured?

•

How do I use Part A of the unit specifications?

•

How do I use Part B of the unit specifications?

•

How can I use the Guidance?

•

Why do the key skills in communication and application of number have the same unit
test at Levels 1 and 2 as Adult Literacy and Numeracy?

Who are key skills for?

Key skills are for everyone – from school pupils to managers.
We all need key skills in order to succeed in education,
training, work and life in general.
Key skills enable people to:
•

use numbers with confidence

•

communicate effectively

•

use computers in their work

•

carry out tasks efficiently and confidently

•

work well with others

•

make decisions.
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Schools and colleges have been teaching key skills for some
time. The national curriculum and revised qualifications
now signpost opportunities for key skills development.
Universities are including them in undergraduate and
postgraduate courses; and in the workplace, key skills
already play an important part in modern apprenticeships
and other government-funded training programmes.
What key skills
There are six key skills qualifications:
qualifications are available?
• application of number
• communication
• information technology
•
•
•

working with others
improving own learning and performance
problem solving.

At what levels can learners
achieve the key skills?

Learners are awarded a level for each key skill they
achieve. Each unit is available at four levels, starting at
Level 1. (For further information, see The key skills levels,
page 7.)

How are the key skills
qualifications assessed?

For each qualification, learners have to:
•
•

complete a portfolio of evidence for internal assessment
pass an external assessment (test). (Not in Wales)

In Wales assessment is through portfolio only. The
standards remain the same as England, however tests have
been discontinued.
The key skills units:
• application of number
• communication
• information technology
are assessed by test (except Wales) and portfolio.

What are the key skills
qualifications?
Who are the key skills
qualifications for?

• working with others
• improving own learning and performance
• problem solving.
Are qualifications in own right and are assessed by portfolio
only.
Each of the units of application of number, communication
and information technology are qualifications in their own
right.
The key skills qualifications are for anyone over the age of
14, whether in education or training.
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Are the key skills
qualifications recognised
by higher education?

Yes, the qualifications are recognised by UCAS. All six key
skills receive UCAS tariff points per unit as follows:
•
•
•

Level 4 – 30 points
Level 3 – 20 points
Level 2 – 10 points.

Are the key skills units
recognised by employers?

Employers welcomed the introduction of the key skills and
are looking for prospective employees who have shown
evidence of their key skills achievement.

What does application of
number cover?

Application of number key skill involves interpreting
information to do with numbers, doing calculations and
presenting findings. It covers the type of skills that you
might use when:
•
•
•
•
•

What does communication
cover?

The key skill of communication involves speaking, listening,
reading and writing. It covers the type of skills that you
might use when:
•
•
•
•
•

What does information
technology cover?

taking part in discussions at work
using a diagram to explain something when giving a talk
reading material for a project
filling in a form or writing an essay
analysing and interpreting complex information for a
report.

The key skill of information technology involves using a
computer to find, explore, develop and present
information, including text, numbers and images. It covers
the type of skills that you might need when using a
computer to:
•
•
•
•

What does working with
others cover?

taking measurements
interpreting information from graphs and diagrams
calculating amounts and sizes
using charts to explain the results of calculations
analysing and interpreting complex information.

find information for a project
work out ways to tackle a problem
create charts and graphs
write a letter or report.

The working with others key skill involves working in a team
when planning and carrying out activities. It covers the type
of activities that you might use when:
•
•
•

doing a group project on a course
helping someone to carry out a task at work
working in a team to organise an event for your local
community.
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What does improving own
learning and performance
cover?

The key skill of improving own learning and performance
involves managing your personal, learning and career
development. It covers the type of activity that you might
use when:
•
•
•
•

What does problem solving
cover?

The key skill of problem solving involves recognising
problems and doing something about them. It covers the
type of activity that you might use when:
•
•
•

How are the units
structured?

setting targets to improve your performance at work or
in your learning
organising your approach
succeeding on a course
reviewing your progress.

working out how to tackle a problem at work, in your
studies or personal life
using different methods to find a solution
checking to see if your methods have worked.

Each key skill has three components:
•
•
•

a short explanation of what the unit is about
a description of what learners need to know (Part A)
an outline of what learners must do for assessment (Part
B)

You can obtain the Key Skills Standards and Guidance from
the QCA website.
The Edexcel Information Manual sent to all centres details
Edexcel’s administrative arrangements.
How do I use Part A of the
unit specifications?

Look at Part A of the unit to find out the techniques and
knowledge that learners need.
This section of the unit has been described as the
‘syllabus’, and you should use it as the foundation for
teaching and learning activities. During induction, talking
through Part A of the unit with learners can be a good way
to assess their prior learning and current capabilities, and
to identify their learning needs (see pages 8). This will help
to plan a scheme of work or an individual action plan for
the learner.

How do I use Part B of the
unit specifications?

Look at Part B of the unit to find out how learners have to
apply their skills and how they are assessed.
The left-hand column describes the type and number of
activities through which learners show evidence of ability.
The right-hand column gives the assessment criteria used to
make judgements about learners’ performance.
At Level 2 and Level 3, learners must demonstrate that they
have reflected on their practice. This might be in the form
of a commentary on the evidence produced.

How can I use the Key Skills

Whenever there are doubts or when directions are needed
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Standards and Guidance?

refer to the guidance.

What is the difference
between a key skills
qualification and an Adult
Literacy or Adult Numeracy
qualification?

At Level 1 and Level 2, the test for both qualifications is
the same. However, for Adult Literacy and Adult Numeracy
learners are not required to produce a portfolio.
Each unit is designed to ensure that learners develop and
practise their key skills (Part A). When they are considered
competent in all areas they are assessed
For information on Entry Level Adult Literacy, Numeracy
ICT or ESOL email skillsforlife@edexcel.org.uk.
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The key skills levels
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•

Why are key skills offered at different levels?
What are the key skills levels equivalent to?
What are proxy qualifications?
How does demand change as learners move up the levels?
How do I decide the best level for a particular learner?

Why are key skills offered at
different levels?

To meet all needs and abilities, all six key skills units are
offered at four levels – from Level 1 to Level 4.

What are the key skills levels
equivalent to?

These levels broadly relate to other qualifications in the
national qualifications framework, for example:
•
•
•
•

What are proxy
qualifications?

Level 1 relates to GCSE grades D to G; it therefore
equates to Level 1 NVQs and Level 1 BTECs
Level 2 relates to GCSE grades A* to C; it therefore
equates to Level 2 NVQs and Level 2 BTECs
Level 3 relates to Advanced GCE (A level), NVQs at
Level 3 and BTEC Nationals
Levels 4 and 5 relate to higher level work.

These are qualifications that learners have already
achieved, which will give them an exemption from a key
skill test. See the proxy qualifications list on the QCA
website (www.qca.org.uk). Centres should keep a record
of learner qualifications that can be claimed as proxies.
Edexcel does not need to see these certificates, but will
expect to see a form from the centre testifying that proxy
evidence has been seen.
Information which should be logged is:
Required
•
Qualification used to claim proxy (e.g., GCSE
English Literature)
•
Grade achieved (e.g., A)
•
Date achieved (e.g., when the GCSE was
certificated: 31/08/04
•
Candidate’s name
Recommended
•
Key Skills registration number (e.g., U123456)
•
Proxy claimed (e.g., Communication, Level 2).

How does demand change as
learners move up the levels?

As learners move up from Level 1 to Level 4, they are
expected to:
•
•
•

carry out more complex activities
deal with more complicated subjects
use more demanding techniques
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•

How do I decide the best
level for a particular
learner?

show greater autonomy when deciding how to use their
skills in different situations (for example how to go
about tasks, how to use materials, when to seek help,
and how to check and evaluate work).

Where learners have not already achieved Level 2
qualifications such as A* - C in GCSE English, Maths or ICT
key skills programmes should lead to the formal
acquisition of the relevant key skills qualifications at Level
2.
For learners starting on advanced levels of qualification
with the aim of pursuing a professional or higher
qualification post–19, institutions should support them in
gaining key skills at Level 3 in at least one of the
following:
• information technology
• communication
• application of number
During induction, you should try to determine the best key
skill levels for learners to work towards (see page 15). You
could:
•
•
•
•
•

use exemplar tests to assess learners’ starting points
look at GCSE results
look at year 9 SATs results
interview learners
use other diagnostic tools.

Looking at Part A of the units with the learners and talking
about what they think they already know can be helpful.
Part B of the units can be used as the basis for some
simple induction programme activities.
Note that Modern Apprenticeships have prescribed levels
of achievement in the framework.
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Linking key skills with learning programmes in schools,
colleges and universities
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•
•
•

What qualifications can we link with key skills?
How might we teach key skills alongside GNVQ, AVCE, BTEC, NVQ, GCSE, AS and
Advanced GCE?
How might we teach key skills alongside adult education courses?
How might we teach key skills alongside degree courses?

What qualifications can we
link with key skills?

In schools, colleges and universities, key skills units can be
delivered and assessed as part of, or alongside:
•
•
•
•
•
•

GCSEs in Applied Subjects
GCSE courses, Advanced Subsidiary GCEs (AS levels),
Advanced GCEs and Advanced VCEs (vocational A levels)
BTEC programmes of study
NVQ training programmes
adult education courses (such as basic education, return
to learning, access
degree courses.

Learners find key skills more meaningful if the delivery
and/or assessment is integrated within their main
programme of study.
How might we teach key
skills alongside BTEC, NVQ,
GCSE, AS and Advanced
GCE?

Key skills could be taught within the subject context of the
courses. Opportunities for key skills are signposted in all of
these qualifications and most qualifications provide
naturally occurring opportunities for key skills development
and assessment. However, you may find that it is easier to
integrate key skills into some subjects rather than others.
Many schools have been offering key skills units as part of
Key Stage 3 and 4 and their sixth form programmes for
some time. Their aim is to develop the skills that learners
will need in their working life by:
•
•
•
•

How might we teach key
skills alongside adult
education courses?

encouraging teamwork
promoting self-confidence
enabling learners to manage their own learning
encouraging greater awareness of the world outside
school.

In adult education programmes of learning – such as basic
education, return to learning, ESOL and access to higher
education programmes – key skills could be taught in reallife situations or subject-updating contexts.
Adult education courses offer valuable experiences that
develop skills in literacy, numeracy, information
technology, and personal development. There is growing
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interest in bringing rigour to this area of work by using the
key skills framework to accredit achievement against
national standards.
How might we teach key
skills alongside degree
courses?

In degree programmes, key skills could be taught and
assessed alongside the subject context of the course.
A growing emphasis on lifelong learning and developing
personal qualities has led many universities and institutes of
higher education to incorporate key skills in degree
programmes. With more and more graduate employers
looking for experience in teamwork, problem solving and
information analysis, key skills units give learners an
invaluable opportunity to prove what they can do.
Some universities have worked with employers to develop
key skills initiatives. In most cases, learners are encouraged
to achieve Level 4 key skills, with provision for achieving
Level 3 where appropriate.
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Linking key skills with training in the workplace
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•

Why are key skills developed in the workplace?
What training and qualifications can we link with key skills?
How might we teach key skills alongside NVQs?
How might we teach key skills alongside day release schemes?
What part do key skills play in Modern Apprenticeship schemes?

Why are key skills
developed in the
workplace?

Employers are taking a keen interest in key skills. They:
•
•

What training and
qualifications can we link
with key skills?

see them as an important tool for accrediting and
training their workforce, recognising the part that key
skills can play in developing flexible, capable staff
are conscious of the need to meet the national targets
for education and training.

You can deliver and assess key skills units alongside:
•
•
•

NVQs
day release schemes
other training.

In addition, some key skills units are currently a
requirement in Modern Apprenticeship schemes.
How might we teach key
skills alongside NVQs?

In NVQ programmes, key skills could be taught in the
occupational context of the NVQ course.
Key skills units are not a required part of NVQ
qualifications. However, a growing number of NVQ learners
now take them as part of their overall learning programme.
Most NVQ programmes offer excellent opportunities for
developing key skills. For example, learners working
towards an NVQ in Bakery and Food Preparation could:
•
•
•

How might we teach key
skills alongside day release
schemes?

use IT to create menus, draw plans of the work area and
design stock control charts
use communication skills when providing customer
service
make the most of naturally occurring opportunities to
work as a team, solve problems and improve their own
performance.

In day release schemes, key skills could be taught in a jobrelated context.
Day release schemes usually involve employers sending a
member of staff to college to gain a qualification, for
example an NVQ or another work-based programme. This
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offers an invaluable opportunity to include key skills as part
of the learner’s overall learning programme.
What part do key skills play
in Modern Apprenticeship
schemes?

In Modern Apprenticeship schemes, key skills should be
developed in a job-related context.
As part of their training programme, modern apprentices
may be required to achieve key skills units in application of
number, communication, information technology, improving
own learning and performance, working with others and
problem solving. All of these skills improve apprentices’
performance in the workplace, and help them to move on
successfully to new challenges after their apprenticeship.
The key skills the apprentice needs to develop and the level
of the key skills attainment will be determined by the
Modern Apprenticeship framework as produced by the
relevant SSC.
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Delivering key skills
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is the role of key skills specialists?
What model can we use to deliver key skills in a school, college or university?
What model can we use to deliver key skills in the workplace?
How do we go about planning the delivery of key skills?
What resources do we need to deliver key skills?
What provision is there for learners with particular requirements?
Why is an induction programme important?
What is the role of key skills teachers and trainers?

What is the role of key
skills specialists?

Organisations should encourage some staff members to
develop their knowledge and understanding to become key
skills specialists. Key skills specialists can play an important
part in delivering the units. They can:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What model can we use to
deliver key skills in a
school, college or
university?

help teachers and trainers to determine what level
learners should work towards
help to develop learning and assessment activities
provide specialist teaching inputs
organise and run workshops
provide learning support for learners who need extra
help
contribute to internal moderation (see page 31).

Schools, colleges and universities have successfully used all
of the following models to deliver key skills:
•

intensive blocks of key skills teaching and learning at
regular intervals (e.g. once a term), with extra open
learning or workshop sessions

•

regular timetabled slots throughout the teaching and
learning programme (e.g. an hour a week on each key
skill)

•

a mixture of regular intensive blocks and weekly
timetabled slots

•

an extended induction programme focusing on key skills,
followed by regular sessions to reinforce skills

•

teacher-directed, resource-based workshops with open
access for learners and individualised programmes to
meet particular learners’ needs

•

a team-teaching approach, combining vocational or
subject-specific inputs with key skills teaching from
specialists.
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Centres should be cautious about delivering key skills
towards the end of a teaching and learning programme.
Research has shown this to be a key indicator of poor
achievement.
What model can we use to
deliver key skills in the
workplace?

How do we go about
planning the delivery of
key skills?

What resources do we need
to deliver key skills?

Trainers in the workplace have successfully used the
following models to deliver key skills:
•

development of key skills in the workplace as part of an
overall training and development plan. This involves
identifying naturally occurring opportunities on the job
and creating simulated tasks to give learners
opportunities to demonstrate the full range of key skills

•

day release or intensive blocks of teaching by key skills
specialists in an educational setting, followed by
assessment

•

intensive blocks of teaching by key skills specialists in
an educational setting, combined with assessment of
key skills in work-based contexts.

There are two main stages in planning the delivery of key
skills:
•

planning a skills development programme (see pages 17
to 19)

•

planning assessment against the national specification
(see pages 24 to Error! Bookmark not defined.).

There are no specified resource requirements for key skills.
However, in practice learners will need to use a variety of
resources, for example:
•
•
•

What provision is there for
learners with particular
requirements?

for communication – a library, dictionaries, computers
with word-processing packages, tape-recorders, video
equipment
for information technology – computers, printers,
scanners, a variety of software
for application of number – library and workshop
facilities, measurement tools, geometric tools,
calculators.

Key skills units are open to everyone, and there should be
no barrier to achieving them. Teachers and trainers need to
plan how to meet the needs of all learners, including those
with physical, emotional and other learning difficulties.
To reach the key skills standards:
• learners with special learning needs may require extra
time and/or access to learning support
• learners with specific disabilities may need access to
appropriate ‘aids’. For example,
visually-impaired learners may need to use Braille for
reading and writing.
Edexcel will assess whether or not special arrangements or
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concession can be made for learners with particular
requirements. Requests should be addressed to:
Special Requirements
Edexcel
190 High Holborn
WC1V 7BH
Guidance on these issues can be found in the Joint Council
for General Qualifications document Basic and Key Skills
Regulations and Guidance Relating to Candidates with
Particular Requirements, and also on the Joint Council
website at www.jcgq.org.uk.
In addition ask experts and specialist organisations for
advice on how to meet individual learners’ needs.
Why is an induction
programme important?

It is important to organise an induction programme for
learners just beginning key skills, so that you can introduce
them to the units and determine their starting point.
During the induction programme:
• introduce learners to the way in which key skills will fit
in with other parts of their learning programme
• give learners their own copies of the key skills units
(which are written directly for them)
• look at Part A of the units with the learners and talk
with them about what they think they already know
• use Part B of the units as the basis for some short
activities, to help you assess learners’ confidence in
applying key skills.
By the end of induction, you should have determined the
level at which you think individual learners should start
each key skill (see page 8 for more guidance).

What is the role of key
skills teachers and
trainers?

The most important role of key skills teachers and trainers
is to help learners develop and improve their skills, so that
they are able to work independently by the time they start
applying these skills.
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Teacher/trainer’s role
•

Teacher/trainer prepares
a skill development
programme based on
Part A of the unit
specification

Stage
Developing

Learner’s development
•

Learner works with
guidance

•

Learner gains confidence
in applying skills and
begins to work
independently

•

Learner demonstrates
application of skills
independently

Helping learners to develop
and improve skills

↓
•

•

Teacher/trainer designs
learning activities so
learners can practise
skills
Learning materials
present problems in
vocational and realistic
contexts

Practising
Giving learners opportunities
to practise skills

↓
•

•

Teacher/trainer designs
assessment activities to
meet the requirements
of Part B of the unit
specifications
Assessment materials
draw on the context of
the learning programme
or other realistic
contexts

Assessing
Assessing learners’
competence in applying
skills
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Planning a skills development programme
This section address the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is a skills development programme?
Who might be involved in planning a programme?
How might we go about planning a programme?
What type of activities will learners need to carry out?
How could we structure learning activities?
How can we make learning activities relevant for learners?
How can we ensure effective learning?
How far should we tailor the skills development programme to meet individuals’ needs?
How might we keep track of learners’ progress?

What is a skills
development programme?

If you are working in a school, college or university, you will
probably think of a skills development programme as a
teaching and learning scheme.
If you are a trainer in the workplace, you will probably
think of a skills development programme as a training plan.

Who might be involved in
planning a programme?

It helps to take a team approach to planning a skills
development programme. In a school, college or university,
a team might include all the teaching staff involved in
delivering the overall programme of learning. In the
workplace, a team might consist of the trainer, assessors
and the employee’s line manager. It can also be helpful to
involve key skills specialists at this early stage, so that they
can contribute their expertise to the planning process.

How might we go about
planning a programme?

As a starting point, it is important that everyone involved in
the programme is familiar with the key skills units. Try
answering the following questions.
•
•
•

•
•

What techniques and knowledge do the learners need
for each unit? (Answer: Part A)
How do they need to apply their skills for each unit?
(Answer: Part B)
In educational settings – what is the scope for
integrating the key skills unit with learning activities for
other qualifications (e.g. BTECs, GCSE subjects,
Advanced GCE courses)?
In the workplace – what is the scope for integrating the
key skills unit with on-the-job opportunities, or with
other parts of the training programme (e.g. NVQ units)?
What is the scope for integrating/embedding the
different key skills units?
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What type of activities will
learners need to carry out?

Learners will need planned opportunities to:
•

learn the techniques and knowledge they need for the
unit (e.g. how to use punctuation, carry out measuring
techniques and use a word-processing package for
editing)

•

develop and practise their ability to apply skills in a
range of contexts (e.g. through analysing problems,
generating ideas, making decisions, checking and
evaluating their work).

Use Part A of the units – which has been described as the
‘syllabus’ – as the building blocks for your skill development
programme.
It may be useful to develop checklists to monitor learner
progress in acquiring the Skills (or use the Edexcel training
sheets).
How could we structure
learning activities?

Your skills development programme could include a mixture
of three types of learning activities:
•
•
•

structured learning directed by the teacher or trainer
workshop activity learning
directed self-learning (carried out independently by the
learner, but guided by the teacher or trainer).

At higher levels, you can expect learners to carry out more
directed self-learning. Learners working at lower levels will
probably need more structured learning opportunities in
order to develop and practise their skills.
How can we make learning
activities relevant for
learners?

Try to develop activities that enable learners to learn and
practise their key skills in contexts that are relevant to
them, so they can see how key skills can improve the
quality of their performance and are an integral part of
work-related activities.

How can we ensure
effective learning?

Your skill development programme might include
opportunities for:
•
•
•
•
•

learning activities that develop learners’ underpinning
knowledge, skills and understanding
practice activities that check learning
structured review and reflection, to draw out learning
points
further exploration, to conceptualise and practise the
underpinning knowledge, skills and understanding
application of the new ‘learning’, through assignments
and work-based activities.

Whatever the process or activity taking place, you should
ensure that learners are encouraged to work through the
following learning cycle.
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Experiencing

Applying

Reflecting

Conceptualising

How far should we tailor
the skills development
programme to meet
individuals’ needs?

Learners are likely to approach key skills units with varying
degrees of skill, confidence and understanding. Depending
on their starting point, they will need to spend different
amounts of time developing their skills before they are able
to apply them and show they can use them independently.
Therefore it is important to determine learners’ existing
key skills as early as possible in a programme – preferably
during induction – and to tailor the skills development
programme to meet their needs.

How might we keep track
of learners’ progress?

You need to monitor and review individuals’ key skills
development programmes at regular intervals. Learners
studying a new technique or improving their proficiency in a
technique usually need to be monitored when they are:
•
•
•

developing skills to apply the technique
practising the application of the technique by tackling
small tasks and activities
applying the technique in vocational and/or other
realistic contexts.

Edexcel has produced a range of tracking and recording
documentation to help you with this (copies can be
downloaded from the Key Skills section of the website,
www.edexcel.org.uk.
Key Skills (including Wider Key Skills) Recording and
Tracking Sheets.
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Developing a key skills portfolio
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do learners have to produce a portfolio of evidence for key skills?
What is a portfolio of evidence?
Who should be responsible for the portfolio?
What might be included in a portfolio of evidence?
What should be included in a witness statement?
What contexts might evidence be drawn from?
Can group work be included in a portfolio?
What should we do if evidence can’t be included in a portfolio?
Can evidence that has been produced for GCSEs and Advanced GCEs be included in the
key skills portfolio?
What do we do with key skills evidence from other learning programmes, such BTECs?
How do we record evidence that has been cross-referenced from other programmes?

Do learners have to
produce a portfolio of
evidence for key skills?

Yes. To achieve a key skill unit learners have to produce a
portfolio that contains evidence of achievement meeting
the requirements stated in Part B of the key skills
specification.

What is a portfolio of
evidence?

A portfolio of evidence is a file or folder of work showing
how a learner has met the requirements of one or more key
skills units. It may be hard copy or an electronic storage
system.
Every portfolio should include an index, and tracking and
recording documents showing clearly where evidence for
each part of the unit(s) can be found. This gives the
moderator an immediate overview of the evidence and
where to find pieces of work that are kept elsewhere.

Who should be responsible
for the portfolio?

As far as possible, learners should be encouraged to develop
their own portfolio of evidence. This is a natural extension
of having their own copies of the units and managing their
own learning.
You will need to train learners in how to plan and organise
their work, and guide them on the forms that evidence
might take. A well-organised portfolio will ensure that all
appropriate evidence has been captured.

Edexcel – The Key Skills User Guide – February 2007

20

What might be included in
a portfolio of evidence?

Quality, not quantity, counts – learners should select
evidence carefully to show exactly how they have met the
criteria for each key skill.
Evidence can be produced by hand or electronically, and
can include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

written material (e.g. a report, diary, essay,
questionnaire, letter, case study)
draft material (showing the development process)
visual material (e.g. artwork, photographs, a poster,
graph, film, video)
3D material (e.g. working models and products)
oral material (e.g. a recording of a performance,
discussion, interview, debate, presentation)
records of observations of the learner’s performance
(e.g. assessor’s notes and witness statements).

All portfolios must provide confirmation to the awarding
body that the evidence produced by candidates is
authentic. This can be in the form of a signed declaration
by both the candidate and the assessor.
What should be included in
a witness statement?

A witness statement must contain:
•
•
•

a clear description of the activity that took place
a clear reference to how the learner met the
requirements of the key skills specification through the
activity
authentication of the evidence – an assessor must sign
and date the witness testimony.

It would be unlikely for a portfolio to be made up mainly of
witness statements.
What contexts might
evidence be drawn from?

The contents from which evidence can be drawn will
depend upon the key skill and the level. For example,
evidence could come from:
•

the programme of study

•

community activities and voluntary work

•

the workplace.

However, some higher level key skills are assessed by a
substantive activity and it is likely that evidence will be
drawn from one piece of work. If evidence is integrated
within a main programme, ensure that the key skills
criteria are fully met.
Can group work be
included in a portfolio?

Yes, evidence from group work can be included in a
portfolio. However, learners must achieve the criteria as
individuals. They must identify their contributions and
acknowledge what other group members produced. The
assessor should scrutinise and validate individual learners’
contributions.
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What should we do if
evidence can’t be included
in a portfolio?

Some evidence, such as a large piece of 3D work or a
display, can’t be stored in a learner’s portfolio. Instead,
they can include:
• annotated photographs or videotapes of the evidence
• annotated video and audiotapes recording discussions,
interviews, presentations, and so on
• records filled in by the assessor commenting on oral
work
• computer disks to support information technology
activities.
If it is impractical or inappropriate to reproduce evidence in
a portfolio, for example in the case of art and design work
that has been sent away as coursework, the portfolio must
record:
•
•
•

exactly what the learner produced
how it covers different parts of the key skills unit
where the evidence can be found.

In this way, the portfolio provides an ‘audit trail’ for
external checking, if necessary. A member of staff must
sign all documentation.
Can evidence that has been
produced for GCSEs and
Advanced GCEs be included
in the key skills portfolio?

Learners can be given credit for key skills based on prior
achievement as long as the evidence:
•
•
•
•
•

is current (no more than three years old)
is authentic
matches the details of the key skills unit (is valid)
shows that the learner is able to apply key skills in a
realistic context
is sufficient to show that the learner can still apply skills
confidently, consistently and competently.

However, accrediting prior achievement can be very time
consuming. Many teachers and trainers have found it more
useful to use prior evidence to determine learners’ starting
levels, rather than using it for assessment.

What do we do with key
skills evidence from other
learning programmes, such
as BTECs?

Note: GCSE evidence is unlikely to be suitable for
inclusion in a Level 3 portfolio.
So that the moderator can find the evidence easily, you
should either:
•

photocopy the relevant evidence and ask learners to file
it in their portfolios

or
• cross-reference the evidence in the key skills portfolio,
indicating clearly how to access the evidence. You
should ensure that the cross-referenced evidence meets
the requirements of Part B of the key skills
specification.
All portfolios must be available to the moderator.
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How do we record
evidence that has been
cross-referenced from
other programmes?

When first-hand evidence (original or a copy) is not
included in the portfolio, a cover sheet or tracking
document must specify precisely:
•
•
•

the type and form of evidence
how it meets the requirements of the key skills being
claimed (this will involve reassessment of the evidence
against the key skills specification)
where the original evidence is located.
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Assessing key skills
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•

How are key skills assessed?
How do learners pass a key skills unit?

Internal Assessment
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is internal assessment?
Who carries out internal assessment?
What do assessors do?
Do you need special training to assess key skills?
What type of assessment activities might we design?
What is an assessment plan?
Can one piece of work be assessed for more than one key skill?

•

As an assessor, how do I make judgements about the practical aspects of the key skills
specification?
How can I be sure that my assessment decisions are fair and accurate?
How can I check the authenticity of evidence?
How might I record learners’ progress?
Can evidence be used from other qualifications such as GCSEs, Advanced GCEs, and
BTECs?
Are there any qualifications that provide exemptions?
What happens if a learner can’t achieve a full unit?
Can learners appeal against internal assessment decisions?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

External Assessment
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are the external assessment arrangements for key skills?
What is the purpose of external assessment?
How might I prepare learners for the external tests?
What support is available to help teachers prepare learners?
When can learners take the tests?
How are key skills tests administered?
What is the pass mark?
How often can learners retake tests?
What are the arrangements for learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities?
Do we get feedback on how well our learners did?
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How are key skills
assessed?

Key skills units are assessed by a portfolio and external
assessment or test (communication, application of number
and information technology) and by a portfolio only
(working with others, improving own learning and
performance, problem solving).
In Wales assessment is through the portfolio only. Tests
have been discontinued; however the standards remain the
same as England.

How do learners pass a key
skills unit?

To achieve a key skills unit at Levels 1 to 4, learners have
to:
•
•

produce a portfolio for internal assessment/external
moderation
pass an external assessment for communication,
application of number and information technology.

Internal Assessment
What is internal
assessment?

Internal assessment:
•
•
•

Who carries out internal
assessment?

is based on the learner’s portfolio of evidence
is internally set, organised and assessed
assesses learners’ work against the assessment criteria
in Part B of the key skills units.

Assessors can either be:
•

teachers or trainers who have contributed to the skill
development programme

or
• assessors from outside the programme.
All assessors should be competent to assess.
It can also be helpful to ask the advice of key skills
specialists at the different stages of the assessment
process.
What do assessors do?

Assessors
•
•
•
•
•

Do you need special
training to assess key skills?

help the programme team to design assessment
activities that meet the requirements of a key skills unit
help the programme team to produce an assessment
plan that records all the assessment activities and shows
how they meet the requirements of a unit
assess learners’ evidence against the assessment criteria
in the Guidance and Part B of the key skills units
keep records of assessment decisions
provide feedback on assessment decisions to learners.

On all programmes other than NVQs, there are no formal
requirements for key skills assessors. However, they should
be competent in the key skill to at least the level they are
assessing and be competent in carrying out assessment.
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It is recommended that all key skills assessors take part in
appropriate training and development activities in order to
update their skills in ensuring a consistent approach.
What type of assessment
activities might we design?

As far as possible, if you are teaching key skills as part of a
learning programme such as, Advanced GCE, NVQ or BTEC,
you should plan assessment activities that are integrated
within the programme. Similarly, if you are assessing key
skills in the workplace, you should look for assessment
activities that arise naturally in the employee’s day to day
job.
However, where necessary, you can plan extra assessment
activities to cover specific aspects of a key skills unit.

What is an assessment
plan?

An assessment plan is a way of checking that the
assessment activities you have designed:
•
•

cover part B of each key skills unit to be assessed
give learners sufficient opportunities to generate
evidence.

If you are teaching key skills as part of a learning
programme such as Advanced GCE, NVQ or BTEC, it is
important to produce an overall assessment plan before the
start of the programme. In this way, you can integrate key
skills assessment with the rest of the programme, ensuring
full coverage of the requirements.
Can one piece of work be
assessed for more than one
key skill?

It is often possible to assess more than one key skill through
a single piece of work generated from the main learning
programme. However, this puts a lot of pressure on the
assessor, and can affect the quality of assessment.
Experience has shown that it is best to keep the amount of
assessment on any one piece of work within manageable
limits.

What are the main stages
in assessment?
Planning

There are few main stages in assessing Key Skills:

Collecting
Judging
Deciding

As an assessor, how do I
make judgements about
the practical aspects of the
key skills specification?

the learner plans how to gather evidence for an assessment
activity
the learner generates and collects this evidence
the assessor judges whether the evidence meets the
requirements of Part B of the unit specification
the assessor decides an assessment outcome, credits
achievement and gives feedback to the learner
You should make assessment judgements and decisions by:
•
•
•

watching learners using skills and techniques (for
example, measuring, taking part in discussions, or using
software)
oral questioning
putting written questions to learners

Your judgements must be recorded and logged in the
portfolio as a witness statement (see page 21).
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How can I be sure that my
assessment decisions are
fair and accurate?

When making an assessment decision, you need to make
sure that the learner’s evidence is:
•
•
•
•

valid – does it meet the requirements of the key skills
unit specification, as claimed?
authentic – is the learner genuinely responsible for the
evidence?
sufficient – is the amount of evidence sufficient to show
that the learner can consistently meet all the standards
claimed?
at the level being claimed.

How can I check the
authenticity of evidence?

You can check the authenticity of learners’ work by
observing learners, looking at group and individual log
books, diaries, checklists and records, and by oral
questioning.

How might I record
learners’ progress?

Once you have made an assessment decision on a particular
piece of work, you need to record your decision and give
the learner feedback.
Ideally, all assessment activities should have an assessment
front sheet, on which you can record achievement. Tracking
and recording documentation is available from the Edexcel
website: www.edexcel.org.uk.

Can evidence be used from
other qualifications such as
GCSEs, Advanced GCEs,
AVCEs and BTECs?

Yes. Evidence produced for GCSEs, Advanced GCEs and
BTECs can be used as long as it:
•
•
•
•
•

Are there any
qualifications that provide
exemptions?

is current
is authentic
matches the details of the key skills unit (is valid)
shows that the learner is able to apply key skills in a
realistic context
is sufficient to show that the learner can still apply skills
consistently, confidently and competently.

Qualifications that provide exemptions are listed on the
proxy qualifications list on the QCA website
(www.qca.org.uk).

Edexcel – The Key Skills User Guide – February 2007

27

What happens if a learner
can’t achieve a full unit?

Some learners’ learning difficulties or disabilities may prevent
them from achieving a full key skills unit. In this case, they can
record their achievements in a record of achievement, such as
the National Record of Achievement (NRA) or the Progress File.
These records give employers insight into learners’
achievements and enable progression to further and higher
education.

Can learners appeal against
internal assessment
decisions?

Yes. Centres are expected to have their own internal appeals
procedures.

External Assessment

(Not applicable in Wales)

What are the external
assessment arrangements
for key skills?

For communication, application of number and information
technology, the assessment arrangements include an externally
set test.
At Levels 1 and 2, the tests are multiple choice on a set day,
although centres can choose the time. The Communication and
information Communication Technology tests at Levels 1 and 2
are one hour in duration. Application of Number is 1 hr 15
minutes.
At Levels 3 and 4, the tests take the form of short and long
answer questions on a set day.
Note that the information technology test at Level 3 and 4 has
a three day window. This test requires the use of data files and
a personal computer.
Tests at Level 3 are one hour and thirty minutes in duration.
(Candidates have 15 minutes reading time prior to the start of
the test for Application of Number Level 3).
Tests at Level 4 are two hours and thirty minutes in duration.

What is the purpose of
external assessment?

External tests are set for the key skills units to check that
learners have mastered the skills underpinning the unit. The
aim of external testing is to ensure that national standards are
maintained.

How might I prepare
learners for the external
tests?

Before taking an external test, learners should:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

familiarise themselves with the QCA test specifications
(These can be found on the QCA website: www.qca.org.uk)
understand the demands of the level of the test
understand the format of the test
understand that the questions will be based on the key
skills specification
have an opportunity to sit a mock test under realistic
conditions
have an opportunity to practise for IT Level 3 and 4 tests by
using the downloaded QCA data files.
Practice the multiple choice test on screen from the
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Edexcel website.
Try to co-ordinate tests and the skill development programme,
so that learners sit the tests immediately after completing
related work.
What support is available
to help teachers prepare
learners?

The QCA document Guidance on the Key Skills Units 2004
provides a thorough overview of the requirements of the
key skills specification.
After each test series, Edexcel disseminates the chief
examiners’ reports. These provide useful information such
as common errors made by learners, which are helpful
pointers for preparing learners for tests.

When can learners take the
tests?

Please refer to the test schedule in the Key Skills Edexcel
Information Manual.

How are key skills tests
administered?

Tests are set externally by QCA. They are distributed,
marked and reported on by Edexcel.

What is the pass mark?

There is a different pass mark for each test and each test
series. Like other qualifications such as GCSEs and
Advanced GCEs, the pass mark is determined by an
awarding process at levels 3 and 4. The pass marks are predetermined at Levels 1 and 2.

How often can learners
retake tests?

Learners can retake tests as many times as they need to.
There will be a charge for resit tests.

What are the arrangements
for learners with learning
difficulties and/or
disabilities?

For details of the arrangements for learners with learning
difficulties and/or disabilities, please contact the Edexcel
Special Requirements Department.

Do we get feedback on how
well our learners did?

Edexcel centres will receive:
•
•

result slips for candidates
chief examiner reports.

The result slips will show raw marks against pass marks for
each candidate.
Please refer to the regulations and entry guidance for
further information.
What arrangements are
there for onscreen testing?

Onscreen testing is available at levels 1 and 2. These are
multiple choice tests which can be sat everyday/anyday. A
result is available immediately after the close of the test
session. This is accessible only to an administrator.
For more information on Onscreen Testing, please visit our
website www.edexcel.org.uk and look under services for
centres.
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Internal moderation of key skills
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is internal moderation?
Who carries out internal moderation?
What do internal moderators do?
Do you need special training to be an internal moderator?
How often should internal moderation take place?
What do internal moderators sample?
What range of assessment activities should internal moderators sample?

What is internal
moderation?

Internal moderation is a system for checking the quality of
the key skills assessment.
The results that Edexcel receives from a centre must
demonstrate that internal moderation (or internal
standardisation) has taken place to ensure that all
assessment has been consistent, fair and reliable across
assessors and programme areas.
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Who carries out internal
moderation?

Internal moderators are usually, but not necessarily, key
skills specialists who are appropriately trained.
In schools, colleges and universities, the internal moderator
is either a member of staff, or an external provider.
Centres may have more than one internal moderator,
depending on the number of learners and assessors.

What do internal
moderators do?

Internal moderators confirm the consistency and quality of
assessment in the centre across assessors and programmes.
They:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

advise on interpretation of the national standards
co-ordinate assessment practice
provide advice and support to assessors
sample assessments to confirm assessors’ judgements
maintain assessment documentation
take part in the appeals procedure
liaise with the external moderator
provide feedback to the centre and Edexcel.

Do you need special
training to be an internal
moderator?

Internal moderators must be competent in key skills to at
least the level they are moderating, and must be
competent in key skills assessment. Key skills necessitate
some training and development for internal moderators.

How often should internal
moderation take place?

It is up to your centre to decide. Your aim should be to put
in place procedures that will provide ongoing feedback to
assessors, resulting in a real impact on standards.
Therefore, each internal standards moderation process
should be timely.
It is recommended that internal moderation takes place in
stages throughout the candidates’ main programme, so that
assessment issues are recognised and addressed in good
time to avoid candidates having to repeat work or to carry
out additional tasks which would not have been necessary
with earlier moderation.
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What do internal
moderators sample?

Internal moderators cannot check assessment decisions for
every piece of learner work. Instead, they ‘sample’
assessment decisions taken by each assessor. Where
appropriate, they also sample assessment across a range of
programmes.
When deciding what evidence to sample, internal
moderators must ensure that:
•
•
•

they check some work towards each key skills unit
they confirm the decisions of all assessors at some stage
evidence is sufficient and reliable.

Where they are responsible for a centre as a whole, internal
moderators must sample evidence across all programmes.
What range of assessment
activities should internal
moderators sample?

Internal moderators should sample the full range of
assessment activities carried out by learners, including:
•
•

•

•
•

written materials
practical demonstrations (moderated by watching the
assessor assessing, by reading reports in portfolios, by
discussion with learners and by checking witness
statements)
practical group work, such as role play and exhibitions
(moderated by checking claims by each member of a
group that requirements have been met, by checking
authenticity and reliability of evidence, by checking
reports in portfolios, by observing the assessor
assessing)
artefacts (moderated by scrutinising the artefact and
documentation)
oral/written questions (moderated by checking that a
record of questions asked and answered is logged in the
portfolio).
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External moderation of key skills
This section addresses the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is external moderation?
Who carries out external moderation?
What work will the moderator sample?
What do we need to do to prepare for the moderator’s visit?
Will the three key skills be moderated together or separately?
Will the moderator give advice to centre staff?
What feedback do we get?

What is external
moderation?

The quality of assessment of the key skills units is checked
by external moderation.
The aim of external moderation is to reassess a sample of
learners’ key skills portfolios to check that all centres are
assessing accurately and consistently to agreed national
standards. Consistency across all centres/entries is
imperative.

Who carries out external
moderation?

The external moderator will be an appropriately qualified
and trained specialist appointed by Edexcel. Centres will be
assigned one moderator to cover all six key skills.
In most cases the moderation will take place postally.

What work will the
moderator sample?

The external moderator will re-assess a sample of portfolios
drawn a range of key of the programmes at the centre, and
assessor.
The sample to be externally moderated will be selected by
the Key Skills Quality Nominee.
The Key Skills Quality Nominee must select ‘pass’
candidate’s portfolios who are at the end of their
programme. Their portfolios should be complete and must
already have been internally assessed and moderated.
Edexcel moderators will not pass nearly complete
portfolios.
Evidence of assessment and internal moderation must be
explicit and Internal Moderation Feedback Reports PKS3 or
alternatives must be provided.
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What do we need to do to
prepare for the moderator?

You will need to complete a PKS3 form, supplied by Edexcel
for each unit and level.
You must also ensure that if you are having a moderator
visit the sample of learners portfolios is placed in a room
where the moderator can work undisturbed.
•
You must also ensure that:
• only ‘pass’ work is included in the portfolios
• all portfolios have an index that clearly relates evidence
to the key skills specification
• portfolios containing cross-referenced work assessed for
key skills are also available
• learners’ work is clearly assessed against the assessment
criteria in Part B of the key skills units
• all learners’ key skills portfolios can be made available
to the moderator, if necessary.

Will the key skills be
moderated together or
separately?

It is up to the centre to decide what units and levels to and
a moderator will look at these units and levels.
The six key skills (communication, application of number,
information technology, working with others, improving
own learning and performance and problem solving) will be
moderated separately, with separate feedback on each unit
at each level being given to centres.

Will the moderator give
advice to centre staff?

The aim of external moderation is to judge the quality of a
centre’s assessment decisions and quality assurance
processes by examining internally assessed and moderated
work, alongside Internal Moderation Feedback Reports
However, moderators will indirectly provide support and
guidance to staff through their feedback reports.

What feedback do we get?

At the end of a visit, the external moderator may give the
centre co-ordinator brief verbal feedback on the outcome
of the visit, but this is not always the case.
A full, written report will be sent to the centre within ten
working days. If a centre or programme is not approved for
direct claims, it means that sufficient evidence has not
been produced, and/or the key skill is not being assessed
accurately and consistently.
The centre will then be required to address the action
points detailed in the External Centre Feedback Report and
resubmit a different sample for external moderation.
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Direct Claims Status

Direct Claims Status enables centres to claim awards for
completed portfolios without submitting a sample of
portfolios to the moderator on ever occasion.
Direct Claims Status can be acquired by submitting five
portfolios to the External Moderator, along with an internal
moderation feedback reports.
If the moderator agrees that the sample, meets the
required standards, direct claim status will be awarded for
that specific skills and level.

When does Direct Claims
expire?

Direct Claims for each key Skill unit and level will expire on
the 31 August 2008.

What is the Key Skills
Portfolio Audit?

This is subject to the centre passing periodic audits and the
Key Skills Quality Nominee remaining the same.
Centres are required to retain all portfolios for a minimum
of eight weeks after the claim has been made.

Where can I obtain further
information on the
moderation process?

Where centres are required to submit portfolios for the
purpose of the audit, notification will be emailed to the
centre.
Centres should refer to the Centre Guidance for
Moderation, available from www.edexcel.org.uk.
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Checklist for delivering and assessing key skills
Are you planning to deliver an induction programme?
Have you decided how you are going to assess learners’ starting points?
Have you planned the role of key skills specialists?
Have you decided which model to use to deliver key skills?
Are resources in place to deliver key skills effectively?
Have you planned how to meet the needs of learners with particular
requirements?
Have you identified the programme team?
Does the teaching team fully understand the key skills units?
Have you identified the scope for integrating each key skills unit with
learning activities for other qualifications or other parts of the training
programme?
Have you decided how to structure learning activities?
Does your skill development programme follow the structured learning cycle?
Are mechanisms in place for keeping track of learners’ progress?
Have you decided who is going to assess key skills?
Have you designed assessment activities that are integrated with the
learners’ main learning programme or an employee’s job in the workplace?
Have you produced an overall assessment plan?
Does the assessment plan:
- cover part B of each key skills unit to be assessed?
- give learners sufficient opportunities to generate evidence?
Have you established appeals procedures?
Have you planned to collect assessment evidence in a range of ways?
Have you planned how to record assessment evidence?
Has your internal moderator been appointed?
Have you set up efficient procedures and a timetable for moderation?
Are there adequate training opportunities for staff?
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Support and training
Training
A programme of INSET courses covering various aspects of the qualification will normally
be arranged by Edexcel each year. Edexcel Regional Offices have been equipped with
training facilities and delegates can register for meetings in their regional area. To obtain
a copy of the programme and to register for meetings please contact the Professional
Development and Training team on:
Tel: 0870 240 9800
Fax: 020 7758 5951
E-mail: trainingenquiries@edexcel.org.uk
Edexcel publications
Further copies of the support materials are available from:
Edexcel Publications
Adamsway
Mansfield
Notts NG18 4LN
Tel: 01623 467467
Fax: 01623 450481
E-mail: publications@linneydirect.com
Regional offices and enquiries
For general enquiries, please contact the
Edexcel Customer Services on:
Tel: 0870 240 9800
Fax: 0207 758 6960
E-mail: enquiries@edexcel.org.uk
Skills for Life team: skillsorlife@edexcel.org.uk
Onscreen Testing: onscreentesting@edexcel.org.uk
Alternatively contact your nearest regional office.
Manchester Office

Tel: 0161 855 7560
Fax: 0161 855 7570
E-mail: manchester@edexcel.org.uk

Leeds Office

Tel: 0113 224 2255
Fax: 0113 224 2277
E-mail: leeds@edexcel.org.uk

Birmingham Office

Tel: 0121 616 2585
Fax: 0121 616 2576
E-mail: birmingham@edexcel.org.uk

Bristol Office

Tel: 01179 501908
Fax: 01179 501115
E-mail: bristol@edexcel.org.uk
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London Regional Office

Tel: 0207 190 5300
Fax: 0207 190 5660
E-mail: london@edexcel.org.uk

Cardiff Office

Tel: 02920 794865
Fax: 02920 362830
E-mail: cardiff@edexcel.org.uk
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