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Introduction 
 

These guidelines are designed to provide all the relevant information for 
panel members participating in the validation of LASER Access to HE 
Diplomas. In addition to these guidelines panel members should 
familiarise themselves with the general QAA and LASER regulations in 
relation to the Access to Higher Education Diploma including the 
publication ‘The LASER Access Framework’ and the QAA Access 
Diploma specifications (2013) 
 
Further Information and links to downloads can be found at the LASER 
‘Access Documents Download’ web page. 
 
 

 
 

1. Purpose of a Validation Panel 
 

The purpose of a panel is to approve one or more Access to HE Diploma titles as being fit for 
purpose for a five year period subject to annual external moderation and review.  
 
By monitoring and reviewing the outcome of validation panel decisions, the AVA can take actions 
to support the common application of the Access to HE Credit Specifications. A validation panel 
also affords the opportunity for staff development for those attending it including the submitting 
tutor/s. 
 

2. Membership and Composition of Validation Panels 
 
An expert, external panel is appointed by the AVA to scrutinise proposals for new, transferred or 
major modifications to Access to HE Diplomas. 
 

2.1 Criteria for membership  
 

All panel members must be able to demonstrate: 
 

 relevant curriculum and/or sector experience as required 

 lack of any conflict of interest with regard to the outcome of the panel (with the exception 
of those members representing the submitting organisation) 

 a commitment to the ideals of Access to HE 
 

2.2 Composition of validation panels 
 

The composition of panels ensures that panel members jointly provide current, relevant experience 
and expertise in: 
 

a) The delivery and assessment of Access to HE courses 
b) Curriculum knowledge relevant to the Diploma(s) and all the units being considered 
c) The delivery of HE programmes, in areas indicated as intended progression routes for the 

Diploma(s) being considered 
d) QAA’s current requirements about the Access to HE Diploma 

http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/diploma-specification-2013.aspx
http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/diploma-specification-2013.aspx
http://laser-awards.org.uk/content2.asp?id=434#General
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The precise proportions of panel members representing different sectors or areas of expertise will 
vary depending on the scale and curriculum breadth of the Access titles being submitted. The 
following are therefore minimum requirements for panel composition: 
 
 
Required as a minimum:  
 
Formal panel members:  

 2 HE representatives from receivers of Access students 

 2 Access provider representatives (could also be external moderators) 
 

AVA and submitting institutions: 
 

 1 representative from the submitting provider  

 1 AVA officer to act as scribe 

 1 chair (this will either be an AVA officer who has not been directly involved in the 
development of the title, or another individual external to the submitting provider who has 
been approved as a validation panel chair by the AQDC) 

 
 

Desirable: 
 

 1 or more Access external moderators  

 for re-validations, the current external moderator for the title 

 other tutors/staff from the submitting organisation 
 
 

Composition of the panel will also 
take into account the relevant 
curriculum expertise of the panel 
members in relation to the type of 
Access course being scrutinised. 
Should the four prescribed external 
members of the panel not have 
sufficient expertise to deal with the 
curriculum content, then additional 
panel members with relevant 
curriculum expertise will be 
appointed.  
 
These additional curriculum 
experts may be drawn from any 

sector. In the event of it not proving possible to secure the attendance at the panel of one or more 
subject experts, or where additional input is considered to be desirable, the AVA will seek written 
comments from external readers (e.g. named subject experts) in advance of the panel, and the 
panel will review these comments and incorporate any recommendations and conditions into the 
panel report as it sees fit. 
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2.3 Status of AVA Officers on the Panel 
 
AVA officers in attendance at panels, for example as the Chair, may contribute to the discussion 
and deliberations however they are not able to directly contribute to the decisions and outcomes of 
the panel. 
 
Any AVA officer who has been directly involved in the development process for the Access 
programme being scrutinised shall be able to attend the validation panel to answer questions and 
provide additional information but s/he will not be allowed to directly contribute to the decisions and 
outcomes of the panel. 
 

 
2.4 Status of Tutors from providers submitting Diploma titles for approval on the Panel 

 
Staff and tutors from the submitting organisation are in attendance and shall be able to engage 
freely in the discussions of the validation panel but they are not allowed to directly contribute to the 
decisions and outcomes of the panel. 

 
 

3. Conduct of a Validation Panel 
 

3.1 Underlying Principles 
 

The AVA is responsible for the conduct and organisation of 
validation panels. 
 
The validation panel process will be based upon the peer 
group principles which encourages the participation of all 
panel members in such a way as to ensure a wide expression 
of views of those present (subject to 2.3 and 2.4 above). The 
broad ‘Nolan Committee’ principles shall also apply, 
specifically that panel members shall act in a non-partisan 
way and conduct themselves with integrity throughout the panel proceedings. 
 
3.2 Before the panel event 
 
Panel members will be sent the following information in order to prepare for the meeting: 
 

 Panel meeting agenda and attendee list 

 Submission documents including appendices (hard copy) 

 Unit content (supplied electronically on disk) 

 Pre-panel report produced by LASER 

 QAA’s current Access to Higher Education Diploma Specification 

 Tutor’s Quick Guide to Grading (for reference) 

 LASER Access Validation Panel Guidelines 

 

3.3 Format of the validation panel meeting 
 
3.3.1 Validation panels will be arranged by the AVA to ensure a full and balanced scrutiny of 

individual titles presented for submission. Access Diploma titles which are closely related in 
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academic subject will be grouped together wherever possible for approval at the same 
panel but only if there is sufficient time to allow a thorough scrutiny of the titles. 

 
3.3.2 The standard duration for a validation panel is 3 hours per Diploma title (or closely related 

titles1). At the discretion of the AVA, where a single centre submits a suite of very closely 
related titles, more than one title can be considered at the same time.2 

 
3.3.3 The AVA will monitor the feedback from panel evaluations to ensure that sufficient time is 

allowed for the scrutiny of each Access title and will review this information to make any 
necessary adjustments to the future allocation of time to titles as required. The AQDC will 
be responsible for monitoring this as one aspect of its oversight of the validation panel 
process. 

 
Pre-Panel Meeting 
 
3.3.4 The external members of the panel plus the AVA officers and Chair will convene a pre-

panel meeting immediately before the commencement of the panel. This meeting will be 
scheduled for a minimum of 30 minutes in duration. At this pre-panel meeting, those 
present will: 

 

 identify specific issues and matters arising from a prior reading of the validation 
documents for each title 

 ensure that any such issues and matters are covered in the agenda  

 with the guidance of the chair seek to reach a common agreement over any such 
issues and matters where this would improve the conduct of the panel. 

 as appropriate agree which panel members may wish to lead particular lines of enquiry 
with the submitting team(s) 
 

 
3.4 The appointment of a chair 

 
 
3.4.1 The AVA’s AQDC has responsibility for the conduct of validation 

panels and it will approve individuals to act as Chairs for panels 
in cases where they are not chaired by an AVA officer.  

 
3.4.2 A Chair will have been nominated by the AVA in advance of the 

panel. If the nominated chair is not present then the panel shall 
agree a chair from amongst its number. 

 
3.4.3 An AVA officer may chair the panel but only on the following criteria: 
 

 The AVA officer has not been directly involved in the development of the Access 
provision to be scrutinised. 
 

 The AVA Officer can demonstrate a sufficient level of Access expertise and committee 
work to enable her/him to act as Chair 

 

                                                
1
 The determination of what constitutes ‘closely related titles’ will be a judgement made by the AVA officers (subsequently monitored by 

the AQDC) on where Diploma titles have a sufficient overlap of units, content and structure, which would make it possible to consider 
the titles simultaneously. Scrutiny of more than 1 Diploma title within a 3 hour panel will only be possible if the titles are submitted by a 
single provider. 
2
 For example ‘Education Studies’ and ‘Teacher Education’ where the titles are essentially the same with only minor differences. 
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3.5 Role of the Chair 
 

The Chair of the panel is to: 
 

 lead the pre-panel meeting: establish any concerns and discuss priorities/issues arising 
and identify any units for special consideration. 

 

 facilitate the scrutiny process by enabling panel members to ask questions and allowing 
submitting staff to answer 

 

 provide technical information and guidance to the panel in relation the Access to HE 
credit specifications 

 

 ensure the scribe documents key issues discussed and records recommendations and 
conditions 

 

 seek to reach agreements by consensus amongst the external membership but where 
this is not possible to seek a majority view 

 

 make rulings from the Chair with regard to points of order etc. 
 
 

3.6 Specific conduct of the validation panel meeting  
(this can be used as the basis for a draft agenda for the panel see appendix 1) 
 

 Welcome Providers and panel members  

 Introduce panel members 

 Explain panel procedures and outline the rules 
for the conduct of the meeting. 

 If a revalidation panel, ask provider to take 
panel through the analytical/evaluative account 
of previous 5 years of Access programmes. 

 Identify and explain to the panel any decisions 
reached at the pre-panel meeting. 

 Ask for an introduction/rationale for the 
programme from the Provider. 

 Lead the group logically through the Access to HE Programme Recognition Document  

 Confirm the units to be included within the programme  

 Confirm that the whole submission conforms to the common credit framework for 
Access to HE 

 Confirm that each individual award title conforms to the qualification specifications for 
the Access to HE Diploma 

 Identify and agree any specific external moderation requirements for the programme 

 Confirm that all panel members are clear at the end of the meeting with regard to the 
next steps and any actions etc agreed during the panel. 
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3.7 Criteria for Approval of an Access to HE Diploma 

 
In order for a validation to be approved the panel must consider and agree the presenting 
organisation sufficiently demonstrate that the following criteria are met: 

 
a) the specified target groups are appropriate to the purpose of Access to HE 

courses, and the proposals address the target group(s)' learning needs 
b) the proposals meet the detailed requirements of The Access to Higher Education 

Diploma and credit specifications and any other regulatory information about the 
qualification published by QAA (including requirements relating to credit, unit 
specifications, rules of combination, grading and assessment regulations)  

c) intended progression route(s) in HE are clearly stated, and the areas of learning 
included in the Diploma (as demonstrated by the units available, the rules of 
combination and any other requirements for successful completion) are appropriate 
as a preparation for that/those route(s)  

d) students who are awarded the Diploma will have completed a planned, balanced 
and coherent programme of study, through which they have been able to acquire 
subject knowledge and develop 
academic skills which are relevant to 
the intended progression route(s) 

e) students who are awarded the Diploma 
will have demonstrated achievement 
in areas and at a level which are 
appropriate (and which may be 
required) for entry to the intended 
progression route(s)1 

f) where options are available within a 
single set of rules of combination, 
which allow alternative requirements for 
the achievement of a named Diploma, 
the alternatives permitted by the 
options are consistent, in terms of 
academic challenge and demand, and 
will require equivalent standards for achievement, whenever and wherever it is 
delivered 

g) the range of grade descriptors assigned to units across the Diploma will ensure that 
grade profiles reflect differentiated performance in areas that are significant for 
successful achievement in HE in the intended progression route(s)  

h) sufficient information is provided about curriculum, delivery and assessment 
methods for the Diploma to continue to provide an appropriate preparation for the 
intended progression route and remain consistent in the required standards of 
achievement, whenever and wherever the Diploma is delivered  

i) the formal Diploma title and designated subject classification code for the Diploma 
is appropriate (and is consistent with QAA's guidance), in relation to the subject(s) of 
study and the intended progression route  

j) any requirements for successful completion that are unrelated to Access to HE 
credit and qualification specification and that are additional to the Diploma's rules of 
combination do not make demands which affect the threshold standards of 
achievement required by any student for the award of the Access to HE Diploma 

k) any special requirements that apply to provider/centre approval for the delivery of 
the Diploma (for example, laboratory or workshop resources) are clearly stated. 
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3.8 Unit approval within the validation panel 

 
Units already approved by the AVA for Diploma Titles 

 

 Units for approval as a part of an Access to HE submission will have already undergone 
AVA scrutiny via its Unit Approval Procedures to ensure that they meet the ‘Access to 
HE Credit Specifications’3 

 

 It is not expected that the validation panel will examine every such unit for detailed 
scrutiny at panel but instead will look at their overall fitness for purpose within the 
Diploma titles. 

 
New Units 
 
New units will only be brought to panel for approval in exceptional circumstances where no 
pre-approved units are available in a given subject area. 

 

 Before the final draft of the Access to HE Programme Recognition Document is sent to 
panel members, all of the units proposed for inclusion will have been quality checked by 
an appropriate AVA officer to ensure that they meet the Access to HE credit 
specifications for units. 

 

 New units for approval will have been identified as such in the Access to HE 
Programme Recognition Document and will have been sent to panel members in 
advance of the meeting. This will allow for sufficient time for members to scrutinise 
them before the panel event. Panel members are encouraged to send any specific 
comments relating to units to the AVA before the validation panel. 

 

 External panel members will be asked by the Chair of the panel to identify any unit(s) 
requiring discussion at the agenda setting pre-panel meeting. 

 

 Where the panel identifies new units which require further amendment or approved 
units which are not deemed appropriate to the submission, the submitting 
representatives will be asked by the panel to undertake specified actions after the 
meeting with the support of AVA officers rather than take up valuable time in the panel 
by attempting to amend them. 

 

 The panel notes will clearly record the actions required with respect to the units and the 
chair of the panel will be required to sign off the panel report only when these actions 
have been completed to her/his satisfaction. It may be that a part of the actions 
identified by the panel will be to circulate revised units to panel members for comment 
as appropriate. 

 

 Validation panels are not expected to examine each unit in detail. The majority of the 
time of panel should be devoted to the overall fitness for purpose of the recognition 
document for the Access Diploma title. 

  

                                                
3
 See ‘The Access to HE Diploma Specification’,  QAA November 2013 
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3.9 Validation Panel Process Outcomes 
 
Following discussion by the panel as per 3.7 
and 3.8 above, the panel have a number of 
options available to them – discussion and 
decisions will be captured as part of the panel 
report (see 3.10 below). 
 
The panel can ask for recommendations or 
conditions to be included in the panel report: 
 
Recommendations: this option should be 
considered if the panel feel that the criteria have been completed satisfactorily but they have 
identified an action that the Access provider should consider taking. Such an action might be 
something which could be considered before the course runs again, or something which could be 
reviewed during the first run of the revalidated course. The external moderation cycle will review 
the provider's response to all recommendations made as part of the revalidation process. 
 
Conditions: this option would be suggested if the panel felt that the criteria has NOT been 
completed satisfactorily and remedial action is required, this will be specified by the panel. 
Conditions must be fulfilled by the provider BEFORE the Access Diploma can be run again. The 
AVA will require that all conditions are met, or that an adequate response be made, before the 
Access Diploma can be revalidated. The external moderation cycle will also review the provider's 
continuing response to all conditions made as part of the revalidation process. Please note that 
'conditions' should only be used where the panel consider it to be vital to the effective functioning 
of the Access Diploma. 
 
The panel report will also detail other comments and commendations raised at the panel, and any 
typographical errors noted by panel members. 
 
Programmes are usually validated for 5 years, unless otherwise indicated at panel. 
 
The panel will be asked to confirm whether or not they approve the validation and will take one of 
the following actions. 
 
Diplomas can be: 
 

 Approved with no conditions/recommendations 

 Approved subject to the conditions/recommendations stated 

 Approved for less than 5 years - detailed reasons why will be recorded in the panel report 

 Not Approved – detailed reasons why will be recorded in the panel report 
 

3.10 The Panel Report & Post Panel Actions 
 

 The completed panel report will be approved by the Chair of the Panel before being 
sent to panel members 

 

 The panel report will be produced by the AVA and distributed to the panel members 
within 5 working days of the date of the panel along with an evaluation survey of the 
panel process. 
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 The Access Development Manager (or another designated and experienced AVA 
officer) will work with the submitting organisation to support any amendments required 
as a result of the panel report. 

 

 The post panel version of the Access to HE Programme Recognition Documents, 
incorporating the changes required by the panel, will be completed and returned to the 
AVA within 25 working days of the date of the despatch of the panel report by the AVA 
to the submitting organisation. 

 

 The post panel version of the Access to HE Programme Recognition Document and 
related units and appendices will be scrutinised by the Access Development Manager 
and recommended for approval. 

 

 The Chair of the Panel will receive a copy of the definitive version of the Access to HE 
Programme Recognition Document and related units and appendices and after 
checking it against the panel report will sign it as being ready for approval. 

 

 The Access Quality & Development Committee (AQDC) will receive a report re the 
recommendation for approval of the definitive version of the Access to HE Programme 
Recognition Document and related units and appendices at its next meeting. The 
AQDC will formally approve the Access Diploma(s). 

 

4. Validation Period 
 

Access to HE programmes will normally be validated for five years, though there are 
circumstances in which a validation panel may recommend to the AQDC that validation is only 
conferred for one year. This would normally occur when the provider had signalled an intention to 
conduct early review or reform of a programme, or where the panel had established a significant 
number of developmental recommendations for a programme. 
 
All courses must be re-validated before their expiry date.  The commencing validation date shall be 
the 1st August following the date of the validation panel. Hence a course revalidated in September 
of an academic year will actually have a validation start date of the following August. In this way no 
Access courses will run out of validation during an academic year. 
 
Centres will be made aware of the need to re-validate courses at the start of the 5th year of 
validation (i.e. during September) so that a revalidation schedule can be arranged in a timely 
manner. 
 
If, under exceptional circumstances, a course is granted a temporary extension of its validation 
period by the Access Quality & Development Committee then it must be revalidated during the 
period of the temporary extension. The validation period under these circumstances will commence 
from the previous validation expiry date. 

 

5. Modifications to Access Programmes 
 

The AVA operates procedures and processes for Access programme modification based on 
existing AVA practice as set out in the current guidelines for modifying Access Diplomas. See 
Access Downloads web pages for further information. 

 
  

http://laser-awards.org.uk/content2.asp?id=434#General
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Appendix 1: Draft Agenda for Access Validation panel (excluding pre-panel meeting) 
 
1. Welcome Providers and panel members (note apologies, those present) 
 
2. Introduction of  panel members 

 
3. Explanation of panel procedures by chair 

 
4. Either:   If a revalidation panel, ask provider to take panel through the analytical/evaluative 

account of previous 5 years of Access programmes. 
 
Or:    Ask for introduction/rationale for the programme from the Provider 

 
5. Scrutiny of the Access to HE Programme Recognition Document  
 
6. Scrutiny and confirmation of Units for inclusion within Access Programme  

 
7. Confirmation that the whole submission conforms to the common credit framework for 

Access to HE 
 

8. Confirmation that each individual award title conforms to the qualification specifications for 
the Access to HE Diploma 

 
9. Confirm any specific external moderation requirements for this programme 

 
10. Confirmation that all panel members are clear at the end of the meeting with regard to the 

next steps and any actions etc agreed during the panel. 
 
Appendix 2 – extract from the – for reference 

The recognition of Access to HE programmes - (AVA)  

 guidance made available to providers about the established process and requirements for 
the recognition of Access to HE programmes  

 recognition process according to established procedures, including the scrutiny of 
programme documentation by a panel of cross-sector (including higher education) 
representatives, external to the provider  

 assessment of the programme submission against clear and transparent criteria, including 
the fitness of the programme for the purpose of the preparation of students for higher 
education, the identification of appropriate target group(s), and the specification of overall 
learning achievement required for the award of the Access to HE certificate  

 recommendation by the validation panel to the AVA about the recognition of the 
programme, with conditions/recommendations as necessary  

 monitoring of the meeting of any conditions set at the validation panel  
 formal recognition of the programme by the AVA  

 
 


