
 
 

A Guide to Access to HE Grading 
 
The specific requirements for use of the grading model are highlighted in the QAA Grading 
Handbooks (Section B & C) 
 

QAA Grading Scheme Handbook 
Section B 

QAA Grading Scheme Handbook 
Section C 

http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Pu
blications/Pages/Grading-scheme-B.aspx 

http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Pu
blications/Pages/Grading-scheme-

C.aspx 

 

 

 Here’s what you need to know: 
 

1. The 7 Grade Descriptors (see QAA Grading Booklet B for detail) 

 
You should ALWAYS use TWO OR MORE grade descriptors (GDs) when assessing a piece 
of work and these must be the GDs allocated to the unit. The 7 grade descriptors are: 
 

1. Understanding the subject 
2. Application of knowledge 
3. Application of skills 
4. Use of information 
5. Communication and presentation 
6. Autonomy and/or independence 
7. Quality 

 
2. Should I use every component within individual grade 

descriptors? 

 
This isn’t necessary 
You will see from the 
example on the right (GD1- 
Understanding the Subject) 
that each grade descriptor 
allows you a choice of 
performance descriptors. 
Choose the most 
appropriate Merit and 
Distinction component/s 
which best suit your 
assessment. 
 
“No conditions are specified as to the choice of components, which is properly made by tutors 
when delivering and assessing the unit.” QAA 

 

http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/Grading-scheme-B.aspx
http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/Grading-scheme-B.aspx
http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/Grading-scheme-C.aspx
http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/Grading-scheme-C.aspx
http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/AboutUs/Publications/Pages/Grading-scheme-C.aspx


 

3. Can I inform learners about what I expect from a Merit or 
Distinction piece of work?  

 
Certainly. “Tutors may provide further information about the expected links between the 
selected grade descriptor components and the requirements of the assignment, clarifying for 
learners what the descriptors and components mean for the particular subject or expectations 
of the kind of performance that relate to the individual assignment” (QAA) 
 
Additional guidance can be useful to explain what would constitute a very good/excellent 
performance in your particular assessment. For example, you could indicate that the learner 
will demonstrate a very good grasp of subject x in the use of relevant examples and very good 
explanation of the key points. An excellent grasp of subject x will be demonstrated in the use 
of relevant examples which demonstrate an outstanding grasp of the depth and range of the 
topic and used to support an excellent discussion. 
 
“In providing grading information, tutors must not: 

• embed the language of the grade descriptor components within the task details of 
assignments. 

• change the grade descriptors in any way (other than through the selection or omission 
of individual components for the assignment), nor attempt to rewrite them as grading 
criteria 

• reword or change the punctuation of the components from that of the current version 
provided by QAA 

• provide step-by-step directions which may reduce the level of challenge of the 
assignment or expectations of autonomous working that are appropriate for study at 
pre-higher education level.” (QAA) For instance, it would not be acceptable to present 
learners with a template structure for the required response or to identify which 
examples the learners should use. 
 

4. How do I grade the learner’s work? (See QAA Booklet C for full 
detail and examples)  

 
Graded units have GDs assigned by the AVA. Descriptors that have not been formally 
assigned to the unit must not be used. 
 
Units must always be assessed formally by assignments which have two or more grade 
descriptors allocated to them (GD7 is a mandatory descriptor to be used in every assessment). 
 

• First, check that the learner has met ALL of the assessment criteria first. You cannot 
grade the assignment if it is incomplete. 

• For incomplete work, read the Quick Guide on Submission, Resubmission and Referral 
and then come back to this section. 

• Completed work is graded using the GDs allocated to the assessment. The tutor must 
select the descriptors which best fit the overall performance in the entire assessment 
(not in each individual assessment criterion) 

• Check that the language used in feedback on the learner’s work (e.g. very good) 
matches the allocated grade (Merit) 

 
Do not award an ‘overall grade’ for an assignment. Only a whole unit attracts an overall grade. 
  



 

5. Can I give numerical marks and establish a grade from these?  

 
No. Numerical marking is no longer permitted for awarding a grade.  
 
From the start of the 2018/19 academic year, a change to QAA regulations for Access to HE 
means that numerical marking is not permitted on any Access to HE Diploma in any form. 
Previously, there were some very limited instances where this was possible. This exception 
was relevant to Grade Descriptors (GD) 1 and 3 in the context of calculations (i.e. fixed 
response assessments). All exceptions have now been withdrawn. 
 
See the separate guidance on how to use the grade descriptors for units where there are 
fixed response assessments. 
 

6. How do I get an overall grade for the unit? 

 

• The example (right) shows a 
unit with two assignments  

• Arrange ALL of the grades 
awarded to both assignments 
in ascending order, as shown 
in the Unit Grade Profile box 

• Select the middle (median) 
grade 

• Do not allocate numerical 
values to the grades to 
‘calculate’ an overall grade. 

• If there is an even number of 
grade descriptors and the mid-
point is between two different 
grades, the final grade usually 
reflects the Quality descriptor (GD7) 

 

7. What are the common errors in grading? 

 
To ensure that your learners get the correct grade, make sure you remember the following:  
 

• Award a grade profile to the WHOLE assignment, not every individual AC  

• Use the guidance in Section 6 to find the overall grade for a unit. Don’t allocate a 
numerical value to grades achieved and then ‘calculate’ an overall grade  

• Award an overall grade to a UNIT and not to component assessments. Individual 
assignments should have a grade profile reflecting all the GDs covered in them  

• Always use the allocated unit GDs when grading; do not add or omit GDs or use any 
other grading system  

• Numerical marking is no longer permitted.  

 
Contact details  
 
If you wish to discuss any aspect of this policy and/or have a related query please 
contact the Access quality support team by:  
 



 

Telephone:  01206 911 211 
Email:   quality@gatewayqualifications.org.uk 
 
Post:  Gateway Qualifications 

Gateway House 
3 Tollgate Business Park  
Colchester 
CO3 8AB  

 

mailto:quality@gatewayqualifications.org.uk

