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1 Background

This was the sixth audit of ITC First since it was approved as an awarding body by SQA
Accreditation in July 2009.

ITC First is a nationally recognised awarding organisation offering a range of tailored
gualifications in first aid, education and training, as well as a portfolio of industry and
workplace compliance qualifications.

ITC First’'s headquarters are in Hartlepool.

1.1 Scope

SQA Accreditation carries out quality assurance activity in line with its Quality Assurance of
Approved Awarding Bodies Policy. This states the type and frequency of our quality
assurance activities, describes our reporting procedures and indicates how the awarding
body’s Quality Enhancement Rating is calculated.

This was a full audit of ITC First, carried out remotely, but with a particular focus on the
regulatory requirements surrounding business planning, business continuity, external quality
assurance, provider monitoring, registration, and certification of learners, as well as
malpractice. Our quality assurance activities are conducted on a sampling basis and,
consequently, not all aspects of the awarding body’s systems, procedures and performance
have been considered in this report to the same depth.

SQA Accreditation audit reports are written by exception focusing only on those areas where
corrective action is required or recommended. Consequently, this approach to audit
reporting does not detail areas where compliance or good practice was found.

The audit was designed to ensure ITC First complies with SQA Accreditation’s regulatory
requirements namely:

¢ SQA Accreditation Regulatory Principles (2021)
+ all Regulatory Principle Directives
¢ the awarding body’s Accreditation Licence

Awarding body documentation considered for review by the audit team includes all
documents banked on ITC First's SharePoint site at the time of audit and information
supplied to support audit activity. Restricted or commercially sensitive information gathered
during SQA Accreditation’s quality assurance activities is treated in the strictest confidence.
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1.2 Audit Report and Action Plan Timescales
ITC First audit date: 23 January 2025

Audit Report approved by
Accreditation Co-ordination Group on: 26 February 2025

Audit Report to be signed by ITC First: 9 April 2025

Action Plan to be emailed
to requlation@sqa.org.uk by ITC First: N/A

The process will apply in relation to the timescales specified above:

The awarding body will be sent a signed copy of the Audit Report by email.

The awarding body must sign the copy of the Audit Report and return by email to SQA
Accreditation in accordance with the timescale specified above.

The awarding body will also be emailed a copy of the Action Plan.

The awarding body must complete and return the Action Plan in accordance with the
timescale specified above and email this in Microsoft Word format to
requlation@sga.org.uk.

¢ SQA Accreditation will confirm when the Action Plan is appropriate to address the Issues
and present it to Accreditation Co-ordination Group (ACG) for approval.

+ Following approval by ACG, the awarding body will be sent a signed copy of the
approved Action Plan by email.

¢ The awarding body must sign the copy of the Action Plan and return by email to SQA
Accreditation.

The findings of this Audit Report and the associated Action Plan will be published on SQA
Accreditation’s website following signed agreement.

SQA Accreditation will continually monitor progress towards completion of the proposed

actions identified in the Action Plan and update the awarding body’s Quality Enhancement
Rating as appropriate.
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1.3 Summary of Audit Issues and Recommendations

An Issue has been recorded where evidence shows that the awarding body is not compliant
with SQA Accreditation’s regulatory requirements. The awarding body must address the
Issues and specify corrective and preventative measures to address them through its Action
Plan.

The Action Plan is emailed to ITC First as a separate document to the Audit Report and
must be submitted to SQA Accreditation in accordance with the timescale specified in 1.2.
As a result of the audit and post-audit activities, no Issues have been recorded, and seven
Recommendations have been noted.

Issue Detail of Issue recorded Risk rating

No Issues were recorded during the | N/A N/A
ITC First audit.

A Recommendation has been noted where SQA Accreditation considers there is potential for
enhancement. The awarding body is advised to address any Recommendations in order to
reinforce ongoing continuous improvement. However, measures to correct or prevent these
are not mandatory and therefore do not form part of the Action Plan.

Recommendation Detail of Recommendation noted

1. Principle 1 It is recommended that ITC First review S14 ITC Organisational
Chart 2024 and include the posts of Awards Manager and
Operations Manager.

It is also recommended that the organisation chart is updated to
reflect the change in Company Secretary that occurred in April
2024.

The awarding body may also wish to consider defining the role
and remit of its Governing Body.

2. Principle 2 It is recommended that ITC First continue to develop its
marketing plan by incorporating the role of External Quality
Assurers (EQAs) in marketing and promotion, providing a level
of key performance indicators (KPIs) and targets linked to
existing goals and objectives, as well as supporting its
development with an underpinning procedure or guidance
documentation.

3. Principle 4 It is recommended that ITC First considers a way of ‘testing’ the
likely effectiveness, as well as staff understanding, of the
proposed mitigations in the current Business Continuity Plan,
BP2 Business Continuity and Contingency Plan [2.1].
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Recommendation

Detail of Recommendation noted

ITC First may wish to include a reference to its policy, P28 Cyber
Security Policy [1.1], December 2022, as part of the proposed
contingencies for potential cyber-attacks.

In respect of the contingencies around the potential takeover or
sale of ITC First, the audit team recommends the inclusion of a
step to notify the relevant regulatory body, as outlined in
Regulatory Principles Guidance Note — Principles 1 and 7,
Reporting Incidents to SQA Accreditation, Version 2 (October
2022).

4. Principle 13

It is recommended that ITC First amend the specific external
quality assurance strategy for its Educational Support
gualifications, as outlined in the document EQA 1 External
Quiality Assurance Procedures, Specifications and Strategy [4.1],
March 2020, to note that participation in an induction event run
by the awarding body is optional, based upon the occupational
competence and training experience of centre staff.

5. Principles 13 and 15

It is recommended that ITC First sample check evidence that
centres have issued certificates to candidates, in accordance
with the aims of C9 ITC Centre Agreement [3.3], as part of future
external quality assurance activities.

6. Principle 15

It is recommended that ITC First amend the document CE4
Certificate Sign Off SQA 2021 [1], to ensure that the
Qualification Certificate Design Checklist refers to SQA
Accreditation’s Regulatory Principles Directive RPDIR — 3,
Logos and certificate requirements for SQA accredited
gualifications, Version 10 (January 2020).

7. Principle 18

It is strongly recommended that ITC First add further detail to its
recently submitted final report on the issuing of fake certificates
for accredited qualifications, to fully reflect the steps taken in
support of its rationale to conclude the investigation.
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1.4 Risk Rating of Issues

SQA Accreditation assigns a rating to each Issue recorded, depending on the impact on or
risk to the awarding body’s operations, its SQA accredited qualifications and/or the learner.
Issues recorded during the audit will count towards ITC First's Quality Enhancement Rating
which will, in turn, contribute towards future quality assurance activity. Further detail on how
the Quality Enhancement Rating is calculated can be found on the SQA Accreditation

website.
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2 Detail of Audit Issues and Recommendations

The following sections detail Issues recorded, and Recommendations noted against SQA
Accreditation’s regulatory requirements.

2.1 Issues

No Issues were recorded during the ITC First audit.

2.2 Recommendations

Regulatory Principle 1. The awarding body must have an accountable officer and
demonstrate that it has clearly defined and effective governance arrangements.

The audit team reviewed the awarding body’s two organisation charts, S2 ITC
Organisational Chart 2024 [1], April 2024, and S14 ITC Organisational Chart 2024,
alongside a range of job descriptions held on SharePoint.

The S2 ITC Organisational Chart 2024 [1], April 2024 outlines the respective teams and
functions in the organisation, with S14 ITC Organisational Chart 2024 providing details on
posts, postholders, and lines of reporting.

Job descriptions available on SharePoint include the Chief Executive Officer, Compliance
and Quality Manager, Qualifications Manager, External Quality Assurer, Awards Manager,
and Operations Manager.

However, despite the presence of the relevant job descriptions, it was noted that the Awards
Manager and Operations Manager roles were not present in S14 ITC Organisational Chart
2024, despite being active roles in the organisation.

It is recommended that ITC First review S14 ITC Organisational Chart 2024 and include the
posts of Awards Manager and Operations Manager, given the presence of job descriptions
for both positions that indicate ongoing operational roles in the awarding body.

It was unclear why both roles were not identified in the organisation chart in question, but
through discussions it was noted that both postholders also constitute two thirds of ITC
First’'s Governing Body. The audit team considers that there may be a concern around a
perceived conflict of interest by the public, given the dual function.

However, having an external consultant on the Governing Body and formally recording the
potential conflict of interest should provide enough mitigation. To further mitigate any
concerns, ITC First may wish to consider defining the role and remit of its Governing Body.
Lastly, it is recommended that the same organisation chart is updated to reflect a change of
Company Secretary that took place in April 2024, as noted on Companies House. The

version of the chart available to the audit team still notes the previous incumbent.

This has been noted as Recommendation 1.
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Regulatory Principle 2. The awarding body must demonstrate clearly defined
business planning processes which show evidence of management commitment and
decision making and ongoing review.

The ITC First BP 1 Business Plan 2024-25 [1], November 2023, contains a reference to a
marketing plan which was unavailable for review by the audit team prior to the audit.

Awarding body representatives provided access to the plan during the audit, explaining
where responsibility lay for determining actions, monitoring progress against targets, as well
as the likely reporting cycle for what was described as a continuously ‘live’ document.

It was noted that the development of this marketing plan is very much at an early stage, as
this is the first time that ITC First had attempted to record its marketing activities in such a
format. The perceived benefit being a more streamlined method of tracking the range of
marketing activities in a more formal and co-ordinated manner.

Awarding body representatives stated that development work remains ongoing. This
includes finalising who will hold ultimate responsibility for the marketing strategy and its
management, responsibility for carrying out specific actions, as well the frequency of
reporting to ITC First’s Policy Committee.

Therefore, it is recommended that ITC First continue to develop its marketing plan by
incorporating the role of External Quality Assurers (EQAS) in marketing and promotion,
providing a level of key performance indicators (KPIs) and targets linked to existing goals
and obijectives, as well as supporting its development with an underpinning procedure or
guidance documentation.

This has been noted as Recommendation 2.

Regulatory Principle 4. The awarding body must demonstrate an effective approach to
the identification and management of risk.

The audit team fully reviewed the awarding body’s BP2 Business Continuity and
Contingency Plan [2.1] prior to the audit. The content of the plan, including suggested
contingencies, was discussed during the audit to explore the rationale behind a humber of
the potential actions.

During the discussions around how ITC First ‘tests’ the validity of the suggested
contingencies, awarding body representatives stated that a number of them were used
during the COVID-19 pandemic and found to be effective. However, it was noted that there
appeared to be no formal ongoing plan to ensure that the contingencies remained valid.

Whilst acknowledging the impracticality of closing down key awarding functions to test
validity, the audit team recommends that ITC First develop a methodology of ‘testing’ the
likely effectiveness, as well as staff understanding, of the proposed mitigations in the current
Business Continuity Plan.
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No major concerns were noted with the plan, but ITC First may wish to include a reference to
its policy, P28 Cyber Security Policy [1.1], December 2022, as part of the proposed
contingencies for potential cyber-attacks.

Likewise, in respect of the contingencies around the potential takeover or sale of the
awarding body, the audit team recommends the inclusion of a step to notify the relevant
regulatory body, as outlined in Regulatory Principles Guidance Note — Principles 1 and 7,
Reporting Incidents to SQA Accreditation, Version 2 (October 2022).

This has been noted as Recommendation 3.

Regulatory Principle 13. The awarding body and its providers must ensure that they
have systems and processes which ensure the effective quality assurance of
accredited qualifications.

The audit team reviewed the awarding body’s EQA 1 External Quality Assurance
Procedures, Specifications and Strategy [4.1], March 2020, which explains ITC First’s
approach to the quality assurance of specific suites of qualifications.

In respect of its Educational Support qualifications, the procedure notes that current centres
wishing to deliver relevant accredited provision ‘must attend an induction event run by ITC in
addition to the standard Centre Application process to deliver a new type of qualification.’

It also notes that new centres ‘will receive an initial review of policy documents and staff
competence as part of the centre application process, including a telephone/video meeting,
and then must attend an induction to the qualification event.’

However, during discussions on how this is implemented, it was noted that attendance at
such an induction event is no longer mandatory but instead based upon the existing
occupational competence and training experience of staff.

Therefore, it is recommended that ITC First amend the specific external quality assurance
strategy for its Educational Support qualifications, as outlined in the document, to note that
participation in any induction event run by the awarding body is optional, based upon the
occupational competence and training experience of centre staff.

This has been noted as Recommendation 4.
Regulatory Principle 13. The awarding body and its providers must ensure that they
have systems and processes which ensure the effective quality assurance of

accredited qualifications.

Regulatory Principle 15. The awarding body must have effective, reliable and secure
systems for the registration and certification of learners.

As noted in Recommendation 7, ITC First has recently undertaken an investigation into the
issuing of fake certificates linked to SQA accredited provision. As part of the discussions
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around this matter, the audit team sought clarification on how certificates were issued by the
awarding body. Representatives noted that in the majority of cases, following an email
notification, the relevant approved centre will download candidate certificates and distribute
accordingly.

The awarding body believes that responsibility for carrying out this task effectively is inherent
in the C9 ITC Centre Agreement [3.3], despite not being expressly stated, and that no
complaints from candidates around not receiving certificates indicates that the process is
robust.

However, the awarding body’s investigation into the issuing of fake certificates highlighted a
small number of instances in which candidates had not received a certificate on completion
of a qualification and had not queried the situation with ITC First. It was also acknowledged
that there are no formal checks, perhaps as part of external quality assurance activity, to
ensure that approved centres are forwarding certificates to candidates.

Therefore, it is recommended that ITC First sample check evidence that centres have issued
certificates to candidates, in accordance with the aims of C9 ITC Centre Agreement [3.3], as
part of future external quality assurance activities.

This has been noted as Recommendation 5.

Regulatory Principle 15. The awarding body must have effective, reliable and secure
systems for the registration and certification of learners.

The audit team reviewed the document CE4 Certificate Sign Off SQA 2021 [1], which
underpins the awarding body’s Qualification Certificate Design Checklist designed to ensure
the issue of correct certificates for its accredited qualifications.

The document reflects current regulatory requirements in respect of commemorative
certificates but does not refer to the current version of SQA Accreditation’s Regulatory
Principles Directive RPDIR — 3, Logos and certificate requirements for SQA accredited
gualifications, Version 10 (January 2020), referencing a previous version from 2016.

Therefore, it is recommended that ITC First amend the document CE4 Certificate Sign Off
SQA 2021 [1], to ensure that the Qualification Certificate Design Checklist refers to the

current version of SQA Accreditation’s Regulatory Principles Directive RPDIR — 3, Logos
and certificate requirements for SQA accredited qualifications, Version 10 (January 2020).

This has been noted as Recommendation 6.

Regulatory Principle 18. The awarding body and its providers must ensure that it has
safeguards to prevent and manage cases of malpractice and maladministration.
Since 19 September 2024, ITC First has been liaising with SQA Accreditation over

incidences of fake certificates, linked to SQA accredited provision, that were issued by
previously approved centres that are no longer trading.
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ITC First was alerted to the scenario through candidates, who had undertaken non-regulated
Outdoor First Aid qualifications in 2022, checking the validity of their certificates using the
‘Check Certificate’ facility on the awarding body’s website. This allows interested parties to
check if a certificate is genuine.

Following discussions with SQA Accreditation, the awarding body engaged with the former
centre owner to determine the circumstances behind the issue of the fake certificates, a
wider sample of learners to check if there had been any further instances, as well as formally
notifying a number of other relevant awarding bodies of its findings.

SQA Accreditation was provided with an interim and final report on the investigation, with the
latter incorporating some additional suggested activities around an increased sample of
candidates across a wider range of ITC First qualifications, both regulated and non-
regulated. Although relatively comprehensive, the Regulation Manager believed that the final
report did not fully outline or provide sufficient detail of the range of investigative activities
that the awarding body had undertaken. Providing further information would strengthen its
subsequent decision, based on a balance of probabilities around the remaining ‘live’
certificates in circulation, to conclude the investigation.

Therefore, It is strongly recommended that ITC First add further detail to its recently
submitted final report on the issuing of fake certificates, to fully reflect the steps taken in
support of its rationale to conclude the investigation.

This has been noted as Recommendation 7.

3 Acceptance of Audit Findings
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