
Report for: Licensing Health & Safety Enforcement
Committee

Date of meeting: 25 June 2013

PART: 1

If Part II, reason:

Title of report: Knowledge test arrangements for taxi and private hire 
driver applicants

Contact: Ross Hill – Licensing Team Leader, Legal Governance

Purpose of report:
To outline options for the expansion of the Knowledge test 
arrangements for prospective applicants for hackney carriage 
and private hire drivers’ licences.

Recommendations
To consider the measures outlined, and if considered desirable 
to instruct officers to commence consultation on the 
implementation of those measures so identified.

Corporate 
objectives:

Safe and Clean Environment
 Knowledge tests are one element in ensuring that 

applicants for driver’s licence are fit and proper persons, 
and suitable to work at close quarters with the public.

Implications:

Financial
All of the proposals outlined within will have a financial 
implication, which would either be paid directly by applicants 
(practical driving test), or recouped though test fees (purchase 
of computer knowledge test software, English test fees).

Equalities Implications
An Equality Impact Assessment will be carried out prior to 
implementation of any of the changes outlined in this report.

Value for Money
Adoption of a computerised knowledge test will resolve a 
current undercharge in respect of knowledge tests.

Risk / Health And Safety
None

AGENDA ITEM:  8
SUMMARY



Consultees:
This is a pre-consultation report. If approved, consultation with 
trade and other affected parties will be carried out, with results 
reported to a future meeting of the Committee.

Background 
papers:

Taxi and Private Hire Licensing: Best Practice Guidance 
(Department for Transport, March 2010)

Glossary of 
acronyms and any 
other abbreviations 
used in this report:

1. BACKGROUND

1.1. When considering applications for taxi and private hire drivers’ licences, the 
Council must satisfy itself that the applicant is a fit and proper person prior to 
granting a licence. No definition is offered of this term, and the Council’s 
discretion is accordingly wide-ranging.

1.2. One element considered as part of this requirement relates to the testing of 
the applicant’s topographical knowledge of the borough of Dacorum. This is 
currently undertaken through a written knowledge test, in which applicants 
are required to demonstrate their familiarity with the landmarks, roads and 
places within Dacorum which they may be required to go to as a licensed 
driver.

1.3. There has been some recent criticism that the current testing arrangements 
do not adequately assess a candidate’s driving ability, nor various other 
aspects relevant to the work of a licensed taxi or private hire driver (such as 
communication with passengers or numeracy), and comments have been 
made to officers, via the Council’s social media sites, and, it is understood, 
directly to Members, that a number of newer drivers are not sufficiently 
skilled in these areas.

2. CURRENT TEST ARRANGEMENTS

2.1. Knowledge tests are currently held once a month at the Hemel Hempstead 
Civic Centre, with up to 10 candidates attending on each date. A £40 fee is 
payable by candidates for each test undertaken. A maximum of 2½ hours is 
allocated for each candidate to complete the entire test, with a licensing 
officer invigilating throughout this time. The test is undertaken on a printed 
paper, and no maps, notebooks, computer devices or mobile phones may be 
used during the test.

2.2. Each candidate is required to submit a registration form before attending 
their first test, specifying the category of test they wish to undertake (different 
tests are offered for hackney carriage and private hire drivers). Tests must 
be pre-booked, and failure to attend a test without good reason is considered 
to be a failed test, marked as ‘0’.

2.3. Test papers are randomly generated from a database of questions, so no 
two months’ papers are the same. Each test consists of three sections 
(covering places, routes, and byelaws/conditions), and a minimum mark 
must be attained in every section to obtain an overall ‘pass’. The candidate’s 



information sheet, at Annex A, gives further information on the structure of 
the current test and the applicable pass marks for each category.

2.4. Completed test papers are subsequently marked by an officer, and the 
results notified to the candidates. Where the test was passed, the candidate 
is issued with a certificate and invited to make an application for a licence of 
the relevant category.

2.5. Candidates are permitted to attempt the test three times within a 12 month 
period. If the candidate obtained a pass mark on one or more sections on a 
previous attempt, they are exempted from that section on subsequent tests. 
Where a candidate has failed to pass all three sections after their third 
attempt, they are prohibited from further test attempts for a 12 month period, 
after which time they will be required to start afresh – any previous section 
passes will be disregarded.

3. PROPOSED CHANGES

3.1. The current test is viewed as having a number of shortcomings. It is 
extremely resource intensive – the officer time in generating test papers, 
invigilating and marking comes to around 240 hours a year, and test papers 
account for several thousand sheets of printed paper. The database used to 
generate the tests is proprietary, and cannot easily be expanded to 
incorporate new sections or to amend the structure of the test. The question 
banks are in need of review, as a number of landmarks and locations 
questions have been removed as businesses have closed or moved, and in 
many cases those questions have not been replaced. In addition, there are a 
number of elements that the current test does not evaluate, such as the 
candidate’s driving ability, English language skills, or numeracy, which are all 
of relevance to the business of a licensed driver.

3.2. A number of possible improvements have been identified to various aspects 
of the test, which should go a long way towards resolving the current 
weaknesses in the testing regime. Essentially these improvements can be 
grouped under four headings: a computerised testing system, additional test 
sections, a practical driving test, and English language proficiency 
requirements. The following paragraphs outline all of these proposed 
improvements.

Computerised testing system
3.3. One of the main concerns with the current paper-based test is the length of 

time spent by officers in preparing, invigilating and marking the test papers. 
The cost to the Council of the current test has now been calculated at £61 
per paper.

3.4. Software has now been identified which allows a knowledge test to be taken 
on a computer. The Diamond test system presents candidates with a 
randomly generated test paper, consisting of multiple sections as specified 
by the authority during installation. The test itself is presented in a multiple 
choice format, with every question presented alongside 4 or 5 possible 
answers – the candidate simply uses the mouse to click on the one they 
believe to be correct, and then proceeds to the next question.



3.5. The main advantage of such a system is that preparation time is reduced to 
almost zero (simply requiring the officer to input the name and test date at 
the time of booking – the test is then automatically generated). Marking is 
also instantaneous, and the system can be configured either to display the 
outcome to the candidate immediately, or to generate a results letter for 
subsequent dispatch. Previous tests and answers are retained electronically, 
should a challenge arise.

3.6. Use of such a system would, through the reduction in officer time, reduce the 
cost to the Council of each test to an estimated £27, factoring in the 
purchase cost and licence fee of the software. It would also assist greatly in 
the transition to paperless working under the Dacorum Anywhere program, 
as knowledge tests currently form a significant proportion of the hard copy 
files held by Licensing. There are a number of options for delivering such a 
test – enquiries have been made about the use of the IT Training Suite in the 
Civic Centre for multiple simultaneous tests, or alternatively the software 
could be installed on a single computer for one-on-one testing, either under 
the invigilation of Licensing or another appropriate area.

3.7. There would be a need to reconfigure the test and review applicable pass 
marks, as the nature of the test would change significantly on the 
introduction of multiple choice questions. Pass marks would need to be 
established separately to ensure that the test remained suitably challenging, 
possibly using the feedback of experienced drivers (or other persons with a 
comprehensive knowledge of the area).

3.8. As part of the introduction of any new system, it would be desirable to end 
the current practice of exempting applicants from test sections passed 
previously, and instead to require all sections to be passed in a single 
attempt. There also appears to be little justification for the retention of the 
current policy of a 12 month ‘block’ on test attempts by candidates who have 
failed three attempts in a 12-month period – it would appear that this 
requirement could be equally well met by simple advice given to a candidate 
who has performed particularly poorly. Both of these measures currently 
cause confusion and increased bureaucracy, and have caused distress in 
the past.

3.9. For this reasons outlined in the preceding paragraphs, it would likely be 
necessary to distinguish between previous applicants and new applicants 
after the go-live date, allowing anyone who had previously attempted a paper 
test the opportunity to complete their attempts under that system, or the 
choice to switch entirely to the new system and to complete all requirements 
under that section.

Additional test sections
3.10. In addition to a revision of existing test sections, a switch to a 

computerised system would provide an opportunity to introduce test sections 
on areas not currently assessed. Suggested areas include:

 Numeracy (questions relating to taxi trade – e.g. speed/time 
calculations, financial questions)

 Highway Code (N.B. may duplicate elements of the practical test, if also 
adopted)

 Equalities issues (expansion of current conditions questions)



 National routes (for drivers exempted from Dacorum-specific 
topographic questions, e.g. executive PH, limousine drivers, to ensure a 
basic understanding of primary routes)

Practical driving test
3.11. Paragraph 70 of the DfT Best Practice Guidance states:

“Many local authorities rely on the standard car driving licence as evidence of 
driving proficiency. Others require some further driving test to be taken. Local 
authorities will want to consider carefully whether this produces benefits 
which are commensurate with the costs involved for would-be drivers, the 
costs being in terms of both money and broader obstacles to entry to the 
trade. However, they will note that the Driving Standards Agency provides a 
driving assessment specifically designed for taxis.”

3.12. It is considered desirable to carry out a more in-depth assessment of a 
prospective applicant’s driving ability, prior to considering an application for a 
new licence. The DSA test provides an objective means of accomplishing 
this, with added reassurance as to the abilities and accreditation of the 
examiners. Successful completion of the assessment will indicate that the 
candidate has a greater than normal knowledge of road traffic legislation, 
and has demonstrated an ability to satisfactorily complete a number of 
advanced driving manoeuvers. Further information on this test is appended 
at Annex B.

3.13. The DSA test is undertaken with a professional driving test examiner, 
in the applicant’s own vehicle, and lasts for around 40 minutes. Tests are 
booked directly by the candidate, and a fee of £79.66 is payable (£96 for ‘out 
of hours’ appointments). No discount is offered for retests following a failure 
or non-attendance.

3.14. During the test, the candidate will be observed driving in a number of 
situations, including performing a legal U-turn, solo instruction-less driving, 
(simulated) safe picking-up and dropping-off of passengers, and an 
emergency stop. They will also be asked a number of ‘Cabology’ theory 
questions, and questions about the Highway Code and traffic signs/road 
markings. The test will be failed in the event of a serious or dangerous fault 
being committed, or if an excessive number of minor faults are observed.

3.15. Passing the test will result in a certificate being issued, and a 
permanent notation being created on the driver’s DVLA record. A number of 
insurers will consider this assessment to be an advanced driving qualification 
and will offer a discount on motor insurance policies or taxi insurance policies 
to successful candidates.

3.16. A number of DSA test centres in the local area offer the practical taxi 
test, including Watford (currently a 2 week wait for appointments), St Albans 
(5 weeks), Barnet (1 week), Borehamwood (3 weeks), Aylesbury (5 weeks), 
Luton (4 weeks) and Hendon (immediate).

3.17. A second test option, involving a wheelchair loading exercise, is also 
offered, but for this the candidate must provide a wheelchair accessible 
vehicle, and it is considered unlikely that many prospective drivers would 
have access to such a vehicle. This test also carries a higher charge, 
reflecting the longer test. For these reasons, it is proposed that the basic test 



would be a sufficient minimum requirement in respect of assessing driving 
capability, with the enhanced wheelchair test a discretionary extra which the 
candidate may wish to undertake. The wheelchair exercise can also be 
booked separately, without the other elements of the test, and this may be of 
use in the event of complaints against a driver in respect of loading and 
securing passengers in wheelchairs.

English language proficiency requirements
3.18. Paragraph 71 of the DfT Best Practice Guidance states that 

“Authorities may also wish to consider whether an applicant would have any 
problems in communicating with customers because of language difficulties.” 

3.19. Adequate communication skills and language proficiency are 
considered essential for the work of a taxi or private hire driver, due to the 
need to correctly understand and follow directional instructions from a 
passenger, and to enable the driver to give and follow instructions in an 
emergency situation, which may be stressful.

3.20. A number of options exist for English language proficiency testing. 
However issues arise with the cost and time commitment of many of these, 
together with the need to ensure that the examining body is reputable, that 
the course is accredited by a recognised organisation, and that the result is 
of a sufficient level so as to indicate a suitable proficiency. Many also assess 
all elements of language skills, including reading and writing abilities, which 
may not be of such relevance to the work of taxi and private hire drivers.

3.21. A suitable option has now been identified for a spoken English test. 
The Versant English Test, offered by Pearson Education, is taken by 
telephone and provides a near-instant, objective result, assessing the 
candidate’s skills in vocabulary, sentence construction, fluency and 
pronunciation, as well as providing an overall score. Each of these sections 
is marked on a scale of 20 to 80, and is calculated immediately after the test, 
which lasts for around 15 minutes, is completed. Details of a sample test, 
including the instruction sheet and a results report, are appended at Annexes 
C and D. During the test the candidate carries out a number of verbal tasks, 
comprising:

 reading sentences from a printed sheet,
 repeating sentences played over the phone,
 answering simple questions asked over the phone,
 reconstructing sentences from multiple segments read to the 

candidate,
 answering open questions (speaking for 20-30 secs) asked over the 

phone.

3.22. The test is not a pass-or-fail affair, but rather produces a score within 
a given range, which correlates to certain language proficiency levels. The 
levels also correlate to the Common European Framework of Reference for 
languages (CEFR), which allows the results to be accurately compared 
against other language-based qualifications. For the purposes of driver 
licensing, it is believed that candidates should have language proficiency 
equivalent to the threshold of levels B1 and B2 of the CEFR scale (an overall 
score on the Versant test of 55/80 or higher). Level B2 is defined by CEFR 
as follows:



Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and 
abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of 
specialisation. Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that 
makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain 
for either party. Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects 
and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and 
disadvantages of various options.

3.23. There is a cost of around £30 per test undertaken. For security 
purposes, it is proposed that tests would be taken at the Council’s offices, 
following an identification check, so as to ensure that tests are not taken by a 
person other than the candidate.

3.24. The requirement for any test of this type would need to be applied 
equally to all candidates, including those who may be expected to speak 
English as a first language by virtue of their country of birth. However, it is 
proposed to exempt a candidate from any adopted English test requirement 
if they can demonstrate that they have previously passed a relevant English 
language qualification at a suitable level, such as:

 a GCSE, GCE O-level or GCE A-level issued by a recognised examining 
body in the UK (grade C or higher)

 an NVQ, City & Guilds, or similar vocational qualification (level 2 or 
higher) issued by a recognised examining body in the UK

 an equivalent qualification to either of the above, issued by a recognised 
examining body in an English-speaking country other than the UK

 a TOEFL, IELTS or ESOL qualification at CEFR level B2 (or equivalent)

Summary
3.25. The preceding paragraphs outline a number of additional aspects 

which could be introduced as preliminary requirements to the driver licensing 
process operated by the Council. Introduction of all of these elements would 
go a long way towards ensuring a suitable level of knowledge and language 
proficiency on the part of applicants, and would represent a significantly 
tougher process and series of checks than those which are currently carried 
out. The computerised knowledge test would also aid in the Council’s 
transition program, by facilitating the paperless manner of working required 
by Dacorum Anywhere.

3.26. Were all of these elements to be introduced, consideration would need 
to be given to the total cost (around £140 for the DSA test, the Council 
knowledge test, and the Versant English test; as opposed to £40 for the 
current test) and whether this represents an undue barrier to entry to the taxi 
or private hire trade.

4. RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1. Having considered the contents of this report, Committee are asked to 
determine whether the introduction of any of the elements described above 
(computerised knowledge test with or without additional sections, practical 
driving test, language proficiency test) should be adopted by the Council, and 



if so, to instruct officers to commence consultation on the implementation of 
those measures and report the results to a future meeting of the Committee.

4.2. Any consultation would be carried out with both the existing licensed trade 
and persons currently going through the knowledge test process. Transitional 
arrangements for those who have already begun the existing process would 
also be proposed.



ANNEX A – CANDIDATE’S INFORMATION SHEET

Taxi Knowledge Test: Information for candidates

Tests are held once a month, on Tuesday mornings. Tests will begin promptly at 9.00am, and late 
arrivals will not be admitted to the examination room. Please ensure that you are present at 
the Civic Centre reception by 8.45am.

Tests must be pre-booked through the Licensing department. Once made, bookings cannot be 
transferred or refunded. Failure to attend a test will be counted as a failed test.

When booking a test, you will be asked to specify whether you wish to undertake a Hackney 
Carriage or a Private Hire test. The pass marks are slightly different for both types of tests, with 
Hackney Carriage tests generally being harder to reflect the instantaneous nature of fares that 
Hackney Carriages may undertake.

Candidates will not be permitted to leave and re-enter the room, for any reason, during the test.

Please note that we do not provide lists of sample questions or maps – you will need to learn 
the local landmarks and routes yourself. Mobile phones, computer devices, notebooks or maps 
cannot be used during the test.

It is not possible to pass the test by only answering questions about Hemel Hempstead – 
you must know about places and roads throughout Dacorum.
The test consists of questions covering the whole of the Borough, and may include questions about 
places and routes in Hemel Hempstead, Berkhamsted, Tring, Kings Langley, Great Gaddesden, 
Bovingdon, Chipperfield, Felden, Flamstead, Aldbury, Potten End, Friars Wash, Frithsden, 
Wigginton, Little Gaddesden, Long Marston and Markyate.

The Knowledge Test consists of three sections, all of which must be passed:

Section A – Places

This section tests the applicant's knowledge of locations of named buildings or landmarks.

Questions likely to appear in this section include schools, pubs, restaurants, sports/leisure 
facilities, hotels, shops, residential homes, churches, police stations, clubs, museums, council 
offices, railway and bus terminals, colleges, hospitals and other places of public interest. You will 
be asked to name the road or street on which they are found.

Example question: Example answer

Greenway First and Nursery School Crossways, Berkhamsted

The questions in this section are divided into two groups:
 Hemel Hempstead (25 questions), and
 Berkhamsted (12 questions), Tring (3 questions) and Other Areas (3 questions)

Pass marks:

Hackney Carriage Applicants must correctly answer 33 out of the 43 questions.

Private Hire

Applicants must correctly answer:
 15 out of the 25 questions in the Hemel Hempstead group, AND
 8 out of the 18 questions in the Berkhamsted, Tring and Other Areas 

groups.



Section B – Routes

This section tests the applicant's knowledge of driving routes between two named landmarks or 
roads.

Questions will specify a start location and an end location for a journey.
You will be expected to describe the shortest, most direct route between these two points, 
naming all the streets and roads on the route you would follow.

Example question: Example answer

Westron Gardens to Okeford Drive Mortimer Hill, Brook Street, High Street, Christchurch 
Road

The questions in this section are divided into two groups:
 Hemel Hempstead (25 questions), and
 Berkhamsted (12 questions), Tring (3 questions) and Other Areas (3 questions)

Pass marks:

Hackney Carriage Applicants must correctly answer 33 out of the 43 questions.

Private Hire

Applicants must correctly answer:
 15 out of the 25 questions in the Hemel Hempstead group, AND
 8 out of the 18 questions in the Berkhamsted, Tring and Other Areas 

groups.

Section C – Conditions & Byelaws

This section tests the applicant's knowledge and understanding of the conditions and byelaws they 
will be subject to if they are granted a licence.

Applicants must read and understand the conditions documents, which will be sent out with a first 
test booking, or can be viewed on our website (www.dacorum.gov.uk).

Pass marks:

Hackney Carriage / 
Private Hire Applicants must correctly answer 15 out of the 20 questions.

Applicants will be permitted to attempt the knowledge test three times. If all three attempts are 
failed, you will not be permitted to sit the test again for a period of 12 months from the date of the 
last test.

All three sections must be passed to complete the test. If you pass one of the sections on your first 
or second attempt, you will not be required to repeat that section in subsequent attempts. If you fail 
all three attempts and subsequently apply again, any sections you have passed previously will be 
disregarded, and you will have to start all sections afresh.

Following successful completion of all sections of the test, you will be invited to make an 
application for a hackney carriage driver’s licence or a private hire driver’s licence, depending upon 
the test undertaken.

http://www.dacorum.gov.uk/


ANNEX B – DSA PRACTICAL DRIVING TEST INFORMATION





















ANNEX C – VERSANT TEST – SAMPLE INSTRUCTIONS



ANNEX D – VERSANT TEST – SAMPLE REPORT






