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Connect is a long-standing independent parents’ group and a registered charity which 
provides support to parents and carers all over Scotland. We provide membership 
services to individual Parent Councils and PTAs, as well as offering advice and 
information to individual parents who have concerns about any aspect of the education 
of their child, or the wider education system. We support education professionals in 
developing their skills and understanding around effective partnership working with 
families and the wider community. 

We welcome the opportunity to make this submission to the Committee ahead of its 
evidence session with the SQA. Throughout the coronavirus lockdown we have been 
engaging with parents through our surveys and online sessions, with the purpose of 
gathering their views and concerns during this difficult time to then share their voices 
with national and local government and other policy makers.  

Our parent surveys showed us that SQA qualifications, the cancellation of exams and 
the impact on young people’s choices was a significant worry for many families.  
Drawing on this and other conversations, we would like to make the following points: 

- there was a particular and not unreasonable sense of worry and ‘unfairness’ in 
this year’s qualifications because the system was changed, if unavoidably, 
shifting from the known exam system with all its inequity, to the ( largely 
statistical) modelling based on previous years exam outcomes rather than the 
work of the young people this year. It seems inevitable that the efficacy of the 
process would be challenged for very many reasons 

- previous concerns about SQA lack of transparency, and perceived organisational 
resistance to open communication came to the fore 

- lack of clear communication on how grades would be determined, with the SQA 
publishing their methodology on results day in a technical way which was not in 
clear language for young people or parents/carers  

- teachers and young people for the most part are doing their best and perhaps a 
kinder (if conceivably unfair to other years) system could have been devised to 
support young people in moving onto their next steps 

- other significant concerns have now come front and centre stage (eg generalised 
benchmarking across subjects/year groups/previous years etc) which is founded 
on models for schools and cohorts rather than individuals, which surely 
disadvantaged some individuals  

- a qualification system cannot be expected to iron out inequality; however, the 
SQA needs to be sure that year on year comparisons within schools does not 
build in disadvantage, and individual downgrading is resolved prior to appeals  



We’ve campaigned throughout lockdown for young people’s next steps to be made 
possible, in whatever way works best for young people so that, as promised, no young 
person is disadvantaged by events of the last few months; SQA, schools, colleges, 
universities and employer organisations must adopt a flexible and enabling approach for 
young people.  

Suggested questions for the Committee to put to the SQA: 

- What work was done to ensure the SQA heard the voices of young people and 
parents/carers? 

- How are young people’s rights (UNCRC) respected by SQA? 
- How can SQA be sure that by using year on year comparators, inequality is not 

being built in to SQA models and benchmarking? 
- How does SQA ensure that strong individual performances are not 

disadvantaged by historic school performances/SQA benchmarking? 
- Can SQA describe (and try to explain) historic patterns of teacher estimates and 

SQA downgrading? SQA also recruits heavily from the profession through the 
process of marking and reviewing appeals. How are these circles squared? 

- How can SQA be sure that comparators based on patterns of grades in higher 
achieving schools and subjects from previous years do not advantage pupils who 
did not do as well or who, if at another school, would have received a lower 
grade?  

In conclusion, the 2020 results have highlighted inequalities which have always been in 
the system. But it is of vital importance that the learning of the last few months does not 
go to waste. We cannot return to normal, instead now is the opportunity  to explore what 
lasting changes are required to make sure all children and young people have equal 
opportunities to have their achievement and attainment recognised in a fair and 
equitable way. 

 
 

 

 

 


