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 20 August 2020 

Dear Ms Robertson, 
 
Thank you for giving evidence to the Committee on 12 August regarding the 2020 SQA 
exam results. I am writing to you to follow up on some issues raised in evidence, as 
well as seeking answers to some questions which could not be asked due to the time 
constraints of the evidence session. 
 
 
Appeals 
An area of urgent interest to both the Committee and learners is the operation of the 
appeals process for 2020. We note that the SQA has since confirmed the new appeals 
process, which allows for appeals from centres on three grounds: 

 
• Firstly, centres can submit an appeal if they discover that an administrative 

error was made when they submitted their estimate or entry information for a 
candidate; 

• Secondly, a centre’s internal review process may disclose that a candidate’s 
estimate was affected by discrimination or other conduct by the centre that is 
unacceptable under the Equality Act 2010; 

• Lastly, where the Head of Centre believes that there has been an error within 
SQA’s internal processes for confirming results to centres following the 11 
August announcement, they can also appeal. 

 
While we recognise that this process has been put in place by the SQA at short notice 
and in changing circumstances, it is vital that this new process is properly and 
effectively communicated to avoid compounding the challenges already faced by 
learners. In particular, we note that individual learners cannot appeal as appeals must 
come from centres, and that “Ground 2 above does not permit an appeal where the 
centre seeks to revise the original estimate on the basis that it considers that its 
academic judgement as to the estimate in May was wrong”. The apparent absence of 
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an appeals route for those who faced extenuating circumstances during the 2019/20 
academic year, which may in turn have informed in part the teacher assessed grade, 
is another concern. 
 
We therefore seek confirmation of:  
 

• Why the SQA has, to our understanding, decided that individual learners 
cannot appeal; 

• Why there is no route for appeals on the basis of extenuating circumstances 
during the 2019/20 academic year (e.g. illness, family bereavement) or on the 
basis that an estimate provided in May was wrong; 

• What measures the SQA has taken to ensure that the appeals process and 
associated timescales are effectively communicated to a) learners, b) parents 
and c) schools.  

 
Communication 
 

We remain concerned that the process for the 2020 exams diet was badly 
communicated. In particular, from your evidence, it is clear that the appeals process 
was a key element in the SQA's plans for this year, and you told us the SQA “were 
ready for a higher volume of appeals this year”. Why was this not made more explicit 
in advance to pupils, parents and schools and what reflection has the SQA made on 
how similar circumstances could be more clearly communicated in future years? 

 
Looking forward, we believe the SQA must improve its communication with learners 
and rebuild trust in the qualifications system, and we expect the SQA will reflect on 
these observations. Please provide details of the action the SQA intends to take to 
improve communication and rebuild trust with teachers, parents and students, and 
whether the SQA intends to carry out an internal review of its communication 
processes ahead of Professor Priestley’s review. 
 
 
2021 Exam Diet 
 
As Gill Stewart confirmed to the Committee at last week’s evidence session, we note 
that the SQA has recently launched a technical consultation and survey of 
modifications to qualifications and adjustments to the 2021 exam timetable which 
closes on 24 August, as well a consultation on the timing of the diet.  
 
While we recognise the desire for any modifications to be in place as early as possible 
in the academic year which has already begun, it is concerning that the consultation 
and survey is narrowly focused on the SQA’s own proposals without a discussion of 
other options and that the consultation on contingency models for the timing of the diet 
is not open to all. We are also concerned by the initial feedback, particularly from 
teachers of subjects with some level of practical delivery and/or assessment, to the 
proposed changes, and ask that the views of representatives from all subjects are 
taken into account as these modifications are put in place. 
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Although we all hope that next year’s exam diet can be carried out in its usual manner, 
we recognise that this may not be possible, and therefore have a number of initial 
queries relating to next year’s exam diet: 
 

• Why was the consultation of contingency models for the timing of the diet 
sent only to the Examination Timetable Advisory Group, rather than 
opened up to all candidates, parents/carers and teachers as was the case 
with the other consultation launched on the same date?  

• The SQA says it will consult with SQA appointees who are involved in 
examining and marking procedures and young people on the timing of the 
diet. How will this consultation be carried out, and how will the SQA ensure 
that this consultation is with a representative sample of young people? 

• What contingency models have been proposed, and what are the 
timescales for putting these contingency models in place should they be 
needed? 

• What, if any, alternative approaches towards assessing pupils’ grades has 
the SQA considered? 

• What contingency plans will be in place for subjects where teaching 
cannot be delivered in the usual way, or where social/physical distancing 
would impact classes? 

• What further details of considerations for subjects whose delivery and 
assessment may be constrained by current social/physical distancing can 
you provide? 

• To what degree will the proposals support certification if there were 
significant disruptions due to national or local lockdowns?  

• What scenario planning is the SQA undertaking to, if necessary, deliver 
alternatives to a traditional 2021 exam diet, and what are the timescales 
for consulting on these plans, finalising these plans, and thereafter 
ensuring these plans are effectively communicated to schools, teachers 
and learners? 

• If there is a need to estimate grades next year, how does the SQA plan to 
address the equalities issues which clearly emerged in the initial set of 
results communicated to learners this year?  

• Will the SQA commit to undertaking an Equalities Impact Assessment at 
an early juncture which will allow the wider learning community to highlight 
any concerns? 

 
I should note at this point that we will keep a watching brief on this issue throughout 
the rest of this parliamentary session given the level of importance attached to 
ensuring next year’s exam diet is prepared for all eventualities. 
 
Independent Review 
 
As you are aware, the Scottish Government has asked Professor Mark Priestley to 
lead an independent review into cancellation of the exam diet and the alternative 
certification model put in place by the SQA. We have written to Professor Priestley and 
will continue to follow the work of the review.  
 
 
Further questions 
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During the evidence session you offered to follow up in writing with further details of 
the following: 
 

• A timeline of the moderation scheme from its commissioning on 19 March to 
the outcome of the approach on 30 July which includes key dates in the 
development of the scheme (e.g dates of decisions relating to the scheme) as 
well as details of contact between the Scottish Government and the SQA 
regarding the scheme within this time period  

 

• What concerns the Equalities and Human Rights Commission had regarding 
the process; when these were communicated to the SQA by the EHRC, and 
whether each of these concerns was resolved (and, if so, when) 
 

Given that the consultations relating to the 2021 exam diet are due to close on Monday 
24 August with confirmed changes published on the SQA website during week 
beginning 31 August, and the urgent need for clarity about exactly how the appeals 
process will function, I would be grateful for a response to this letter by Monday 31 
August. 

  
Yours sincerely 
 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 


