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NASUWT’s submission to the Scottish Parliament Education and Skills 

Committee sets out the Union’s views on the key issues which should be 

explored by the Committee in its examination of learning and teaching in the 

Senior Phase, including the plans for assessment this year following the 

recent announcement of the cancellation of Higher and Advanced Higher 

examinations. The NASUWT’s evidence is informed directly by serving 

teacher and headteacher members and also by the work of its representative 

committees and consultative structures, made up of practising teachers and 

school leaders working in the education system. 

For further information, parliamentarians may contact: 

Dr Patrick Roach 

General Secretary 

 

Introduction 

1. The Union welcomes the Education and Skills Committee examination of 

learning and teaching in the senior phase, with a particular focus on: 

• how pupils studying for National Qualifications in 2020/21 will be 

assessed with the cancellation of the exam diet; 

• how depth and breadth of learning is being maintained; 

• how pupils with additional support needs in particular are being 

supported this academic year; and 

• what initial plans are in place for the appeals system in 2020/21, given 

the alternative assessment which has been proposed. 

2. The NASUWT recognises the ongoing impact of the pandemic on the 

qualifications system. The unprecedented disruption that the outbreak has 

caused continues to present policymakers with profoundly difficult choices 

and trade-offs in their efforts to establish arrangements to mitigate the 

effects of the pandemic. It is evident that there are no ready-made or 

problem-free solutions to these challenges and the NASUWT’s 

engagement with the Scottish Government and the Scottish Qualifications 



 

 

Authority (SQA) on these matters has been informed by this 

understanding. 

3. One of the most significant implications of the crisis has been the 

disruption it has caused in relation to the loss of learning for tens of 

thousands of pupils across Scotland, particularly for those in the most 

deprived areas. The Union recognizes that a move to teacher assessment 

can provide some assistance to pupils who have been affected in unequal 

ways, depending on whether they have been self-isolating or are indeed in 

schools that have had to close during the Autumn term of 2020 because of 

COVID-19 outbreaks among staff and pupils. 

4. However, the devil will be in the detail. The NASUWT must stress the need 

for quick clarification as well as the importance of working with teachers, 

school leaders and their representatives to develop workable and 

manageable proposals. Further clarity was expected from the SQA in 

January 2021 but the announcement of a return to national lockdown on 4 

January may well impact on pre-planned SQA timelines.  It is important 

that the Government insists that schools should hold fire on introducing 

assessment models without first receiving clear guidance from the SQA 

and that the SQA uses their influence to promote sensible messaging to 

local authorities to avoid knee jerk, bureaucratic, inconsistent procedures 

promoting unnecessary over gathering of assessment data. 

5. The NASUWT has significant concerns around the increased workload this 

move towards teacher assessment will create, a burden felt by teachers 

who are working flat out at the frontline of this pandemic. Schools and 

employers will need much more support from Government, including 

dedicated time and space to make the system of teacher assessment as 

reliable and fair as possible. It is also essential that teachers and their 

representatives are consulted fully and from the outset. While it is 

acknowledged that there had been a commitment made in relation to 

staffing and a refocusing of inset days, this on its own would not have 

mitigated the workload impact and further, in light of the second national 

lockdown, it remains uncertain whether these initial commitments will be 

able to be sustained. 

 



 

 

Clarification Required 

6. There remains a large degree of uncertainty within the profession 

surrounding the arrangements for the 2021 qualifications, which has only 

been heightened by a return to lockdown.  Any teacher of a subject with a 

practical element which needs to be assessed will undoubtedly be 

extremely concerned. Indeed, there are significant challenges in gathering 

valid evidence in many subjects as, for the most part, the assessment 

needs to be done under timed conditions using unseen papers. While 

there are pieces of coursework which can be progressed, such as folio 

pieces in English, these tend to form only a small part of the overall award. 

7. A large numbers of schools had organised prelims or otherwise badged 

assessment opportunities, during January and these will all now be 

cancelled. Although some schools undertook prelims or timed 

assessments in December, most centres will have no evidence of this type 

to inform assessment judgements at the moment.  While the National 

Qualifications Group set out that there was no need to undertake prelims, 

the SQA Estimating Guidance has always identified prelims as a good 

predictor of eventual candidate performance, which is why so many 

schools have scheduled them. 

8. As a result, key assessment opportunities will out of necessity be pushed 

back until later in the year.  Given teachers will undoubtedly wish to do 

some consolidation of learning on the eventual return of pupils, such 

assessment dates will be later still, leading to the possibility of a single diet 

of 'internal exams' later in the academic year. Such an arrangement would 

have huge workload implications, especially if there is no study leave for 

pupils. 

9. It might also be anticipated that the SQA timetable for beginning its Quality 

Assurance processes, which was due to start in late January, will be 

pushed back.  Cumulatively this will squeeze an unmanageable number of 

workload pressures into an already full March/April creating a workload 

nightmare for teachers.   

10. The NASUWT understands that partner organisations assured the SQA 

that they could tap into existing good practice in schools. Feedback from 

our members has outlined that their experience on the ground is 



 

 

inconsistent and that the foundation of quality assurance practice assumed 

by the SQA may not be sufficiently mature. 

11. The teaching profession must be clear on the methodology that the SQA 

will adopt to ensure the fair and consistent awarding of grades, how any 

potential bias will be addressed and the arrangements for candidates to 

appeal their grades. Clear, candid national information, advice and 

consultation is needed. 

12. The NASUWT considers that mandatory equality training should form part 

of the process of quality assurance and is broadly supportive of the 

material on the SQA Academy regarding 'estimates gathering' as a 

positive start.  Equality assessing isn’t however a simple check box and 

will require consideration of not only the training of teachers but any 

proposed moderation processes as well as taking into account the overall 

disproportionate impact COVID has had on certain communities. 

Coronavirus, and the emergency restrictions introduced to tackle it, have 

affected specific sections of society differently and disproportionately.   

There is growing awareness that older people, those with disabilities, black 

and minority ethnic people as well as those from lower-socio economic 

groups are most vulnerable to the transmission of the virus and have also 

been impacted by the scope and adequacy of the measures implemented 

to tackle the Coronavirus. 

13. The Additional Support for Learning Review led by Angela Morgan 

recommended that "Children and young people with additional support 

needs must be proactively and fully considered in policy making and 

appropriate cross-Government links made at the earliest stage". While the 

SQA has committed to coordinating an equality impact assessment which 

will cover the quality assurance process and the estimation process this 

has not as yet been shared.  

14. Feedback from members working within ASN settings indicates that they 

continue to feel ignored and overlooked.  The health and safety of staff in 

special settings supporting ASN pupils must be prioritized to facilitate 

further and better engagement with practitioners therein moving forward.  

As an immediate step, the NASUWT welcomed the First Minister’s 

commitment to look at prioritising school staff for vaccination. The Union 



 

 

believes that vaccination of teachers and other staff must be introduced as 

a central pillar of ensuring the safe operation of schools during the 

pandemic Staff working in special settings to support ASN pupils, where 

working from home is unlikely and those who are at greater risk due to the 

inability of pupils to follow safety mitigations, should be prioritised for 

vaccination. The NASUWT has raised this for consideration with Scottish 

Government Officials.  

Conclusion 

15. The NASUWT has repeatedly over the last year been calling for the SQA 

to share its developing thinking and to take the teaching profession into its 

confidence as its plans in these respects begin to take shape. The 

arrangements adopted for assessing pupils’ grades must be developed in 

consultation with the profession and must keep workload and bureaucracy 

to a minimum. The SQA’s prospects of reaching the best possible 

arrangements for certification will be enhanced, not hindered, if it consults 

more widely with the teaching profession and professional associations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


