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Introduction 

The Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association (SSTA) represents and speaks on 
behalf of Scottish secondary teachers only. The 6,500 SSTA membership consists of 
teachers in all roles in the secondary sector as well as Headteachers, Deputes and 
local authority officers.  

The SSTA believes that the Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the work of SQA, 
ADES and Education Scotland and is the focus of this short submission to the 
Education and Skills Committee. 

Following the ‘lockdown’ of schools in March 2020 the DFM established the Covid 
Education Recovery Group (CERG), a large group that had a range of bodies 
predominantly Government, ‘arm-length’ bodies and education management 
representatives. All three organisations are represented on the CERG.  
Unfortunately, the DFM restricted trade union representation to just one from a 
teachers union and one education support union. As a consequence, the SSTA was 
unable to present the views of its members and work in partnership to support 
education during the crisis. The SSTA has been confined to a minor input into some 
of the working groups. 
 
Scottish Qualification Authority (SQA) 

The attitude of the SQA has been to proceed as normal throughout the pandemic 
and not accept that teachers needed to be supported in delivering the qualifications 
by responding positively to the difficulties that they faced. The SSTA has advocated 
the cancellation of the exam diet in 2020 and 2021 due to the practical difficulties 
created by the pandemic. The SSTA has pressed for a number of years that teacher 
professional judgement should be the priority, particularly during the pandemic.  
In 2020, following the cancellation of examinations, the SSTA urged the SQA to 
engage with schools to resolve discrepancies with estimated grades prior to the 
publication of the results in August in an attempt to reduce the needs for individual 
appeals and the process to go well.  

The SQA established the National Qualifications 21 Group (NQ21) and drew upon 
only members from the CERG thereby excluding the SSTA from being involved and 
expressing the views of its members delivering the qualifications in schools.  
By failing to include a significant body of teachers focused entirely on secondary 
education and ensuring the success of national qualifications the NQ21 group has 
missed out on an important and valuable source of expertise. The SSTA was keen to 
seek a solution to the forthcoming qualification crisis that would be achievable and 
approved by teachers in schools. The SQA continued to focus on the implementation 
of the exam diet and not consider alternatives.   

The general view from teachers is that the SQA is adrift from teachers and, as an 
organisation, has not led the way during the crisis nor anticipated the challenges that 
teachers have faced. The guidance has been seen by many members as too little 
and too late. Unfortunately, this has been a view held by many teachers for a 
number of years. 

Delivering the qualifications is a partnership between schools (and their teachers) 
and the SQA and can only be to the benefit of all if this approach is used in future. 



 
Association of Directors of Education (ADES) 

Within CERG ADES plays a major part through the involvement of local authority 
representatives/managers.  

The CERG has met on a weekly basis for most of the last year agreeing strategy and 
developing guidance. The guidance to schools has been very detailed in some areas 
whilst vague in others. It always worked on the minimum provisions and not on the 
additional measures that would have helped to protect everybody in schools. It 
allowed a level of discretion to local authorities that was often influenced by the 
provision of Government funding. This approach created inconsistencies across local 
authorities that had not been the Government’s intentions 

Unfortunately, the SSTA, with other trade unions has, throughout the pandemic, had 
to fight to get a consistent approach in all local authorities such as risk assessments, 
mitigations and supportive measures for education staff particularly those from 
vulnerable groups and shielding.  

Additional examples: 

Supply Teachers - There has been a constant struggle with local authorities to 
engage supply teachers to support education recovery particularly since January. A 
recent SSTA supply teacher survey found that 56% of supply teachers had not had 
work since January 2021. Equally 67% of supply teachers had not been contacted 
by their employers seeking their availability. 

Remote Learning – The current success of remote learning would not have 
happened if it were not for teachers using additional time and their own ICT 
hardware. A SSTA survey found that 63% of teachers had ICT equipment provided 
by their school for remote learning with many having to resort to using their own ICT 
equipment. 39% of teachers had to share their ICT equipment with members of their 
families. 
 
Local authorities paid lip service to decreasing the stress of teachers working at 
home with family and the pressures faced. Teachers with childcare issues worked 
often over weekends and into the small hours. 41% of teachers had child caring 
responsibilities but only but only 12% of employers made any adjustments to their 
work to accommodate child care responsibilities. 
 

Education Scotland (ES) 

Education Scotland acknowledged this and relieved the pressure on teachers early 
in the pandemic by not continuing with school inspections to allow a greater focus on 
teaching and learning. This decision was welcomed by schools but unfortunately 
some still tried to focus on school improvement plans in the event of the resumption 
of inspections. 

ES addressed the needs of schools by a period of reorientation and focus on 
supporting teaching and learning. This came to the fore in January 2021, the second 
lockdown, with detailed guidance and a collection of teaching materials to support 
remote learning.  

Teachers who engaged in the professional learning opportunities provided by ES 
found them very professional and extremely useful. Unfortunately, many members 



found it very difficult to find the time to participate due to the demands of teaching 
and preparing for the forthcoming qualifications. Members would welcome the 
continued focus by ES on teaching, learning and the provision of teaching materials 
in the future. 
 
Conclusion 

The Covid-19 pandemic has shown how important teachers are in the education and 
wellbeing of the nation’s children and have often been taken for granted. The 
education establishment is not immune from this view. There needs to be a change 
of approach in the future that sees teachers and their unions as partners in 
education. 
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