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SQA response to Education & Skills Committee letter of 16 March 2021 

Dear Ms Adamson 

Thank you for your letter of Tuesday 16 March, requesting further information from SQA, 

following our appearance before the Committee on Wednesday 3 March.  

As requested by Daniel Johnson MSP, here are further details of the quality assurance process. 

Quality Assurance arrangements for National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher courses in 

2021 

As I reported to the Committee on 3 March, the National Qualifications 2021 Group published 

the revised alternative certification model (ACM) for National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher on 

16 February 2021. Results this year will be based on teacher and lecturer assessment of 

demonstrated learner attainment.  

The ACM includes local and national quality assurance activity of learner assessment evidence. 

It is this combined approach between all partners that will help provide confidence and 

reassurance that National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher results in 2021 are fair and credible 

and meet the national standard. Roles and responsibilities have been identified for each partner 

involved. 

Local quality assurance will be carried out in schools, colleges, training providers and in local 

authorities to ensure provisional results are fair and credible across the whole of Scotland. 
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National quality assurance will be carried out by SQA as support for teachers and lecturers to 

help ensure understanding and the reliable and consistent application of the national standard 

across the country. 

 

There are two parts to national quality assurance: 

 

1. Teachers and lecturers continue to use a range of appropriate materials, including 

SQA subject-specific guidance, assessment resources and Understanding Standards 

materials for assessing learners following National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher 

national courses; and  

 

2. SQA reviews selections of marked assessment evidence and provides feedback on 

how well teachers and lecturers have applied the national standard. 

 

While the first part of the national quality assurance process is ongoing, the second part is 

planned to run during May and the early part of June to give schools and colleges time to 

consolidate teaching and learning, carry out assessment and continue the process of local 

quality assurance.  

 

While all schools, colleges and training providers will be included in national quality assurance, it 

is not necessary or possible to review every course in each centre. The number of courses that 

each centre is selected for will depend on how many courses the centre delivers, the timeframe 

we have during May and the availability of senior appointees to undertake this work. While most 

course selections will be random, there will be non-random selections made for those centres 

new to delivering courses this year. 

 

The purpose of the review of learner evidence is to provide feedback to centres on how they 

apply the national standard in their marking. It is not a review of the provisional grade an 

individual learner may receive. For this reason, centres will be asked to provide assessment 

evidence from a small range of learners for each course selected. 

 

Teachers and lecturers will send SQA examples of marked learner assessment evidence, along 

with the assessment instrument and marking instructions. Guidance will be provided to support 

teachers and lecturers in doing this. We recognise that this evidence may be partial or 

incomplete and not the full or final evidence base for each learner before provisional results are 

provided at the end of June. For example, it could consist of the evidence for one or two 

components, as set out in the subject specific guidance. 
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SQA subject specialists will review the assessment evidence. They will then provide supportive 

centre-specific feedback followed by an overview of the learner evidence review process for all 

schools, colleges and training providers on key themes for each course by the end of the first 

week in June. 

 

Schools, colleges and training providers will act upon this feedback, adjusting their marking and 

local quality assurance processes, if this is deemed necessary.  

 

Schools, colleges and training providers will send provisional results to SQA by 25 June 

following local and national quality assurance. SQA will not adjust provisional results after they 

have been submitted, except where SQA has identified an administrative error and confirmed 

this with the school, college or training provider. 

 

The success of the ACM is dependent on all parts of the education system working together to 

deliver. Further guidance will be published by 23 April 2021. 

 

Children and Young People’s Commission Scotland 

 

Thank you for drawing our attention to the session on Wednesday 10 March, where you heard 

evidence from the Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland and three young 

advisers. 

 

We listened to the session with great interest – it is very important to hear directly from learners. 

We have since written to the Commissioner to  highlight the ways in which we have been 

engaging with young people, including his office and young advisers. All of our communications 

for young people are sent to the Commissioner’s office. We have recently sent every learner 

across Scotland a booklet, ‘What you need to know for 2021 – National 5, Higher and Advanced 

Higher’. This was developed by learners, for learners. 

 

SQA remains committed to developing and evolving our relationship with young people and their 

representative organisations. We have offered to meet with the Commissioner and the young 

advisers. 

 

Human Rights 

 

Finally, as the Committee’s work concludes for this Parliamentary session, I also want to take 

this opportunity to update you on the progress we have made with the development and 

implementation of our Human Rights policy for International engagement.  

 

You may recall that at the Committee session on 22 January 2020, we said that we would review 

and refine our existing due diligence processes to take account of human rights policy and 

guidance, and that due diligence assessments would therefore include human rights impact 

assessments.  
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The policy and guidance were approved and operationalised in March 2020 and despite the 

challenges of the pandemic, we have continued to progress with human rights impact 

assessments. This includes ongoing review in the light of the latest guidance from the Foreign, 

Commonwealth and Development Office. 

SQA has taken the decision to step back from business in six countries – Bahrain, Bangladesh, 

Brunei, Myanmar, Saudi Arabia and Sri Lanka – at the present time. Of these, three have 

centres that have teach out periods in operation, and we are working with them to ensure that 

students get to complete their qualifications. This position was confirmed by a Committee of our 

Board on 10 March 2021. 

Now that we have implemented the policy and guidance, we have also taken the opportunity to 

undertake an annual review of them and publish them on our website. They align to both the 

United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and to the Scottish 

Government’s Human Rights Policy. 

I hope this provides helpful clarification to the Committee. 

The Committee can be assured that everyone at SQA continues to work extremely hard, in 

challenging circumstances, to deliver for learners. 

Yours sincerely 

Fiona Robertson 

SQA Chief Executive and Scotland’s Chief Examining Officer 
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