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Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland 
 
Clare Adamson MSP 
Convener 
Education and Skills Committee 
Scottish Parliament 
EH99 1SP 
 
 
28 April 2020 
 
 
Dear Ms Adamson,  
 
I write in advance of your meeting this Friday, 1 May 2020, in which I understand you are to 
take evidence from the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA).   
 
Our office has been engaging regularly with young people who were due to sit SQA 
examinations this year and are therefore affected by the cancellation of these exams.  We 
wrote to the SQA on 14 April about our concerns and I attached the correspondence 
including SQA’s response.  
 
In particular, a number of issues were raised by our Young Advisers Group (YAG) about the 
accessibility of information about the cancellation and alternative examination arrangements 
to young people and their families.  They felt that this was causing increased anxiety and 
produced constructive suggestions on how to improve this, which we shared by e-mail with 
the SQA.  I have attached these as a word document.     
 
I hope that the attached information is useful and would appreciate it if you could share it 
with members of your Committee. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Megan Farr 
Policy Officer 
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Fiona Robertson 
Chief Executive 
SQA 
The Optima Building 
58 Robertson Street 
Glasgow 
G2 8DQ 
 
14 April 2020 
 
 
Dear Ms Robertson,   
 
I am aware that our Digital Media Officer has been in touch with your Key Communications 
Manager this week about information produced by the SQA around changes to exams and 
whether this is/will be available in a format easily understood by the young people affected. 
 
Kerry McMillan’s quick response was much appreciated, in which she indicated that the SQA 
is looking at engagement activities with’ key audiences, including learners’, noting that the 
SQA’s ‘primary efforts have been focused on ensuring that practitioners are made aware of 
the next steps following cancellation of this year’s exams’.  She went on to say that you are 
‘now considering how these messages are translated for other key audiences such as 
parent, carers and learners’. 
 
The Commissioner understands the considerable pressure the SQA will have been under to 
develop a robust response to an unprecedented situation, working under the pressure of a 
challenging timeframe whilst taking into account the needs of both practitioners and 
learners.   
 
However, the Commissioner’s office has been hearing about and from young people who 
are suffering high levels of anxiety and distress in regard to the potential impact of these 
changes. They have raised a number of issues we would like to bring to your attention.  
 
Communication  
Children and young people have expressed disappointment that SQA has not seemed to 
have prioritised them in its communications so far, and have said they do not feel well 
informed about the proposed way in which their grades (and their futures) will be 
determined. We believe this distress could be at least partially alleviated by a recognition 
that children and young people should be SQA’s key priority in terms of communication. This 
would require more direct communication with young people:  providing information in 
language that is young-person friendly, and more readily accessible —for example through 
the use of school communications channels and social media in addition to the SQA 
website.  
 
Appeals 
We are aware that traditionally the majority of appeals are initiated by teachers. However, 
given the unusual situation this year, that  grades will be determined by those teachers, it will 
be important to ensure there is a distinct route of appeal for young people to use that does 
not rely on a teacher being asked to appeal their own determination. Actively communicating 
this and making it widely available and accessible to young people would support fair 
process and empower young people to take an active part in their education. This will be 
particularly important for those young people who may not have an adult in their lives who is 
able or willing to act on their behalf. 
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Involvement in decision making  
Young people have also told us that they are keen to be involved in the work of the SQA, 
allowing you to benefit from their experiences and point-of-view, and for them to influence 
the decisions that are being made. Although timescales have not allowed for this in the 
formulation of the SQA’s immediate response to the current crisis, it does represent an 
opportunity for the SQA to consider and take forward how the organisation can meaningfully 
involve young people in support of their rights to participation (Art 12 UNCRC), and 
education (Arts 28 and 29 UNCRC).   
 
We are aware that the Scottish Youth Parliament has offered to support the SQA in 
engaging with young people and would urge you to use their considerable expertise in both 
communications and engagement.  
 
Finally, Kerry also helpfully told us that you are currently working on a dedicated section of 
your website to cover key topics and frequently asked questions, offering to send us a link 
once it is live to assist us in responding to questions received by our office from young 
people, their parents and carers. We would be happy to also share with you questions and 
concerns raised with us, if that would be helpful in developing the content of your website.  
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Nick Hobbs 
Head of Advice and Investigations 
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Scottish Qualifications Authority 
Ùghdarras Theisteanas Na H-Alba 

23 April 2020 
Nick Hobbs 
Head of Advice and Investigations 
Children & Young People’s Commissioner Scotland 
 
By email: Linda.Macdonald@cypcs.org.uk 

Contact: Fiona.Robertson@sqa.org.uk 
Dear Nick 

Thank you for your letter of 14 April 2020 regarding communications for young 
people   during these unprecedented times. 

Following the cancellation of the 2020 exam diet, I fully appreciate that many 
young people will be worried and it is therefore crucial that our messaging for them 
is accurate, reassuring and easy to understand. We continue to work through the 
details for this year across a wide range of qualifications delivered by schools, 
colleges and training providers. 

1. Communication 
We have received enquiries from teachers, lecturers, parents, carers and 
learners, and are working as quickly as possible to ensure appropriate answers 
are provided in audience- friendly formats. 

We now have dedicated sections on our website to share SQA information during 
these difficult times. We will add information as and when it becomes available and 
will continue to enhance the pages based on user feedback. 

Please visit www.sqa.org.uk/2020qualifications and www.sqa.org.uk/2020faqs 
In addition, we will soon launch a specific learner section of the website and will 
keep you informed of this progress. 
We are identifying themes coming through in the learner enquiries and currently 
producing information in young people-friendly formats, suitable for social media 
sharing. We will also provide schools with ready to use text via their own 
communications channels. We can of course share these with you and listen to 
any comments that you have from young people. 
Over this and next week we are working with UCAS and Young Scot to provide 
answers to questions that young people have and share them via social media 
channels. In addition, we provided a simplified information sheet following our 
estimates announcement on Monday 20 April, to you and other learner 
organisations, as well as the National Parent Forum Scotland, Connect and the 
Scottish Government’s parental engagement network. 

We continue to work with key parent, carer and learner organisations to 
ensure that information is provided in clear, audience-friendly formats. 

mailto:Linda.Macdonald@cypcs.org.uk
mailto:Fiona.Robertson@sqa.org.uk
http://www.sqa.org.uk/2020qualifications
http://www.sqa.org.uk/2020faqs
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/93920.html
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/93920.html


5 
 

2. Appeals 
There will be a free appeal process this year where, following discussion with their 
learners, teachers and lecturers will be able to question the grade awarded. We will 
ensure that details are shared in accessible language and formats to ensure 
everyone fully understands this process. 

3. Involvement in decision making 
Before the Covid-19 outbreak we started work on our ‘Learner Strategy’, to enable 
us to work more closely with young people in a more meaningful way and bring 
together the numerous strands of learner engagement activity that we already 
undertake. 

Following the very positive engagement with young people on our Assessment 
Futures Panel, we are in the process of inviting a young person to join our 
Qualifications Committee. This committee gives technical, strategic and policy 
advice regarding our qualifications and will be really important over the coming 
months as a mechanism to provide advice to our Board. 

We will continue to work with the Scottish Youth Parliament, Young Scot, 
Carers Trust Scotland and UCAS to ensure our learner-friendly messages 
have maximum impact. 

I understand that Kerry McMillan has already received the questions and concerns 
raised with you and continues to stay in contact with your office.   We look forward to 
working with you in doing our best to alleviate any stress and anxiety that Scotland’s 
young people may be feeling. 

 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Fiona Robertson Chief Executive 
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