Witness Name: Jean Blair

Exhibits: 58
Dated: 9 July 2025

UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF JEAN BLAIR

|, Jean Blair, will say as follows: -

A: INTRODUCTION

1. My name is Jean Blair. | am currently employed by the Scottish Qualifications
Authority ("SQA") as Chief Operations Officer. | have been employed by SQA for
34 years and | have been in my current role since October 2014. | was previously

Director of Operations until this role was retitled to Chief Operations Officer.

2. | am providing this statement o the Inquiry in response o a request under Rule 9
of the Inquiry Rules 2006. | have provided as Annex E a summary of the key
individuals within SQA during the Specified Period. This statement should be read

alongside that Annex.

3. Asnoted in Annex E, a number of senior individuals were employed by SQA during
the Specified Period. The assessment and awarding of qualifications in the
Specified Period was operationally and logistically very challenging and therefore
required input from a broad range of colleagues. As a consequence, there are
certain questions asked by the Inquiry for which SQA colleagues other than me
had day-to-day responsibility. Those colleagues have more direct experience and
expertise of some of the matters dealt with in this statement than | do. As noted

in Annex E, a number of those individuals are no longer with the organisation.
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4. In this statement, | have endeavored to provide responses to these questions
based on my direct knowledge and involvement but also based on my
understanding of what actions were taken by colleagues — including by reference

to contemporaneous documents, where possible.
B: ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF SQA

5. SQA s a non-departmental public body which reports to Scottish Ministers and the
Scottish Parliament. The Scottish Government's Education Reform Directorate

sponsors SQA.

6. This statement should be read alongside Annex E which is a summary of the key
individuals within SQA during the Specified Period.

QOverview of SQA

7. SQA is the national qualifications accreditation and awarding body in Scotland. It
is a statutory corporation established by the Education (Scotland) Act 1996 ("the
1996 Act"). It has been operational since 1997.

8. SQA's statutory functions are conferred by sections 2 to 9 of the 1996 Act.

9. Section 2(1) of the 1996 Act concerns SQA's general functions and provides that

SQA shall have the following general functions:

P

to devise qualifications;

b. to determine the entitlement of individuals to SQA qualifications and, where

a person is so entitled, to award and record such a qualification;
c. to keep under review and develop SQA qualifications;

d. to approve education and training establishments as being suitable for

presenting persons for SQA qualifications; and

e. to make arrangements for, assist in or carry out the assessment of persons

undertaking education and training.
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10. When devising and developing qualifications SQA may determine what a person
is required to do and the level of competence they are required to demonstrate in
order o attain the qualification. SQA is also empowered to determine how this

competence will be assessed.

11. Section 3 of the 1996 Act concerns SQA's additional functions as an accrediting
body. Section 3(1) provides that SQA "shall have the function of accrediting
qualifications as meeting such requirements as are specified by SQA."

12. Section 4 confers a duty on SQA to ensure that, in respect of education and training

establishments which offer SQA qualifications, it is satisfied as to—

a. the quality of the procedures used by such establishments for assessing

the standards of attainment;

b. the quality of the internal arrangements adopted by such establishments

for monitoring and controlling the effectiveness of such procedures; and

c. the suitability of such establishments for presenting persons for SQA

qualifications.

13. SQA operates from offices in central Glasgow and Dalkeith, Midlothian and

employs over 1,000 people.

14. SQA also has contracts each year with around 15,000 individuals who are referred
to as 'appointees'. This number significantly reduced during 2020 and 2021 as the
national examination diet did not take place. Appointees are not employed by SQA
- they are subject experts (and in relation to marking are often teachers) who work
on a range of activities, from devising qualifications, creating assessments and

marking to quality assurance visits and exam invigilation.

15. SQA is also supported by its Advisory Council which was established under the
Scottish Qualifications Authority Act 2002. The members of this Council are
appointed by the Scottish Government. lis primary role is to represent SQA's
stakeholders and to consider and advise SQA on matters relating to its

qualifications, awards and functions.
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16. As Scotland’s qualifications accreditation and awarding body, SQA provides
products and services in skills, training and education. A brief overview of SQA's

key activities is set out below.

SQA's awarding function

17. In its capacity as an awarding body SQA develops, maintains and improves a
framework of qualifications. The qualifications offered by SQA broadly fall into three

categories:
a. National Qualifications ("NQs").
b. Higher National Qualifications.

¢. A range of vocational qualifications developed with industry partners, and

responding to perceived skills needs.

18. The places at which these qualifications are taught and examinations undertaken

are referred to as 'centres’ and those include schools and colleges.

SQA's accreditation function

19. As an accrediting body, SQA quality assures qualifications offered in Scotland,
other than those offered by higher education institutions, by approving awarding
bodies and accrediting their qualifications. It regulates awarding bodies and their
qualifications by reference to published requirements. This role is similar to the role
carried out by Ofqual in England, Qualification Wales and CCEA Regulation (an
independent function within the Council for the Council for the Curriculum,

Examination and Assessment in Northern Ireland).
20. The accreditation function operates under the name of 'SQA Accreditation'.
Accrediting awarding bodies

21. SQA Accreditation is responsible for approving awarding bodies to deliver
qualifications of social, economic, environmental or cultural benefit in Scotland and

elsewhere.
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22.In order to become an SQA approved awarding body, an organisation must

demonstrate that it can meet SQA Accreditation's regulatory requirements.

23. Awarding bodies which have been approved by SQA Accreditation include the
Chartered Management Institute, City and Guilds, Lantra Awards and the Royal

Academy of Dance.

24. SQA Accreditation has a statutory power to accredit any type of qualification other
than university degrees. It only accredits qualifications delivered by approved

awarding bodies.

25. SQA Accreditation accredits qualifications which assess knowledge,

understanding and occupational competence in the workplace including:
a. Scottish Vocational Qualifications ("SVQs");

b. Regulatory Qualifications — some of which are contained in

apprenticeships; and

c. Workplace Core Skills — designed for use with SVQs and a component of

Modern Apprenticeship Frameworks in Scotland.

26. In order to set standards for accredited qualifications, SQA Accreditation uses its
regulatory principles to determine whether or not the qualifications meet its
requirements. It uses the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) to
allocate SCQF credits and levels to qualifications (where the qualification meets
the necessary requirements to have SCQF credits and levels allocated). In relation
to SVQs, SQA Accreditation also uses National Occupational Standards
(statements developed by Standard Setting Organisations, such as the
Construction Industry Training Board, setting out the standards of performance
individuals must achieve when carrying out various functions in the workplace) to
identify the standard required by employers in different sectors for which

qualifications are being accredited.

27. SQA Accreditation also accredits qualifications which assess expertise in areas
which are not necessarily work related. These include exam-based qualifications

in subjects such as music and dance performance.

5
78369191v1

INQO00588049_0005



28. SQA Accreditation regulates approved awarding bodies and their accredited
qualifications to safeguard the interests of learners, parents, funding bodies, the
Scottish Government and end users such as employers or higher education

establishments.
29. It provides awarding bodies with support, advice and guidance.

30. SQA Accreditation's focus is on ensuring that each awarding body complies with
its accreditation licence and SQA's regulatory requirements. It measures
compliance through audits and provider monitoring visits and by requiring awarding

bodies to undertake regular self-assessment.

SQA's Commercial activity

31. SQA's Contract Operations team (which sits within its Business Development
Directorate) delivers services on behalf of commercial clients. lts primary focus is
the administration of assessments in the transport and education sectors. These
services include activity to support, for example, the UK Government's Dangerous
Goods Driver Training Scheme and the delivery of examinations for the Maritime

and Coastguard Agency.

32. This activity, together with SQA's qualification awarding activity in markets outwith
Scotland, generates revenue of around £10m a year in a normal year by attracting
and retaining SQA approved centres throughout the UK. It supports a network of
learning institutions to meet learner demand and supports the economy by

contributing to upskilling.

SQA's International work

33. SQA has operated internationally since its inception, offering a range of
qualifications including Advanced Certificates and Diplomas, National Progression
Awards, Professional Development Awards and Customised Awards delivered by

universities and training providers.

34.1t also provides consultancy services internationally which help to establish
educational and training supply chains, improving education infrastructure in the

countries in which it operates.
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35. In the period since SQA’s Business Development Directorate was formed in 2008
to March 2025, SQA's commercial activities, to which international work makes a
significant contribution, had generated revenue in the region of £160m which,
based on long run average margin, means around £60m in profit. This profit
contributes to SQA's operating costs and supplements grant in aid funding
provided by the Scottish Government. This work also directly supports the Scottish

Government's international education strategy.

Structures, systems, procedures and/or processes set up by SQA in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic

36. In the period 1 January 2020 to 28 June 2022 ("the Specified Period") SQA's
substantive activities, functions, roles and responsibilities did not change. SQA
remained responsible for the certification of a broad range of qualifications,
including NQs. However, given the unprecedented circumstances presented by the
COVID-19 pandemic, SQA had to quickly, and often at short notice in response to

government guidance, adapt how it delivered these roles and responsibilities.

37. The Scottish Government announced the closure of schools in Scotland and the
cancellation of the 2020 diet of NQ examinations on 19 March 2020, approximately
six weeks before the NQ 2020 exam diet was scheduled to begin. SQA was asked
by the Scottish Government on 18 March 2020 to put in place an Alternative
Certification Model ("ACM") for NQs that ensured that learners were certificated
and which maintained the standards of those certifications. Prior to 2020, there had
been an annual national exam diet in Scotland for over 100 years. As such, SQA
was left in a very challenging situation in March 2020 where it had to very quickly
develop a system for certifying candidates and maintaining standards in the
absence of an exam diet. SQA understood that the requirement to maintain
standards meant that its approach should involve taking action or intervening to
support standards. SQA had to balance the need for candidates to be certified
without delay with the need to ensure the high standards of qualifications in
Scotland were maintained. SQA considered (and still considers) that maintaining
standards was essential to ensure that the qualifications received during the
Specified Period provided candidates with the skills and knowledge required to

undertake work or further education based on those qualifications.
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38. Against this background, SQA had limited opportunity to develop structures,

systems, procedures and processes in advance of the 2020 ACM.

39. However, SQA convened an internal Incident Management Team towards the end
of January 2020 in response to emerging information about the potential threat
posed by COVID-19. It was aware that amendments to the arrangements for the
NQ exam diet could be necessary, and had begun to consider some contingency
measures, for example in relation to assessment based on coursework. However,
the scale and speed of the total societal lockdown that resulted in the cancellation

of the exam diet was not predicted at that stage.

40. SQA’s Board of Management ("the SQA Board") met regularly, and more regularly
than it was originally scheduled to meet, in the period from 1 March 2020 to Results
Day in August 2020. This governance, assurance and decision-making activity was
supported by SQA’s Qualifications Committee, a subcommittee of the SQA Board,

which also met frequently during this period.

41. The SQA Board has a collective responsibility for ensuring that SQA’s statutory
functions and Scottish Government policies and priorities are being fulfilled and
that the use of resources is appropriate and effective. SQA Board members are
appointed by the Scottish Ministers and offer a range of expertise across the
Scottish education and business sectors. The composition of SQA's Board as at
March 2020 is outlined in Annex E.

42. SQA officers (including myself) may also be invited to attend Board meetings.

43. In March 2020, the Scottish Government convened the Coronavirus (COVID-19):
Qualifications Contingency Group ("the QCG") at which SQA was represented by
Ms Robertson who was also joined at some meetings by me and Dr Stewart. |
exhibit minutes of this meeting as JB/01 - INQ000612944.

44. The QCG was not a decision-making forum and was not asked to undertake any

of the duties or functions of SQA. The QCG's remit was to:

a. share information and intelligence to ensure clear understanding of relevant
developments in relation to delivery of a certification model for the awarding

of qualifications in the absence of the 2020 exam diet;
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b. promote collective leadership across the education system in Scotland; and
c. contribute to ongoing communications.

45. The QCG met for the first time on 17 March 2020. At that meeting the QCG agreed
that the focus should be on delivering the exam diet, although there was discussion
about possible alternative arrangements should circumstances change. The
importance of keeping schools open until the Easter break (potentially just for
senior phase pupils) to allow the conclusion of course teaching and the completion
of coursework for those subjects and classes who needed it was also recognised.

It was acknowledged that this would be subject to public health advice.

46. The QCG was one of several groups providing information and/or advice to the
Scottish Government in the Specified Period in connection with provision of
education and certification. In addition to the QCG there was the COVID-19
Education Recovery Group ("CERG"} (of which Ms Robertson was a member for
SQA) which first convened in April 2020 and brought together key individuals in
the education sector with a remit which included providing leadership and advice
to ministers and local government leaders in developing the strategic approach to
the response and recovery of the early learning, childcare and education sectors.
There was also the Scottish Government's Curriculum and Assessment Board
("CAB") (of which SQA itself is a member). While CAB discussed issues relating to
the pandemic, it was not created in response o the COVID-19 situation. It was
established to improve curriculum and assessment policy in education and had a

wide-ranging membership across Scottish education stakeholders.

47. The QCG was disbanded in March 2021 following the establishment of the NQ
Steering and Working Groups in November 2020 in order to avoid duplication of

efforts between these groups.

48.In 2020, SQA used existing internal groups, such as the Code of Practice
Governance Group, Qualifications Committee and the SQA Board, to make

decisions about awarding and certification.

49. SQA also established an NQ Awarding Programme to oversee the delivery of the
2020 ACM. The 2020 NQ Awarding Programme was set up in April 2020 and drew
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on membership of the NQ Certification Programme Group which ordinarily
oversees progress towards the annual results day in August. The NQ Awarding
Programme was needed to oversee all the change initiatives required to implement
an Alternative Certification Model, for example the setting up of an online service
to receive teachers’ estimates. The Awarding Programme met weekly and was
chaired by me. The Awarding Programme reported weekly into SQA’s Executive

Management Team chaired by Ms Robertson, CEO.

50. The 2021 NQ Awarding Programme was established in July 2021 and from
November was chaired by Ms Robertson, the Chief Executive Officer. The 2021

NQ Awarding Programme had the following key target outcomes:

a. A set of credible results for National 5, Highers & Advanced Highers that
key external stakeholders (e.g. Learners) and SQA internal stakeholders
(e.g. Board, Staff) have confidence in and support;

b. Provide safe and secure certification;

c. The credibility of the qualifications system is maintained or enhanced.

Equity and fairness are demonstrated.

51. | exhibit an overview of the 2021 NQ Awarding Programme, its scope and further
information about the roles and responsibilities of persons involved in the
programme as JB/02 - INQ0O00612945, JB/02a — INQ000612946 and JB/02b —
INQO00612947.

52. In my capacity as the Director of Operations, | was the Senior Responsible Officer
for the 2021 NQ Awarding Programme Board. In this role, | had to ensure that the
initiatives required to implement the alternative model also aligned with the normal
run of activities required to complete certification in any year. | also had operational
responsibility for the diet and chaired a weekly meeting of the NQ Certification
Programme Group which monitored progress on the diet and supporting appeals
process. The NQ Awarding Programme was attended by Executive Management
Team colleagues and by project leads and met every week. The work of the NQ
Awarding Programme was audited and reported on by SQA’s internal auditors in
July 2021.
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53. As in 2020, the decision as to whether the exam diet should run in 2021 rested with
the Scottish Government. The cancellation of the 2021 diet for National 5 exams
and Higher and Advanced Higher exams was announced by the Scottish

Government on 7 October 2020 and 8 December 2020, respectively.

54. The timing of those Scottish Government’s announcements meant SQA was able
to take a structured and formalised approach to engaging with its stakeholders,

including teaching unions, to develop alternative arrangements.

55. SQA established two stakeholder groups to help with the education system's
response to the pandemic in relation to learning, teaching, and assessment of NQs
- the National Qualifications Steering Group ("NQ Steering Group") and the
National Qualifications Working Group ("NQ Working Group").

56. The NQ Steering Group met weekly to consider alternative certification
arrangements for National Qualifications in the 2020 21 session. The NQ Working
Group also met weekly and included, amongst others, representatives from the
Educational Institute of Scotland ("EIS"} and School Leaders Scotland ("SLS").

57. SQA's Advisory Council (explained above) continued to meet and consider the
development of the ACM throughout 2021.

58. SQA alsc formed an HNVQ Steering Group on 14 January 2021 to consider the
impact of the pandemic on teaching, learning and assessment for these
qualifications and what mitigating actions may be appropriate on the part of SQA

and other stakeholders. The group comprised of representatives from:
a. Scottish Government;
b. Scottish Training Federation;
c. Colleges Scotland;
d. Skills Development Scotland;
e. EIS;
f.  Scottish Funding Council;
11
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g. National Union of Students; and

h. Student Partnerships in Quality Scotland ("SPARQS").

SQA’'s Relationship with the Scottish Government

59. As explained above, SQA is a non-departmental public body which reports to
Scottish Ministers and the Scottish Parliament. The Scottish Government's
Education Reform Directorate sponsors SQA. At the time of the pandemic this

directorate was known as the Learning Directorate.

60. The 1996 Act, which establishes SQA, makes provision about the relationship

between the Scottish Government and SQA:

a. Section 5 of the 1996 Act confers on SQA a power to advise the Scottish
Ministers in respect of any matter to which its functions relate (and a duty to do

so where required by Ministers).

b. Section 9 of the 1996 Act empowers the Scottish Ministers, after consultation,
to give directions of a general or specific character with regard to the discharge

of SQA's functions and SQA must comply with such directions.

61. As explained below, the power under section 9 was exercised in the Specified
Period on 11 August 2020 requiring SQA to upgrade awards for NQs in line with

centre estimates.

62. Accordingly, while SQA is separate statutory body, it works closely with the
Scottish Government when delivering it functions. This was particularly the case in
the Specified Period when the delivery of SQA's functions was heavily conditioned
by policy decisions made by the Scottish Government and the UK Government and

public health guidance issued by both governments.

63. The Scottish Government's Education Reform Directorate is responsible for
"leading a national discussion on the vision and purpose for Scottish education,
the national policy framework for Curriculum for Excellence and National

Qualifications".
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64. SQA also works closely with the Lifelong Learning & Skills Directorate of the
Scottish Government which has policy responsibility for HNVQs and the

accreditation function.

65. More generally, SQA works with specific policy teams within the Scottish
Government where there are questions or queries relating to qualifications in their
policy areas. SQA will also engage with other Scottish Government teams when
SQA’s activity as a public body requires it do so. For example, SQA works with
the Digital Assurance Office ("DAO") or the Public Bodies Unit ("PBU"). With
regards to DAO, when SQA is embarking on a major digital investment, it will
engage with the DAO to ensure SQA's plans align with DAO's expectations. PBU
is the team responsible for public appointments. PBU appoints SQA Board
members, and members of SQA's Advisory Council are appointed by the Scottish
Government. SQA Board members can be 'appointed' {o the Advisory Council by
the Chair of SQA. As such, SQA will work with PBU when appointing Board

members of SQA's Advisory Council.

66. SQA also engages with the Scottish Government’s international officials because
SQA’s international business provides key support to the Scottish Government’s

international strategy.

67. SQA does not typically engage with UK Government departments beyond its
activity relating to commercial contracts, where SQA provides services on a
contractual basis to departments such as the Home Office and the Department for

Education or their agencies.

68. SQA was (and remains) regulated by both Ofqual and Qualifications Wales, the
qualifications regulators in each respective nation, in respect of the regulated
qualifications SQA offers in each of these nations. SQA maintained regular and
ongoing contact with these regulators, as it would in a business-as-usual context,
and made sure they were aware of SQA’s responses to the pandemic throughout

this time.

69. During the Specified Period, SQA worked with the following key Scottish Ministers

and senior civil servants in the Scottish Government:

13
78369191v1

INQO00588049_0013



a. John Swinney, Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills between 18 May
2016 and 18 May 2021;

b. Shirley-Anne Somerville, Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills
between 19 May 2021 and 29 March 2023;

c. Richard Lochhead, Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and
Science between 4 September 2018 and 19 May 2021; and

d. Graeme Logan, Director of Learning for the Scottish Government between
June 2019 and October 2021.

70. In addition, discussions between SQA and the Scottish Government also took
place outwith the forums referred to above. At the outset of the pandemic,
telephone calls between SQA and the Scottish Government took place two or three
times per week. The first of these calls took place on 11 March 2020 and they
centinued at this frequency throughout March 2020. These calls were arranged on
behalf of the Director of Learning for the Scottish Government and involved

Scottish Government officials and SQA staff.

71. A significant number of ad hoc engagements took place between Scottish
Government officials and colleagues at all levels of SQA in relation to a range of
matters. From the Scottish Government side such engagement primarily involved
the Scottish Government's SQA Sponsor Team which sits within its Learning

Directorate.

72. There were almost fifty meetings (both formal and informal) and calls between Ms
Robertson and Scottish Government officials in 2020 prior to NQ results day in
August 2020. A further forty meetings or calls were scheduled in the period after
results day to the end of 2020. These meetings/calls throughout 2020 included
recurring meetings of groups, such as CERG, of which Ms Robertson and Scottish
Government officials were members and approximately 40 meetings/calls which

were scheduled on a standalone basis.

73. The Scottish Government was also provided with a daily update on the progress
of SQA’s Incident Management Team which operated between 3 March 2020 and

July 2020. These updates predominantly concerned issues relating to SQA's
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operations as a public body, as opposed to matters relating to the delivery and
certification of qualifications. | exhibit an example update provided by SQA to
Scottish Government on 6 April 2020 as JB/03 — INQ000612948.

SQA stakeholders

74. SQA's stakeholders include learners, schools, colleges, and training providers
across Scotland, the rest of the UK and internationally. SQA also works alongside
industry bodies, parents and carers, professional bodies, teaching unions and

government in the delivery of its functions.

75. In relation to the development of the 2020 ACM, SQA engaged with stakeholders
in so far as possible in the available time. However, for the 2021 ACM, the earlier
timing of the Scottish Government’'s announcements meant that SQA was able to
formally engage with a broad range of stakeholders (including representatives of
the teaching profession) to prepare for awarding NQs in 2021, including in

circumstances in which exams could not take place.
C: PRE-PANDEMIC PLANNING

76. In 2019-20, SQA carried out work to develop a performance framework for SQA,

aligned to the National Performance Framework.

77. Five aims or 'outcomes' emerged from this work, which were included in SQA's
Corporate Plan for 2020-2023. These outcomes embody the SQA's strategic
objectives and are intended to support SQA's fulfilment of its duties under sections
2-5 of the 1996 Act. In accordance with these ocutcomes, SQA's strategic priorities
for 2020-2023 are:

a. providing a credible qualifications system;
b. being flexible in meeting customer needs;

c. having a sustainable business operating model that is appropriately

resourced in order to deliver its remit now and in the future;

d. being a thriving organisation, with quality jobs and a fair work environment

for all its people; and
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e. being trusted, respected and valued by its customers, stakeholders and

partners.

78. Prior to 2020, SQA had a number of contingency plans in place for action to be
taken in the event that elements of the NQ diet and other examinations could not
operate as planned or at the precise time originally planned. However, contingency
plans had not been put in place for a full-scale national lockdown lasting many

months.

79. SQA routinely creates a Contingency Plan for the Qualifications System in
Scotland and | exhibit the 2018 version as JB/04 - INQ0OO0612949. The plan
provides that a Qualifications Contingency Group made up of various stakeholders
should be convened when a significant potential disruption to the delivery of NQs
is identified. The plan also sets out the decision making and risk assessment
process for SQA. The risk assessment would be undertaken by the SQA
Contingency Group who would decide whether the scenario presented an overall
high, medium or low risk. The membership and remit of the SQA Contingency
Group is outlined in Appendix 1 of the 2018 Contingency Plan referred to above.
Once agreed, the SQA Contingency Group would identify what contingency
actions were available - if these were to result in a significant change to the diet,
then a Qualifications Contingency Group would be convened to review the
appropriateness and the manageability of any proposed contingency measures.
Ongoing monitoring and review of progress would be undertaken until the risk had

stopped.

80. In November 2018, SQA colleagues met to consider how SQA would respond to
significant disruption to the delivery of the 2019 diet. | exhibit a note summarising
the outputs from this meeting as JB/05 - INQO00612950. The emphasis of this
contingency plan was on enabling SQA to continue to certificate even if there was
a catastrophic failure of technology in the middle of the awarding process or a
critical shortage in the number of available appointees. It was not predicated on

the same assumptions and constraints as were relevant during the pandemic.

81. In January 2020, SQA's Contingency Planning Steering Group meeting met to

discuss the implementation of the mechanisms put in place to address the risks
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identified as part of the contingency planning process in 2019 / 2020. As above,
the focus of this meeting was on contingency measures to address the risk of a
catastrophic IT failure. 1 exhibit a copy of the notes of the meeting as JB/06 -
INQO00612951.

82. In early March 2020, SQA did consider what options were available for certification
in 2020, in a paper entitled ‘2020 Diet of Examinations at National 5, Higher and
Advanced Higher: Contingency Arrangements for COVID-19°. | exhibit this
document as JB/07 - INQO0O0612952. This was an early exploration of a range of
scenarios ahead of the national lockdown, closure of schools and cancellation of
exams and further details of the options considered in this plan are outlined at

paragraphs 135 to 146 below.

83. SQA has now developed a contingency model for awarding NQs that includes
appeals that will serve as a blueprint should such extensive disruption to the NQ
exam diet take place again. | exhibit a presentation prepared by SQA in January
2024 on exam contingency as JB/08 - INQ000612953.

D: EXAMS AND ASSESSMENTS IN SCOTLAND PRIOR TO AND DURING THE
PANDEMIC

Exams and grading outside of the pandemic

84. In its capacity as an awarding body, SQA develops, maintains, and improves a
framework of qualifications including NQs, Higher National Qualifications and a

range of vocational qualifications.

Structures, systems, procedures and processes in place for NQ awarding prior to the

Specified Period

85. In line with its statutory obligations, SQA was responsible for delivering the national

diet of examinations in Scotland.

86. SQA must ensure that the grade a candidate receives properly reflects the level of
knowledge and competence demonstrated by the candidate. SQA ensures

consistency in the awarding process by using established grade descriptions for
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each course. SQA also has to endeavor to ensure that it is not easier or harder to

achieve the same result in different years.

87. The main diet consists of a series of exams (question papers) for National 5,
Highers and Advanced Highers and, in 2019, the timetable consisted of 201
exams. In addition to exams, other components are marked and verified by SQA
when determining awards, for example, coursework, folios and performance

elements.

88. In order to assess candidates’ performance, SQA arranges for visiting examiners
to attend centres where necessary (e.g. for oral modern language assessments
and practical music assessments); arranges for completed assessments to be
uplifted from centres; recruits markers; and sets marking and quality assurance

processes.

89. For NQs, the course specification provides the basis for the development of course

assessments that meet the national standard.

90. In years prior to COVID-19, estimates were a standard component of the awarding
process and centres used a nine-point band scale upon which teachers would base
their estimates. Based on their professional judgement, teachers and lecturers
made and submitted to SQA estimates each year for almost all candidates in
graded NQs. Estimates were then used as a general indicator of cohort ability when
setting grade boundaries and in other procedures, for example, exceptional

circumstances consideration and post-results services.

91. Following completion of exams and any related coursework the awarding process
involves an annual process of ‘standard setting’ where the grade boundaries for
each course assessment are decided. Grade boundaries set the marks a candidate
needs in order to achieve a particular grade for a course. SQA sets these grade
boundaries each year to ensure exam results are fair across the whole of Scotland,
year on vear. To set grade boundaries, senior SQA staff meet with subject
specialists (who are a combination of SQA staff and senior appointees) to discuss
whether the course assessment was set at the right level of difficulty. If not,
adjustments to the grade boundary will be considered. Final grade boundaries are
agreed with Principal Assessor for each course.
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92. To determine whether a course assessment was set at the right level of difficulty,
SQA reviews a range of information such as the assessments themselves,
feedback from markers, the marks achieved by candidates in the components of

the assessment and the estimates provided by teachers.

93. These activities are intended to provide the stability that is essential for securing
confidence in qualifications and maintaining the meaning and value of the

qualifications and their grades for those who hold them and for end-users.

Ordinary schedule for setting exams, predicting grades, moderation and publication of

results for NQs

94. With the exception of 2020 and 2021, the exam diet typically runs from the end of

Apiril to the beginning of June with results day on the second Tuesday in August.

95. The annual operational delivery cycle for the NQ exams starts in the preceding
August, beginning with the final stages of setting, vetting and production of the
question papers. Question papers are developed by experienced subject
specialists (appointees, who are normally practising teachers) overseen by SQA
staff.

96. SQA would typically receive estimates from teachers and lecturers between April

and May.

97. There is a significant logistical exercise involved in supporting the development,
printing and distribution of question papers to cenires, usually by mid-April.
Question papers and other relevant material such as answer booklets and audio
CDs are securely delivered to approximately 510 centres in order to maintain
confidentiality. SQA also arranges for invigilators to attend the centres for the

exams.

98. Following the exam diet, senior SQA staff meet with subject specialists to
undertake the exercise of setting "grade boundaries" as discussed above. The
process of setting "grade boundaries” typically runs between early June and early

July.
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99. Results are thereafter typically issued to candidates in August with hard copy
certificates being sent to candidates in the mail timed to arrive on results day and
details of results being sent by email and SMS for those candidates who choose
to opt into these services. SQA also publishes annual attainment statistics for all
NQs on the same day as results are provided to learners. This reporting is updated

again each December following the conclusion of the annual appeals process.

100. Prior to 2020, SQA operated an Exceptional Circumstances service which
would open concurrently with the exam diet. SQA's Exceptional Circumstances
procedures are designed to respond to situation where an exceptional
circumstance has impacted a learner's ability to sit an exam or their performance
on the day of an exam. In the absence of an exam diet in 2020 and 2021, SQA

could not apply this procedure.

101. Nevertheless, when preparing for the 2020 and 2021 ACM, SQA recognised
that the disruption caused by the pandemic may adversely impact some
candidates' ability to produce evidence. SQA took steps to mitigate these impacits,
including, for the 2021 ACM, working with the NQ Steering and Working Groups
(which included EIS) to design the "Incomplete Evidence Contingency
Arrangement” ("IECA"), allowing those who had been disproportionally impacted
by the pandemic additional time to gather evidence on which their grade would be

based.

Structures, systems, procedures and processes in place for HNVQ awarding prior to

the Specified Period

102. HNVQs include, among other things:
a. Higher National Certificates/Diplomas;
b. Scottish Vocational Qualifications;
c. National Certificates
d. Awards

e. National Progression Awards
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f. Advanced Certificates/Diplomas; and
g. Licence to Practise qualifications.

103. They are delivered by colleges, schools, training providers, employers and

professional bodies in Scotland, the rest of the UK and around the world.

104. In addition to developing the framework for HNVQs, SQA approves centires to

offer these qualifications and decides which qualifications each centre may offer.

105. All of these qualifications are comprised of units. SQA provides clearly defined
standards that must be met to achieve a unit and/or qualification and also provides
guidance, assessment materials and support to help centres apply these standards

consistently.

106. SQA carries out quality assurance of centres through verification processes to

ensure that standards are applied consistently across the country.

107. This is intended to ensure the credibility of these qualifications for learners and

for end-users, emplovers, and the further and higher education sectors.

Ordinary schedule for setting exams, predicting grades, moderation and publication of

results for Higher National and Vocational Qualifications

108. The assessment of HNVQs occurs all year round, with certificates issued on a
weekly basis. There is no equivalent to the annual NQ results day for these
candidates. Some attainment statistics, for example for Awards and National
Progression Awards, are incorporated into the statistics referenced in paragraph
99, however SQA does not publish an equivalent annual report of HNVQ

attainment statistics.

Cancellation of exams in 2020

Canceliation of exams: QCG meeting on 17 March 2020

109. As explained above, the Scottish Government convened the QCG, which met
for the first time on 17 March 2020. This meeting was chaired by the Scottish

Government. | have already exhibited a copy of the minutes of this meeting as
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JB/01 — INQO0O0612944. | also exhibit copies of correspondence between QCG
members following this meeting as JB/09 — INQ000612954.

110. At that meeting, the QCG agreed that the continued focus should be on
delivering the exam diet, although there was discussion about possible alternative
arrangements should circumstances change. The importance of keeping schools
open until the Easter break (potentially just for senior phase pupils) to allow the
conclusion of course teaching and the completion of coursework for those subjects
and classes who needed it was also recognised. It was acknowledged that this

would be subject to public health advice.

111.  SQA's position in relation to the cancellation of the exam diet was that all
decisions should be informed by medical and health advice, and that this was

properly a decision for Ministers.

112. The decision to cancel the exam diet was thereafter made by the Scottish
Government. On 18 March 2020 the Deputy First Minister, John Swinney (who also
fulfilled the role of Cabinet Secretary for Education) commissioned SQA to develop
an ACM.

113. On the same day, the Deputy First Minister announced the closure of schools
in Scotland from 23 March 2020 and the cancellation of the 2020 diet of NQ
examinations. He asked schools and colleges to continue to work with young
people to ensure that any outstanding units and coursework were completed and
provided by SQA's existing deadlines or earlier. He also asked schools and
colleges to provide estimated grades which were to draw on the available evidence

gathered throughout the year.

114. The QCG met for the second time on 27 March 2020. The possibility of safely
and securely assessing the National 5 coursework that had already been collected
by SQA was discussed. Also discussed was information held by SQA in relation
to the historic variation between teacher estimates and the final results issued to
candidates following examination which was broken down by subject and by

centre. The QCG discussed how this could inform a moderation process for 2020.
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Cancellation of exams: Deputy First Minister's speech of 19 March 2020

115. | note that on 19 March 2020 the then Deputy First Minister and Cabinet

Secretary for Education and Skills gave a speech {o the Scottish Parliament. The

Inquiry has provided me with a copy of this speechi (INQ000514691) i,

116. In this speech, Mr Swinney noted that Scotland's Chief Examining Officer had
advised him that a credible certification model could be put in place in the absence

of an exam diet.

117. Mr Swinney commented: "I anficipate that this model will use coursework,
teacher assessment of estimated grades and prior attainment as the basis for

certifications”.

118. As noted above, in March 2020 SQA was in frequent contact with Scottish
Government both directly and through meetings of the QCG. At the QCG meeting
on 17 March 2020 (discussed above) it was agreed "that Schools and colleges
should be gathering any alfernative evidence on candidate performance as they
would do in the normal way" and that there "is a range of alternative assessment
evidence that we can take into account, which can include coursework, class or
other assessments" (see exhibit JB/08-INQO000612954). The QCG noted that this
alternative assessment evidence should inform estimated grades and (as at 17
March 2020) it recommended that schools and colleges should prioritise the

completion of coursework.

119. However, in the days after this meeting public health advice changed
significantly and it quickly became apparent that it would not be possible to safely
uplift coursework. SQA engaged with its suppliers, including Royal Mail, regarding
arrangements for uplift. They advised that they could not, in accordance with public

health advice, safely collect all candidates' coursework.

120. On 19 March 2020, the Scottish Government emailed the QCG explaining that
the Deputy First Minister was about to make a statement to the Scottish Parliament.
In this email, the QCG (which included SQA) was advised:
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" The DFM will make it clear that schools should find ways fo enable students fo
complete coursework so that it and the judgements of teachers of their estimated

grades can be submitted to SQA."

121. | exhibit this email as JB/10 — INQO00612955. | also exhibit a copy of the draft
statement attached to this email as JB/11 — INQO00612956.

122. On 22 March 2020, the Scottish Government announced that coursework
should not be completed in schools in accordance with revised health advice
guidelines on social distancing. In response, SQA advised that coursework for
Higher and Advanced Higher would not be required from schools and there would
be no further uplifts of materials from centres, including outstanding coursework

materials at National 5.

123. SQA did consider whether it could take into account coursework that had
already been uplifted. However, it was determined that this would not be fair to
candidates who had not completed coursework by 22 March 2020 or for whom it
had not been possible to uplift coursework. Further, the context in which SQA was
considering the use of coursework is crucial: due to variances in amount and
quality of course work that could be produced by candidates, it would not have
been possible to undertake a standardised marking process that ensured fairness

to all candidates.

124. On 2 April 2020, SQA's Board determined that National 5 coursework could not
be marked in a safe and secure manner that would maintain the integrity of national
standards. SQA's consideration of using coursework and marking of National 5
coursework is outlined in a paper to the Board of 2 April 2020 titled ‘Marking And
Distribution Of National 5 Coursework’. | exhibit this document as JB/12 —
INQO00612957.

SQA's assessment of impact of cancellation of exam diet

125. As explained above, while SQA contributed to the QCG meetings, the decision
to cancel the exam diet in 2020 and 2021 rested with the Scottish Government who

then commissioned SQA to create an ACM. As SQA did not make the decision on
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cancelling the exam diet, it did not undertake any formal evaluation of the impact

of cancellation on children and young people.

Assessment and awarding in 2020

Development of the 2020 ACM

126. On 18 March the Deputy First Minister commissioned SQA to develop an ACM.
In doing so, Mr Swinney required SQA fo ensure that the standards of the NQs
were maintained. I exhibit a copy of this letter as JB/13 - INQ000256718.

127. Ms Robertson wrote to the Deputy First Minister on 19 March 2020 accepting
this commission. | exhibit a copy of this letter as JB/14 - INQ000612959.

128. The commission to adopt an ACM was unprecedented. As such, a
considerable amount of work was required by SQA and others to consider how to

continue to assess, award and accredit qualifications in 2020.

129. In both 2020 and 2021, SQA’s Board of Management retained responsibility as
the decision maker for the ACMs, subject to any directions made by the Scottish

Ministers.

130. SQA’s Board of Management met on 17 occasions — both as scheduled and
as extraordinary meetings - in the period from1 March 2020 to results day in August
2020. This governance, assurance and decision-making activity was supported by

SQA’s Qualifications Committee, which also met during this period.

131. The QCG met for the second time on 27 March 2020. SQA held information in
relation to the historic variation between teacher estimates and the final resulis
issued to candidates following examination which was broken down by subject and
by centre. The QCG discussed how this could inform a moderation process for
2020.

132. In both 2020 and 2021 SQA’s primary concern was to deliver fair, safe and
secure certification for learners whilst maintaining standards in the context of the
pandemic where its normal approaches to assessment and certification were not

possible.
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133. The absence of certification for learners would have caused immense
disruption to individual learners and the cohorts behind them, to the education and
skills system and to the Scottish economy. As such, the single most important

mitigation of impact on learners was enabling certification to take place.

134. SQA's approach to developing the ACM was informed by three core principles

reflecting SQA's role and the circumstances of 2020. These were:
a. fairness to all learners;

b. safe and secure certification of SQA qualifications, while following the

latest public health advice; and

c. maintaining the integrity and credibility of the qualifications system,

ensuring that standards are maintained over time, in the interests of learners.

135. SQA did consider what options were available for certification in 2020, in a
paper entitled ‘2020 Diet of Examinations at National 5, Higher and Advanced
Higher: Contingency Arrangements for COVID-19 which | have previously
exhibited as JB/07 - INQO00612952. This was an early exploration of a range of
scenarios ahead of the national lockdown, closure of schools and cancellation of

exams. The paper sets out three scenarios for contingency arrangements:

136. Scenario 1 envisaged a full diet in accordance with the normal timetable with a
range of planned contingencies which may be used at any point. The planned
contingencies included invigilation cover, delaying results, more use of alternative
evidence, and agreeing to changes with the Universities and Colleges Admissions
Service ("UCAS"). This option was seen as providing clarity for all, would be the
least disruptive and had been adopted before in 2009 in relation to swine flu. The
limitations of this option were that Higher and Advanced Higher might need to be
prioritised, and that there would potentially be no paper certification on results day
in order to reduce the administrative of burden of trying to prepare and issue

certificates in advance of results day.

137. Scenario 2 involved rescheduling part or all of the exam diet {o a later date in
the expectation that the impact of Covid would have reduced by the later date. This

option would help reduce demand on the system at the peak of Covid impact, but

26
78369191v1

INQO00588049_0026



it was recognised that moving the diet might coincide with the peak impact of Covid
rather than avoiding it. It was also identified that this scenario would have an impact
on all parts of the qualifications system and wider stakeholders such as UCAS, and

that this option would have a very significant disruptive effect on the 2021 diet.

138. Scenario 3 was the development of a minimum viable product model which
would rely on enhanced estimate-based decision-making. This would involve the
development of a statistical model based on centre estimates, prior attainment and
marks for coursework components. An agreed target grade distribution would be
used and only grades (and not bands within grades) would be awarded. This would
be in the absence of a full exam diet and could be used without coursework marks
if coursework was not able to be marked. The limitations of this option were that
evidence of prior attainment was not available across all subjects and not available
at National 5; it is a predictive model based on limited or no assessment evidence;
and SQA would need to ensure stakeholder support and quality assurance. An
appeals process would be put in place for centres to invoke on behalf of candidates

using criteria to be set out by SQA.

139. The paper also assessed the likelihood of certain disruptions and SQA's ability

to respond to those disruptions.

140. SQA did do further work to consider the strengths and weaknesses of the
options available, as evidenced in the document ‘Determining Entitlement to
Graded National Courses in Diet 2020’ dated 5 May 2020 which | exhibit as JB/15
- INQ000612960.

141. This paper records that in normal awarding circumstances, estimates are used
as an indication of cohort ability rather than as part of decision making. The majority
of centre estimates were within one band up or down of the candidate's final
results, while around one third were outside of those parameters. Usually a nine-
point band scale would be used for centres to base their estimates on, but for the
2020 diet it was decided that a refined nineteen-point band scale would be
introduced to more closely reflect mark distribution. It is noted that an element of
moderation from SQA would be required to tackle issues of bias and under/over

estimation.
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142. The main ACM models considered in this paper were the following:

a. Directly awarding centre estimates. In this case, there would be no
moderation of the estimates to address under or over estimation. This
option would place trust in teachers but would not deal with the known
variable accuracy in estimation by centres. This would result in some
candidates receiving a higher grade and some receiving a lower grade than

the evidence suggested would be merited.

b. Multiple Linear Regression. This model was developed to use estimates,
coursework marks and prior attainment to predict an overall course mark
for each candidate. These three variables were used in award meeting
decision making in the 'business as usual’ scenario. The results using the
2019 diet data resulted in at least 40% of predicted grades not matching
the actual grades for 2019. Also, because coursework marks were not
going to be available in the 2020 diet, this approach was not considered
further.

c. National moderation only. For each National Course, a national target
grade and/or band distribution would be set based on agreed criteria.
Centre estimates would be fitted to this distribution, with all estimates of the
same category receiving the same result. This would be an entirely
automated process with no moderation at centre level. The strengths of this
approach were that it placed full trust in teachers; it would result in a more
manageable national distribution; national outcomes may look similar to
previous years; and would allow for an equivalent of the grade boundaries
to be published for each subject and level. Some of the concerns raised
were that the 9-point scale limited this model; it ignored centre or local
authority variation in estimation accuracy; and that some candidates may

receive a lower or more generous grade than the evidence merited.

d. Centre-lfevel moderation using previous ocutcomes. This option would
take national moderation (discussed above) as the first phase and then a

second phase would be added to attempt to address centre outcomes that

28
78369191v1

INQO00588049_0028



appeared to be very different based on some historic centre level

performance measures.

e. Awarding using centre supplied rank ordering. For each National
Course in each centre, a distribution would be applied. Candidates would
be allocated to grades from rank 1 to the final ranked candidate. The
benefits identified for this approach were that it provided for more granular
decision making and facilitated differential adjustments across the grade
distribution at centre level. A point noted for consideration for this option

was that rankings could not be compared across centres.

143. At this stage, in principle, national moderation was considered to be attractive
as it would help ensure consistency of results with those from recent years and

maintain standards.

144. This in turn informed external and independent work that SQA commissioned
AlphaPlus to carry out. | exhibit their report titled ‘An Analysis of Options for Graded
National Courses in Diet 2020, dated 30 April 2020, as JB/16 - INQ000612961.

145. The purpose of instructing AlphaPlus was to provide SQA with further
information on how SQA could approach awarding in 2020 ACM. SQA did not
commission AlphaPlus to develop the ACM. Accordingly, while SQA had regard to
the work carried out by AlphaPlus, consideration had been given to the extent to
which its recommendations could be incorporated into an ACM that was workable

without delaying awarding.

146. In summary, AlphaPlus' observations included:

a. Estimates / moderation — AlphaPlus considered that there was little
evidence in Scotland of systemic overestimation in previous years, and that
national moderation of estimates would be unfair to candidates as this
approach would not allow for variances in approach by different centres

unless there was a mechanism for adjusting the results from some centres.

As explained below, in April 2020 SQA undertook a review of the data in
relation to estimated grades and resulted grades from the 2016 — 2019 diets

of examinations which identified that only 45% of estimated grades
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matched the grades that were finally awarded following examination and
assessment. In light of this SQA considered that it was appropriate to

develop an ACM which allowed for moderation, if required.

b. Rank Order - AlphaPlus considered that SQA should use rank order
information where possible to make adjustments at a finer level of detail, to
avoid potential variances between centre estimations (over or under
estimating grades) and given the potential for smaller cohorts at centres to
make it more difficult to judge the accuracy of teacher estimates. They
considered that national-level adjustments to estimates may disadvantage
some cenires that did not overestimate grades and that national-level

adjustments were simplistic.

On 2 April 2020, SQA's Board also determined that the pre-existing
estimate scale used by teachers to estimate candidates' grades prior to
examinations should be further developed and that teachers and lecturers

should be asked to rank their learners within each estimated grade.

c. Other jurisdictions - AlphaPlus also described how other jurisdictions
changed their school examinations in response to the pandemic, but no
consideration was given to these as the methodologies underpinning them

were not available at the time.

147. On 2 April 2020, SQA published guidance for learners, parents, and carers in
relation to the certification process for 2020. This guidance stated that: "A free
appeals service will be available this year, to allow schools and colleges to have a

route to question any result."

148. In years prior to COVID-19, estimates were a standard component of the
awarding process and centres used a nine-point band scale upon which teachers
would base their estimates. Based on their professional judgement, teachers and
lecturers made and submitted estimates each year for almost all candidates in
graded NQs. Estimates were then used as a general indicator of cohort ability when
setting grade boundaries and in other procedures, for example, exceptional

circumstances consideration and post-results services.
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149.  In April 2020 SQA undertook a review of the data in relation to estimated grades
and resulted grades from the 2016 — 2019 diets of examinations. In 2019, on
average, only 45% of estimated grades maiched the grades that were finally

awarded following examination and assessment.

150. In light of this exercise and the requirement of Scottish Government that
standards should be maintained, SQA concluded that it had a responsibility to
consider the moderation of teacher estimates, where appropriate. At this point
there had been no definitive decision made to moderate estimates, but the
outcome of the review initiated a process of considering appropriate methods for
doing so, should a decision fo moderate be taken in future. This included
discussions with stakeholders, including the EIS and representatives of local

authority Directors of Education, as well as at SQA’s Qualifications Committee.

151. On 2 April 2020, SQA made an announcement explaining that the 2020 ACM
would be based on estimates and asking teachers to provide estimates by 29 May
2020. It was explained at this time that SQA would be unable to consider any

coursework.

152.  On 20 April 2020, SQA made a further announcement providing an overview
of the four stages of the ACM: (1) estimates; (2) awarding, (3) results and
certification; and (4) appeals. On 20 April 2020, SQA also issued detailed guidance

for teachers on the estimate model and an outline timeline for further guidance.

153. The QCG met on 22 April 2020 and discussed the integrity of estimates. It was
noted as important to have a national moderation approach to support the efforts
of local moderation in individual centres. This approach was further discussed at
the QCG and some stakeholders requested that SQA discuss estimates with local
authorities. This was not possible for reasons of practicality and equity. Ms
Robertson wrote to the QCG on 30 June 2020 to this effect. | exhibit a copy of this
email as JB/17 — INQO00612962.

154. | have exhibited a timeline providing a high-level overview of SQA's decision
making in relation to the NQ awarding process for 2020 as JB/18 - INQ000612963
and the four stage ACM process that was ultimately put in place for 2020 is

summarised below.
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Stage 1 — Estimates

155. Centres were required to submit estimates using a refined 19-point band scale
developed to reflect mark distributions more closely. Each of the "business-as-
usual" bands was split into two, except for lower A and D bands which were split
into three, to give more granularity at the decision points for national awarding

purposes.
156. Centres were asked to:

a. provide a rank order for each of their candidates within each refined band;

and

b. provide both estimates and rank order to ensure that SQA had the
maximum amount of information available to inform decisions on grades for

individual candidates and the required quality assurance process.

157. SQA also asked schools and colleges to undertake quality assurance of the

estimates and rank orders produced by their staff prior to submitting them to SQA.

158. SQA developed an online platform to enable centres to submit their estimates

for all candidates with entries at National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher.

159. Given the importance of the estimates in 2020, SQA made considerable efforts
to assist teachers with estimation. In addition o providing detailed guidance, an
SQA Academy online course on estimates was provided to schools and colleges
from 27 April 2020. Schools and colleges were also provided with a historic picture
of their estimation accuracy for 2016 to 2019 across subjects by comparing, at

candidate level, estimates submitted against grade achieved.

160. Centre estimates were provided to SQA by 29 May 2020. When the centre
estimates were reviewed, it was evident that estimation tended to be significantly
higher than historic attainment, with proportions of candidates with A—C grades for
National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher qualifications being estimated at 10.4%,
14.0% and 13.4% higher than 2019 resulis respectively. In light of this and the
instructions SQA had received from the Deputy First Minister, SQA considered that

it was clear that some moderation was required.
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Stage 2 — awarding

161. Starting point distributions were constructed for each course, setting out the
maxima and minima parameters for each grade, with tolerances factored in to allow
some variability in attainment. This included the input of teachers, SQA's Principal
Assessors and subject specialists to ensure integrity. These tolerances were
applied at individual qualification level and were important: Scotland has a range
of courses, some with very small uptake (and so with considerable year-on-year
variability of result distribution) and others with large uptake (and a commensurate
stability in result distribution). As such, this process ensured that such variability

was factored into the starting point distributions.

162. The awarding process was then divided into three steps:

a. reviewing centre estimates;
b. moderation of centre estimates; and
C. conducting national award meetings.

163. Historic attainment formed part of the moderation process at centre level. A
centre’s 2020 estimated attainment level for each grade on a course was assessed
against that centre’s historical attainment for that grade on that course — again
additional tolerances were factored in to allow for year-on-year variability in a

centre’'s attainment.

164. Every school and college was in scope for moderation and all were treated in
the same way. SQA did not know the name or location of the centre when it was
being moderated. SQA considered that was essential for demonstrating fairness

and consistency.

165. Nearly 75% of teacher estimates were accepted by SQA and 99% of entries
awarded were at or within one grade of the estimates. A to C attainment in 2020,

using the ACM was:

a. National 5 - 243,572 candidates and 81.1% of all entries, compared with
225,594 and 78.2% in 2019;
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b. Higher - 146,643 candidates and 78.9% of all entries, compared with
138,972 and 74.8% in 2019; and

c. Advanced Higher - 20,010 candidates and 84.9% of all entries, compared
with 18,627 and 79.4% in 2019.

166. Full details of SQA's awarding process are contained in the SQA National
Qualifications 2020 Awarding Methodology report and | exhibit this report as JB/19
- INQO00530330.

Stage 3 — Results and Certification

167. Results were issued to learners on 4 August 2020, in accordance with the
timescale originally planned for 2020. SQA's online service was available from 5
August 2020.

168. In addition to developing the online process, SQA considered the risk of paper
certification against the interruption to printing and delivery suppliers (and paper

certificates were ultimately issued).

Stage 4 — Appeals

169. Under the ACM, SQA developed a free appeals process known as "post-
certification review". The process was to be open to those who had been subject
to any downwards adjustments made to teacher estimates as a resuit of the

moderation decisions.

Analysis of impact and risks of 2020 ACM

170. On 4 August 2020, SQA published its finalised Equality Impact Assessment
("EQIA") and its finalised Children's Rights and Wellbeing Impact Assessment
("CRWIA") in relation to the ACM in 2020. | exhibit these documents as JB/20 -
INQO00530352 and JB/21 - INQO00530353 respectively.

171. Tounderstand the impact of the 2020 ACM on children and young people, SQA
sought to engage with representatives of learners insofar as was possible in the

time available to it.
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172.  In April 2020, SQA augmented the membership of its Qualifications Committee
to include two Young Person Representatives, who were recruited through Young
Scot. Young Scot is a national youth charity that aims, among other objectives, to
advance the education of young people. SQA's Qualifications Committee gives
technical, strategic and policy advice regarding its qualifications to SQA's Board
and played an active role in considering, challenging and endorsing SQA's plans
for the ACM in 2020.

173. SQA commissioned the Scottish Youth Parliament ("SYP") to conduct focus
group research to support the development of its EQIA in respect of the 2020 ACM.
This was carried out in June 2020 and findings were reported to SQA in July 2020.
The SYP held a series of virtual focus group meetings with its members, including
members of its Education and Lifelong Learning Committee, which covered four

key themes. These themes were as follows:
a. the impact that enforced home learning had on learners;
b. the alternative certification model;
c. equalities; and
d. the future of assessment.

174. Each session was co-designed and delivered by young people and SQA staff

and was chaired by a member of the SYP in line with SYP’s youth-led ethos.

175. This engagement included representation from 26 constituencies, 19 local
authorities and 3 national youth work organisations. While it did not contribute to
the technical work around the development of the ACM or support schools and
colleges to estimate candidate abilities, it was an important contribution to future
stages of the 2020 model, including the arrangements for appeals which SQA
considered to be a key part of the 2020 ACM, and assisted SQA with planning for

the 2021 examination diet.

176. The SYP produced a report titled "SQA Equality Impact Assessment and
Alternative Certification Model Project Report” in July 2020 which summarised the
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work it had undertaken with SQA and the outputs of this engagement. | exhibit this
report as JB/22 - INQO00612967.

177. From 10 to 26 June 2020, SQA undertook targeted consultation with a number
of organisations who work with and for learners who share protected
characteristics and/or who require additional support to access qualifications.
These included LEAD Scotland (linking education and disability), CALL
(Communication, Access, Literacy and Learning) Scotland, Deaf Support Service

and Dyslexia Scotland.

178. SQA took steps to mitigate a variety of risks when designing the ACM (e.g. by
implementing a refined band scale with additional estimating points to support
more granular decision-making). However, notwithstanding these mitigations, SQA
considered that it was necessary o ensure there was scope for any unfairness

caused by discrimination to be remedied at the appeals stage.

179. SQA identified that the use of estimates without any corroborating candidate
assessment information may present risks to accurate and fair awarding for some
candidates, including as a result of conscious/unconscious bias or discrimination.
SQA recognised unconscious bias may also occur during rank ordering, perhaps
especially when rank order with no "ties" is requested other than for large multi-

class cohorts, but no discernible difference between candidates can be identified.

180. SQA did not change the rank order of any candidate as part of the moderation
process. This was maintained throughout the moderation process. Whist it was
anticipated that rank orders would be used as an input to the process, in practice
their inclusion significantly increased the processing time required for moderation
whilst neither improving the quality nor plausibility of the outcomes. We concluded
that the 19 refined bands provided sufficient differentiation between candidates so
that the use of rank order was not necessary and was not used to determine

candidate results.

181. SQA put in place the following conirols to mitigate the risks of conscious or

unconscious bias when estimating grades:
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a. Refined band scale — Refined band scale with more estimating points than
normal years to support more granular decision making in addition o the
requirement for rank orders, which can assist with differentiating candidate

attainment.

b. Information and guidance for centres - To support the validity of centre
estimates, information and instructions were provided to centres outlining
the basis for estimates and suggesting management quality assurance
approaches; centres were provided with historical data to inform those who
were estimating and those who were managing quality assurance; and an
online course was created with a specific section on recognising and
addressing conscious and unconscious bias. This information was provided

to centres in April and May 2020.

182. Another risk identified by SQA was the variable accuracy in estimating practice.
SQA’s historical information comparing estimates with final awards supported
other research findings that estimating practice in comparison to actual results

achieved can be inaccurate, sometimes significantly so.

183. Centres were asked to provide estimates based on each candidate’s
demonstrated and inferred attainment in all aspects of each course they were
taking and were advised that there was no need to set additional assessment
tasks such as prelims for this purpose. Rather, SQA asked that the estimated
grade and band be based on a holistic review of a candidate’s performance as

indicated by the available assessment evidence.

184. As explained above, SQA intended that the use of refined band scales and the
provision of further information / guidance to centres would also assist in

addressing the risk of variable accuracy in teacher estimates.

185. SQA also identified the risk that estimates may not be provided for certain
candidates, leading to some candidates not receiving a course award. There was
a potential for candidates to be inadvertently overlooked and an estimate not
provided for all the National Courses they would have undertaken in 2020. SQA
only holds data for candidates entered for SQA qualifications; it does not hold
details of all candidates enrolled in Scotland’s schools and colleges so cannot
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identify candidates without an entry. There was also a risk in 2020 that candidates
who were home-schooled or faced some other disrupted attendance, such as
Gypsy and Traveller children, would be unable to be estimated and thus not

receive any certification.

186. To mitigate this risk, a monitoring exercise was undertaken to ensure all
expected estimates were submitted. SQA also provided guidance to centres
encouraging them to provide estimates for all candidates where they had the
evidence that allowed them to do so. Centres were contacted and on 29 May 2020

the estimates process had been completed.

187. SQA also identified that accepting and awarding submitted centre estimates
would lead to inflated attainment rates in 2020 and potentially raise issues in
relation to progression to further study and employment. When the centre
estimates were reviewed in early June 2020 it was evident that estimation tended
to be higher than historic attainment. SQA therefore considered moderation of
estimates was required in order to maintain the principle of maintaining the
integrity and credibility of the qualifications system, ensuring that standards are

maintained over time, in the interest of learners.
Consideration of risks associated with use of historical data for moderation

188. Historical data was used in the same way and 'blind' for all candidates as a key
part of SQA's approach and commitment to fairness. 'Blind' in this context means
that the process used no information on the candidate beyond their Scottish

Candidate Number, i.e. no information on their gender, centre or local authority.

189. In setting the criteria and tolerances for the moderation process SQA took
account of historical variability in attainment at a centre level — so those centres
where attainment was more variable year on year were allowed more variance in

their performance in 2020 before being selected for moderation.

190. National and centre level distributions were based on the prior attainment of
candidates entered for Higher and Advanced Higher courses. These were based
on the previous years’ centre-by-subject results data and show a high and low

percentage for attainment at each grade, creating a range within which the 2020
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estimates would be expected to be consistent. SQA’s normal experience is of
awarding results in a relatively stable system of grade distribution, which made it
appropriate to use historical starting point distributions to provide a check on
whether estimates submitted for 2020 were, at a national level, in line with the
results that would have been expected had the 2020 examinations run normally.
These distributions were also used in the national awarding meeting step to judge
the degree to which moderation of estimates had been effective in addressing any

systematic over- or under-estimation.

191. It was therefore intended that the comparison of moderated results to historical
attainment data would assist identifying any variance that would be indicative of
systemic bias or discrimination. This was noted in SQA's 2020 Alternative
Certification Model EQIA dated August 2020 which | have already exhibited as
JB/20 - INQO00530352.

192. In preparing this EQIA, SQA considered data provided by the Scottish
Government on its analysis of centre estimates in 2019. Scottish Index of Multiple
Deprivation ("SIMD") postcode data showed a higher number of estimates were
received for candidates from the most deprived posicodes at National 5 than for
Higher, decreasing for Advanced Higher. Despite some variability in cohort sizes,
the analysis did not indicate that candidates from the most deprived postcodes

were disadvantaged in the estimation process.

193. SQA then used this data to undertake further analysis of the 2020 estimates.
Using 2016-19 results SQA compared attainment (at grades A-C) between
certain protected characteristics groups. SQA then compared the 2020 estimates
to the post-moderation results, to see if either the estimating stage or the post-
moderation results from the awarding process had widened the difference in
attainment. If this process demonstrated a widening in the difference in attainment,
this would suggest disadvantage between characteristic groups, including

candidates from deprived postcodes.

194. Analysis of the estimates did not show any identifiable disadvantage to any

group of candidates and this was true for all SIMD quintiles.
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195. SQA was cognisant of the fact that the approach to moderation undertaken was
not without risks — which is why, for SQA, the appeal process was integral to the
2020 ACM.

196. With any approach based on anything other than standardised assessments,
there is a risk that individual candidates will not receive the grades they ought to
receive. In the model SQA applied, this risk was that historic and aggregated data
would lead to grade distributions that graded some learners incorrectly. However,
in the absence of standardised assessments all methodologies run risks that
learners would be graded incorrectly — for example the risk in relying entirely on
teacher judgement is that thousands of individual teachers will interpret national
standards with some variability, with an absence of safeguards relating to bias or

discrimination and resulting in the misalignment of learners and grades.

197. Inthe situation SQA faced, it was a question of determining a methodology that
was deliverable in the face of the pandemic conditions and that minimised risks
as much as possible. In the model SQA chose, the appeals process was a crucial
component as it provided for an opportunity for schools and colleges to provide
assessment evidence to amend the initial round of grades awarded. This was a
crucial element of the 2020 ACM as it was intended to be an effective and direct -
at individual learner level - opportunity to amend results. The appeals process was
a critical part of the end-tc-end ACM as it would have allowed SQA to consider
revising the grades of learners where evidence of demonstrated attainment
allowed. If SQA had been able to complete the full and intended ACM in 2020 we
consider that most if not all concerns about misalignment would have been

addressed.

198. SQA was asked o engage in dialogue with centres as part of the moderation
process in the 2020 ACM. This request was made by stakeholders and the
Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (who made the request ata QCG
meeting in April 2020).

199. SQA did not consult on engaging in dialogue with cenires as part of the
moderation process, as there was neither the time nor the capacity in the wider

system to do so and to allow for a decision to be made within a timeframe that still
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allowed SQA to deliver results in accordance with the published date of 4 August
2020.

200. It was proposed to SQA that entering into dialogue with centres would assist

with the validation of estimates.

201. SQA considered the request but decided that the scale of the proposed
engagement meant that it would not have been possible to have such dialogue

within the timescales available for awarding.

202. This dialogue would need to have taken place with 500 centres in relation to
60 subjects. It would have been impossible to hold a conversation with each

centre, across each qualification for which they had candidates.

203. SQA considered that as a matter of fairness it would be necessary to offer a
dialogue with each centre, about each subject and about each candidate. SQA
considered that such conversations about every learner would add to the already
heavy burden on centres. SQA considered whether a more proportionate
response would be to have conversations "by exception” relating to specific
candidates only. However, SQA did not consider there was a fair way of including
or excluding any specific candidate or group of candidates from these

conversations.

204. SQA was also aware that there could be variances in the nature and volume of
information centres were able to provide. SQA had concerns that this lack of
consistency could result in unfairness to candidates. Furthermore, differences in
the nature of the information meant that SQA did not consider it would be possible
to determine the weight it could or should attach to the information provided in a

way that ensures fairness and consistency to all candidates.
205. Importantly, SQA already had a built-in mechanism to ensure that any

anomalous results at individual candidate level were addressed through the

appeals process.
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206. In conclusion, SQA did not include centre dialogue in the ACM as it was not
feasible in the timescales for awarding, was very likely o lead to unfairness and
the risks that such dialogue was intended to address were already mitigated in the

published process, including through the provision of an appeals process.

207. A consideration of centre dialogue was a more prevalent feature of the
conversation with stakeholders in 2021, particularly through both the National
Qualifications Working and Steering Groups. Stakeholders wanted these

conversations part of the national approach to quality assurance.

208. The concept was explored at a local authority and centre level and SQA carried
out a smaller national quality assurance exercise. However, as in 2020, it became
clear that it would be impossible for SQA to engage with all centres within a

reasonable timeframe and across all subjects.

Consultation with stakeholders regarding 2020 ACM

209. SQA's engagement with stakeholders focused on the design and operation of
the ACMs for 2020 and 2021. The ACMs adopted in each year differed greatly,
both in in how they operated and in terms of the opportunity SQA had to plan,

engage and consult to co-create the models.

210. As explained above, SQA consulted with the Scottish Government and other
key stakeholders through the QCG in 2020.

211. The need for pace and to provide clarity for learners and the wider education
system, coupled with the widespread disruption caused by entering into the first
national lockdown on 23 March 2020, meant that it was not possible for SQA to
undertake structured and formal engagement with stakeholders, including

teaching unions.

212. However, SQA engaged with a number of groups on which teaching unions,
teachers and college lecturers were represented. The EIS and SLS were
represented on the QGC. At meetings of this group, SQA provided updates about

the development of the ACM and received feedback from members of the group.
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Matters including guidance for teachers, estimates, moderation and the appeals
process were discussed. SQA was also represented on CERG which, as
explained above, was established by the Scottish Government and first met on 24
April 2020.

213. CERG's membership included, among others, representatives from:
a. the EIS;
b. SLS;
c. the Association of Headteachers and Deputes in Scotland ("AHDS");
d. the Association of Directors of Education in Scotland ("ADES");

e. the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities ("COSLA"), including Councillor
Stephen McCabe, COSLA's Children and Young People spokesperson; and

f. the National Parent Forum of Scotland ("NPFS").

214. SQA's Advisory Council continued to meet throughout 2020 - its primary role is
to represent SQA's stakeholders and to consider and advise SQA on matters
relating to its qualifications, awards and functions. lts members are appointed by
the Scottish Government, however members of the SQA Board who are appointed
to SQA's Advisory Council are appointed by the Chair of SQA. SQA's Advisory
Council is chaired by a member who is also a member of the SQA Board. Although
members are appointed as individuals, rather than to represent a particular group,
there are members who hold roles as teachers or in trade unions. In March 2020,

the Advisory Council members were:

a. Jane Handley (Convenor) — SQA Board Member;

b. Sean Hagney (Vice-Convenor) — SQA Board Member;

c. David Barnett - Head Teacher, Cults Academy, Aberdeen;

d. Wendy Burton - Director, Scottish Union Learning, Scottish Trade Union
Congress ("STUC");
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e. Diane Greenlees - Director, Critical Skills and Occupations, Skills
Development Scotland ("SDS");

f. Sonia Kordiak - EIS, Vice Convener, Education Committee;

g. Margaret Lannon - Deputy Director, Professional Learning & Development,
Scottish Council of Independent Schools ("SCIS");

h. Eric Lumsden - Member (West Lothian representative), NPFS;

i. Lyndsay McRoberts - Head Teacher, Duncanrig Secondary School, East
Kilbride;

j- Eileen Prior - Executive Director, Scottish Parent Teacher Council ("SPTC");

k. Steven Quinn - ADES representative and Director, Children’s Services,

Renfrewshire Council;
I.  Grahame Smith — SQA Board Member; and
m. Dr Ken Thomson — SQA Board Member.

215. The ACM was discussed at the meetings of the Advisory Council in 2020. On
6 May 2020, a paper on the ACM was presented to the Advisory Council following
which its members discussed the proposed approach, raised issues for further

consideration and expressed support for the model developed by SQA.

216. In addition to meetings of the groups referred fo above, SQA engaged directly
with teaching unions and organisations representing schools insofar as it was
possible to do so in the time available. Prior to the NQ Results Day in August 2020,
SQA attended approximately 20 meetings with representatives from teaching

unions and organisations representing schools. Such meetings included:

a. 15 April 2020 - SQA attended a virtual meeting with the EIS, SLS, and ADES

representatives to discuss the ACM,;

b. 12 May 2020 - members of SQA's Executive Team met with the EIS;
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c. 27 May 2020 - members of SQA's Executive Team met with the National

Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers ("NASUWT"); and

d. 5 June 2020 - members of SQA's Executive Team met with the Secondary
School Teachers' Association (“SSTA”).

217. The need for moderation to ensure the integrity of qualifications due to historic
variances in accuracy and reliability of centres estimates was discussed at many

of these meetings, including the meeting of the QCG on 27 March 2020.

2020 ACM appeals process

218. As explained above, SQA developed a free appeals process known as "post-
certification review". SQA acknowledged that the extraordinary circumstances in
2020 would be likely to lead to anomalies in the results. Therefore, it considered

the appeals process to be an integral element of the ACM.
219. It was intended that:

a. after 4 August 2020, centres would receive a report advising them of those

candidates eligible for the process;

b. candidates would give permission to their centre for the appeal to be made;

c. the centre would submit an appeal;

d. SQA would consider the candidate evidence upon which the centre's
estimates were based, using experienced senior examiners in each subject

area;

e. SQA would either accept or reject the appeal - if accepted, the candidate's

grade would be improved in line with SQA's academic judgement.

220. The "original" appeals process (i.e. the appeals process provided for in the
2020 ACM published in April 2020) allowed for a review by SQA appointees of the

assessment evidence upon which teachers/lecturers had based their assessment.
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In particular, the original appeals process provided centres with the opportunity to
provide SQA with material which they believed evidenced a higher standard than

had been awarded.

221. It was possible that the appeal would result in a lower grade being awarded
following a review because the evidence supplied was judged to be so far from
standard that it could not support either the original school or college estimate or

the certificated grade awarded.

222. The ACM also contained a further appeal mechanism where the centre

believed that there had been a procedural error in the original appeal process.

223. However, the appeal process that had been designed as part of the ACM was
not implemented in 2020 as a result of the Ministerial Direction issued in August
2020.

224. In light of the Ministerial Direction, SQA concluded that an approach which
permitted it to review, and potentially depart from, an estimate provided by a
teacher or lecturer would be incompatible with the terms of that Direction. Instead,
SQA considered it necessary to develop in August 2020 a new appeals process
that did not seek to challenge or undermine the academic judgement of teachers

and lecturers but that also ensured fairness fo learners.

225. Given the timeframe available to SQA, the process for developing the revised
appeals procedure was carried out by a small group of senior staff, drawing on
advice from internal subject experts. SQA and the Scottish Government discussed
how a revised appeals process might operate before the Ministerial Direction was

issued but the revised process was not finalised until after the Direction was given.

226. In accordance with the Ministerial Direction, SQA wrote to the Deputy First
Minister on 13 August 2020 providing an overview of SQA's revised appeals
process. | exhibit a copy of that letter as JB/23 — INQ000612968. The Deputy First
Minister responded on 14 August 2020 and | exhibit a copy of that letter as JB/24
— INQO00612969.
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227. SQA put in place a revised appeals process under which candidates could

submit an appeal on the grounds that:

a. there had been an administrative error;
a candidate's estimate was affected by discrimination; or
c. the Head of Centre believed there was an error within SQA's internal

process for confirming results to centres following the Ministerial Direction.

228. The revised appeals process did not include any review of candidate evidence
by SQA. The grounds that were identified were limited to matters that SQA
considered essential to ensuring that awarding in 2020 was fair, while relying on
the integrity of the academic judgements made by teachers. This approach was

accepted by the Scottish Government.

The Priestley Report

229. SQA has been provided with a copy of the report by Professor Mark Priestley
published in October 2020 (INQ000182832).

230. SQA provided extensive feedback to Professor Priestley on a draft of his report
which was shared with SQA for the purposes of fact-checking before it was
finalised. The feedback included highlighting a number of issues relating to the
accuracy of the information contained within the draft report. Some, but not all, of
these comments were reflected in part or in full in the final version of the report

and the findings were not materially altered.

231. On 7 October 2020, SQA prepared a paper for the SQA Board which outlined
the key themes, findings and recommendations of Professor Priestley's report
which | exhibit as JB/25 — INQO00612970. This paper outlined SQA's views on the
findings of Professor Priestley, including the aspects of the report with which SQA
disagreed, and provided information relevant to the context of those findings in
relation to the appeals process adopted by SQA. The paper also set out SQA's
initial response to the recommendations made by Professor Priestley. A summary

of SQA's comments in the paper include:
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)] Estimation, moderation, and approaches to moderation - the review
suggested SQA ought to have held dialogue with each local authority.
"SQA has been consistent throughout that it was neither practically
possible nor equitable to have included a round of centre dialogue during
the awarding process". SQA considered the review did not address how

such dialogue could be undertaken in a fair and equitable manner.

(i) Post Certification Review (PCR) and Appeals — the review suggested
as part of the PCR, SQA should have carried out data analysis to identify
anomalies, put these anomalies to cenfres and moderated the results
based on this qualitative dialogue. In line with its comments at (i) above,
SQA’s view remained that this approach itself would be subject to
challenge on the grounds of equity and consistency and the review failed

to consider the practical implications of doing so.

The review raised repeated concerns made by the CYPCS about the
centre’s involvement in decisions to submit appeals in circumstances
where the ground of appeal is that a centre discriminated against the
candidate. SQA’s position was that this is grounded in each centre’s own
legal obligation to comply with equality legislation. SQA did not consider

this was reflected in the review.

The review also raised concerns about the limited nature of the grounds of
appeal but failed to consider the effect a wider appeal criteria would have

on demand for appeals.

(i) Equalities — the review criticised SQA's approach to developing and
delivering EQIAs in relation to the 2020 ACM. SQA's view was that the
review didn’t consider that the ACM was being developed in real time and

the EQIA had to be an iterative process that followed this.

(iv) Communications and transparency — The review stated that SQA
should have been more open to working with stakeholders and future

developments should be "co-created". SQA considered that the review did
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not consider the distinction between the co-creation of process and
responsibility for taking awarding decisions, which is the statutory function
of SQA.

(v) Impact on young people — "the review considered the impact on young
people. SQA considered much of this section of the review refers fo
aspects related to COVID-19 disruption that was outwith SQA’s control and
remit [...].Further, the review accepts the view of the Children’s
Commissioner that the absence of a direct appeals process is at odds with
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Whilst
SQA respects the view of the Children’s Commissioner in this matter it
considered that the relationship between the direct right of appeal and the

UNCRC is not as linear and straightforward as it was portrayed".

232. SQA acknowledged that the review was carried out under considerable time
constraints. SQA considered the report took little account of the challenges SQA
itself faced and was more of a compendium of the criticisms levelled at SQA than

as a constructive critique of the options available to SQA in real time.

233. In the main, the report was critical of decisions made by SQA, however it
stopped short of suggesting specific alternative approaches that could or should
have been followed instead. Where the report did raise specific alternatives there

was little or no considerations of the practicalities of doing so.

234. In addition, the report generalises; extrapolating from actions and decisions
taken in a uniquely challenging set of circumstances and applying criticism more

generally o how SQA operates.

235. All these issues were compounded by the fact that SQA had very limited
opportunities to contribute to the review, including a very short window in which to
provide commentary on a draft version of the report. Even then only a few of the

points raised by SQA were incorporated into the final version.

236. One that was taken on board was SQA’s comment that, given the report was

unequivocal that SQA should not have used a statistical approach to moderation,
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SQA found it surprising that the draft contained a whole appendix that purported

to outline a ‘better statistical method for doing so.

Guidance on providing estimates

237. Given the importance of the estimates in 2020, SQA made considerable efforts

to assist teachers with estimation.

238. SQA produced detailed guidance for teachers in schools and lecturers at
further education institutions to help them with the process of estimating learners'
results in 2020.

239. On 20 April 2020, SQA published a guidance document titled "Information for
Centres: Producing Estimates” to assist teachers and lecturers with the process
of providing estimates for awarding year 2019-20. This document was updated for
sessions 2020-21 and 2021-22. | exhibit these documents as JB/26 -
INQO00612971, JB/27 — INQO00612972 and JB/28 — INQO0O0612973 respectively.

240. In addition to providing detailed guidance, an SQA Academy online course on
estimates was provided o schools and colleges from 27 April 2020. The course
was titled "Quality assuring estimates", which was comprised of the following

modules:

National Awarding Meetings 2020 — ACM 2020;
Estimates;
Using the results and estimates data 2017-19;

Entering estimates on SQA Connect; and

o o 0o T 9o

Quality assurance of estimates for National Courses.
241. Schools and colleges were also provided with a historic picture of their

estimation accuracy for 2016 to 2019 across subjects by comparing, at candidate

level, estimates submitted against grade achieved.
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Communications with schools, colleges, students and families about

moderation of estimates

242. Following the cancellation of the exam diet in 2020, SQA developed a
communications and media plan. This included creating interactive content, such
as images showing questions and answers, 'gifs' and short videos, which were
shared across its social media platforms to help explain the main steps of the
ACM.

243. SQA adopted tailored approaches to communicate with different parts of the
education and skills community. For example, it created dedicated support areas
on SQA's website in relation to 2020 qualifications for practitioners, learners and
parents/carers which contained information on mental health, learning resources

and other topics selected in response to user feedback.

244. Forlearners and their parents/carers, SQA provided support and resources on
its dedicated learner and parent/carer web pages. For example, SQA also
recorded question and answer videos for Young Scot to use on their social media

channels.

245. SQA published a range of documents on Results Day that explained the

moderation process, including:

a. SQA Chief Examining Officer's 2020 National Qualifications and Award
Results Report. | exhibit this report as JB/29 - INQ000530329.

b. SQA Awarding Methodology 2020 Report which | have already exhibited as
JB/19 - INQO00530330.

246. SQA's ability to communicate with schools, colleges, students and families on
the process for moderation was limited by the time constraints for awarding and

the fact that the moderation process was continuously developing.

247. SQA did not know the final approach that would have to be taken in regard to

moderation until the final statistics had been received. It may, for example, at that
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point have been evident that the results submitted to SQA correlated with prior
year distributions and may not have required any further moderation in order to
maintain standards. This meant that SQA did not know the extent to which

moderation would be required until almost immediately before resulis day.

248. Prior to 2020, it was SQA's normal practice to not publish information on the
specific detail of the approach taken to awarding until results day. The 2020 model
was developed as the 2020 ACM progressed and evaluated using the outcomes
in real time with iteration to adjust where this was seen as necessary. Given the
uncertainty about the extent to which moderation would be necessary, if at all, and
line with SQA's normal approach to awarding, SQA did not share detailed
information on the outcome of the moderation process until the final model was

developed. It was, however, communicated to centres in July that:

"In line with our approach every year, we will be clear about the awarding process
on Results Day. This year, this will of course include the detail underpinning our
approach and the impact of any moderation that we have had to make to
estimates.”

| exhibit a copy of that update as JB/30 — INQ0O00612975.

Divergence between estimates and final awards

249. In light of the desire expressed by Scottish Government that standards should
be maintained, SQA concluded that it had a responsibility to consider the

moderation of teacher estimates, where appropriate.

250. SQAwas aware that historically there has been a variable relationship between
the estimates provided and learners' results — for example in 2019 only 44% of
estimates for Highers were consistent with the results issued to candidates
following the exam diet. However, in preparing the 2020 ACM, SQA did not seek
to project number of grades that would be moderated up or down. SQA did not
project the outcome of the teacher estimating process (and therefore the extent to

which grades would be moderated) as previous analysis of estimates
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demonstrated considerable variation in year-to-year estimates, partly as a
consequence of the small number of entries for many SQA qualifications.
Estimates from previous years are susceptible to variations in the strength of the
cohort on a year-to-year basis and as such their predictive or analytical value was
low. SQA therefore did not consider it could meaningfully project the cutcome of

the moderation process in advance of estimates being received.

251. SQA did not, and could not, know how much moderation would be required
until close to results day. Centre estimates were provided to SQA by 29 May 2020.
When the centre estimates were reviewed, at that point it was evident that
estimation tended to be significantly higher than historic attainment, with
proportions of candidates with A—C grades for National 5, Higher and Advanced
Higher qualifications being estimated at 10.4%, 14.0% and 13.4% higher than
2019 results respectively. As such, after receipt of the estimates by 29 May 2020,
SQA were aware that some moderation would be required — however it was only
after the course-by-course adjustments and grade boundary meetings had
concluded was it apparent what the necessary overall scale of the moderation,
aggregated across all courses, would be. So whilst moderation was understood
as necessary in late May, the scale was not apparent until very close to results

day.

252. The ACM always contained the moderation phase and this was evident in all
our communications about the process. However, SQA did not consider it
appropriate to communicate that moderation would lead to a proportion of
amended grades ahead of results day as the appeals process was in place to
ensure that, where centres had evidence of performance higher than the awarded

grade, that would be adjusted as part of the appeal outcome.

253. On 11 June 2020 SQA staff met with the Deputy First Minister and provided
him with a range of updates including an overview of the four stages of the ACM
for 2020. | exhibit a copy of SQA notes dated 2 June 2020 in preparation for this
meeting as JB/31 - INQOC0612976.
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254. | cannot recall there being any discussion at this meeting about the possibility
of divergence between estimates and final awards. My recollection is that it would
have been too early to have been able to reach a view on whether this was likely
as the awarding meetings (which replaced grade boundary meetings) did not
begin until 1 July 2020.

255. On 30 July 2020 the SQA discussed with Deputy First Minister the expectation
that 26.2% of entries were to be adjusted and that 93.1% of these would be
adjusted downward. This meeting was on the Thursday prior to results day on
Tuesday 4 August and therefore was close to concluding the moderation process.
It is normal practice for SQA to meet with Scottish Government officials and
colleagues from Education Scotland on or around the Thursday prior to resulis
day to review the aggregated results due to be later published. SQA abides by all
Official Statistics pre-release controls when doing so. Part of this process also
includes a meeting with senior SQA staff and the Cabinet Secretary for Education

to provide them with the same update.

256. While SQA's communications made clear that moderation was possible, SQA
did not on receipt of the estimates communicate the extent of the divergence from
estimates that was anticipated. Firstly, at this stage SQA could not say with
certainty the extent to which estimates would diverge from the final grades.
Secondly, SQA considered that it was important to consider the ACM as a whole
— the moderation of estimates was just one part of that process. Where centres
had evidence of performance higher than the awarded grade, that grade could be

adjusted as part of the appeal process.

257. SQA did not question the appropriateness of the ACM after identifying that
there may be divergence between estimates and the final grade. Teacher
estimates are a normal part of the awarding process, and it is common for teacher
estimates o not be perfectly aligned with national standards. As such SQA
anticipated when developing the ACM that steps would need to be taken to
account for the known variable relationship between the estimates provided by
teachers and learners' results. As a key part of SQA’s commission from the

Scottish Government was to maintain standards, SQA considered moderation was
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necessary to address this variable relationship between estimates and final
results. Accordingly, in the absence of SQA being able to review assessment
evidence, SQA remained of the view that the ACM was the most appropriate

mechanism for cettificating candidates in 2020.

258. To enable moderation to work it would need to be based on a data set. SQA
considered that historic performance was the only viable data set that could be
used. SQA anticipated that if there was a divergence between the estimates
received in 2020 and previous estimates then moderation would be necessary, for
the reasons explained above. Accordingly, it was expected that the moderation
process could (depending on the degree of divergence) result in a number of
grades being moderated. As such, the outcomes of the 2020 moderation process
were not unexpected and therefore SQA did not consider it necessary to

reconsider the use of historical data.

259. In accordance with the principles of the ACM and SQA's normal approach to
awarding, SQA did not conduct analysis of how each individual centre's estimates
compared with historical performance by that centre. Analysis of estimates
against historical performance was undertaken at a national level only. This
approach was consistent with SQA's normal approach to awarding and, given the
time available, it would not have been practicable to undertake the analysis at

centre level for every combination of course and centre.

260. If SQA had carried out centre level analysis of historic performance, it would
have been essential as a matter of fairness to have undertaken analysis of historic
performance for every cenire and every course offered by those centres. This
would have been a very time consuming exercise which would not have been

possible as a consequence of the time constraints in 2020.

Communication with candidates and parents / carers between 4 August 2020 and 11

August 2020

261. Uniil the Scottish Government chose to issue the Ministerial Direction, SQA’s

position was to attempt to continue with the next stage of the ACM which was the
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appeals process, and we were focused on working with centres to support them
to do so. We responded to media enquiries in the usual manner during this period
which would have encouraged candidates to discuss any concerns with their

centres. Information on doing this was published on SQA's Twitter account.

262. On 11 August 2020, Fiona Roberston issued a statement on behalf of SQA in
which she commented that: "Everyone at SQA fully acknowledges the strength of
feeling about last week’s results among individual learners, their parents and
carers - and among wider colleagues in the education system." SQA explained
that its core aim was to support the efforts of learners throughout Scotland. | exhibit
a copy of that statement as JB/32 - INQO00612977.

Ministerial Direction of 11 August 2020

263. On Tuesday 11 August 2020, following the media and public reaction to the
results, the Deputy First Minister issued a Ministerial Direction (in exercise of the
power conferred by section 9 of the 1996 Act) requiring SQA to revise downgraded
awards so as to conform to the centre estimates and, as soon as reasonably
practicable, to confirm and certificate each revised award. Where an award higher
than a teacher estimate had been issued by SQA, no change was to be made to
that award. This Direction had effect from 22:00 on 11 August 2020. | exhibit a
copy of the Direction as JB/33 — INQ0O00612978.

264. A key consequence of the Ministerial Direction was that SQA was unable to
deploy the 4th stage of the ACM, the appeals process. This was always designed
to act as a safeguard for candidates and was a feature of the ACM in Scotland

that was unique across the four UK nations.

265. In light of the Ministerial Direction, SQA had to first amend its records for
candidates who had been downgraded as a result of the moderation process.
There was a considerable technical exercise required by SQA's Business Systems
team to "unpick” the results uploaded into the system (for the original set of results)
and to replace them with the original teacher estimates — whilst ensuring that those

candidates who had received a grade higher than their estimate because of
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moderation retained those grades. Between 11 August and 20 August 2020, SQA
put in place arrangements to provide new reports of results to centres and new
certificates to candidates. On 19 August 2020, SQA also sent updated data to the

UCAS on the candidates' final results.

266. SQA also had a significant piece of work to undertake to stand down the
intended appeals process and replace it with the narrower appeals process
developed in response to the Ministerial Direction.

267. Finally, SQA published revised statistical reports on 31 August 2020.

Exams cancellation and course modifications in 2021

268. On 7 October 2020, following the publication of the Priestley Review, the
Deputy First Minister made a statement in Parliament setting out the Scottish
Government's plans for exams in 2021. These included cancelling the National 5
examinations in order to focus on examinations for Higher and Advanced Higher

qualifications as these were exit qualifications for the majority of candidates.

269. On 8 December 2020, due to the public health situation, the Deputy First
Minister announced that there would be no external assessments of Higher or
Advanced Higher courses and the 2021 NQ examination diet was cancelled. The

ACM for National 5 qualifications was also announced at this time.

Advice provided by SQA to Scottish Government regarding cancellation of

exams in 2021

270. SQA was not consulted on the cancellation of exams. This was a decision
driven by public health advice and taken by Ministers. SQA was informed
sufficiently to enable the publication of high-level guidance to centres on the day
of the announcement and it followed up with more information following the
October half term break. | exhibit a copy of the guidance issued by SQA is
produced as JB/34 - INQ0O00612979.
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271. SQAdid provide some advice to Mr Swinney in connection with the cancellation
of the 2021 exam diet. This was provided in a note to Ministers, sent by Ms
Robertson to Mr Swinney on 8 September 2020. | exhibit this note as JB/35 -
INQO00612980. In this advice, SQA outlined an approach to a 2021 ACM that
SQA could deliver, the support SQA could provide to this ACM model, and a

consideration of the risks and issues associated with this approach.

Consultation on modifications to course assessment for National 5, Higher
and Advanced Higher

272. SQA was able to take a more structured approach to engaging with learners

and teaching unions in preparation for awarding in 2021.

273. On 14 August 2020 SQA launched its technical consultation on the proposed
modification to National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher course assessments. At
this time, it was hoped that the exam diet would proceed in 2021 subject to
modifications to the assessments due to the disruption to learning caused by the

pandemic.

274. The purpose of the technical consultation was to allow practitioners to inform
and shape the modifications to National Courses in session 2020-21. While
practitioners were the priority group for this technical consultation, in the interests

of transparency it was open to the public and responses from leaners were invited.

275. In October 2020 SQA published an analysis of the consultation responses it
received which summarised the submissions received from learners and
practitioners. | exhibit this document as JB/36 - INQ000612981.

276. In 2020, SQA also published an EQIA and CRWIA on the proposed
modifications to National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher course assessments for
session 2020-21. | exhibit these documents as JB/37 - INQ0O00612982 and JB/38
- INQO00612983 respectively.
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277. SQA issued a joint statement from SQA with the Scottish Government on 14
August 2020, inviting participation in an online survey. SQA emailed this to a wide
distribution list including SQA Coordinators and Heads of Centre in all schools and
colleges across Scotland. Learner stakeholder groups, namely Young Scot, SYP,
Carers Trust Scotland, CELCIS, the Hub for Success, and the Children and Young
People's Commissioner Scotland ("CYPCS"), were also include in this distribution

list.

278. The joint statement was also published as a news item on SQA's website which
was shared, together with a link to the online survey, on SQA’s Twitter and

Facebook channels.

279. Information about the survey was also included in SQA News, SQA's weekly

update to centres.

280. This consultation closed at midnight on Monday 24 August 2020 by which time
total of 22,216 respondents had accessed the survey and 16,957 respondents had
completed it and provided a range of quantitative and qualitative responses. 60%
of the responses came from education practitioners; 22% from candidates and

16% from parents and carers.

281. SQA also met a focus group of children and young people on 24 August 2020
to gather views on the modifications proposed by SQA. Additional feedback was

also provided to SQA by a variety of professional bodies.

282. An example of how this engagement influenced the process adopted by SQA
is that SQA had initially intended to make minimal modifications to Advanced
Higher Courses but the feedback it received asked for changes across all courses
to take account of the challenging circumstances at that time. Accordingly, more
significant modifications were introduced for Advanced Higher Courses as a result
of this feedback.

283. In developing its proposals in relation to modification, SQA also drew upon the

feedback it had gathered from engagement with Scottish Government’'s COVID-
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19 Education Recovery Group, SQA qualifications managers, principal assessors
and their senior subject teams, subject implementation managers and, in some
cases, pre-existing National Qualifications Support Teams ("NQSTs"). NQSTs
include expert practitioners, representatives from professional bodies, universities

and/or colleges.

284. The types of changes that were made to individual courses included the
removal or modification of coursework and/or removal or modification of question
papers tfo introduce optionality or reduce the topics to be sampled by
assessments. Different subjects have different balances of skills and knowledge
and therefore are required to be assessed in different ways. This was reflected in
the range of approaches taken {o narrow the focus of assessment for each course,

which was informed by the responses received to the consultation.

NQ Steering and Working Groups

285. As explained above, SQA established two stakeholder groups to help with the
education system's response {o the pandemic in relation to learning, teaching and

assessment of NQs - the NQ Steering Group and the NQ Working Group.

286. The NQ Steering Group was chaired by Ms Robertson and comprised of

representatives from:

SQA;

ADES;

Colleges Scotland;
Education Scotland;

EIS;

SLS;

SCIS;

the Scottish Government;
NPFS; and

j- A representative from the SYP who was added to the Steering Group in

-0 a0 T oo

7 e

December 2020 to provide input from a learner perspective.
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287. It met weekly to consider alternative certification arrangements for National
Qualifications in the 2020— 21 session. The NQ Working Group which | chaired
also met weekly and included, amongst others, representatives from the EIS and
SL.S. This group worked up the detail of the ACM in 2021 and at times set up sub-
groups to maintain the pace of work to look at particular issues, such as developing
documentation outlining the key stages of quality assurance and the roles and
responsibilities of key stakeholders in the 2021 ACM to support the delivery of the
2021 ACM. | exhibit a copy of this document as JB/39 - INQ000612984.

288. The discussions with stakeholders in relation to establishing the NQ Steering
Group and the NQ Working Group began in August 2020 and terms of reference
were agreed by October 2020. The groups first met in November 2020, at which
time it had been determined by the Scottish Government that the exam diet for
National 5 Qualifications ("National 5s") would be cancelled and an ACM would
be put in place to award these qualifications. However, it was hoped that the exam
diet for Highers and Advanced Highers would proceed. Therefore, the NQ Steering
Group, supported by the NQ Working Group, was tasked with:

co-creating the ACM for National 5s;
advising on the development of the subject specific guidance for National
5s; and

c. developing contingency arrangements for the Higher and Advanced Higher

exam diet.

289. The NQ Steering Group's remit also included (1) working together to provide
consistent communications with the aim of providing transparency and
engendering confidence on the approach being taken; and (2) giving due
consideration to the Priestley Report recommendations and EQIAs and CRWIAs,

as appropriate.

290. When the Scottish Government decided on 8 December 2020 that the exam

diet for Highers and Advanced Highers would also be cancelled, the NQ Steering
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Group's role was extended to co-creating the ACM and advising on subject

specific guidance for these qualifications in addition to the National 5s.

291. The group’s role was advisory and so did not supplant the role of SQA’s Board.
Communications in respect of the 2021 ACM were also issued by the NQ Steering
Group. However, SQA remained responsible for determining how qualifications

should be awarded and to whom, as provided for by the 1996 Act.

292. The successful delivery of qualifications during the pandemic required the
education system as a whole to work together. Therefore, SQA advised the
Scottish Government about action which could be taken by it, or other parts of the
education system to facilitate the delivery of qualifications during this time. For
example, during the development of the ACM in 2021 concerns were identified by
SQA through the NQ Steering and Working Groups about the impact of the ACM
on teachers' workload. SQA reported these concerns to Scottish Ministers o put

in place relevant mitigation measures, such as additional in-service days.

293. The NQ Steering and Working groups were part of a number of groups
providing information and/or advice to the Scottish Government, of which SQA

was either a member or convened.

294. We consider that the Scottish Government is best placed to answer how the
views of these groups fed info the Scottish Government’s decision to cancel
exams for Highers and Advanced Highers. SQA ensured that the Scottish
Government was a member of these groups and so present to hear and

understand the views of all group members, including SQA.

Assessment and awarding in 2021

2021 ACM

295. On 4 January 2021 the First Minister announced that schools were to operate
on a remote learning basis until the beginning of February (and on 16 January

2021 this was extended to mid-February).
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296. The changes to the ACM to account for Highers and Advanced Higher

assessment were announced on 16 February 2021.

297. Inline with its approach in 2020, SQA developed an EQIA and a CRWIA, which
fed into the development of the ACM that was ultimately implemented in 2021. |
exhibit these documents as JB/40 - INQ000530354 and JB/41 — INQOO0530357

respectively.

298. A key principle of the ACM in 2021 was that awards were to be based on
demonstrated attainment, with teachers and lecturers using quality assured

assessment evidence to determine provisional results.

299. The NQ Steering Group developed a five-stage plan for the ACM. This plan
outlined the timeline for each stage, the context of the stage and the roles and

responsibilities for stakeholders at each stage.

300. This was an iterative process, due o the changing public health requirements.
Initially, the ACM was only in place for National 5 but was later expanded to include

Higher and Advanced Higher.

301. Members of the NQ Working Group also co-designed a number of tools to
assist centres in working with the model. The tools included exemplars to record
learners’ evidence and any assessment arrangements applied during

assessments.

302. The closure of schools and colleges from Monday 4 January 2021, and the
move to online learning and teaching, required a further review of timelines.
Following a recommendation from the National Qualifications 2021 Group, the
Deputy First Minister agreed to extend the date for submission of provisional

results to Friday 25 June.

303. The national quality assurance exercise was moved to late May/early June, to

avoid putting pressure on learners, teachers and lecturers to carry out
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assessments before they were ready, and to allow sufficient assessment evidence

to be available for SQA appointees to review.

304. The Methodology Report for the 2021 ACM was published in August 2021, and
| exhibit this document as JB/42 - INQ000612987. | also exhibit the final version
of the five-stage model co-created by the NQ Steering Group as JB/43 -
INQO00612888. The ACM consisted of the following stages:

a. Stage 1: November 2020 until April 2021 - Teachers and lecturers access
subject specific guidance, assessment resources and Understanding Standards

materials and webinars from SQA.

b. Stage 2: April to May 2021: School, college, and local authority quality
assurance continues. During May, SQA requests, reviews and provides

feedback on samples of assessment evidence from each school and college.

c. Stage 3: End of May to 25 June 2021: Schools, colleges, local authorities and
SQA work through final stages of local and national quality assurance and

feedback to reach provisional results that are consistent, equitable and fair.

d. Stage 4: By 25 June 2021: Schools and colleges submit quality assured

provisional results to SQA.

e. Stage 5: Appeals process for 2020-21: A free appeals service, available
directly to learners for the first time, is the fifth and final stage of the alternative

certification model.

305. As noted above, the final stage of the ACM was the SQA appeals service. After
a national consultation, SQA announced the service on Wednesday 2 June 2021.

There were three types of appeal:

a. an appeal against the academic judgement that was made (by the school or
college);

b. an appeal against an unresolved administrative error; and
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c. an appeal on grounds of discrimination where:

1. there has been a breach of the Equality Act 2010 (which must have been
either acknowledged by the learner’s school, college or training provider or
established by an appropriate authority), or

2. aschool, college or fraining provider failed to provide a learner with agreed

assessment arrangements.

Lessons learned from 2020 ACM

306. In preparing for 2021, SQA recognised the importance of considering and
acting on the feedback it received, and lessons learned following the awarding
process in 2020. It sought to bring stakeholders into discussions at an early stage
and sought opportunities to co-create solutions o the challenges that arose in

relation to certification during the pandemic.

307. SQA did not undertake a formal evaluation exercise in relation to the impact of
the ACM in 2020. Much of the reflective work an evaluation would have entailed
had been included in the commission to Professor Mark Priestley in his review of
the 2020 ACM. However, throughout the stakeholder engagement SQA undertook
in preparation for 2021, teachers, lecturers and/or those representing teachers

often commented on their experiences of the 2020 process.

308. SQA conducted a series of "customer engagement" meetings in autumn 2020.
In doing so, SQA engaged with Head Teachers, SQA Co-coordinators, Quality
Managers, local authority representatives, appointees, parents/carers and
learners. As explained above, appointees are teaching and lecturing professionals
contracted by SQA to carry out a range of roles including marking, invigilation,
question setting and quality assurance activity. SQA contracts with approximately

15,000 appointees each year.

309. SQA held 56 meetings over 20 days, during which SQA engaged with
approximately 500 stakeholders. Two further meetings were held with learners
and SQA appointees on 27 and 28 October 2020.
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310. At these meetings, it was noted that uncertainty about whether exams would
be cancelled meant there was an increased focus on continuous assessment

which caused additional pressure for candidates.

311. A key message from these meetings was the negative impact that the situation
was having on the mental health of learners. Learners were of the view that exams
should be cancelled and that decision should be announced as soon as possible.
However, this was not a decision that SQA could take. Candidates indicated that
it would be good for an ACM to be put in place which was comparable to the
process which was used in 2020 following the Ministerial Direction on 11 August
2020.

312. SQA established a Learner Panel in October 2020 to strengthen learner
engagement. The Panel met on a monthly basis and continues to meet. It is made
up of S3 — S6 pupils and college learners who consult with and gather feedback

from across their own networks to share with SQA.

313. In January 2021, SQA contracted with the SYP to run the Learner Panel on its
behalf. SQA sought the views of the Panel on a range of issues relating to the
awarding of qualifications throughout the pandemic, including the 2021 ACM,

communications and appeals.

314. From 20 November 2020, the membership of the NQ Steering Group was
extended to include a learner representative from the SYP and a member of SYP
staff also began attending this group as an observer. Periodically, they would take

soundings from other learners to inform the direction of travel.

315. Representatives from the SYP also joined CERG from November 2020. In
addition to hosting or participating in the groups referred to above, SQA also held
approximately 20 stakeholder meetings with organisations representing the
interests of young people, including the CYPCS, the SYP, Young Scot, Enquire,
Who Cares? Scotland, and SPARQS, in the period between the NQ Results Day
in August 2020 and the NQ Results Day in August 2021.
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