
20 February 2018  
 
Dear Mr Swinney  
I am a Principal Teacher of Geography with nearly 20 years of service in secondary schools 
across Ayrshire, Renfrewshire and the Glasgow area. Despite my experience in 
implementing change, I have found the last five years to be very stressful, particularly in 
relation to the implementation of the new qualifications for the senior phase of secondary 
education.  
Along with most other secondary teachers, I perceived the incredulous amount of change to 
be coming to an end, which would allow the focus to concentrate on teaching and learning. 
Unfortunately, this is not the case and I am compelled to write to you regarding the latest 
round of changes that secondary teachers will have to implement. The Scottish 
Qualifications Authority is at the core of my concerns.  
I will group my concerns into nine specific areas, and I have included four appendices 
(attached) to highlight my concerns:  
 
1. SQA Implementation Dates  
The SQA has recently published another suite of changes to the Higher Geography 
curriculum and final examination (see Appendix 1). Secondary teachers are unlikely to see 
exemplar papers (which highlight new marking standards) and the course assessment 
specification until the end of September 2018. Unfortunately, we commence delivery of our 
Higher course immediately after the examination diet, so changes have to be in place for the 
start of June 2018. How can I deliver a quality experience for learners when essential 
information is not published until one quarter of the way through the course? It is utterly 
ridiculous to ask teachers to “guess the standard”, when such changes are coming. This has 
been standard practice of the SQA for the last five years; updates to course and assessment 
changes are published after course delivery has commenced. It is totally unfair on both 
teachers and pupils. However, some science subjects will have revisions to content 
published by April of this year. There is a huge disparity in support offered by the SQA 
across the subjects.  
 
2. Quality of SQA Documentation and Examinations  
My concerns with revisions to the Higher Geography exam follow on from the “worst ever” 
Higher Geography paper in 2016 (according to the Scottish Association of Geography 
Teachers), and significant errors in both the National 5 and Advanced Higher Geography 
papers in 2017, when there seemingly was a complete absence of quality control before 
these papers were delivered to schools. Last year’s Higher English and National 5 Biology 
also had significant errors. Based on my experiences since 2014, I don’t trust the SQA to get 
this right.  
 
3. Teacher Workload  
There is also the issue of when will the SQA take cognisance of school improvement plans 
and the 35 hour working week which teachers operate within? There was absolutely no 
suggestion of this amount of change coming and for it to be in place for this summer. Why is 
it that an external agency and service provider can drive so much additional workload on to 
classroom teachers in such a short space of time? Changing the external assessment is one 
thing, but this has a significant impact on all other things that teachers do: including revisions 
to course notes, homework programmes, assessments, marking instructions and prelims. 
Changing the final exam has a significant knock on process.  
 
4. The New Higher Geography Examination  
The planned changes in our Higher course for next session suggests that current 
assessment arrangements within Higher Geography are totally unfit for purpose, otherwise 
there would be no need to change from a 60 mark final exam (across one paper) to 160 
marks (across two papers). This is not “tinkering” with the exam, this is radical change 



without much warning. It suggests that the whole CFE experiment in terms of the 
examinations has been a complete and utter failure. Why are we effectively returning to the 
Higher Geography assessment instrument in place prior to the CFE exams being 
introduced?  
This increase in assessment and length of exams is totally unnecessary. There is a naïve 
belief that if teachers are not using SQA approved unit assessments then they are not 
assessing pupils at all, which couldn’t be further from the truth. We are monitoring progress 
continuously. The removal of the unit assessments is welcomed, but not at the expense of 
longer exams and the increase in workload for both teachers and pupils that this creates.  
 
5. Allocation of Marks  
The marking allocation is also baffling. Within my subject, we will now be required to 
“upscale” marks to 160 and then scale them back down when calculating the overall course 
award. The assignment value is 27.27% of the course and the examination accounts for 
72.73%. To state that these mark allocations are strange would be an understatement. Why 
can’t we have simple rounded mark allocations to improve understanding and the weightings 
of different components? (e.g. 100 marks instead of 110 once the total marks have been 
“downscaled”). This needless complexity is symptomatic of a system which is shambolic at 
best.  
 
6. The Attainment Gap  
One of my fellow teaching colleagues, Murdo Macdonald, who works in a state school in 
Glasgow, has produced some in depth research into measuring the attainment gap, with a 
particular focus on Higher Geography. Since the introduction of the CFE Higher Geography 
in 2015, it is evident that the attainment gap is widening for those in the lowest socio-
economic deciles. This research in shown in Appendix 2. This can probably can be attributed 
to the introduction of the assignment process, where one third of the course award requires 
pupils to undertake a research activity and examine the content in depth.  
Unsurprising, pupils from more affluent backgrounds can source assistance and support far 
easier than those in deprived areas; be it from parents, extended family or even from private 
tutors. To ensure a level playing field the assignment should be scrapped, and the course 
award should be based solely on the final examination. Geography teachers were glad went 
the traditional practical exercise was removed from Higher and Standard Grade in the 
1990s, as it was a system that could not prevent plagiarism and undue influence from tutors. 
Unfortunately, we have simply reinstated this opportunity to subvert the system.  
 
7. Impact on Pupil Welfare  
In addition to the negative impact the assignment is having on attainment to those from 
deprived backgrounds, the introduction of longer exams can only have a detrimental impact 
on the health and wellbeing of our pupils. In 2019 the external assessment component for 
Higher Geography, including both exams and assignments from, 2019 will total 4 hours 30 
minutes, and for National 5 it will total 3 hours and 20 minutes. These timings are 
significantly longer than the Highers, Standard Grades and Intermediates this suite of exams 
replaced.  
For those pupils with additional support needs, where they are entitled up to 25% extra time, 
has any consideration been given to the fact the National 5 Geography exam could now last 
2 hours and 55 minutes for a fifteen-year-old pupil? Even for those without ASN requirement, 
the National 5 exam will exceed in length any exam paper a Higher Geography candidate 
will undertake. Coupled with the assignment write up stages (1 hour at National 5 and 1.5 
hours at Higher) it is very clear that pupils are now spending much more time in formal 
examinations.  



If CFE was supposed to reduce the assessment burden for pupils, it has been a disastrous 
failure. It is unsurprising that pupils across our secondary sector are struggling with mental 
health issues, given the increased burden and pressure of having to do longer exams.  
Furthermore, a quote from an SQA “spokesman” in the Herald (17/2/18) alludes that “exams 
will remain one part of a mix of assessment that will continue to include the coursework that 
candidates tell us they particularly value”. I would appreciate if the SQA would publish the 
results as I am not aware of any formal survey of pupils that has been undertaken. What I do 
see in reality is more and more candidates struggling to cope with the burden of spending 
more time in formal examinations and a detrimental effect on their health. I have evidence on 
this from my own school.  
Keith Topping, Professor of educational and social research at Dundee University, has 
summed up the position eloquently in the same Herald article. He has intimated the new, 
longer exams were “not in the spirit of” the revised curriculum. “Exams militate against the 
kind of disadvantaged student the government keeps saying it wants to support.” I concur 
wholeheartedly.  
 
8. The Assignment Process  
The balance of assessments, particularly the assignments, across subjects is also random. 
Despite protestations about the introduction of assignments when the new qualifications 
were being outlined at the start of this decade (for reasons previously stated in point 6), 
there is no uniformity. Geography, History and Modern Studies currently have the burden 
(and it is burdensome preparing pupils for these pieces of work) of assignments making up 
33% of the overall pupil grade. In the Sciences it is only 20% and in Maths they don’t have 
an assignment at all. In my subject I believe that pupils get a hard deal in terms of the 
volume of assessments they have to undertake, particularly under stressful examination 
conditions - this is considerably more than other curricular areas. There needs to be parity 
across the board.  
 
9. Marking Standards and Appeals  
I also have significant concerns over marking standards applied by the SQA. I know a lot of 
markers who have given up their roles for the SQA because of the procedures now involved 
- where much of this is done by marking from screen. I have attempted to find out, albeit 
unsuccessfully via FOI requests, the level of experience of SQA markers and particularly the 
anecdotal evidence in the profession of the amount of probationers who are marking without 
the requisite experience. Perhaps this is something the SQA needs to be asked by 
politicians?  
Looking at my own component marks for the Higher Geography assignment in 2017, there 
are huge variations in grades from what I consider candidates of similar ability levels, but 
there is no opportunity to challenge this. One batch in particular has candidates averaging 
nine marks lower than their peers. This piece of work is only out of 30 marks and low marks 
can evidently have a significant impact on candidate success. However, if you want to query 
the standard you are required to submit a marking check for all 10 scripts within a batch of 
pupil work, at a cost of £300 to the school or local authority (£30 per pupil). This is a major 
consequence of removing the appeals system, where the SQA effectively close off any 
questioning of their procedures.  
With the removal of the appeals system, it is now apparent that the current set up of 
requesting remarks at a cost favours those who have the ability to pay for them. For those in 
the state sector, where budgets are tight and often subject to cuts, these opportunities or not 
available. I have attached a copy of a letter provided by one of Scotland’s most prestigious 
private schools, Hutcheson’s Grammar in Glasgow, which illustrates this point (see Appendix 
3). It is no criticism of Hutcheson’s Grammar whatsover; they are not doing anything wrong 
and are merely seeking to do the best for their own cohort, but the current system does not 
work for the least privileged or presenting centres in deprived areas. It is simply an income 
generator for the SQA.  



Conclusion  
I should stress that there are a lot of good people working for the SQA and I myself have 
recently been engaged in marking (at Advanced Higher level). Most of the functions of the 
organisation rely on the expertise of classroom teachers, undertaking work in their own time 
to support the examination system, and there are helpful individuals within subject areas 
trying to implement the changes. The issue is not with them but with the culture and 
structure of the organisation. Engagement with the profession and schools has been poor 
since the new qualifications were introduced and most teachers feel it revolves around a 
series of diktats. There also doesn’t seem to be anyone who is ultimately accountable - 
every recommendation or proposed change seems to have to go through a variety of SQA 
committee stages before it gets enacted. If we are judging this organisation against its own 
set of criteria expressed within its mission statements and objectives (see Appendix 4), then 
there is no doubt the judgement should be an “abject fail”. They have let down the teachers 
and young people of this country on a consistent basis. I am far from alone with these 
opinions.  
I do not wish to make political capital out of this, and I have copied this letter into 
representatives of the main political parties on the Education Committee at Holyrood and to 
other eminent professionals within Scottish Education. I just hope that someone will take on 
the Scottish Qualifications Authority for the benefit of those who teach in secondary 
education and the pupils we are trying our best to cater for. The last five years have been an 
absolute nightmare and the situation does not appear to be improving. “Making it up as we 
go along” seems to be an appropriate summation of the current position.  
This organisation, despite being a service provider funded by the budgets of schools and 
local authorities, sets the agenda in secondary education in Scotland. Considering this is an 
organisation which is not directly accountable to taxpayers or the electorate, I find that to be 
very worrying.  
I very much look forward to your response on this matter. Should you require any additional 
information, please do not hesitate to get in touch  
Yours sincerely  
Iain Aitken  
Principal Teacher of Geography 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

 

Planned changes to Higher Geography from session 

2018-19 
 

 

Units and unit assessments will be removed from the Higher Geography course from session 

2018-19 onwards. We are strengthening the course assessment to ensure that it continues to 

assess candidates on the full content of the course, and to maintain the current course value of 

24 SCQF credit points. 

 

In deciding the appropriate changes for the Higher course assessment, we have carried out two 

extensive consultation exercises. This has included a wide range of teachers, and our National 

Qualification Support Team (NQST) – whose members include teachers and lecturers, 

members of the Scottish Association of Geography Teachers (SAGT) and members of the 

Royal Scottish Geographical Society (RSGS).  

 

Overview of changes to the Higher course assessment 
 

Current course assessment Revised course assessment 

Question paper: 60 marks (67%) 

Assignment: 30 marks (33%) 

2 x question papers: 160 marks* (73%) 

Assignment: 30 marks (27%) 

*The question papers will be scaled down from 160 marks to 80 marks to achieve a weighting 

of 73% 

 

Changes to the question paper 

Current question paper Revised question papers from 2018-19 

 2 hours 15 minutes 

 Worth 60 marks 

 Contains 4 sections (Section 1: 

Physical Environments – 15 marks; 

Section 2: Human Environments – 

15 marks; Section 3: Global Issues; 

20 marks; Section 4: Application of 

Geographical Skills – 20 marks) 

 

Question paper 1: 

 1 hour 50 minutes 

 Worth 100 marks  

 Contains 2 sections (Section 1: 

Physical Environments – 50 marks; 

Section 2: Human Environments – 50 

marks) 

 

Question paper 2: 

 1 hour 10 minutes 

 Worth 60 marks  

 Contains 2 sections (Section 1: Global 

Issues – 40 marks; Section 2: 

Application of Geographical Skills – 20 

marks) 

 

 



 
 

January 2018 
 

In relation to content, the current question paper will be extended by 20 marks (from 60 marks to 

80 marks) to allow more skills, knowledge and understanding to be sampled, following the 

removal of units from the course.  

To make the marking of the question paper more straightforward, this 80 marks will be scaled up 

to 160 marks. Once marking is complete the 160 marks will scaled back down to 80 marks to 

achieve a weighting of 73%. 

 

The assessment will be split into two question papers, with a break in-between, to ensure the 

timing is manageable for candidates. 

 

Question paper 1 

Through our consultation, a significant number of teachers expressed the desire for rivers to be 

included in Higher Geography. River features will therefore be introduced to Section 1 – Physical 

Environments. To accommodate this, land conflicts will move from section 1 to section 2 – 

Human Environments, and the number of case studies required for land use conflicts will be 

reduced from two to one. 

 

Question paper 2 

One optional topic, ‘Trade, Aid and Geopolitics’ will be removed from the Global Issues section. 

Candidates will now have a choice of any two from the four optional topics.  

 

Assignment 

Following the extension of the question paper, the assignment will now contribute 27% of the 

total assessment mark. There will be no change to the assessment task, however minor changes 

will be made to the marking instructions. 

Documents and assessment support materials 

More detail on the requirements for the Higher course will be provided in the revised Higher 

course specification, which will be published at the end of April 2018. Course support notes will 

be added to the revised course specification as an appendix by the end of September 2018, to 

provide additional clarity and guidance.  

 

We will publish a specimen question paper for each of the new question papers. We will also 

update the marking instructions of the coursework assessment task with minor changes. These 

materials will be published between the end of May and the end of September 2018. 

 

More information 
 

For more information on changes to assessment in National Qualifications, please visit 

www.sqa.org.uk/nqchanges  

 

If you have any queries regarding the above changes, please e-mail mycentre@sqa.org.uk  

 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/nqchanges
mailto:mycentre@sqa.org.uk


Higher Geography and the attainment gap 
Murdo Macdonald 
 
As a teacher in a school in Inner City Glasgow, I have always been intrigued by the 
attainment gap. Since the SQA changes to Higher Geography were brought in partially in 
2015 and fully in 2016, I have had a feeling that the changes have worked against lower 
SIMD pupils, especially the introduction of the assignment worth 33% of the final grade.  
 
Attainment – Higher Geography 2017 raw data 
Numbers of candidates gaining A-D and No award for pupils in publicly funded secondary 
schools and pupils in school-college partnerships by SIMD decile. 
 

 
 
 
Publicly funded and non-state funded 
For non-state funded pupils, the percentage gaining A, B, C, D and No award is virtually the 
same as it was in 2011. For these pupils, the percentage of No awards is the lowest it has 
been since 2011 and the percentage of pupils gaining an A is the highest it has been since 
2011. (2014 data below for non-state funded has been left out due to an issue with the 
data) 
 
 
Publicly funded      Non-state funded 

 
  



Publicly funded secondary school and school-college partnerships 
SIMD D1 and D2 
The percentage of No awards is the highest it has been since 2011 and the percentage of 
pupils gaining an A is the lowest it has been since 2011. The number of pupils gaining an A 
grade in SIMD 2 has decreased from 90 in 2011 to 60 in 2017. 

  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Local authorities 
There are also differences between local authorities. This data is organised in SIMD quintiles 
(20%) and shows the number of pupils gaining A-D grades. As you can see from these 
graphs, in these authorities, SIMD 5 pupils have gained substantially more Highers since the 
new examination, with the assignment, began. 
 
East Renfrewshire     East Dunbartonshire 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I believe strongly that the assignment, which has been worth 33% of the final grade (from 
2018/19, 27%) favours those pupils with parental support, money and tutors, to a much 
greater extent than the old Higher which was fully examination based. 
 
I asked INSIGHT for the component grades for Higher Geography to see if there was a 
correlation between exam grade and assignment, but INSIGHT said that they did not get this 
data from the SQA. I also asked Glasgow City Council to ask SQA for this data, just for 
Glasgow and they would not give the Council the data. 
 



 
SQA POST RESULTS SERVICE: Information and Form for Candidate: AUGUST 2017 
 
The following information explains what happens where a Post-Results Service Request has been made to 
the SQA, on your behalf, for a Clerical Check or Marking Review to take place.  
 
If the school makes a Post-Results Request for you, then there will be three possible outcomes. 
 

 Your original grade could go down, so your final grade would be lower than the original 
grade you were awarded. 

 Your original grade could be confirmed correct, so there would be no change to your grade. 

 Your original mark could go up, so your final grade would be higher than the original grade 
you were awarded. 

 
In order to proceed with a Post-Results Request, you must sign the form below.  This tells the school that 
you have understood what the outcome may be, that you give your consent to the request for a Clerical 
Check and/or Marking Review to be made, and that you agree to pay the associated fee which will be billed 
through the Trust Office in autumn.  Please note that these charges apply only where there is no change to 
your grade. 
 
Fees are as follows: Clerical Check £10, Marking Review £29.75, Priority Marking Review £39.75. 
 

Closing dates apply: 
Priority Marking Review requests must be received by the school by Wednesday 16 August 2017. 

Clerical Check requests and Marking Review requests by Friday 25 August 2017. 
 
Please note that the Marking Review and the Priority Marking Review both include a Clerical Check. 
 

 
REQUEST FORM for SQA POST RESULTS SERVICE 2017 

 
Please complete the following three sections and return to the school signed by both candidate and 
parent/guardian. 
  

 

Section 1 
 
Centre & Candidate Information  
 
Centre Number:      8482438 
 
Centre Name:         Hutchesons’ Grammar School 
 
Candidate’s Full Name: --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Scottish Candidate Number (SCN): ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Candidate’s Date of Birth: ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Contact Telephone Number:  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 

 

 
 
 

SEE OVER FOR SECTIONS 2 & 3 
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SQA POST RESULTS SERVICE: Information and Form for Candidate: AUGUST 2017 

Section 2 

SQA Post-Results Request (service of a Clerical Check or Marking Review).  

Please state clearly, in the space below, the service for which the request is being made. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
State Subject & Level of Examination (eg English Higher): 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
State Current Grade:  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

NB.  Where a pupil has a place on a Higher Education course dependent on the result of the       

Marking Review, then a Priority Marking Review request may apply. For such a request, 

please state the following: 

University:   ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

University Course: -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

University Contact Details:------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Section 3  
 
Information:   
 
Please note that SQA advise that Priority Marking Review Results will be released on 28 August 
2017. 
 
Similarly, Clerical Checks and Marking Reviews will be released on 29 September 2017. 
 
Should there be a change to grades then a new certificate will be issued by SQA.  This will be 
forwarded direct to the candidate mid-November. 
 
Candidate’s Statement 
 
“I give my consent to the school to request a clerical check and/or marking review of the examination listed 
above. In giving my consent, I understand that the final grade awarded may be lower, the same as or 
higher than the grade which I was originally awarded. I understand that, should there be no change to the 
grade, I will incur charges as outlined above.” 
 
Candidate’s signature...…………………….…………………………………….......  Date: …………….….…… 
 
Parent/Guardian signature……………………….………………………………..…  Date: …………….….…… 
 
SMT signature……………………….……….………………………………….......…  Date: ………………….…. 

Examinations’ Manager signature………………………………………………..…  Date: …………………….. 
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