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SCOTTISH QUALIFICATIONS AUTHORITY/EDUCATION SCOTLAND 

 
Submission from Alasdair Riddell 

  
Dear Sir or Madam, 
 
I would like the following comments to be heard as the principal teacher of Physics at 
a publicly funded High School in Scotland.  Despite our best efforts, our young 
engineers and scientists are not getting the education they should be due to the 
nuances of the SQA assessment system.   
 
General comments: 
 

• The SQA have a huge influence on what teachers teach and how they do 
it.  More so than most people realise.  The idea of the CfE was to increase 
flexibility and allow for courses to be shaped around the needs of students, 
taking into account the demographics of each school.  The SQA have been 
inflexible to the point of pedantry in their approach to internal assessment and 
teachers have had to adapt their teaching to suit these over complicated 
measures.  Many teachers spend stressful hours creating, recording and 
marking tests to meet the strict needs of the SQA, while knowing that the 
needs of the students are not being met and no new skills are being 
learned.  Teachers have had to spend time on figuring out the over 
complicated administration of the course rather than the pedagogy of teaching 
only to be informed that things are to be changed for the next session.  Every 
change the SQA make has a knock on effect.  Old assessments have to be 
shredded, new ones printed.  Prior learning needs to be adapted etc. 
 

• Departments are encouraged to do things their own way, to suit the needs of 
their own learners.  However the threat from the SQA verification team is that 
if standards are not met, students will fail.  However there is more than one 
way to fry an egg!  We are effectively being expected to do one thing by 
CfE/HMI and another by the SQA.   

 
• Most schools have embraced the BGE and included 3rd year as a final year to 

achieve level 4 in knowledge and skills.  The SQA recommends 160 hours 
teaching and assessment time for their courses, which is impossible to 
achieve in a single (4th) year.  Physics is a vast subject with a constantly 
growing body of knowledge.  The standard grade courses were of similar 
levels but were taught over 2 years.  Does Education Scotland expect us to 
figure out for ourselves how to navigate this overly complicated new system 
while also giving a meaningful experience in 1st and 2nd year?  The inspectors 
arrive and complain that schools aren’t working on higher order priorities 
when in fact they are just trying to adjust to the awful, non-joined up thinking, 
mess that has been created by the SQA and ES.  We as teachers have been 
expected to move forward, but the SQA (in my subject) clearly have not. 
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• We now have:  BGE levels; Subject E’s & O’s; Numeracy, Literacy, H&W E’s 

& O’s; SAL’s at all levels, Benchmarks, National Awards; Key Areas; NARs; 
Outcome 1.1-1.6 and 2.1-2.2; Added Value; Assignments, Investigations; 
Skills for Work; NPA’s etc.  Forgive me if I’ve missed out something, but 
hopefully you get the point that joining all these together in a meaningful way 
as a pathway for students to be responsible, successful, effective, confident 
learners is a non-trivial task      

 
Specific comments: 
 

• I was excited about the prospect of using the portfolio approach to 
assessment which states that a number of different formats could be used by 
students to present their work, other than simply answering questions in a 
test.  However, when I took this further I was told that assessing using posters 
and mind maps under exam conditions was not suitable.  I wasted hours of 
work on CfE style assessment only to be told by the SQA that the only way to 
assess physics was to give a test, which had to be written or pre verified by 
them.  The tests provided were riddled with mistakes and of a low standard. 
They are “pass/fail” and completely summative, secretive and in no way 
useful to the students.  Updates came too frequently to keep track of and staff 
started to worry that they were not doing things the way the SQA 
wanted.  This used up precious discussion and preparation time which would 
otherwise be spent on lesson preparation and pedagogy. 
 

• I was asked to send away some National 4 added value assignments to be 
verified last year.  These are students who struggle academically and are 
being expected to sit in with a class of more gifted students (due to the bi-
level restrictions imposed by the new senior phase timetabling).  The level of 
pedantry that they were expected to deliver was in my opinion far beyond 
what was necessary, and certainly what would have been expected of a 
(equivalent) intermediate 1 student.  This caused stress and anxiety and was 
in no way beneficial to the students understanding of the subject.  I had 
previously asked about the specific details of the added value assignment at 
an Understanding Standards event to which I received very a very positive 
response.  You can imagine my dismay when I later found out the opposite.   

 
Recommendations: 
 

• The SQA and ES should be merged.  Why is it necessary to have a separate 
assessment body?   
 

• Internal assessment should be delivered electronically online.  Much like a 
driving test.  Students could then sit a test when they are ready, repeat it 
when they need to and get instant feedback on their progress.  Questions 
could be easily updated and practice tests could be provided. 

 
• Allow greater flexibility of teaching content.  The course should have a few 

mandatory outcomes and several optional ones.  It should be the skills that 
are predominantly assessed in the final exam, not particular knowledge. 
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I hope that this is of some use and trust that my comments will be viewed without 
recourse.   
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Alasdair Riddell 
 


