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SQA – FEEDBACK 

I am a teacher of History in a High School in Edinburgh.  My comments are 

particularly made with reference to my own subject, but it is my understanding that 

colleagues in other subject areas have had similar experiences with the SQA.  I 

would like my comments to remain anonymous. 

I think I speak on behalf of many History teachers when I say that I am very 

disappointed and frustrated with the SQA.  The introduction of the new National 

Qualifications has been poorly handled, created confusion among teachers and 

pupils, added considerably to the workload in schools, and created stress among 

pupils and staff alike. 

The SQA has proved unwilling to listen to the concerns of teachers, and has lost the 

confidence and respect of the profession. 

NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS - ASSESSMENTS 

 The SQA assessments, from National 3/4/5 through to Advanced Higher, 

have some good features.  In particular the fact that they are “open book” (i.e. 

not completed under timed conditions) is of benefit for those pupils who would 

struggle to achieve a pass under timed/exam conditions. 

 However, the SQA’s insistence that each individual standard has to be met in 

order to for a candidate to achieve a pass has led to the ridiculous situation 

where (for example) Higher candidates who have regularly scored A grades in 

their essays (14+/20) or National 5 candidates who have consistently 

achieved high marks in class tests have not achieved a unit pass because 

one individual element of their answer has not met a particular standard, often 

because it has not been phrased according to the rubric preferred by the 

SQA.  According to the letter of the law, this would make them ineligible to sit 

the exam.  The current system sets pupils up for failure rather than giving 

them a chance to succeed. 

 The result of the SQA’s adherence to this rigid system of assessment by 

individual standards has not been excellence in education.  It has been 

teachers standing over pupils telling them what to write just so that their 

answers will pass verification.  The internal assessments have thus become a 

series of hoops to jump through which have little if any educational merit.  We 

are now at a stage where my colleagues and I ignore them as far as possible 

unless we know that we are being verified as we feel they merely take time 

away from valuable teaching and learning. 

 At National 5 in History, there are 6 standards in the Scottish unit, 6 standards 

in the European and World unit, and 5 standards in the British unit – 17 in 
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total.  The SQA has recently compromised (very reluctantly) and stated that 

now pupils only need to pass 5/6, 5/6 and 4/5 standards in the respective 

units.  This is not acceptable.  The standards should have been scrapped 

altogether as a criteria for assessment and replaced with end of unit 

assessments based on actual exam questions and resembling the old Higher 

NABs.  This would make assessment meaningful again rather than merely a 

“tick-box exercise” since it would allow for both summative assessment 

(recording of a pass or a fail) and formative assessment – feedback on how 

pupils could improve their skills.   

 In the old NABs, half marks (10/20 - the equivalent of a C grade in an exam) 

would allow a student to pass.  This makes allowance for the fact that 

students might be stronger in some areas and weaker in others, whilst 

acknowledging that overall they have developed their skills and knowledge 

sufficiently to pass the unit.  Surely this should be the point of unit 

assessments – to assess progress, to prepare students for examinations, to 

enable teachers to make an informed decision about which candidates are 

ready for presentation, and to enable weaker candidates who are not able to 

pass an exam under timed conditions to come away with at least some unit 

passes to show for their efforts? 

 

LACK OF COMMUNICATION 

 The SQA appears to be out of touch with the needs of the teaching profession 

and communication is very poor.  When National Qualifications were first 

introduced and the SQA faced queries from teachers regarding their 

implementation, the response of senior figures in our subject area was to 

ignore emails and hope the problem would go away.  At SQA “Understanding 

Standards” events, when teachers have asked difficult questions, SQA 

representatives have simply walked away.  The SQA has not appeared to be 

willing to listen to teachers’ concerns, nor to act upon them. 

 The SQA’s websites are chaotic and cluttered with documents which are of 

limited practical use.  It is very difficult for teachers to find out what they need 

to know. 

 SQA documents are full of unhelpful jargon and where teachers have needed 

clarity, information has often been vague and imprecise.  We have often had 

to wade through dozens of pages to find the two or three useful pages which 

actually tell us what we need to do to prepare students effectively for 

assessments and examinations. 

 The SQA has an annoying habit of making changes to assessments and 

examinations mid-session, i.e. when course are already well underway.  In 

Higher History important changes have recently been made to the way essays 

are marked in the final exam – for example, whereas essays were previously 

awarded 4 marks for analysis and two marks for “analysis plus”, this has been 

changed to three marks for each.  As a result we have had to advise pupils 

that essays they had already written would now gain fewer marks, and that 

they will now need to change the way they write essays.  This is confusing for 
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pupils and it is totally unacceptable that such changes should be introduced 

partway through an academic year. 

 Furthermore, the SQA made little effort to inform teachers of these changes.  

Rather, they were concealed in a new sample markscheme which was 

published on the SQA website.  No official announcement was made of these 

important changes, for example through SQA update emails.  In my school, 

we only became aware of the changes because they were flagged up at a 

Subject Leaders’ Meeting by colleagues who are employed as SQA markers.  

Had this not happened, we would still be in the dark – as presumably many 

teachers across Scotland still are.   

 This has led to an uneven playing field where teachers with links with the SQA 

are able to teach pupils exam skills more effectively than teachers who are 

not “in the loop” – placing some schools, and therefore pupils, at a 

disadvantage. 

 The “Understanding Standards” events run by the SQA have been very useful 

in helping teachers identify what pupils need to do in order to gain marks.  

However, the next event (for Advanced Higher History) is not until December.  

This seems rather late considering the New Advanced Higher courses have 

been live since the start of the 2015-16 school session, one set of candidates 

have already sat an exam in May 2016, and the current crop is almost halfway 

through their course.   

 It is impossible for teachers to deliver National Qualifications effectively and to 

prepare pupils for exams if teachers are not reliably informed of the criteria 

candidates must meet in order to be awarded marks; and it is simply not 

acceptable that the SQA should “shift the goalposts” when pupils are already 

well into their courses of study.  Any changes made by the SQA must be 

clearly flagged up – and before courses are underway, not halfway through 

them. 

 

NATIONAL 5 HISTORY 

 The introduction of Assignments (coursework) at all levels has generally been 

a good thing.  The Assignment has increased the workload for pupils and for 

teaching staff.  However, it helps develop valuable research skills and helps 

compensate for the fact that some pupils – regardless of ability – will always 

struggle to do themselves justice in a timed exam. 

 At Standard Grade, the History exam at all levels emphasised skills over 

subject knowledge: 60% of the marks were awarded for pupils’ Enquiry Skills 

(now called Source Handling) and 40% for Knowledge and Understanding.  

 At National 5, this has been swapped round: 40% of the marks are for Source 

Handling and 60% for Knowledge and Understanding. 

 Curriculum for Excellence was supposed to be all about developing skills – so 

why (in History at least) has this been replaced by a greater emphasis on rote 

learning? 

 The introduction of a formal exam (with Assignment) at National 4 would add 

credibility to what is currently a poorly regarded qualification.  Many teachers 
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feel that the old Standard Grade system worked better and was far more 

highly regarded than the new system of National Qualifications at this level. 

 

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

 

GOOD FEATURES OF THE CURRENT 
SYSTEM 

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

 Open book assessments, in 
theory at least, improve the 
chances of weaker candidates 
gaining unit passes. 

 The Assignment is good for 
developing skills, and a chance 
for those candidates who 
struggle under timed conditions 
to produce a piece of quality 
work which compensates for 
marks they will inevitably drop 
through their inability to finish the 
exam paper. 

 The SQA’s “Understanding 
Standards” events have proved 
very useful – but would not have 
been necessary if marking 
criteria had been made clear to 
begin with. 

 Assessment by individual 
standards should be scrapped – 
this sets pupils (often including 
the most able) up for failure.   

 The current obsession with tick 
box exercises must be 
abandoned.  The system is 
discredited and does not work. 

 More holistic, NAB style 
assessments should be brought 
back – based on actual exam 
questions, and where 50% 
equals a pass.  These are a 
fairer reflection of pupils’ overall 
progress within a unit of study. 

 The SQA needs to listen to 
teachers. 

 The SQA needs to communicate 
with teachers more effectively. 

 SQA websites and documents 
need to be “de-cluttered” so that 
teachers can access relevant 
information more readily. 

 The SQA must stop makes 
changes to qualifications/ 
assessment criteria mid-session.  
Notification of any changes 
should be clear and made well in 
advance of the start of an 
academic year. 

 The introduction of a formal 
exam at National 4 should be 
considered. 

 


