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 21 February 2020 

Dear Ms Robertson 
 
SQA performance and role 
 
I would like to thank you and your colleagues for appearing before the Education and 
Skills Committee on 22 January. I appreciate the time taken to make the submission 
to the Committee, to provide responses to the Committee’s recent correspondence 
and to appear before the Committee on two occasions since you took up post as Chief 
Executive and Chief Examining Officer. The Committee considers this scrutiny to have 
been beneficial and welcomes the various pieces of work the SQA has committed to 
undertake. 
 
This includes the SQA undertaking further work on: multi-level teaching; international 
policy including in relation to human rights; processes and policy relating to 
accountability for spending public money; and the extent to which the charge 
associated with post results services constitutes a barrier to the use of the service. 
The Committee also welcomes your intimation, given the issues raised by the 
Committee, that performance reports will be reviewed with a view to potentially 
phasing them out altogether. 
 
In relation to the post results service, the Committee pursued with you on 22 January 
the importance of consulting teachers in your planned investigation in this area. You 
suggested that you had not received feedback from teachers in relation to the whether 
the charge prevents state schools seeking a review of marks for individual students. 
You also suggested the charge would usually be met at local authority level as 
opposed to school level or department level (see exchanges with Jenny Gilruth, myself 
and Iain Gray in the Official Report of your evidence session).  
 
The Committee welcomes your commitment to consult teachers direct on this issue 
and so decided to issue a request to the hundreds of teachers that follow the 
Committee’s work to ascertain whether those teachers had a view on this issue. The 
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perspectives received in response to an email to our mailing list and a social media 
message are attached in the annexe of this letter. 
 
The responses understandably only scratch the surface on this issue, and I am sure 
that you will want to collate views in a more structured way from teachers. The 
responses do serve to demonstrate that the picture is complex, with lots of distinct 
approaches being taken and with the other changes to the post results service other 
than the introduction of the charge impacting on the level of the use of the service by 
state schools. However, a clear theme is that charges are acting as a major barrier in 
some state schools, with teachers highlighting situations where schools are not using 
post results services specifically due to the charge.  
 
The responses also reflect that the cost is falling on individual schools, in some 
instances individual departments and that where resources are limited the number of 
reviews being requested are being restricted as a result. Also, of real concern is the 
suggestion that the charge is creating inequity between independent and state schools 
where independent schools put forward student results for review and state schools 
do not (see response 5). Furthermore, the Committee is very concerned to read 
anecdotal evidence suggesting that there is a ‘two tier system’ where parents who are 
able to pay for their child’s mark to be reviewed are allowed to do so and parents who 
cannot afford to pay do not have the opportunity to get their child’s result reviewed. 
 
The Committee reiterates its view that this issue clearly merits further investigation 
from the SQA and seeks an update from the SQA on this important issue as soon as 
is practicable. Indeed, the Committee would welcome updates on the outcome of all 
of the work that the SQA has agreed to undertake across its brief in response to the 
Committee’s recent scrutiny. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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Responses from teachers 
 

Response 1: on whether these charges have led to schools in less affluent areas 
being reluctant to put in requests for marking reviews. 
 
I am a Faculty Head within a large secondary school. Our catchment includes some 
of Scotland’s most deprived postcodes. This year, we were informed, after 
submitting marking requests, that the charge for any unsuccessful request will now 
come directly from department budgets. This has resulted in one of my depts being 
been hit with over £80 of charges, coming off an already very reduced budget of just 
over £1000 a year for resources (less than £1 per pupil for all the jotters, books, 
equipment etc they need each year).  
 
I will now have to think very seriously about whether we can afford to put in any 
requests in future. This is hugely discriminatory as pupils of more affluent parents 
can still put in requests if the parents agree to pay for it. It is literally a two tier 
system. It also creates embarrassment and shame for families who cannot afford to 
do this for their children. 
 
I don’t know whether this is school specific or part of general Council policy. I 
assume the latter, and I don’t blame the Council, who have to make difficult 
decisions as to what to fund. This situation arises completely from the charging 
policy adopted by the SQA. 
 
Response 2: As a PT English, introducing a charge has certainly impacted upon us 
using the service. I have to sit down and go through a list of possible marking appeals 
with a Depute and I am put off submitting almost all of them, with cost being a primary 
factor. 
 

Response 3: Yes. The SQA are making it harder and harder for centres to appeal. 
Recently been told that if a remark is successful, the grade will only be changed if 
outwith marking tolerances? Scandalous centres are charged to get pupil work to be 
returned. 
 
Response 4: In my experience it is not the post results service charge which stops 
centres from requesting a post result service. It is the interpretation of the legislation 
by the local school authority or the senior management team – especially with non-
secondary sector staff in leading roles. 
 
Care must be taken that we leave the door open to those parents who wish to self-
fund a case review even though the centre policy/interpretation of legislation would not 
allow for this. Centres should support these parents all be it with some advice.  
 
No candidate must be disadvantaged – neither because of ability nor social 
background. 
 
Response 5: Regarding this, I would say this service is not being used by my 
secondary school as much as it used to be. When I started here, we would save work 
evidence and if a pupil's result was way off what we predicted or had evidence for we 
would send in an appeal. Now we don't.  
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My sister works at a private school and I know they do appeal as a normal part of their 
process. Cost would seem to be the difference. 
 
Response 6: Yes the charge has put schools off and also the methods. 
 
Pupils work will be either recounted or remarked. 
 
A recount offers nothing other than something to be calculated again. 
 
If remarked, the adjustments made to pupils grade would only be if the error in marking 
exceeds the marking tolerance for the paper or assignment.  
 
So even if a pupil gains an extra mark (which could change the final grade). Then that 
mark won’t be added if it’s still within the overall or question tolerance of the marking. 
The pupils original mark will still stand by the marker as it’s within the tolerance.  
 
The system of marking from image doesn’t get a remark as SQA have faith in the 
quality assurance process of the samples marked and seeded papers.  

Response 7: I’d just like to add money is a huge factor in schools with decreasing 
budgets and the fact that a candidate could actually go down a grade is also used as 
a deterrent. 
 
Response 8: I am unclear if all authorities are adopting the same principles when 
making a decision about who to put forward for a remark request. 
In my authority the parents do not pay the money if the request is unsuccessful 
therefore the schools make the decision based on performance evidence / data from 
the SQA exam. 
 
However I have heard that in other Scottish authorities parents offering to pay if 
required has influenced a schools decision to put forward a remark request. If this is 
the case I feel that it is a scandal.   
 
Response 9: I understand you are looking for feedback on SQA’s post results service. 
I definitely think the charge presents a barrier to raising attainment as I know of 
wealthy, attainment driven schools who put any borderline pupils forward for a re-mark 
and poorer schools who can’t afford to, having worked in both. I think taking away the 
charge would ensure much more equality for our young people. 
 
Response 10: I have had one experience when our school would not allow me to 
query a grade due to the cost. On this occasion a pupil scored an implausibly low mark 
for their assignment, and missed out on a C by two marks. 
 
Response 11: As a previous Secondary DHT I would say both yes and no. I'll try to 
explain.   
 
Following results day schools will receive a number of enquiries/requests from 
parents/carers.  
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A number of savvy parents/pupils will ask for their actual mark for the exam. Schools 
will provide these on request. Parents/pupils will then ask what the grade boundaries 
for that subject were. Schools will again share these. Parents/pupils will then know 
how many marks they were from the next grade.  
 
All of a sudden you are then in a position where a pupil is 1 Mark away from an A pass 
which they say they need for university. Parents will request a marking review. Here's 
the tricky bit. If there were no charge schools would simply submit this request. 
However, in the vast majority of cases the pupil will have achieved what the school 
predicted and all the assessment evidence they possess will point to the same result, 
in this example a B pass. With no charge I would be concerned that schools will submit 
requests that aren't warranted and this would be an unmanageable number for the 
SQA to handle.  
 
With the charge schools will enter into a dialogue with parents and there will be a 
discussion around the estimate that was ubmitted and what teachers wrote on school 
reports. The school will then make a decision on whether to submit a request. The 
pressure on schools from parents to submit marking review requests under these 
circumstances is significant.  
 
If the charge were removed, SQA would need to set out very clear and rigid criteria 
under which a marking review/clerical check could be submitted.  
 
I hope this helps the discussion.  
 
Response 12: I can honestly say that the costs associated with the post-results 
services is not the reason why we, as a school, now utilise the service to a much lesser 
extent.  We have a very clear protocol that we use when deciding whether or not a 
result warrants the use of the service so that has given far greater clarity to staff, pupils 
and parents.  Also, what is now offered as part of the service is less wide ranging and 
this is what restricts our use of the service, not the cost of it.  I would also say that our 
statistics would show that since introduced the number of times use of the post-result 
service has resulted in any change of a grade is minimal.  This can be looked at in two 
ways – that the school is doing a great job in terms of predictions and pupils being on 
track with their results or that it is just unlikely that given all the other checks that are 
made by the SQA that mistakes are now unlikely. 

 
I hope that helps.  I should also clarify that we never ask nor allow parents to pay for 
use of the post-results service. 
 
Response 13: There has been a huge reduction in Post Results "appeals" at my 
school. There are a number of factors. 

 
Firstly, the success rate of these has fallen dramatically. We are unlikely to see a 
change in grade at all as a result of post results. 

 
Secondly, the Exceptional Circumstances during the exam period means pupils who 
are known to have potential issues have been swept up already. 
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But the cost is a major factor in deciding whether to pursue a post-results service. The 
school often suggests a very small number through PT Faculty and SQA Co-ordinator. 
Parents may also request a remark of additional pupils which leads to discussion. I 
have never seen a parental request result change. There has definitely been 
discussion of asking parents who request to pay although I am not sure whether this 
has been implemented. Equally, none of the results have gone down, which is quite 
positive. 

 
The QA approach to the marking is much more rigorous with the online system, the 
seeds and team leader sampling. It allows real time correction which does make us 
feel much more confident about the results our pupils achieve. 

 
I think there is a combination of factors in the Post-Results reduction. 
 
Response 14: Yes. The cost is not worth it and Faculty Heads will not use it unless 
they absolutely have to as it will have to be paid from somewhere and quite possibly 
from their own budget. Which isn’t substantial by any means. 
 
Responses 15 and 16: Two further responses were received that just confirmed ‘yes’ 
in answer to the question ‘In your experience has the charge attached to using the 
SQA's post results service for exams acted as a barrier?’ 
 

 


