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1. Introduction 
The Education and Skills Committee has asked the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) to 
discuss its role and performance, including reflections on the 2018-19 National Qualifications 
results. This brief paper provides some summary information in advance of the evidence session 
with SQA, to be held on 11 September 2019. 

 

2. Scottish Qualifications Authority’s role and performance 
SQA is the national accreditation and awarding body in Scotland. It is an Executive Non- 
Departmental Public Body (NDPB). The Education (Scotland) Act 1996 sets out its functions and 
the governance arrangements to oversee SQA’s distinct accreditation, regulatory and awarding 
responsibilities. Our Board of Management is appointed by and accountable to Scottish Ministers. 

 
SQA is proud to be at the heart of the education and skills system in Scotland, and is committed to 
working with partners to help learners realise their potential and achieve their ambitions. 

 
We play a crucial role in ensuring that the skills, training, and education systems in Scotland are 
effective, and have a responsibility to uphold both the accessibility and the credibility of Scotland’s 
qualifications system. In this way we support key public policy goals, such as widening 
participation, narrowing the attainment gap, and providing the people and businesses of Scotland 
with the skills that they need for the future. 

 
SQA works with many sectors of Scottish society, from schools, colleges, employers, training 
providers, and universities, to industry, professional bodies, national bodies, teaching unions and 
government. We very much value these partnerships, working towards our shared goal of 
delivering a first-class education and training experience for our learners. Our Advisory Council is 
established under the Advisory Council (Establishment) (Scotland) Regulations 2002. Members 
are appointed by Scottish Ministers and represent our various stakeholders. The Council advises 
SQA on stakeholders’ needs and views in relation to our qualifications and awards. 

 
Our Corporate Plan sets out our strategic direction and how we will monitor our performance 
against our targets. The plan also outlines the context in which we operate. SQA has many 
strengths and we use these to deliver our objectives and meet our responsibilities in public service 
delivery in Scotland. 

 
Our Annual Report and Accounts provides a review of the organisation as a whole, and of its 
activities during each financial year. SQA is supported mainly by the entry fees for its 
qualifications, supplemented by Scottish Government grant funding. We also work on contract and 
international projects that support the Scottish Government’s international agenda and generates 
additional income. 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/SQA-Corporate-Plan-2018-21.pdf
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/annual-report-accounts-17-18.pdf
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Education is a positive force for change on wider society, as well as the lives and economic 
mobility of learners. SQA has a long history of working across the world, which has many benefits, 
such as supporting the development of qualifications and qualifications frameworks in emerging 
nations, reinforcing the value of Scottish education in the global arena, encouraging shared 
learning, and promoting Scottish values. 

 
All of the associated costs of our international work are paid for by the revenue the work 
generates, with the remainder being re-invested into Scotland’s education and skills system, and 
reducing our dependency on the public purse. 

 
We are committed to providing an excellent service to our customers, and through our Customer 
Charter, we listen to and act on their feedback. We also welcome comments from our partners and 
stakeholders. 

 
One of the Education and Skills Committee’s recommendations for SQA in its 2017 report on the 
Performance and Role of Key Education and Skills Bodies, was that SQA should, “review its 
approach to engagement with teachers and is critical of its apparently poor relationship with the 
profession and its negative impact on teacher workload”. We have done much since then to 
improve our engagement and relationship with teachers and lecturers. 

 
Examples of improvements include recruiting experienced teachers as Subject Implementation 
Managers, to work with schools and colleges on their understanding of each National Qualification 
subject; streamlining our communications into one weekly newsletter; and introducing a ‘You 
said/we did’ report, following the 2018 SQA Co-ordinator school conferences – providing 
transparency of feedback collated at the events as well as information on SQA’s actions in 
response, which ranged from providing inductions for new SQA Co-ordinators, to making reports 
and resources more accessible. 

 
We continue to carry out regular user testing with teachers and lecturers to ensure our website is 
designed to help users navigate their documents and information. Subject pages on our website 
are updated as a result of the feedback we receive. Course documentation has been streamlined 
to coincide with the changes to assessment at National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher. Subject 
documents are now shorter – some by 60% – and information is easier to access. 

 
We regularly seek feedback from our customers on what they think of our products and services, 
and we use the insight to help us make improvements. Some recent examples are: 

 

• The average overall satisfaction score from our 2019 independently-run customer survey 
was 8.17 out of a possible 10, our highest yet, and an increase from 8.01 in the previous 
survey in 2017. 

• The reasons most commonly given by respondents who gave a positive score were the 
quality of service provided by SQA and, thereafter, the quality of SQA’s qualifications, the 
helpfulness and supportiveness of SQA, and SQA being a well-recognised awarding body. 

• A recent survey of website users found that, of the 634 customers who responded, 89% 
rated their experience as positive, with more than 73% describing it as good, very good or 
outstanding. 

• A recent survey of teachers, lecturers, SQA Co-ordinators and senior managers found that 
94% of respondents said they were fairly or very confident in their understanding of 
assessment standards. 

• An evaluation of a series of Understanding Standards events undertaken by SQA between 
September 2018 and March 2019, found that 96% of teachers and lecturers who 
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participated in the evaluation, said that the events were fairly or very effective in developing 
their understanding of national standards. 

• An evaluation of a series of Understanding Standards webinars held by SQA between April 
2018 and March 2019, found that 88% of teachers and lecturers who participated in the 
evaluation said they were satisfied with the webinar they participated in, and 88% said that 
the webinar content was good. 

 
SQA’s Strategic Goals set out our aims and aspirations as an organisation, and align to our values 
– trusted, enabling and progressive. We aim to make a vital contribution to the wellbeing, 
progress, and development of Scottish society as a whole, and of the individuals who form part of 
it. These objectives cover all aspects of our work, and align with and support the Scottish 
Government’s National Performance Framework. They are: 

 

• Develop and deliver high-quality qualifications, products and services for the benefit of a 
broad range of learners and of Scotland. 

• Provide leadership and expertise in a range of areas including assessment, qualification 
development and quality enhancement. 

• Support the Scottish Government’s internationalisation agenda to maximise the benefits of 
international engagement and co-operation. 

• Ensure communication and engagement between SQA and our learners, customers and 
stakeholders is appropriate, clear and timely and tailored to their needs. 

• Deliver high-quality, continually improving, efficient and responsive services to our 
customers. 

• Ensure our culture and values support the engagement and wellbeing of our staff and foster 
their commitment to the success of SQA. 

• Continue to develop SQA as a leading public body and key player in the skills, training and 
education landscape. 

• Continue to pursue a longer-term business model that would enable SQA to reduce its 
dependency on the public purse, and invest in and improve the education and skills system. 

• Independently accredit, quality assure and regulate approved awarding bodies and 
qualifications thereby safeguarding the interests of learners, employers, parents, funding 
bodies, providers and the Scottish Government. 

 

Progress towards these goals is carefully monitored. SQA uses a range of performance indicators 
to monitor performance throughout the year. Our Performance Committee supports the Board of 
Management in monitoring progress towards, and successful delivery of, our corporate objectives; 
to monitor performance of all SQA’s activities; to monitor the achievement of best value in the 
public services; and to review and support the continued development of key performance 
indicators in alignment with the Scottish Government’s National Performance Framework. 

 
We aspire to be a leading public body, by creating positive changes and making valuable 
contributions that support our staff, the people we support, our local communities, and the 
environment. We do this through a variety of activities, including volunteering, fundraising, our 
commitment to the Fair Work Framework, and reducing our carbon emissions. 

 
We aim to continually improve in all our activities. We do this by listening to the people and 
organisations who use and are affected by our products and services. We are therefore open to 
feedback, and are very willing to respond to it. 
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SQA Awarding 
There are SQA qualifications for everyone: 

 

• students in schools and colleges 

• trainees and apprentices 

• people who already have qualifications, and those who don’t 

• people who are in employment, and those who aren’t 

• those seeking academic or vocational qualifications 

 
More than ever, qualifications are an essential part of learners’ successful journey from education 
and training into further study and employment, as well as success in life, benefitting the whole of 
Scottish society. 

 
SQA also plays an important role in supporting Foundation Apprenticeships and the wider 
Developing the Young Workforce policy, and our qualifications form part of the majority of 
Scotland’s Modern Apprenticeships. 

 
A more detailed overview of SQA’s range of qualifications can be found in our Guide to Scottish 
Qualifications. 

 

To maintain the quality, flexibility, and relevance of our qualifications, we are welcoming and 
responsive to feedback from all parts of the skills, training and education system, and we research 
the impact and effectiveness of our qualifications. We also welcome initiatives from businesses, 
professional bodies, and economic sectors which wish to establish new qualifications to support 
their activities; for example, to certificate and extend the existing skills of their workforce and 
sector. 

 
SQA Accreditation 
In its accreditation role, SQA accredits vocational qualifications that are offered across Scotland, 
including Scottish Vocational Qualifications, and other licence-to-practise qualifications. SQA 
Accreditation also approves awarding bodies that wish to award them. 

 
SQA Accreditation performs a critical role within the Standards and Framework programme, where 
its remit is to quality assure National Occupational Standards (NOS), ensuring their fitness for 
purpose for inclusion in Scottish Vocational Qualifications. 

 
The accreditation function is a discrete and autonomous part of SQA, and is accountable to the 
Accreditation Committee and then to Scottish Government. The Accreditation Committee is a 
statutory committee having been established by the Education (Scotland) 1996 Act. SQA 
Accreditation has ring-fenced funding from the Scottish Government. 

 

3. National Qualifications – 2019 Results 
As the Committee will be aware, SQA publishes statistics on the attainment of qualifications in 
Scotland, including National Qualifications, and a wide range of vocational courses and awards, 
which are certificated annually in August. These statistics are available here. 

 

The Chief Examining Officer’s Report, published on 6 August, is provided at Appendix 1, and 
provides observations on the 2018-19 session. 

 
We have started publishing the Course Reports for all National Qualification subjects delivered in 
the 2018-19 session. These reports, which will be available on each subject’s webpage, provide 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Guide_to_Scottish_Qualifications.pdf
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Guide_to_Scottish_Qualifications.pdf
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/64717.html
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/45625.3728.html


5  

qualitative information on the performance of the assessment components of the course with a 
focus on areas that candidates performed well in and areas that candidates found demanding. 

 
The reports also include detailed advice and guidance on preparing candidates for future 
assessment. Information on the grade boundaries set for each course is also provided. The 
reports are intended to be constructive and informative, and to promote better understanding of 
the standards required for course assessments. 

 
The removal of units and unit assessment from Advanced Higher courses is now complete, and 
the courses are being delivered in schools and colleges. As per the published timescales, we have 
been publishing Advanced Higher coursework assessment tasks, specimen question papers and 
course support notes since the end of May. This schedule of publications will be complete at the 
end of September 2019. 

 
A list of the support materials published so far is available here. 

 

We are also providing regular updates on Twitter, Facebook and in our weekly newsletter – Centre 
News – to advise teachers and lecturers of when support materials have been published. 

 
We are running a co-ordinated programme of support to help teachers and lecturers understand 
the requirements of the revised assessments. This includes webinars, events and published 
support materials, which we have tailored to meet the needs of each subject and to reflect the 
feedback we have received from teachers and lecturers. We are also hosting events for National 
Courses at other levels, which will focus on course assessment. Full details of our Understanding 
Standards programme can be found here. 

 

4. Conclusion 
We welcome the opportunity to discuss our role and performance, and the national statistics 
further with the Committee. We remain committed to providing qualifications and awards that 
enable learners to develop the skills that they need to thrive in the future, whichever path they 
choose to take. 

 
Scottish Qualifications Authority 

 

 
September 2019 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/AdvancedHigherSupportMaterials.pdf
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/72990.html
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Appendix 1: 2019 Chief Examining Officer’s 
report 

 
 
 

2019 National Qualifications and Awards Results 
 
On 6 August 2019, the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) published the ‘Attainment Statistics 
Report (August)’ of the National Courses and Awards, taken by candidates in schools and 
colleges across the country. 

 

The ‘Attainment Statistics Report (August)’ contains attainment information across the National 
Courses (National 2 to National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher, and the Scottish Baccalaureate), 
together with Awards, Skills for Work courses, National Progression Awards, and National 
Certificates. 

 
This report reflects SQA’s observations from all the processes and procedures involved in the 
delivery of National Qualifications and Awards, and underlines our commitment to the 
maintenance of national standards over time. I would like to thank my predecessor, Dr Janet 
Brown, for leading the successful delivery of the 2018-19 session, and for her input into this report. 

 
Revisions to assessment and introduction of non-unitised courses 
In September 2016, a decision was made to remove units and unit assessments from National 5 
to Advanced Higher courses on a phased basis. Changes to National 5 took place in the 2017-18 
session, and to Higher courses in the 2018-19 session. Changes to Advanced Higher will take 
place in 2019-20. These changes are intended to have a positive impact on both candidate and 
teacher workload associated with assessment. 

 
As was the case at National 5, changes were made to the assessment approach at Higher, taking 
account of the nature of the subject and the previous approach to assessment. Changes made 
included the addition of a new question paper or coursework or revisions to an existing question 
paper or coursework. In some subjects coursework components are now being externally 
assessed by SQA. The standard of the qualifications has not changed and course content is also 
unchanged. Full details of changes to each Higher course are available on the SQA website 
(Higher Assessment Changes). 

 

In addition, Grade D has been extended for all Higher courses, from a notional 45–49% to a 
notional 40–49%. The extension of Grade D is intended to bring it in line with the range available 
at Grades B and C, and to recognise the achievement of a wider group of candidates at SCQF 
level 6. 

 
Free standing units at SCQF level 6 remained available. 

 
Experience from Session 2018-19 
Schools and colleges have greater flexibility to deliver curriculum models best suited to their local 
circumstances and the needs of individual candidates. These models provide the opportunity for 
learners to study a different mix of awards and courses at the most appropriate time for them 
during their senior phase. This has likely contributed to the changes in entries for National 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Changes_to_assessment_in_Higher_courses_from_session_2018-19.pdf


7  

Courses, vocational qualifications and wider achievement awards, over time. 
 
This year, there has been a change in the volume of entries to qualifications, including reductions 
in the numbers undertaking qualifications at SCQF levels 4, 6 and 7, and increases in numbers 
undertaking qualifications at SCQF levels 2, 3 and 5. 

 
A number of factors have an impact on the volume of entries. These include the curriculum model, 
the school roll, and a wider range of options and pathways being available to young people. 

 
The entries and attainment for National 4 reported in the statistical tables include those awarded 
through the Recognising Positive Achievement (RPA) process. SQA treat National 4 attainment 
arising through course completion and through RPA attainment as being equivalent. 

 
There has been an increase in National 4 course entries within schools and colleges (excluding 
entries arising through RPA) compared to those in 2018, by 751. National 4 awards achieved 
through RPA have decreased by 1,918. With the extension of Grade D in National 5 courses in 
2017-18, there continues to be a higher number of candidates obtaining a Grade D result (19,104 
in 2017, 34,926 in 2018 and 36,171 in 2019). These candidates are not eligible for the RPA 
National 4 course award. 

 
It is important to note that 2018-19 is the last year that the RPA process is available. From the 
2019-20 session, RPA will be removed. Candidates will only be certificated for the courses and 
any freestanding units that their school or college has entered and resulted them for, subject to 
quality assurance. 

 
There has been an increase in the attainment of wider achievement and vocational qualifications 
at SCQF levels 2 to 6. SQA qualifications are also being taken as part of Foundation 
Apprenticeships in a range of subjects, including engineering, financial services, information 
technology, and social services. 

 
Throughout the awarding process, we monitored the impact that the extension of question papers 
and changes to course assessment might have had on candidates. No significant impacts were 
identified. We will continue to monitor the impact of these changes. 

 
 

Presentation patterns – National 5 courses and units at SCQF level 5 
Scottish Government guidance to local authorities continues to advise that the dual presentation of 
candidates for both National 5 courses and free standing units at SCQF level 5 should only be 
used in exceptional circumstances. 

 
In the 2017-18 session we received a significant number of late unit entries at SCQF level 5, which 
had a major impact on our ability to undertake quality assurance. Following this, we undertook a 
post certification review of a selection of the late entries to gain an understanding of the 
robustness of the evidence used for the assessment of these units. 

 
As a result of the review findings, we have put in place a number of changes to enhance the way 
we quality assure National Qualifications. The changes are designed to support the continued 
implementation of the revisions to assessment in National Courses – ensuring standards are 
maintained across all our qualifications, including freestanding units at SCQF levels 5 and 6, and 
course units at all other SCQF levels. 
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The changes included a review of our information about submitting unit entries and results, 
including completing units and providing complete evidence for quality assurance. We provided 
additional understanding standards information for some subjects. We also introduced an 
additional deadline date (28 February 2019) for final changes to entries for freestanding units at 
SCQF levels 5 and 6. 

 
These changes have allowed us to carry out sufficient levels of quality assurance of freestanding 
unit entries and results, and at a more appropriate stage and time in the assessment process, 
before August certification. Schools and colleges have, on the whole, adhered to the new 
guidelines, and as a result we have not received a significant number of late entries for 
freestanding units at SCQF level 5. 

 
We will continue to review our approach to quality assurance to ensure the ongoing credibility of 
certification. 

 
Assessments 
Overall, the assessments have performed to standard. 

 

National 5 and Higher courses have been assessed through a mix of externally assessed 
coursework, question papers, and internally assessed course assessments, as appropriate to 
each subject. Advanced Highers were assessed through units and externally and internally 
assessed course assessments. 

 
In order to allow candidates to demonstrate breadth, depth and application of skills and 
knowledge, the course assessment for the majority of National Courses include both final exams 
and coursework. Candidates tend to perform slightly better in coursework than in their final exams 
as this work enables them some personalisation and choice in what topic they focus on, and the 
work is carried out through the school year. The final course grade is a combination of both 
coursework and exam, which gives a true picture of candidates’ ability to demonstrate their skills, 
knowledge and understanding. 

 
Coursework is carried out within schools and colleges, normally under controlled conditions. The 
conditions of assessment are clearly set out in the course specification documents, and 
compliance with these is necessary to ensure the reliability of assessment decisions across the 
country. In the revised National 5 course documents for session 2017-18 and for Higher in 2018- 
19, SQA provided further clarity upon the conditions of assessment for coursework that must be 
applied. 

 
Through the 2018-19 session, we recognise that there have been improvements in this area. We 
continue to analyse coursework and exam performance, and work with schools and colleges 
where there is a variation which is markedly different from the national pattern. This is to ensure 
equity and fairness across all candidates and all schools and colleges. 

 
As a result of the changes to the assessment of Higher courses, some coursework components 
are now being externally assessed by SQA, having previously been assessed in schools and 
colleges. This change has ensured that the national standards are applied consistently and fairly 
across all schools and colleges. 

 
It is important that candidates are well prepared in the full range of course content, as the amount 
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of course content that is sampled in the question papers, for some subjects, has increased due to 
the removal of units. Any gaps in knowledge and understanding will have an impact on individual 
attainment. 

 
Ensuring fairness of assessment is fundamental to SQA’s purpose and is the cornerstone of the 
qualifications system on which learners depend. Our approach includes preventing and 
addressing any malpractice in the design and delivery of SQA qualifications and assessments. We 
also follow up with centres where malpractice is found to support them and ensure that they are 
clear about the national conditions of assessment. 

 

We communicate our Malpractice: Information for Centres guidance document widely with centres. 
We know that the vast majority of teachers follow the published guidance, to ensure that all 
students are given the same opportunities to succeed, but unfortunately malpractice does 
occasionally happen. When we recognise that it has happened, it is necessary to raise awareness 
of the processes in place to address it. 

 
Internal assessment is still the most appropriate approach for many qualifications and for the 
learners that undertake them and they have high credibility in further and higher education and in 
the work environment. However, it is important that a robust national quality assurance approach 
is applied. 

 
Attainment 
Some variation of attainment is to be expected between subjects and over time. 

 
In 2019, there has been an increase in attainment at National 5 (78.2%, an increase of 0.7 
percentage points compared to 2018), and a decrease in attainment at Higher (74.8%, a decrease 
of 2.0 percentage points compared to 2018) and Advanced Higher (79.4%, a decrease of 1.1 
percentage points compared to 2018). 

 
During the course of the marking of each subject, feedback on the performance of candidates is 
collated and each year SQA publishes a course report on its website. These course reports 
provides commentary from the subject’s principal assessor on how the candidates have performed 
in the assessments, what worked appropriately, and areas in which future candidates could 
improve. This allows teachers and lecturers to reflect on the approaches being taken in delivering 
the courses (see example of the 2018 course report of National 5 English – Course Report 2018 
National 5 English). SQA offers a range of support for schools and colleges around understanding 
standards, which are well received by teachers and lecturers. 

 

Final remarks 
In 2018-19, there has been an increase in the numbers completing qualifications at SCQF levels 
2, 3 and 5, and a decrease at SCQF levels 4, 6 and 7. 

 
Vocational qualifications – Awards, Skills for Work courses, National Progression Awards and 
National Certificates – develop and provide evidence of specific skills that will help learners in the 
world of work and everyday life. 

 
Examples which have shown an increase include Cyber Security, Social Services: Children and 
Young People, Make-up Skills, Digital Media, Scottish Studies, and Mental Health and Wellbeing. 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/N5CourseReportEnglish2018.pdf
https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/N5CourseReportEnglish2018.pdf
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The new assessment approach for National 5 and Higher courses has worked well, and continues 
to ensure that the credibility and standards of Scotland’s qualifications remain high. 

 
High quality learning and teaching remains a fundamental component for the successful delivery 
of qualifications, to ensure candidates are well prepared across all aspects of every course they 
undertake. 

 
SQA will continue to work with teachers and lecturers, schools and colleges, to support them in 
the delivery of our qualifications for the benefit of young people across Scotland. We will identify 
any additions to our programme of continuous professional development for teachers and 
lecturers. 

 
I hope this is a helpful summary of SQA’s observations of the 2018-19 session, which will be of 
benefit to everyone involved in Scotland’s education system. 

 
 
 

Fiona Robertson 
 
Scotland’s Chief Examining Officer 


