
Education and Skills Committee 
Focus Group Notes 

27th  and 28th April 2020 

Focus Group 1 – MSPs present: Jamie Greene MSP (chair), Rona Mackay MSP 

 
Communication 
 
1. One teacher felt the initial information issued from the SQA was 

reasonable but conservative in the amount of information shared. Most of 
the teachers then suggested it had been too slow. The example was given 
of the time taken for an announcement that students should not return to 
school to complete coursework was cited. The Cabinet Secretary made 
the announcement on the Sunday while teachers were preparing for 
thousands of higher students to return to school the following day. 
Information from the SQA then issued on the Tuesday. A number of 
teachers mentioned this time delay and the anxiety created by it for pupils 
and teachers, with one suggesting the situation reflected a ‘failure of 
leadership’ by the SQA.  

 
2. Suggestion was from a number of teachers that the usual approach has 

been used where SQA information is issued through whole schools by 
SQA co-ordinators is perhaps not the correct model for getting information 
out to all and fast. The term ‘business as usual’ was used by a number of 
teachers in relation to the SQA’s approach to sharing information. 

 
3. More subject specific information was requested by a number of the 

teachers. It was also suggested that given the role of teachers this year as 
both teachers and assessors then the communications needed to place 
them more at the heart of the process than usual by the SQA. It was 
suggested that part of good leadership would be being responsive to 
questions of clarification direct from teachers and young people would be 
beneficial, that the current system requires more than a top down 
approach to disseminating information. It was suggested that teachers 
need to be partners in the process in the coming months. This could 
include being consulted more by the SQA on future models that can 
respond to school closures in future academic years. 

 
Producing grade estimates 
 
4. The inability to access schools to get information including coursework to 

estimate grades was raised a number of times. One teacher suggested 
had the advice been on the Friday that schools would not reopen for 
senior pupils to complete work, this would have allowed teachers the 
chance to gather this evidence before the schools closed. One teacher 
suggested their school was reopening for 4 hours in the coming days to 
allow access for teachers. 

 



5. Ranking students was raised as an issue, one teacher asking why they 
need to rank their children implies no two students get the exact same 
grade. One teacher suggested lots of pupils or parents of pupils who are 
worried they will be given a fail are seeking to withdraw from the exam. 
They asked what effect this will have if there is an averaging exercise 
undertaken by the SQA with all the estimated grades. When polled by the 
chair on whether the refined banding was sufficiently easy to understand 
to enable teachers to estimate grades the group responded that this was 
not the case. When asked through a poll whether they were confident the 
estimates provided to the SQA would be reflected in the final results 
issues most teachers were not confident. One teacher suggested they 
were more confident but the challenge is giving the student you knew 
would ‘pull it out of the bag’ the right grade. They suggested the majority of 
students would get the appropriate grade but some would be ‘hard done 
by’. 

 
6. The meaning of ‘inferred attainment’ was discussed, and there was 

uncertainty of how moderation by the SQA would work in practice using a 
distribution curve. 

 
Appeals 
 
7. Questions were raised about what evidence would be used to assess 

appeals. All of the teachers, when asked, agreed they needed more 
information on the appeals process as a matter of urgency. For example 
one person asked how will the appeals process work if much of the 
estimate is based on teacher judgment? What information will the SQA 
request from teachers when appeals are made? 

 
8. One teacher suggested preliminary grades are not necessarily a reflection 

of a student’s ability, as the student would prepare far more towards the 
end of the year for the final exam. Teacher judgment would suggest that 
student will do well in an exam but if the evidence is not there to reflect 
that then to what extent can the teacher use their judgment? A number of 
teachers raised similar issues and suggested there were numerous 
students in this category. 

 
9. One teacher suggested the move to the current post-results service had 

led to less evidence being gathered on students than before and a 
consequence of this is that teachers have less evidence to reflect their 
estimates or to base their estimates on. It was suggested that ‘diluting 
down the rigour of estimating pupils’ made assessing students, to within 1 
to 2% of each other, this year was challenging. It was suggested this was 
an issue where exams were ‘high stakes’ ie a large proportion of the grade 
is the final exam (Higher English is 70% final exam). 

 
10. A number of teachers suggested parents wanted to see the predicted 

grades that teachers suggest to the SQA.  
 
Electronic working 



 
11. In terms of future practices, one teacher suggested moving to schools 

submitting coursework to the SQA electronically as that would reduce 
issue of evidence being in schools that teachers cannot access or being 
with the SQA in hard copy when the teachers could benefit from being 
able to refer to it for evidencing estimates. There was a lot of support 
across the group for this suggestion. 

 
Autumn exams / changes to school patterns 
 
12. When asked of the possibility if an autumn exam a number of teachers 

were unsure that would be possible or if there was time available. One 
supported the idea for those who are unhappy with their grade, as is the 
approach in England. They suggested the exam papers are ready to be 
used. 

 
13. When asked about changing term times and holiday periods one teacher 

suggested making such changes would be very challenging to navigate, 
for example working time agreements would need to be renegotiated. 
They suggested there would be value in study support classes, which 
were variable in provision at present and often run on teacher goodwill, 
could be provided within a national framework.  

 
Equality 
 
14. A member asked about the impact of this year’s system on different 

cohorts of young people. One teacher suggested the advice from their 
senior management team and parental pressure was ‘all upwards’. If 
estimates are inflated the then the SQA would most likely reduce grades 
using the ‘curve’ and this, the teacher felt, would disadvantage those 
students that were genuinely performing to a very high standard. 

 
15. One teacher suggested they were getting lots of evidence from private 

tutors provided through parents, with parents suggesting this evidence 
should be taken into account. Another teacher suggested in small schools 
and communities where teachers know all the parents the pressure is 
more pronounced. In the highlands there are lots of schools where there is 
one teacher for one subject so the pressure is on one individual. It was 
suggested big schools have more students to assess so more work for 
teachers, but they also tended to have much more data to call upon.  

 
16. Concern was expressed for vulnerable young people and a number of 

teachers suggested teacher judgment would be very important in relation 
to these young people as teachers know their students well. One teacher 
suggested it would be ‘invaluable’ to go with ‘gut feeling’ for those young 
people. 

 
17. Concern was also expressed for students studying Nat 3 and Nat 4. One 

teacher suggested there has been a lack of focus and information on 



those students. Another suggested they had been advised to pass them 
all, which would impact on the integrity of Nat 4. 

 
 
Funding 
 
18. A teacher that is usually also an examiner for the SQA suggested in a 

normal year large groups of teachers meet in relation to the exam diet. 
This would involve hotel costs and other expenses. These teachers would 
also be paid, for example as markers. They understood the SQA charges 
for completing courses, in the absence of exams, remains the same this 
year. The suggestion was made that this funding could usefully be 
redirected into school budgets this year. 

 
Other issues 
 
Online learning 
 
19. EIS was praised by a number of teachers for supporting teachers including 

in relation to support for online learning.  
 
Education Scotland 
 
20. Education Scotland was criticised by two of the teachers, with one 

suggesting that the Cabinet Secretary has said Education Scotland is 
working to support schools but they were unaware of what direct role 
Education Scotland were playing with schools at present. All teachers 
responded ‘no’ to a poll on whether Education Scotland is supporting 
schools during this process. It was suggested peer to peer support and 
subject specialism support would be valuable from Education Scotland. 

 

Focus Group 2 – MSPs present: Iain Gray MSP (chair), Alasdair Allan MSP 

 
Communication 
 
21. A number of teachers suggested that the SQA communication levels had 

been reasonable given the circumstances. There was a suggestion the 
‘trickle down’ approach to disseminating information was not working well 
and was not the most effective approach to the current challenges. It relies 
on all levels of the process passing on information quickly. It was 
suggested by another teacher that the SQA need wider distribution and 
the details of the SQA academy needs to be distributed. 

 
Producing grade estimates 
 
22. Issue of evidence for estimates being held in the schools at present and 

teachers cannot access it was raised. One teacher suggested gaining 



access to the coursework they had already sent to the SQA before exams 
were cancelled would also be useful. 

 
23. One teacher suggested there was a conflict between the evidence of an 

estimate they could offer and their judgment of what a student would 
achieve in the final exam and it was unclear what emphasis should be 
placed in teacher judgment and what emphasis should be on evidence. 
There was support for the SQA’s decision to accept evidence from after 20 
March but to be mindful of the evidence. 

 
24. Challenges for probationers working alone were highlighted, it was 

suggested thee individuals feel exposed in the current process but that if 
you are an experienced teacher there is less of a challenge. A teacher 
suggested the level of experience of the teacher could impact on the 
accuracy of estimates. Another situation highlighted was where a teacher 
had been off work for a long period of absence and so had little evidence 
to base estimates upon. Another teacher suggested an influencing factor 
on estimates is when the department carries out an assessment of 
performance, will evidence come from earlier in the academic year for 
some students than for others?  

 
25. On previous years’ performance being taken into account, one teacher 

said their attainment at their school had notable improved this year due to 
the leadership of a new headteacher and this will not be reflected if 
importance is placed on previous performance. Another example from 
another teacher was a small school where groups of ten students in the 
past three years were not academic but this year their group of ten is 
academic and performing to a high standard. The teacher asked how the 
ability of the students is taken into account when looking at performance in 
previous years. A further influencing factor was changes to the curriculum. 
One teacher explained that in the previous three years new qualifications 
had been rolled out and it had taken teachers time to adapt, and structures 
had also changed (their school has moved from 6 highers to 5). These 
changes have impacted on previous years’ performance. 

 
26. One teacher suggested the proposed approach to estimation was 

‘conflating precision with accuracy’, by deciding to narrow down into fine 
bands. This is a higher level of accuracy than has been asked of teachers 
in the past. The teacher considered this approach could generate accurate 
averages but that it was the impact on the individuals they were concerned 
about. For example, where someone in previous years is estimated a low 
score but achieved a high grade in the exam in practice. The emphasis on 
statistical data this year does not allow for this situation. 

 
27. One teacher suggested they would be interested to know from the SQA 

the percentage accuracy of teacher judgment for past academic years. 
One teacher questioned how the curve approach being taken by the SQA 
would work this year when in previous years adjustments had been made 
to reflect the difficulty of the exam itself.  

 



Student experience 
 
28. The chair asked how the teachers felt the students were coping with the 

current situation and what support was being offered. Teachers suggested 
there was anxiety, with one teacher saying how devastated students were 
in their school when it was announced exams were cancelled. Many 
students are concerned their attainment won’t be as high based on 
estimates. One teacher said students were saying how much harder they 
were going to work for the final exam. Another teacher suggested if the 
system allows teachers to base estimates on their judgement, factoring in 
the work towards an exam, then estimates would be higher than basing 
them on evidence.  

 
Appeals 
 
29. One teacher asked whether the rank order list would be made available to 

pupils when appeals are made? Another teacher suggested teachers were 
not being expected to rank order in exactly that way. The chair suggested 
there was an incredible degree of precision required and a number of 
teachers agreed with that suggestion. 

 
30. On contact with parents, one teacher suggested they had been advised to 

re-route contact in relation to estimates to the local authority where they 
will be treated as FOI requests. That teacher had shared estimates with 
pupils in the past but would be nervous about doing so now. Another 
teacher said their headteacher had said to direct all enquiries for estimates 
from parents to the HT. The HT did not want to share estimates but did not 
want to generate FOI requests. Most of the teachers suggested they would 
share their estimates with parents, one suggested they had not been 
advised how to approach the situation. 

 
National 3, 4 and 5 
 
31. A teacher explained their concern for those students who did not finish 

units for national grades and suggested they were not aware of any advice 
being issued to reassure those students. 

 

Focus Group 3 – MSPs present: Clare Adamson MSP (chair), Daniel Johnson 

MSP, Gail Ross MSP 

 
Communication  
 
32. Several teachers said there had been an improvement in communications 

recently, although initially the picture was more mixed. Concerns about the 
initial communications included that it took too long for communications to 
come out and that there was inconsistency between different local 
authorities.  One teacher described the initial communications as 
‘lacklustre’.  



 
33. It was felt that problems with early communications caused undue worry 

for staff parents and students. One teacher suggested that it would have 
been better to contact people and give a timescale for when substantive 
communication would be provided, rather than rush to try and answer 
questions with limited success.  

 
34.  Other teachers felt that it was too early to properly asses how effective the 

initial communications and support had been. In particular, there was a 
suggestion that it was only once teachers had a chance to see the training 
on grade estimates that it would be possible to assess how effective 
communication and support to teachers had been.  

 
Producing grade estimates 
 

35. A key concern raised by multiple teachers was students asking for their 
estimated grades, especially where the estimate could make a difference 
between getting a university place or not. Both teachers and students were 
feeling pressure over grade estimates. A number of teachers had been told 
to avoid giving students their grade estimates for legal reasons, although 
one teacher had only been given such advice on the day of the focus 
group, leaving a significant period where they had not been given clear 
guidance. Some teachers raised the issue whether students could make 
FOI request for grades. Some teachers also reported pressure as a result 
of knowing students needed particular grades, although they were 
confident that grade predictions would still be robust.  

 
36. A number of teachers raised subject or curriculum specific issues when it 

came to producing estimated grades. In technology subjects, for example, 
where grades would usually be based on finished projects, existing projects 
were not accessible because they were in school buildings or with students 
and it wasn’t necessarily suitable to set new projects, both because of the 
difficulty of verifying who had done the work and because not all students 
would have the facility and resources to work on these at home. Some 
subjects had unit assessments at Higher level while others did not. Maths 
did not have any coursework assessment so the task for maths teachers 
when it came to producing estimated grade was different from that for 
teachers of other subjects.  

 
37. One teacher pointed to the different experience of estimating grades for 

one of their subjects, where they were one of a number of teachers in the 
school who could work together to discuss grades and share views and 
another subject where they were the only teacher in the school and had 
had to work without support or input from colleagues, which increase the 
pressure on them as a teacher.  

 
Use of evidence and supporting material for estimated grades 
 



38. One teacher said that they were disappointed that materials that had 
already been submitted weren’t being used and that old NABs which could 
have been used to help produce a grade estimate weren’t available.  

 
39. Most of the teachers expressed concern about the impact of yearly 

variation between cohorts on grades. There were examples of both 
cohorts that were significantly exceeding the previous year’s cohort and 
cohorts who were not at the same level. The teachers were concerned 
about how the SQA would handle this variation when looking at estimated 
grades and whether students would be advantaged/disadvantaged by the 
results of previous cohorts.  

 
40. Some teachers were concerned about what could be used as evidence to 

support estimated grades, especially if these varied from preliminary 
results. Teachers were being told not to set additional tasks to use for 
assessment now because they couldn’t be verified but it was unclear what 
evidence they could use to support higher or lower grades for students 
where they expected a variation between final and preliminary results. One 
teacher was concerned that they had been told by an SQA coordinator 
that any evidence from after 20 March would be questioned as it wouldn’t 
have taken place under exam conditions.  

 
41. There was also some concern that the final grade should reflect what 

students would have achieved by the end of the year but that SQA 
documentation said to base the grade on work across  the year. This was 
not a natural way to asses learning and was not what exams do . 

 
Banding and ranking students 
 
42. There was a clear difference in how the teachers felt about banding 

students and about ranking them. Banding was seen as a useful tool, if not 
an exact science, and something that teachers were used to doing. 

 
43. Ranking students individually was something that many of the participants 

found unacceptable. As well as the arguments that it would go against 
both the principals of the Curriculum for Excellence and the ethics of 
teaching, there was also concern about how it could be achieved 
practically- for example where a subject was taught by a number of 
teachers in a school how could teachers rank students they had no 
experience of teaching or how could disagreements between teachers 
within the same subject about their own students be resolved.  

 
Appeals 
 
44. One of the main concerns raised during the focus group was about how 

appeals would be handled when the appeal was against the SQA lowering 
an estimated mark provided by a teacher.  

 



45. The focus group participants were clear that the SQA should respect the 
professional views of teachers when it came to assessing pupils and that 
in the majority of cases the estimated grade should stand. 

 
46. Teachers were also concerned about what evidence would be requested 

to support appeals. Given the work that teachers would be doing to 
produce the original grade estimate what else could be provided in the 
case of an appeal over the SQA lowering a grade.  

Equality 
 
47. Several teachers expressed concerns abut the impact on equality for 

students in current exam years and students who would be taking exams 
next year.  

 
48. For current students, teachers were concerned that access to equipment 

and study space was having an impact on how much work could be done 
and therefore how much evidence there was of current performance.  

 
49. Teachers were also concerned that it was much more difficult to introduce 

new topics rather than build on existing learning, which meant that 
students going into an exam year next year could find their learning 
severely disrupted. Not all schools would be able to make up for this once 
pupils were able to return and this would be felt most in schools where 
students were less able to work remotely.  

 
50. One teacher pointed out that to try and keep students engaged they took a 

daily registration but of almost 700 students only about half registered. 
They were aware of lots of EAL pupils who face barriers to online learning 
but council support for EAL students in their area was now being covered 
by 4 people rather than the usual 10.  

 
51. Another teacher said that their school had a group of the most vulnerable 

young people who are removed from mainstream classes and are given 
PEF-funded additional support and had been having staff provide support 
these individuals this was only 20 of the most vulnerable out of 900 total 
pupils, 45% percent of which are in SIMD. 

 
  

 


