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Dear Ms Robertson 
 
Replacement for exam diet 

 
Thank you for your response dated 21 May, which the Committee considered during its 
meeting on 5th June. Members also asked the General Secretaries of the EIS and School 
Leaders Scotland about the estimation process during the meeting in order to gain the 
perspective of teacher representatives. The Committee continues to have concerns about the 
estimation process and would wish to add to the points made in its letter dated 8 May. 

 
In relation to the appeals process the Committee is concerned that on or soon after 4th August 
there may be a large number of appeals should students, parents and teachers seek to 
challenge particular grades where they are lower than the anticipated grade. This would cause 
a capacity issue for secondary school teachers who would also be undertaking intensive 
preparations for the re-opening of schools on a phased basis the following week. In addition, 
this would generate a notable amount of work for the SQA causing the appeals process to 
take longer than usual. This, in turn, could lead to a delay in finalising grades of young people 
reliant on these grades to confirm places on university and college courses. The Committee 
would appreciate details of planning the SQA is undertaking in anticipation of the post-results 
service generating a greater level of work this year for both your organisation and schools and 
colleges. 

 
On inferred attainment, there was an emphasis in SQA’s estimation process for teachers on 
inferred attainment and taking a wholistic judgment of pupils’ achievement based on their 
experience and the evidence available. The Committee understood from the SQA that where 
the evidence may be lacking that a young person will achieve a certain level based on their 
performance before the coronavirus outbreak, but a teacher’s judgment was that they had the 
capacity to achieve a particular level, then an estimate could be based on this teacher 
judgment. Our focus groups with teachers covered this issue with a number of teachers 
suggesting that there are lots of students who ‘pull it out of the bag’ for the final exam. 
Teachers also questioned how an appeals process would work for these young people where 
the evidence did not exist to substantiate teacher judgment on the ability of these individuals. 
The most recent information released by the SQA provides some initial details on the appeals 
process. It makes clear evidence to substantiate an appeal is required. The Committee hopes 
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that the further information to be published by the SQA on the appeals process on 19 June 
will set out how the appeals process will function for those young people where teachers’ 
inferred attainment has relied more on the understanding of the pupil than tangible evidence. 

Turning to the Equalities Impact Assessment and the methodology for the estimation process, 
you will be aware that the Committee sought the perspective of the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission on the approach taken by the SQA. The response suggests that the EQIA should 
be made available when it is completed. You have indicated that the EQIA will be published 
in advance of the publication of the full methodology for the estimation process. You have also 
indicated that the methodology will not be published until results day. The EIS and School 
Leaders Scotland were asked specifically about these timescales and the relevant extracts of 
their responses are in the Annexe to this letter. Based on the evidence received from teachers, 
the EHRC and most recently teaching unions, the Committee recommends that the EQIA is 
published as soon as is practicable. The Committee also recommends that the methodology 
that the EQIA informs is published as soon as is practicable and sees no reason to wait until 
results day as you suggest. In addition to responding to these recommendations, please 
indicate in your response the dates by which the EQIA and the methodology will be finalised 
and could therefore be made publicly available. 

Lastly on this academic year, in relation to an emphasis on historical data, in your oral 
evidence you confirmed to the Committee that where estimates for this year differ from 
achieved grades in a previous year, the SQA may enter into dialogue with the relevant school 
or college to establish the basis for such a distinction. The Committee was very supportive of 
this approach and the EIS and School Leaders Scotland added their support in evidence (see 
annexe). The most recent information published by the SQA does not make mention of this 
stage of the process. The Committee would appreciate confirmation that it is the SQA’s 
intention to enter into dialogue with every school or college where a distinction in this year’s 
results from historical data needs to be explored. The Committee also seeks confirmation that 
this process will take place before grades are finalised. 

Finally, Committee members raised with the EIS and SLS the plans for assessment for the 
20/21 academic year (see the extracts of the Official Report in the annexe). The responses 
from the SLS and EIS reflect their view that there needs to be clarity now on the approach to 
be taken to assessment. The Committee supports this position and seeks insight from the 
SQA as to when the approach for the 2020/21 academic year will be announced. The 
Committee also requests details of how the SQA plans to consult, including with young people, 
on the detail of the plans for assessment in 2020/21. 

Yours sincerely 

CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200522Out_ltr_to_EHRC_with_annexe.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200522Out_ltr_to_EHRC_with_annexe.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/EHRC_response_to_Education_and_Skills_Committee_-_2_June_2020.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12623
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12623
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sqa.org.uk%2Fsqa%2F94362.html&data=02%7C01%7CRoz.Thomson%40parliament.scot%7C8c7d36170b424e39c46e08d8086a2c04%7Cd603c99ccfdd4292926800db0d0cf081%7C1%7C1%7C637268599418518417&sdata=RLLex0lVRlRW29qZLoNs%2BAFgveCwYuBqLDmLyeQmfEc%3D&reserved=0


3 

Annexe A 

Extracts from Official Report 5 June 2020 
 
 

• Dr Alasdair Allan (Na h-Eileanan an Iar) (SNP):  
My question is for Mr Flanagan, who touched on the issue of the senior phase 
and exams. The committee has heard the SQA’s take on this year’s diet of 
qualifications—we must talk about qualifications rather than about exams this 
year. It would be good to hear the teacher’s perspective, particularly on 
estimation. Has there been enough clarity and information about what is being 
asked of teachers this year? 

• Larry Flanagan:  
All the estimates are in, and I think that we are in a good place with 
accreditation. 
During the process, we received a lot of feedback on what was regarded as 
poor communication from the SQA—there have been some challenges in that 
regard. We have had a lot of dialogue with the SQA, and Jim Thewliss and I are 
on the qualifications contingency group, so I would not say that we have not 
had the necessary discussions. However, the EIS distributed to its members 
what I consider to be a more detailed explanation of what was happening than 
what the SQA put out.  
The SQA is relying on professional judgment, but, at times, it felt as though it 
was doing that only because it had no other choice. It could have embraced the 
process a bit more positively. 
I think that the estimates are quite straightforward. I was not convinced that 
ranking was a requirement. At one stage, I thought that the process was 
becoming overly complex. However, we have got through it and I know—I am 
sure that Jim Thewliss will testify to this, too—that there has been a huge effort 
on the part of secondary teachers to get it right for young people. The estimates 
have been pored over in departments and schools, with local authority 
oversight, and I think that young people can have some confidence in the 
outcome. 
The one area that is perhaps still up for discussion is the SQA’s statistical 
moderation of the estimates. We have been clear that the SQA should not allow 
a computer model to overturn professional judgment. If the statistical modelling 
throws up what appears to be a discrepancy, there should be a professional 
dialogue between the SQA and the presenting centre to find out the reasons for 
it and, hopefully, an agreed outcome should emerge from that. If, come August, 
a significant number of schools are seeing their estimates overturned, that will 
generate a raft of appeals. If that happens on a significant scale, it will 
undermine the process, so it is critically important that that professional 
dialogue takes place between now, when the estimates are in, and 4 August—
I think—when they are published, so that people can be confident that the 
published results are a fair reflection of what students have achieved on the 
back of the year’s study 
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• Jim Thewliss:  
The process around the estimates during the eight to nine weeks since the 
decision was made to take the exams out of the system has revealed how 
robust the assessment system in schools is. We are moving with a degree of 
confidence about the professional judgment that teachers have shown in 
relation to young people’s achievement and how that will be reflected in the 
awards and the grades come August. 
The point about communication is well made. Like the EIS, we had to spend 
time reflecting on the SQA’s communications in order to inform colleagues 
exactly what they meant in terms of what was going to happen in their schools. 
Being on the qualifications contingency group and transmitting that information 
into it has been fine. The group has proceeded in a positive way—to give credit 
where credit is due, the SQA’s response to the criticism about its 
communications has been a good one. 
 
Larry Flanagan made a critical point about what we are seeing in relation to 
professional judgment and how schools have conducted their way through the 
process. Communication means dialogue. It does not mean the passing on of 
information relating to something that is conducted against a statistical model. 
It is important to conduct a dialogue and progress that discussion in the context 
of the teacher’s understanding of the child’s learning, and then, if grades are to 
be adjusted, to look at it in that way. The time is available to do that, and it would 
be time well spent. 
If we do not do that and we have a plethora of appeals, all that that will do is 
distract from the work that teachers will need to be doing in August, because it 
will be teachers who deal with the appeals process. If we take the time to do 
the aforesaid, the system will be able to progress with confidence and 
understanding that what the teachers said reflects their professional judgment 
in a sustainable way. 

• Dr Allan:  
Can I take it from what you have just said that you anticipate an increased 
number of appeals this year? 

• Jim Thewliss:  
I do not know whether I am clever enough to answer that question. There is 
potential for that if we do not get it right between now and August. Larry 
Flanagan and I have said that, if the SQA has an issue with the estimates that 
teachers have placed, the SQA should start to talk to us about it. It should not 
just apply a modelling exercise and take it forward from there; it should talk to 
us now. 

• Dr Allan:  
In the interest of time, I will make that my final question. 

• The Convener:  
Thank you, Dr Allan. I appreciate that, and I appreciate everyone bearing with 
the committee today. Mr Greer is next. 

• Ross Greer (West Scotland) (Green):  
I will stick with the theme of this year’s alternative to the exam diet. I have a 
couple of questions on the process. 
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You might be aware that the Equality and Human Rights Commission has 
raised some concerns about whether the SQA is meeting its legal duties under 
the Equality Act 2010. The SQA has committed to the committee that it will 
conduct and publish an equality impact assessment, but it has not committed 
to when it will publish that, and it has confirmed to us that it will not publish the 
methodology for its moderation system until the results are released, in August. 
If you will forgive me, I will roll several questions into one for the sake of time. 
Has the SQA shared with you enough information about what it is doing on 
equalities for you to be confident that it has followed the right process? Do you 
have any views on when its equality impact assessment should be published? 
Do you agree with its withholding the methodology for its moderation system 
until after the results are issued? 

• Larry Flanagan:  
It has not really shared the detail of the statistical modelling, but I have been an 
SQA examiner—Jim Thewliss may have been one as well—and it does not take 
much to work out what the modelling is going to be. The issue is to do with the 
weightings within that. Ranking used to be a familiar part of the estimates 
process. It was there to avoid unnecessary appeals, because it corrected things 
in advance. 
I am quite happy for the SQA to share the detail, although I am not sure that it 
will cast much light. The bigger issue is how it applies that, because the equity 
issue that has come up the most in the discussions is that students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to be at the borders or thresholds 
of some of the grade passes. 
If the SQA uses its statistical modelling to create a grade boundary—even 
though there have been no exams—the young people who will be most 
disadvantaged will be those who just miss out on the grade boundary. Our 
argument is that grade boundaries cannot be established on the basis of 
statistical modelling. If the estimates in a particular school or a particular 
department appear to be stronger or weaker than the modelling would have 
suggested, the SQA needs to speak to that school or department to find out 
whether there are reasons for that. There might well be reasons for that. For 
example, it might be the case that, last year, it did not have two maths teachers, 
whereas, this year, it has had two maths teachers, so the course has been 
delivered more effectively. 
I come back to the point that we avoid inequity being built into the system by 
making sure that a professional dialogue takes place before the results are 
finalised. I am concerned that, if such a dialogue does not take place, the 
modelling will disadvantage some young people. We know from our working 
knowledge of the situation that the students who will be on the threshold will 
include a significant number of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
There is concern about that, but there is a solution, which is to make sure that 
a professional dialogue takes place. 
I am not sure why the SQA is not willing to explain the mechanics of its 
modelling. We will not see the result of its modelling until the results are 
released, but if SAGE—the scientific advisory group for emergencies—can 
explain how it gets to the R number, I am pretty sure that the SQA can explain 
how its modelling works. I, along with most of the profession, would be happy 
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to see that published. We told the SQA that the more people understand the 
process, the more chance there is of its being effective, so I am not totally on 
board with the SQA’s reluctance to share that information. 

• Ross Greer:  
I would like to follow up on a specific point with Mr Flanagan before we get a 
broader response from Mr Thewliss. 
You mentioned that the weightings are the key part of the methodology that is 
unknown. Do you have any understanding of the relative weighting that is being 
given to, for example, the rankings, in relation to which the issue of false 
precision has been raised, or the use of school-level historical data? Has the 
SQA communicated to you the relative weighting that will be given to such data 
sources? 

• Larry Flanagan:  
The short answer is no. We know that those data sources are all part of the mix, 
but we do not know what the balance is. 
I might have misled you by using the term “weightings”. I think that we are 
talking about iterations of a process rather than specific weightings but, again, 
I am guessing, because the SQA has not shared that with any of us. 

• Jim Thewliss:  
I want to emphasise a few points that Larry Flanagan has made. The SQA 
has not shared a great deal with us. We have been in the game for a long 
time, and it is reasonable for us to be able to work out what it is doing, so I 
cannot understand why the SQA is not prepared to share details of the 
process. I do not think that it would do the SQA or the system any harm if it 
were to do that. 
I will turn to the issue of young people who find themselves on the cusp between 
grades. Going back to the discussion about teacher estimates, the notion of 
inferred attainment and the knowledge that teachers have of young people and 
of how they learn and progress through their learning was raised as something 
that schools should use in putting together their estimates. It seems a wee bit 
strange to say at the beginning of the process that inferred attainment is 
something that schools should be looking at and then to apply a statistical 
model at the end of the process, because those things seem to run counter to 
each other. 
That is why there is the notion of using inferred attainment at the start and, if 
there is an issue at the end of the process in relation to the grade, having a 
conversation at that point so that the explanation of what inferred attainment 
has meant in relation to a candidate will become clear and sustainable—or 
unsustainable. That gives a certain logic to why the grade that the person has 
got is the right grade rather than the grade that the school estimated, and it 
enables people to understand that. That process is open, transparent and 
understandable, and it enables the school to explain what has happened. 

• Ross Greer:  
My final question is about next year’s exams. I believe that the EIS has 
already called for continuous assessment rather than end-of-year exams to be 
used for national 5 and highers, in particular, because of the impact that 
blended learning will have, which we discussed earlier, and because of the 
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uncertainty about whether a second wave of the virus might result in end-of-
year exams being cancelled again. 
Given that the SQA has said that it intends to run exams as normal next year, 
what do you believe the consequences will be, particularly for the attainment 
gap, of running a normal exam diet in 2021 after an unpredictable period of 
blended learning leading up to it? 

• Larry Flanagan:  
I think that the SQA has said that it is planning for the diet. That is a kind of 
holding position, because it would be planning for the diet in the normal 
course of things. I think that it is still awaiting a decision about what is going to 
happen. 
You touch on an important issue. If a course takes 120 hours to teach—that is, 
160 hours minus 40 hours of consolidation—and you know that pupils are not 
going to get that amount of teaching, is it fair to present them with an exam that 
is based on 120 hours of learning? 
The only way that schools can deliver 120 hours of learning for those pupils is 
by keeping the pupils in the first three years of secondary school at home for a 
year. We might be able to prioritise a little bit, but we are up against it in terms 
of the time that is available. At the moment, the discussion is centring on how 
we can reconcile those two irreconcilable objectives. 
Without breaching the confidence of the discussions, I can say that the SQA is 
saying that the best way of maintaining the integrity of its current system is to 
maintain the current arrangements, whereas others are saying that, because 
they cannot deliver the teaching and learning for those arrangements, 
something will have to change. 
There is discussion about the possibility that unit accreditation could be used 
for secondary 4 pupils and that there could be an exit qualification. That would 
create 10 to 12 weeks of additional teaching time for pupils in S4, 90 per cent 
of whom go into S5 anyway. Most of those who leave school go into college 
apprenticeships, and the unit accreditation would articulate with that. The EIS 
is advocating that approach, but it still leaves a challenge with regard to the 
pupils who are leaving after S5 and S6. 
I do not think that it is good enough just to hope that physical distancing will 
ease off at some time so that we will get some more teaching time. I think that 
we must plan for the worst, which could involve disruption to teaching and 
learning. This year, the examination diet was cancelled at the end of the 
courses, so the courses had been delivered. However, if we had to have a 
school lockdown in January, we would lose teaching time. We must have 
something that assures the reliability of the accreditation, and the use of 
professional judgment is a key fallback in that regard. The debate is about 
whether to work towards a diet or to have a continuous assessment approach. 
A decision on the approach must be made quite soon, because pupils are 
already in senior-phase classes and teachers are delivering coursework that is 
based on the existing courses. We do not want to waste time. We need to know 
what is happening so that we can plan for next year. 
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• Jim Thewliss:  
My views on the issue are exactly the same as Larry Flanagan’s. It is 
reasonable to expect an organisation such as the SQA to have a plan for the 
future. Given that none of us knows what the future is or exactly what will 
happen in August, when young people go back to school, the decision must 
be made quickly. If it is made quickly, that will allow the system that is put in 
place to start working to support young people to get the best from it. 
This year, we were fortunate in that, when we decided to pull the exam diet, 
most of the work had been done. We would want to be in that position again. If 
we plan for a future in which young people, their parents and the schools 
understand what will happen in that year in school life, we will be in a much 
better position to support all young people in the system. Ross Greer’s point 
about the attainment gap was well made. We support everyone in the system if 
there is certainty; we put everyone in the system at a disadvantage if there is 
uncertainty. 

• The Convener:  
The next question is from Mr Greene. [Interruption.] Can we have Mr Greene’s 
microphone on, please? 

• Jamie Greene:  
Thank you—I was waiting patiently for the microphone. 
The discussion has been interesting, and it is a shame that we are running out 
of time. I have a question about something that jumped out at me in what has 
just been said. Larry Flanagan said that it would be better if, when the SQA is 
moderating grades—in some cases, that will be downwards—instead of doing 
that and then relying on the appeals process, it contacted schools and teachers 
to get some rationale for the grades. The SQA might then not have to mark 
down, which would perhaps reduce the number of appeals. That sounds like a 
sensible suggestion. 
The bigger point is that, when the grades come out, on 4 August, a huge number 
of people might want to appeal, and it is teachers and schools that will have to 
pull together the evidence for those appeals. This week, the SQA has reiterated 
that it will not accept appeals unless there is evidence to support them. It is 
teachers who will have to pull that evidence together, and that will be a week 
before the schools are to reopen. How on earth will teachers put together that 
evidence when they are supposed to be planning for the reopening of schools? 
It seems to me that there is a huge timing clash. Do you have any views on 
that? 

• Larry Flanagan:  
On the first point, Jim Thewliss and I are advocating that, if the statistical 
modelling throws up results that are too positive or too negative, there should 
be a dialogue with the school to try to reach agreement on that. Having an 
understanding on that might avoid a raft of appeals from schools. 
When we get to the appeals process, schools will submit the evidence on which 
they made the judgment in the first place. The difficulty is that the SQA is saying 
that it will consider only the evidence, whereas, in the estimates process, it said 
that progression could be inferred from classroom observation. The estimates 
are therefore based on more than just the physical evidence that will end up in 
the appeals. If the number of appeals is beyond the normal range, processing 
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them will become a huge issue for secondary schools, particularly if some of 
the appeals are for students who are moving to university, who need results, 
and so will have to be prioritised. 
We should manage the system on the basis of professional dialogue, which has 
been the basis so far. Schools have had professional dialogue on the estimates, 
and that has involved more than just individual teachers—the process has been 
led by principal teachers, and there have been discussions with senior 
management teams and local authorities. The whole process has already been 
moderated by professional dialogue, and the SQA should continue that 
approach in order to minimise the potential for appeals, come August. 

• The Convener:  
Mr Thewliss, I know that you have partly answered that question in your 
previous answers. Do you have anything to add? 

• Jim Thewliss:  
I cannot disagree with what has been said, but I have one point to add to it. No 
one really knows what life will be like, come 4 August, in relation to getting 
people into school and how we will physically start to get evidence to produce 
appeals. That is another wee issue to add to the discussion. 
We are talking about pre-empting a challenge before it becomes a challenge. If 
we continue the process of professional dialogue on teacher estimates that has 
been conducted all the way through the system, we will have a chance of giving 
the system credibility. If that is not done, it will be taken the other way. 
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