
Rachael Hatfield SQA: Where’s Our Say 

Dear Education and Skills Committee members, 

I am writing to you today to ask that you continue to ensure that child rights stays at 
the forefront of your minds as you discuss and debate the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority (SQA) examinations of 2021. We have seen, during the aftermath of the 
2020 examination diet, a number of clear contradictions between the SQA and the 
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. The most notable has been where 
disagreements have been made regarding the appeals process. The Cabinet 
Secretary told you, as the Education and Skills Committee that ‘if a case can be put 
together that assess that came from of prejudice, disadvantage or discrimination was 
experienced by a young person, that can be subject of an appeal.’ This is simply not 
the case in practice, mainly because a student can not appeal to the SQA without 
going via their learning center. For reference, I would encourage you to read the 
following article by myself and Dr Tracy Kirk for TES Scotland after John Swinney’s 
previous evidence session to this committee: https://www.tes.com/news/give-
students-harmed-2020-SQA-exam-results-right-redress 

It is important to note that the Priestly Review states that young people who were 
disadvantaged are ‘small numbers’ who ‘created a great deal of controversy’. I hope 
that this statement can be used to highlight to the SQA that a direct route of appeal 
would not open the flood gates to thousands of appeals, but would give our most 
disadvantaged students the chance to use their right to challenge a decision they 
deem to be unfair. This is an issue we can’t bring into any future year, especially if 
we wish Scotland to be seen as a leader in respecting and upholding the rights of 
children and young people through incorporating the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child into Scots law. We can’t have another year where students 
are left in the dark, where processes are only made clear when there is no chance 
for redress or changes can no longer be made. The root of the situation can go 
directly to the fundamental right of education. This is simply not just attending school 
or college and sitting some exams or internal examinations. It also covers how a 
student continues learning during periods of self-isolation, or what a student does if 
they do not have digital connectivity at home. The SQA processes neglect to take 
these circumstances into account. As I wrote previously to the committee, the SQA 
doesn’t currently consider a young person’s holistic situation meaning young carers, 
care experienced young people, those from deprived areas, or additional support 
needs students are placed at an automatic disadvantage in comparisons to their 
peers. For reference, please take time to read this article for TES Scotland by myself 
and Dr Tracy Kirk; https://www.tes.com/news/sqa-appeals-no-student-should-be-
disadvantaged 

The Priestley review is most welcome, especially it’s meaningful engagement with 
young people who were affected during the recent academic year. I also welcome 
the addition of Liam Fowley MSYP to the Education Recovery Group, however, we 
would go further to ask that the group considers gaining a young person who is 
currently in secondary education or who has recently been affected by the events of 
the 2020  system. This is down to the fact a current or recent student would be able 



to direct the workings of the group in a way in which no other advocate could. It is 
also worth noting that to truly understand the feelings of students, consultation must 
come from more than organisation or group of young people, if not, the risk of 
tokenistic activity becomes alarmingly apparent.  

Currently, the only meaningful piece of engagement with young people that I have 
witnessed came from Professor Priestley and the focus groups related to his review. 
I ask the committee to consider going directly to the students of Scotland. As part of 
my work with ‘SQA: Where’s Our Say, I have spoken with young people who are not 
represented by any youth voice platform who would be willing to speak to the 
committee members and the cabinet secretary to show the stories and lives behind 
the statistics.  Going forward, the Scottish Government and the SQA must prove they 
recognise the importance of the rights young people have, and the roles they, as 
corporate bodies, have in supporting to upholding these rights. 

To conclude, I ask that you don’t forget the trials faced by the cohort of 2020 and 
how none of us wish to see a repeat of that again, but without a system which is 
rights-based, I fear we may not sort many of the issues highlighted over the last few 
months. Now is the time to show this year’s students that they matter and that you 
are truly listening to their voices, Now is the time to protect the rights of children and 
young people. 

With Kindest regards, 

Rachael Hatfield 

SQA: Where’s Our Say 

 

 


