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Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland 
 
Education and Skills Committee 
SQA Exam diet 2020 and the Priestley Review 
Submission of the Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland 

We provide this submission to inform the Committee’s meeting on 11th November 
2020 where it will take evidence from Professor Mark Priestley on his Rapid Review 
of National Qualifications experience 20201 and from the Cabinet Secretary for 
Education and Skills.  We would also like to provide an update on our own work in 
relation to the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) exam diet.  We refer the 
Committee to our earlier evidence and submissions dated 28th April2 and 10 
September 20203 and to our response to Professor Priestley’s review4 which 
expressed our concerns about the human rights implications for the students who 
were affected by these decisions, measures and processes put in place by the State.  

We support the recommendations made in Professor Priestley’s report, in particular 
those recommendations which call for greater respect for the rights of children and 
young people, and call on the Cabinet Secretary to ensure that the SQA, local 
authorities and schools fully implement all recommendations.   

Since April 2020, we have been contacted by children, young people, parents, 
carers, teachers and advocates requesting advice and guidance on their human 
rights following the decisions taken to cancel the 2020 exam diet by the Scottish 
Government, and the alternative certification model (ACM) established by the SQA. 

We supported young people to express their views and exercise their rights to 
peaceful protest and to meaningfully engage with officials and decision-makers in 
calling for their voices to be heard, their views to be properly taken into account, and 
for their rights to be respected, protected and fulfilled.   

Right to remedy – SQA exams 

For most young people in Scotland, the Deputy First Minister’s direction to SQA, on  
11th August 2020, (to amend final grades and revert to Centres’ estimates only 
where these were higher than SQA grades) ensured that the risk of inequality, 
discrimination and unfairness would be mitigated for the vast majority of young 
people.  However, for some young people, the ministerial direction did not protect 
them from unintended inequities inherent in the system.   

The common issues brought to our attention since 4th August 2020 involve young 
people who: 

• were due to sit SQA exams in the 2020 SQA exam diet; 

                                                      
1 https://www.gov.scot/groups/rapid-review-of-national-qualifications-experience-2020/ 
2 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/CYPCS.pdf 
3 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200911CYPCS.pdf 
4 https://cypcs.org.uk/wpcypcs/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Priestley-Review-response.pdf 
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• received little or no educational provision or teaching from their schools from 
23 March to 26 June, in accordance with their rights to education.  

• were assigned ‘grade estimates’ by their respective schools or centres, 
without their knowledge, participation or views being taken into account.    

• were subject to a newly created SQA certification model (the ACM), which did 
not take account of personal circumstances or protected characteristics, 
including for example: their disabilities; additional support for learning needs 
(ASN); illness or bereavement; ‘looked after’ or young carer status.  In some 
cases, such failure to take account of protected characteristics may amount to 
discrimination under the Equality Act 2010.   

These children were deeply disappointed both by initial certificates from SQA on 4th 
August 2020, and then notification from their schools that they had been awarded 
grades significantly lower than they had expected.  

These children currently have no right of review or appeal if they disagree with the 
teachers’ estimates, nor the ability to challenge any evidence, or information, that 
was taken into account (or omitted) under the original model.  

They continue to experience anxiety, mental illness, additional costs and hardship, 
including the inability to pursue further education, training and employment in their 
chosen courses and pathways. 

Right to participate 

Professor Priestley’s review recognised the importance of involving children and 
young people in decision making and we note steps have been taken to, for 
example, consult with children and young people to inform the Education Recovery 
Group, However, we continue to be concerned that children are not provided with an 
opportunity to participate when decisions are made about them by local authorities 
and schools.   

Children and young people have the right to participate in all decisions affecting 
them as outlined in Article 12 of the UNCRC and within the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child’s General Comment 12.  In addition to ensuring children are 
involved in decisions made about them as individuals, the government has a duty to 
ensure that the views of children and young people are taken into account and 
given due weight when decisions are made that affect groups of children and young 
people.  Children who were due to sit SQA exams in spring 2020 were denied this 
right, both as individuals and collectively.   

In order to provide children with a right to remedy, and for Scottish 
Government to fulfil its human rights obligations, we would urge the Cabinet 
Secretary to direct the SQA, in terms of section 9 of the Education (Scotland) 
Act 1996, to accept and process individual applications for appeal from young 
people who dispute the fairness of the teacher estimates provided by their 
school or centre in 2020. 

If you require any further information, please contact Megan Farr, Policy Officer at 
megan.farr@cypcs.org.uk 

mailto:megan.farr@cypcs.org.uk
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