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  23   November 2020 
 
 
Dear Clare 
 
I was pleased to have the opportunity to give evidence to the committee on 11 November. 
Please find below responses to your letter of 12 November. 
 
Progress Update on Rapid Review Report Response 
 
I confirmed that I would provide the Committee with an update on progress against the 
recommendations made within Professor Mark Priestley’s report.  Annex A provides an 
overview of progress to date.  All partners are working closely to take forward planning for 
the 2021 qualifications in a collaborative approach and taking into account latest public 
health advice.  Guidance is being published on an ongoing basis and we will continue to 
engage with the system to ensure that standards are understood and to address workload 
concerns. 
 
These are exceptional and challenging times, and the system needs to work together to 
ensure that the hard work of learners is fairly assessed and recognised and that they receive 
the qualifications they deserve.  I remain committed to there being an appropriate approach 
to awarding that achieves this and to this approach, along with detailed contingency 
planning, being taken forward with as much transparency and co-production as possible. 
 
Maintaining standards is crucial and the SQA will work with each school and college during 
the year to quality assure learners’ work.  This will be done on a sample basis so as not to 
overburden our hard working teachers and lecturers.   Development by SQA of the 
assessment approaches and the system of quality assurance is being undertaken through 
close working with the education system through the National Qualifications 2021 Group and 
wider engagement. 
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I am happy to keep you informed as the implementation of these recommendations 
progresses.  
 
Support for students with additional support needs 
 
You have asked about how students with additional support needs are being supported 
ahead of the 2021 exam diet.  It may be helpful if I set out what support has been, and 
continues to be, provided for students with additional support needs throughout this 
pandemic. 
 
We worked closely with partners to develop continuity in learning guidance.  This guidance 
makes clear that local authorities and schools should ensure that personalised support is in 
place to meet the individual physical and emotional needs of children and young people.  
Consistent with the values and principles of Getting It Right For Every Child, and the 
provisions of the Additional Support for Learning Act, this support should be set within a 
model of inclusive learning policy and practice.  Individualised provisions and interventions 
must be kept under constant review with robust tracking and monitoring of learning and 
wellbeing.  
 
The guidance focuses on reviewing individualised plans in discussion with parents, carers, 
children and young people, with support from relevant partner services.  The guidance also 
recognises that some children and young people may have new needs as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and these should be considered to ensure that the needs of children 
and young people continue to be met. 
 
Guidance on reducing the risks from COVID-19 in schools was revised on 30 October to 
reflect the latest scientific evidence, public health advice, and the evidence and experience 
of reopening schools between August and October 2020.  This updated guidance includes 
the latest advice on physical distancing when supporting pupils with additional support 
needs, the use of face coverings, PPE and supporting clinically vulnerable (shielding) staff 
and pupils in the 5 protection levels of the Coronavirus: Scotland’s Strategic Framework. 
 
Funding of £50 million has been ring-fenced for the recruitment of approximately 850 extra 
teachers and around 200 additional support staff.  
 
To support the learning and teaching needs of students with additional support needs 
Education Scotland (ES) has, and continues to provide materials, resources, and 
professional learning opportunities on a wide range of topics. During May to July 2020, ES 
provided weekly parent / carer newsletters to support them during home learning on topics 
such as: 
 

 supporting learners with autism 

 support for parents of children with visual impairment,  

 support for parents of a deaf child  

 supporting learners with dyslexia (links to immersive reader)  
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On return to school, ES has tailored its response to meet the needs expressed by parents, 
carers and practitioners.  This term (August to December 2020) an extensive programme of 
professional learning was offered to teachers, Headteachers and other practitioners using 
webinars, Wee Blethers, and wakelets to signpost helpful ASN resources. These have been 
very well received with participation across Scotland. 
 
For delivery next term (January to April 2021), professional learning resources for teachers 
in special schools and units will be offered and will include, for example: 
 

 Effective individualised planning to meet the needs of children and young people.  

 Assessing, tracking and monitoring progress of learners with additional support 
needs.  

 Using inclusive digital technologies to develop using digital technology to support 
learners with additional support needs to develop skills in communication and 
numeracy.  

 
For parents with children and young people who have complex learning difficulties, e-
learning materials are being produced in partnership with special school teachers.   These 
materials will support parents if their children are self-isolating, shielding, or require home 
and school learning.  These will be available for use during January to April 2021, and will 
complement the teacher resources and professional learning activities. 
 
As is the case with every year, schools will consider what support is needed for all their 
learners – both for their ongoing learning and during the assessment process.  In relation to 
the National Qualifications, SQA has provided advice for schools to ensure fairness when 
making assessment arrangements or reasonable adjustments (for example a reader, or a 
scribe) and in making judgements on estimates.  This includes taking into account where 
candidates may have been unable to access appropriate levels of support in home learning 
situations. 
 
Guidance on the use of prelims 
 
You have sought clarification about guidance issued in relation to prelims.  
 
The guidance issued by SQA in October was general advice in relation to gathering 
evidence and producing estimates for the National Qualifications, and outlined that a range 
of candidate evidence for estimates should be gathered from across the course.  This 
included prelims as an example. 
 
The advice produced on 11 November by the National Qualifications 2021 Group, which is 
giving specific consideration to the assessment approach for the National 5 qualifications 
with inputs from stakeholders including ADES, the EIS, SLS, and SCIS, clarifies that there is 
no expectation that schools and colleges hold a formal diet of prelims for National 5, with the 
removal of the formal exam meaning that more flexible class-based assessments can be 
used to maximise learning and teaching time. 
 
SQA are providing a range of subject-specific assessment advice and resources which can 
be used flexibly within schools and colleges to assess candidates at key points in their 
learning.  
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SEEMiS data 
 
You have asked about how data is collected on pupil absences and how the data is used to 
inform decisions on public health and education policy. 
  
In advance of school’s reopening in August, the Scottish Government worked in 
collaboration with SEEMIS and local authorities to develop and introduce new attendance 
and absence codes for schools to use.  I have attached separately the guidance, which 
includes all of the attendance and absence codes, that was issued by SEEMIS to all schools 
on 5 August 2020. 
 
National guidance on promoting attendance and managing absence makes clear the 
importance of school and education authority relationships with families in promoting good 
attendance.  The Scottish Government recognises that parents and carers may have 
concerns about their child attending school due to the ongoing impact of the COVID 
pandemic across the country.  In these circumstances, schools and education authorities 
should be engaging with parents and carers whose children are at risk of non-attendance to; 
provide reassurance on any concerns, overcome any barriers to learning, and support 
attendance.   
 
The data we are collecting on attendance and absence since schools returned in August is 
being viewed daily by Scottish Ministers.  It is presented by each local authority which allows 
any trends in the data to be investigated and mitigating actions identified with the relevant 
local authority.   
 
The data to date is showing that on average attendance across primary, secondary and 
special schools is around 90%, which compares to attendance of around 93% for previous 
academic years.  Within this, though, we recognise that there will be variances by stage with 
attendance in primary schools higher than that in secondary schools. 
 
The detailed data we collect through SEEMIS from schools is published weekly, including 
breakdowns by stage, ethnicity and SIMD, and can be accessed at: 
https://public.tableau.com/profile/sg.eas.learninganalysis#!/vizhome/COVID19-
SchoolsandChildcareInformation/Introduction. 
 
The current Scottish Government guidance to support schools to remain open is clear that 
where pupils are absent due to ill health, or self-isolation, that support for their learning 
should continue to be provided.  We are supporting schools and local authorities deliver 
learning to young people having to self-isolate through a national e-Learning Partnership 
between the Scottish Government, Education Scotland, Directors of Education and the 
e-Sgoil.  The partnership provides a mechanism for young people impacted by the pandemic 
to undertake remote learning and also provides opportunities for teachers to become more 
skilled and confident in delivering lessons online. 
 
While we are enhancing the options available to schools, it is vital that schools themselves 
decide how and in what ways to make use of the national offer. They know their pupils best; 
school and teacher empowerment is best way to ensure that learners achieve the best 
possible outcomes - and remote learning is no different in this respect.   
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I will continue to monitor absences and public health advice and review arrangements for the 
qualifications if necessary, with key check-points up to the February break.   Clear 
contingency plans are being developed should the Higher and Advanced Higher exams have 
to be replaced for public health or other reasons. 

Appeals 

At the Committee, I also said that I would give further consideration to concerns being raised 
around the appeals for the 2020 qualifications, and I am seeking further background to 
inform any decisions around this matter. 

I hope that the above provides clarification on the various points you have raised. 

Yours sincerely 

JOHN SWINNEY 
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SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO RAPID REVIEW OF NATIONAL 
QUALIFICATIONS EXPERIENCE 2020 – UPDATE ON ACTION TAKEN TO 11 NOVEMBER 
2020 

 

Recommendation SG Response Progress 

1. Suspension of the 
2021 National 5 
exam diet, with 
qualifications 
awarded on the basis 
of centre estimation 
based upon validated 
assessments. 

ACCEPT: Due to the level of 
disruption already caused and the 
level of disruption likely to be faced 
by some or all pupils and students 
this academic year, the risks of 
holding a full diet in 2021 are too 
great. 

In view of the recommendation, and 
having consulted widely, including 
through the Education Recovery 
Group and with learners, teachers 
and parents, the Deputy First 
Minister has decided to cancel 
National 5 examinations in 2021.  

On this basis, the Deputy First 
Minister and has asked Scotland’s 
Chief Examining Officer to develop 
an alternative approach to awarding 
National 5 qualifications that is 
based on exam centre estimates, 
based on teacher/lecturer 
judgements and supported by 
assessment resources and quality 
assurance at national and local level. 

Higher and Advanced Higher 
examinations in 2021 will go ahead. 
They will start on 13 May 2021, 
slightly later than is normal, 
therefore, allowing some additional 
learning time this academic year to 
make up for some of that lost at the 
end of 2019-20.  Modifications to 
course assessment will also be 
made by the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority (SQA) following its 
consultation in order to maximise 
learning and teaching time.   A clear 
contingency plan is being developed 
for Higher and Advanced Higher 
exams. This will include key check 
points up to the February break to 
assess public health advice and, if 
needed, Higher and Advanced 
Higher courses will be awarded 

Cancellation of the National 
5 exam diet was announced 
on 7 October 2020.  

 

SQA have set up a National 
Qualifications 2021 Group 
to inform development of 
the alternative assessment 
approach for the National 5 
qualifications and are 
aiming to finalise the 
approach by the end of 
November/early December.  
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based on teacher professional 
judgement, taking account of normal 
assessment evidence, and subject to 
quality assurance to ensure 
standards are maintained. 

2. The development 
of a nationally 
recognised, fully 
transparent and 
proportionate system 
for moderation of 
centre-based 
assessment. 

ACCEPT: The Scottish Government 
recognises the key role of the SQA 
in maintaining the standards of 
qualifications and that external 
validation and quality assurance of 
teacher and lecture evidence is 
important in ensuring that results are 
as robust and fair as possible.   

The Deputy First Minister has asked 
the Chief Examining officer to ensure 
that the alternative approach for the 
awarding of National 5 qualifications 
is based on teacher judgement 
supported by validated 
assessments.  This approach is to 
include the provision of: 

 clear guidance for teachers, 
lecturers and exams centres on 
evidence gathering and 
estimation, with a clear focus on 
quality rather than quantity of 
that evidence; 

 where possible, National 5 
subject specific guidance that, 
includes 2-4 key pieces of work 
that will inform their final grade; 

 a support plan developed by the 
SQA, with Education Scotland, 
local authorities, regional 
improvement collaboratives and 
others to support a local and 
national approach to moderation 
and quality assurance, including 
the provision of assessment 
resources. 

Alongside this, to ensure standards 
are maintained, SQA will work 
alongside exam centres during the 
year on the quality assurance of 
learners’ work.  This engagement 
will take place with all exam centres, 
with the SQA looking at a sample of 
work within each school and college 

The SQA led National 
Qualifications 2021 Group 
is developing an alternative 
assessment approach for 
the National 5 qualifications 
and are aiming to finalise 
an approach by the end of 
November/early December. 
This approach will include a 
co-produced method of 
quality assurance of grade 
estimates.  
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and providing specific feedback to 
ensure standards are maintained. 

3. The development 
of more extensive 
approaches to 
collaborative 
decision making and 
co-construction by 
professional 
stakeholders of 
assessment 
practices related to 
National 
Qualifications. 

ACCEPT: A system-wide, 
collaborative approach is imperative 
to the development and delivery of 
the assessment and moderation 
approach for 2021. The Curriculum 
and Assessment Board will also 
have an important role to play.  The 
Scottish Government has agreed 
with the OECD to extend the remit of 
the Curriculum for Excellence review 
currently underway in order that it 
can look more explicitly at 
assessment and qualifications 
issues, including assessment 
practices, drawing on best practice 
globally. This work will include 
discussions with stakeholders. 

SQA is engaging widely 
with stakeholders.  They 
have recently completed a 
round of approximately 50 
engagement events 
attended by approximately 
450 stakeholder 
representatives, with 
feedback from these events 
informing planning.  

They have also set up a 
National Qualifications 2021 
Group including 
representatives from ADES, 
the EIS, SLS, SCIS, 
Colleges Scotland, 
Education Scotland and 
NPFS to consider subject 
specific guidance for 
National 5 courses; an 
alternative assessment 
approach for National 5 
courses; and contingency 
measures for the Higher 
and Advanced Higher diet. 
SQA have also established 
a learner panel to inform 
this group. A broader 
working group has also 
been set-up to co-create 
the Alternative Certification 
Model for National 5.  This 
Group reports in to the 
National Qualifications 2021 
Group. 

In terms of the scope of the 
additional activity we have 
asked the OECD to 
undertake, this is still being 
finalised. However, it is 
likely to involve a desk 
based comparative analysis 
looking at different 
countries’ approaches to 
assessment of school level 
qualifications; and a 
session(s) with 
stakeholders to seek views 
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on their findings and 
recommendations.   

4. A commitment to 
embedding equalities 
in all aspects of the 
development of 
qualifications 
systems. 

ACCEPT: SQA has a commitment 
and statutory duty to fulfil its 
obligations under the Equality Act 
2010.  SQA’s own policies including 
its Equality of Access to SQA 
Qualifications Policy outline the 
organisation’s commitment to 
promoting and facilitating access to 
its qualifications. 

The Scottish Government and the 
SQA will work closely with the 
Children and Young People’s 
Commissioner and the Equalities 
and Human Rights Commission to 
further embed best practice in order 
to best realise principles of equity 
and equality. 

SQA remains committed to 
ensuring that equalities 
considerations are included 
as part of their decision 
making process. The 
establishment of a learner 
panel to help inform the 
decisions of the National 
Qualifications 2021 Group 
will ensure that learner’s 
voices are heard.  SQA will 
continue to ensure that it 
meets its statutory duties. 

5. The development 
of more systematic 
processes for 
working with and 
engaging young 
people, as 
stakeholders and 
rights holders in 
education. 

ACCEPT: The Scottish Government 
recognises the critical place young 
people have as stakeholders and 
rights holders in education.   

A range of work is underway by the 
Scottish Government to further 
strengthen the voice of learners in 
Scotland education policy in 
2020/21: learners are being 
consulted as part of the OECD 
Review; the Scottish Learner Panel 
is being extended to run to June 
2021, to ensure a broad panel of 
learners from schools across 
Scotland can work to influence the 
discussion by the Education 
Recovery Group and other key 
forums; support continues to be 
provided to Young Ambassadors for 
Inclusion to ensure that young 
people with additional support needs 
can help to inform and comment on 
policy; and support is being provided 
to Young Scot to produce advice and 
support materials to address young 
people’s concerns about their mental 
health and, through their partnership 
with SQA, to provide information on 
qualifications and assessment.    

SQA are developing their 
Learner Engagement 
Strategy with a focus on 
strengthening their existing 
links with young people and 
organisations representing 
their interests, including the 
Scottish Youth Parliament 
and Young Scot.   

The establishment of a 
learner panel to help inform 
the decisions of the 
National Qualifications 2021 
Group will ensure that 
learner’s voices are heard 
in the planning for 2021. 
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6.  The development 
of a clear 
communications 
strategy, co-
constructed with 
stakeholders, to 
ensure that the 
extraordinary 
arrangements for 
2021 are as fully as 
possible understood 
by all parties. 

ACCEPT: The Scottish Government 
is committed to making the 
arrangements for the assessment of 
national qualifications in 2020-21 as 
clear as possible for all 
stakeholders.  The Scottish 
Government will work with the SQA 
to communicate this effectively to the 
public and the education system. 
This approach will look to provide as 
much certainty as possible, but will 
also be responsive to changing 
circumstances.  

SQA is engaging widely 
and has set up a National 
Qualifications 2021 Group 
including representatives 
from ADES, the EIS, SLS, 
SCIS, Colleges Scotland, 
Education Scotland and 
NPFS to support collective 
communication to the wider 
education system. 

7. A review of 
qualification appeals 
systems, including 
consideration of the 
rights and roles of 
young people, in the 
context of the 
incorporation of the 
UNCRC into Scottish 
law. 

ACCEPT: The Scottish Government 
fully recognises that young people 
are rights holders and key 
stakeholders with the education 
system.  We will ask the SQA to 
review the appeals system for 
National Qualifications, working 
closely with education partners, 
including young people, to ensure it 
best meets the needs of young 
people in line with the principles of 
the UNCRC. 

SQA are setting up a group 
to consider their appeals 
process and the 
implications for it from 
UNCRC.  This work will be 
overseen by the National 
Qualifications 2021 Group 
and will include broader 
stakeholder engagement. 

8. The 
commissioning 
of  independent 
research into the 
development and 
application of the 
2020 ACM, involving 
full access to 
anonymised 
attainment data and 
the statistical 
algorithms used  to 
moderate grades. 

CONSIDER AS A FUTURE 
PROJECT AS PART OF OUR 
RESEARCH STRATEGY IN 
EDUCATION: The Scottish 
Government notes this 
recommendation but does not 
consider this to be a priority for our 
improvement activity at this stage 
given that there is no intention to 
have a similar model in support of 
awarding in 2020-21. The 
recommendation will be considered 
by the team in Scottish Government 
that assesses a range of potential 
projects for inclusion in our research 
in education strategy. This will be 
done in consultation with SQA.  

This point is to be 
considered as part of the 
Scottish Government’s 
research strategy. 

9. The development 
by SQA and partners 
of digital materials 
and systems for 
producing, assessing 
and moderating 

ACCEPT: SQA will continue its work, 
funded by the Scottish Government, 
on developing digitising assessment 
evidence in close consultation with 
centres. Progress has already been 

SQA are considering this 
recommendation as part of 
their digital strategy.  
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assessment 
evidence, to ensure 
that operational 
processes for 
gathering candidate 
evidence for appeals 
is less reliant on 
paper-based 
systems. 

made in this area in the form of 
digital marking. 

 
 


