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EIS submission to Scottish Parliament Education Committee re 
SQA diet 2020 

1. The EIS (Educational Institute of Scotland), Scotland’s largest teacher union 
representing over 60,000 teachers and lecturers, is pleased to submit this 
short paper to the Education and Skills Committee of the Scottish Parliament. 
 

2. We have attached three Appendices which outline the communications we 
have issued to members and which succinctly capture our approach to 
ensuring that appropriate accreditation is achieved this year for students and 
pupils. 
 

3. The absence of an exam diet clearly is a challenge for all concerned but the 
EIS has absolute trust in the ability of teachers and lecturers to exercise 
professional judgement in making the required estimates of student 
performance. The integrity of those estimates is crucial. The SQA extension of 
the deadline for submission is welcome as it facilitates a measured approach 
to the now critical estimates process, allowing for collaborative review at 
Centre and departmental level in the interests of the young people whose 
course assessment has been disrupted by the pandemic. 
 

4. Looking forward, this experience has highlighted the risk of running a high-
stakes, exam dependent qualification system. There are lessons to be learned 
as we plan not only for next session, when the threat of COVID 19 will remain 
live, but also planning beyond that to future proof qualifications against further 
potential pandemics. 
 

5. For almost all pupils in S4, for example, their qualifications this year are 
primarily used to access the next level of qualification.  Planning across a 2 
year period, and looking to sit external qualifications at the point of school exit, 
would be an option for next session as schools will struggle to deliver the 
appropriate period of study if we are required to operate with reduced pupil 
attendance as a result of social distancing requirements. 
 

6. Longer term, such an approach offers the opportunity for deeper learning and 
more progressive assessment approaches, as originally intended for the 
senior phase of CfE. 
 

7. That is a discussion for a little later, however. For the moment, our young 
people need support from all concerned, including politicians, for the 
accreditation process we have put in play to reward and recognise their 
achievements this session. 
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Appendix 1  

EIS Member Bulletin - SQA Statement 
Colleagues 

Please find here a link to the latest SQA statement on the 2020 
qualifications. 

I am sure that there will be much discussion about the proposals, and there 
are aspects about which more information is still required; ultimately, any 
system to replace the normal diet of exams will have its challenges. 

At the heart of the proposal for N5 (note that N5 coursework is now not to 
be marked), Higher and AH, is the need for teachers to 
exercise professional judgement in submitting evidence-based estimates 
for their students. The SQA advice is quite clear that generating new 
evidence Is not required and should not be happening. 

To support its statistical modelling approach, the SQA is asking that 
estimate bands be subdivided (presumably to assist in establishing the 
equivalent of grade boundaries) and, also, that departments create 
rankings in their cohorts. 

Rankings were a part of the SQA procedures for many years and will be 
familiar to some but not all members. 

What a ranking order does is create an anticipated spread of performance 
(usually based on hard evidence such as a prelim but critically not linked 
directly to estimates) which allows for a level of statistical adjustment to 
final awards. It was used, also, as part of the old appeals system. 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/93777.html
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Clearly at a time of school closures there are logistical issues to be 
resolved, although ranking was usually an exercise processed by the 
relevant PT. Further advice from SQA will be issued. 

Applying a more differentiated estimate approach and re-introducing 
ranking, appears to be a belt and braces approach from the SQA which 
combined with looking at previous concordance between estimates and 
performance and, also, progression pathways from N5 grades to H grades, 
means that teacher estimates will have been subjected to a fairly rigorous 
moderation process which should mean that final awards have an added 
degree of validation and any undue pressure on teachers about estimates 
can be rebuffed more easily. 

The re-establishment of a free post results service (an appeals process) is 
welcome, as this provides an external final arbiter for awards. 

In relation to other awards which do not have an external exam, many of 
which are delivered by Colleges, the principle of professional judgement 
based on existing evidence is again centre stage, although the detail is not 
clear for all awards as some of them are linked to regulatory thresholds. 

EIS FELA reps met online this week with SQA representatives and 
presented robust suggestions which not only sought to validate student 
achievement but was mindful also of the limitations imposed by the 
immediate circumstances of the COVID 19 lockdown on both students and 
lecturers.   

As indicated in the SQA communication, further information and detail is 
required. EIS FELA, however, has established a dialogue with the SQA and 
will continue to feed views into future discussions. 
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The extension of deadline dates for submission is welcome, also, providing 
a little breathing space for consideration of existing candidate evidence and 
the preparation of estimates and cohort rankings. 
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Appendix 2 

SQA - schools 
The latest update from SQA can be found here. 

Discussions are ongoing but it is clear that accreditation this year, for National 

Qualifications, will be founded on teacher professional judgement based on all 

the evidence available, including, but not exclusively, prelim results, classwork, 

marked assignments, completed coursework, etc. 

The SQA will need to look at how the data can best be standardised but that is a 

significant discussion which is not yet concluded. The SQA Qualifications 

Contingency Group continues to meet. 

A system wide buy-in to the results when they are published by employers, 

colleges and Universities, will be critical. The EIS starting point is that no pupil or 

student should be disadvantaged by circumstances which are beyond their 

control. 

SQA – Colleges 

Some college students sit National Qualifications such as Highers. However, many 

sit other types of SQA qualifications, including NCs, SVQs, HNCs and HNDs.  

An SQA update for the college sector is due out today or tomorrow and will be 

posted on the website, as soon as it is available. EIS-FELA has submitted some 

suggestions to SQA about how matters should be processed and are seeking 

further dialogue. Underpinning the FELA suggestions is recognition that many 

students will be struggling to cope with the impact of COVID 19 on their personal 

lives and so it is critical that any accreditation approach should not add to the 

current pressures upon students  

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/93658.html
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Appendix 3 

SQA FAQs 
1. What is the critical factor in determining awards this year – 
estimates or the SQA’s statistical modelling? 

Without doubt, the critical factor is the estimate submitted by a teacher based 

upon their professional judgement, using all available evidence and teacher 

knowledge of pupils. The focus must be on getting estimates right in the interests 

of students. 

2. What is the statistical modelling for? 

Primarily it is so that SQA can validate the awards made utilising professional 

judgement in order to boost confidence in the outcomes. Our view is that this 

may provide useful protection for teachers in the event of any heightened post-

results scrutiny of their estimates by parents, students or SMTs.  

3. What is involved in the modelling? 

The EIS is not involved in any of the operational detail of the modelling but from 

our collective knowledge we can surmise that it will probably involve approaches 

such as looking at departments’ previous concordance between estimate and 

outcome (data from the past 3 years is being issued to schools to help the actual 

estimate process), analysing progression routes for previous awards to the next 

level, looking at distribution curves, etc. 

 4. Will the SQA overturn individual estimates? 

The EIS view is that statistical modelling should be used only to bring added 

reassurance to the system, not to overturn professional judgements. If apparent 

anomalies are thrown up by analysis, that should trigger a professional dialogue 

between the SQA and Centre to ascertain the reason for any variation. It would be 
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disastrous to the integrity of the awards if professional judgements were being 

challenged on any significant scale. 

Setting grade boundaries is not an exact science even when there is hard data in 

the shape of percentage marks; the EIS view is that it would be foolish to attempt 

such an exercise based on statistical modelling. 

There is also a strong equity issue at play. Pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds 

will have suffered most as a result of the lockdown, and given what we know of 

the impact of poverty on attainment many such pupils may be on the cusp of 

“grade boundaries” – it would be unacceptable for statistical modelling to deprive 

such pupils of awards which their teachers had judged them to be worthy of.   

5. Can I simply submit estimates in the usual manner, rather 
than meet the new requirements? 

The short answer is “No” as the new arrangement is to deal with the absence of 

exams as a result of COVID 19 and represents the sole basis upon which awards 

will be made this year. Not complying with them would risk No Awards being 

made for students. The decision to sub divide bands and to create a ranking order 

was made by the SQA. It is overly complex and perhaps indicates an insecurity on 

the part of the SQA regarding professional judgement. Having said that, the EIS 

cannot advise members not to adhere to the SQA guidelines as that would be 

tantamount to industrial action and would leave individuals and the union 

exposed, potentially, to legal action. 

6. What happens if a student does not get the estimated 
award? 

There will be a free appeals system. The SQA has yet to publish details as to how 

this will operate but clearly from a school’s perspective it will be based on the 

evidence which led to the estimate in the first place, and it is difficult to see how 

hard evidence would not prevail. 
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7. Should estimates be shared with pupils and parents? 

Absolutely not. Estimates are different this year as they form the fundamental 

basis of the award. Post results, parents and pupils may access the estimates but 

at this stage in order to prevent undue pressure on teachers, estimates should 

not be shared. Local Authorities have legal advice available to them to support 

this position.  

8. Should I be trying to generate new evidence to support 
estimates? 

No. The SQA guidance makes clear that there is no need to carry out remotely 

additional prelims or assessments to support estimates. Indeed, it goes as far as 

to suggest that any improvement demonstrated in remotely generated material 

needs to be considered carefully. There is an important equity issue here as not 

all pupils will have equal access to the required IT equipment or have home 

circumstances which enable remote engagement.  

9. Can I be instructed to go into school to prepare estimates? 

No – schools are closed as places of work (apart from Hub centres). You cannot be 

instructed to attend there for the purpose of meetings etc. 

It would be your decision as to whether you need to access any classroom 

materials. All the caveats around self-isolation, underlying health conditions, 

caring responsibilities, travel etc. are still applicable. The default therefore is that 

you should not be going into a school unless you deem it to be essential. 

10. Can I go into school to collect evidence to support my 
estimates if I wish? 

If you judge it to be essential  to collect classroom evidence from your school, that 

may be possible providing that an adequate risk assessment (which should 

be  conducted with the involvement of the School Rep and/ or Health and Safety 
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Reps) has taken place to ensure health and safety within the building  (e.g. 

maximum numbers at any one time, sanitising measures in place, etc.) and, 

critically, that measures are in place to ensure social distancing is operational. 

Any access must be discussed and agreed with school management / the Local 

Authority, taking full account of public health guidance. (In some areas local 

agreements / guidelines have been reached through the LNCT.) 

In the event of any member being concerned that health and safety priorities are 

not being met in the context of the current social distancing and lockdown 

arrangements, they should raise the matter with the School Rep and/or Local 

Association Secretary as necessary. 

11. What about the Government directive about essential 
work only? 

Collecting or viewing the necessary SQA evidence to enable candidate awards 

would be essential work – nothing else would be however e.g. evidence for report 

writing. Any visit to a school building should be a one-off event. 

12. Can I be asked to attend at school in order to facilitate 
meetings to discuss estimates? 

No – all meetings should be facilitated remotely. 

The only case for people going into buildings that are otherwise shut in the 

interests of public health and H&S, would be where teachers need essential 

evidence to devise estimates at home, as outlined above. 

Any departmental review/moderation should be done online. 

All other necessary meetings should be done virtually. 

Where signatures are advised, digital signatures should be used. 
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13. What if our assessment records are not online? 

Where assessment records are not currently online, PTs who are able to, could 

access departments to retrieve these and send electronically to teachers working 

at home. An SMT member or other designated person who can do so could agree 

to step in to access material within departments where PTs themselves are not 

able to. 

14. What if I do not have adequate IT facilities at home? 

The onus is on the school/local authority to provide any teachers who do not have 

it, with the necessary technology and software to enable the safe completion of 

estimates. 
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