
 
28 October 2019 
 
 
 
 
Clare Adamson MSP 
Convener 
Education and Skills Committee 
T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 
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Dear Ms Adamson, 
 
Thank you for giving me an opportunity to respond to the requests for further information 
which were raised by the Committee in your letter dated 3 October, following my 
appearance before the Committee on 11 September in my new role as Chief Executive 
at SQA. Please find below my response to each of the points that you have raised: 
 
Accountability for spending — international travel 
 
As I highlighted to the Committee, the outcome of the review of SQA’s domestic and 
international travel policy will be completed by the end of October, and ready to 
communicate to staff by mid-November. 
 
The output of the review will be a combined domestic and international travel policy for 
staff, as well as revised guidelines and procedures for the implementation of the new 
policy, and a review of the risk assessment process that we use. 
 
I wish to emphasise to the Committee that all international travel expenditure is approved 
and accounted for against set budgets. This is backed up by external, independent audit. 
We keep all our systems under continuous review, identifying improvements as required. 
 
We are improving the visibility and clarity of management information relating to 
individuals who travel internationally. We are reviewing all the management information 
we currently hold to identify ways to improve the reporting of travel information, and 
make detailed interrogation of the data much easier to interpret for our budget holders. 
 
International work — human rights considerations 
 
We use our international engagement as an opportunity to help increase support for and 
understanding of human rights worldwide. This involves sharing our experiences, values 
and expertise in the areas of education and skills development. 
 
All centres, wherever they are located, are approved to the same Scottish standard. This 
ensures that centres have appropriate systems, resources and expertise to deliver and 
assess SQA’s qualifications to the defined high standards. This includes the need for the 
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centre to have a number of documented policies and procedures in place, including a 
candidate equal opportunities policy, and a candidate complaints policy. Any centre 
offering SQA qualifications must ensure that everyone eligible to take a qualification has 
an equal chance of benefitting from the assessment services that the centre provides. 
There must be no discriminatory barriers in the way of any individual who wishes to take 
SQA qualifications. 
 
SQA has existing due diligence processes for our business partnerships and operations 
overseas. These align to both the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights and to the Scottish Government’s Human Rights Policy.  
 
SQA recognises that supervening incidents can occur and it is important to review 
operations as situations develop. We are always keen to participate in a ‘team Scotland’ 
approach in our international work. We will engage with the Scottish Development 
International office in Saudi Arabia to explore how we can work together to promote 
human rights and Scottish values, including working with organisations and individuals to 
support youth employment, gender equality and female labour market participation. 
 
Exam markers and appointments 
 
SQA’s work necessarily involves the harnessing of skills, expertise, and time of many 
education professionals and specialists outside of the organisation. We are enormously 
grateful to these external appointees, who play many vital roles in the development, 
delivery, quality assurance and certification of all of SQA’s qualifications. 
 
One of the roles that we rely on for the successful delivery of our National Qualifications 
is our markers, who mark candidates' work in line with detailed marking instructions and 
in accordance with SQA policy and procedures. 
 
The number of individuals available for marking on our system varies throughout each 
annual marking cycle, depending on the number of entries each subject has, as well as 
the availability of the teaching professionals. This in turn means that any statistical data 
on appointees will also vary on a daily basis. 
 
I would like to clarify that the figure we provided to the Local Government and 
Communities Committee in June was the number of appointments for all appointee roles 
involved in the 2019 examination diet. The figure provided to Liz Smith MSP in 
September, as requested, was the number of appointments for markers only. 
 
I can confirm that the total number of active individual markers at the end of the marking 
period for the 2019 examination diet was 6,634. They undertook a total of 11,775 marker 
appointments. 
 
SQA promotes the benefits of becoming a marker to the teaching profession on an 
ongoing basis, and we work with schools and colleges, local authorities, the General 
Teaching Council for Scotland, and subject professional associations to encourage 
recruitment. 
 
Markers can be withdrawn from marking due to a variety of issues. The majority of 
markers are withdrawn by SQA due to issues with the quality of their marking. The 

https://www.gov.scot/policies/human-rights/
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remaining withdrawals are made by individuals themselves — often due to a change in 
their personal circumstances which impacts on their availability to continue marking. 
 
We recruit markers all year round, with some marking appointments being confirmed up 
to six months before marking begins. Inevitably, some individual withdrawals out of the 
total number of markers is expected. When forecasting marker numbers, we build in 
additional resources to ensure that there are appropriate levels of contingency in place, 
and that marking is completed on time and to the national standard. 
 
We record marker withdrawals, and the reasons why. During our annual review of 
marking teams and their training requirements, we use the data relating to quality issues 
to help us to identify where additional training would help with marker retention and 
recruitment — with the intention of improving their understanding of the national 
assessment standards and allowing them to mark in the next examination diet. 
 
Principal assessors 
 
Regarding the minimum standards for principal assessors, the Committee correctly state 
that one of the selection criteria is that principal assessor candidates ‘must currently be 
delivering the Course (or a closely-related Course or work closely with current deliverers) 
and be able to demonstrate excellence in assessing to the national standard.’ 
 
The criteria — as listed on SQA’s website (https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/58395.html) – 
goes on to stipulate that principal assessors ‘must also have experience in other key 
appointee roles, demonstrating competence in assessing to the national standard within 
their subject and level(s).’ 
 
Principal assessors must also be able to engage professionally and co-operatively with 
all members of their team(s), providing leadership and support as required, and be able 
to provide accurate feedback on performance to team members in a supportive and 
professional manner. They must be able to communicate professionally, confidently and 
effectively, and work professionally and co-operatively with stakeholders, other 
appointees and SQA staff. They must also be able to demonstrate good forward 
planning, time management skills and adhere to deadlines. 
 
Multi-level teaching 
 
I highlighted to the Committee that there is an ongoing process of review within SQA to 
ensure that our qualifications remain relevant, credible and up to date. These review 
processes involve teaching professionals and subject specialists.    
 
Most recently, the Revised National Qualifications programme had oversight for the 
removal of mandatory unit assessments, which resulted in changes to assessments at 
National 5 and above. Content changes were minimal as this was not a primary 
requirement of this programme and National 3 and National 4 were not within the scope 
of this activity. No changes are planned to National 4 course assessment.  
 
SQA is committed to playing a full part in the forthcoming review of the Senior Phase, 
which will consider these issues further. This work is being scoped out now and will be 
discussed further with stakeholders. 
 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/58395.html
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Invigilators’ pay 
 
SQA introduced a new fee structure for invigilation appointees in 2018. Depending on 
their role, SQA pays invigilation appointees an hourly rate ranging from £9.00 to £13.00 
for each hour that they work, which exceeds the current Living Wage rate of £8.21.  
 
Post-results services 
 
I have written to Mr Gray and Ms Mackay regarding the issues they raised on 11 
September. I have offered to discuss the issues they highlighted on behalf of their 
constituents. 
 
Presentation for qualifications 
 
Teachers are best placed to make the right presentation decisions for young people. 
 
SQA provides a range of Understanding Standards activities that support practitioners’ 
awareness and understanding of national standards. This in turn helps them to make 
informed presentation decisions for their candidates. 
 
We also publish course reports for National 5, Higher, and Advanced Higher 
qualifications, and verification reports for National 4 qualifications. These reports support 
schools in making appropriate presentation decisions, when considered alongside the 
attainment data of cohorts that have attempted the assessments in the previous 
academic session covered by the reports. 
 
More information about our Understanding Standards programme is available on our 
website: https://www.understandingstandards.org.uk/Home, and in a short video that 
outlines the resources and support that we continue to make available to the profession: 
https://youtu.be/qnXrtplAgRw. 
 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to clarify these points. I am, of course, happy to 

provide further information to the Committee at any time if that would be helpful. 
 

 
Yours sincerely 

 

 
 

 
 

Fiona Robertson 

Chief Executive 

https://www.understandingstandards.org.uk/Home
https://youtu.be/qnXrtplAgRw

