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Scottish Parliament Infor mation C entre l ogo 

Education and Skills Committee 
 

12th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5), Wednesday, 23 November 2016  
 

Pre-Budget Scrutiny - Scottish Qualifications Authority 
 

Introduction 

As part of its pre-budget scrutiny, the Committee is looking at the performance of four 
education related public bodies, including the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA). This 
paper should be read in conjunction with the SPICe briefing on the Committee’s survey 
results. The results specific to the SQA are in the annexe to this paper. The submissions 
pack includes all written submissions, the note of the meeting with teachers on SQA and 
Education Scotland’s performance, and the note of the visit to SQA by Ross Thomson 
MSP and Fulton Macgregor MSP. 

Background 

Functions 

SQA is a statutory NDPB created under the Education (Scotland) Act 1996 as amended by 
the Scottish Qualifications Authority Act 2002. 
 
The organisation has two main roles: accreditation and awarding qualifications. 

SQA Accreditation accredits qualifications other than degrees and approves their awarding 
bodies.  This is a completely separate and relatively small part of SQA activity.  It 
employed 23 staff in 2014/15. The majority of activity is undertaken by SQA as an 
Awarding Body.  This employed 864 staff in 2014/15, up from 811 in 2013/141.  This paper 
focuses on SQA as an Awarding Body.  As such, the SQA: 

 devises and develops qualifications other than degrees 

 validates qualifications (makes sure they are well written and meet the needs of 

learners and tutors) 

 reviews qualifications to ensure they are up to date 

 arranges for, assists in, and carries out, the assessment of people taking SQA 

qualifications 

                                                
1
 Latest published accounts are for 2014/15. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20161104ESCtteeSPICeSurveyResults.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20161104ESCtteeSPICeSurveyResults.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/43/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2002/14/contents
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 quality-assures education and training establishments which offer SQA qualifications 

 issues certificates to candidates 

The SQA is also involved in the delivery of the Scottish Survey of L iteracy and Numeracy, 
which is running for the final time this year (due to report spring 2017). 
 
 
 
 
Public Sector Income and Funding  

Scottish Government funding of the SQA is around £23m. However, only £4.3m of this is 
clearly identifiable funding in the Scottish Government draft budget (level 4 budget figures 
each year). The difference is related to the presentation of headings in the budget 
documents as well as to ‘in-year’ funding provided to the SQA.   

The majority of public sector income is from entry charges for qualifications.  Entry charges 
are charged both to private and public sector providers, but most are raised from National 
Qualifications (£32m of £42m total entry charge income in 2014/15) and these are 
generally delivered via local authority schools.   

The SQA submission details Scottish Government funding from 2006/07 to 2015/16.  The 
Corporate Plan 2016-19 includes projected income for 2016/17.  The table below shows 
sources of income and funding in 2015-16 and 2016-17.  Although the total amounts are 
very similar, it is noticeable that: 

 a decrease in income from entry charges has been offset by an increase in other 
income (this includes commercial activity) 

 the drop in programme funding (which mainly funds National Qualifications 
development) has been largely offset by an increase in ‘additional grant funding.’ 

Table 1: SQA income and funding 2015-16 and 2016-17 

 2015-16 2016-17 

Income £52.8m £52.8m 

Of which:    

Entry charges £42.1m £41.7m 

Other income £10.7m £11.1m 

   

Government Funding £23.6m £23.2m 

Of which:   

Grant funding £5.0m £4.4m 

Additional grant funding £4.9m £12.3m 

Programme grant funding £13.7m £6.5m 
sources: corporate plan 2015-18, corporate plan 2016-19. 

The SQA submission states that the organisation: 

“has faced significant challenges in developing a sustainable financial model.” 

Committee Consideration 
 
Submissions received 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/SQA_Corporate_Plan_2015_18.pdf
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Informing this session the Committee has received over 40 written submissions, most of 
which were from individual teachers (often anonymous).  Submissions were also received 
from; the EIS, two academics (Lindsay Paterson and Mark Priestly), the Auditor General,  
Scotland’s Colleges, Royal Scottish Geographical Society, Royal Society of Edinburgh and 
North East College, as well as from the SQA itself. 
 
The Committee may recall that it agreed to accept anonymous submission in this work to 
ensure respondents would be comfortable sharing their views with the Committee and to 
widen participation in the Committee’s work.  While this approach appears to have worked 
and the views expressed in the anonymous submissions correlate with the evidence from 
other sources, members may wish to bear in mind that the SQA will not be able to directly 
refute an anonymous comment. 
 
The main issues in the submissions were: 
 

 Vague and verbose documentation 

 Assessment standards were criticised as being both unclear and over-prescriptive 

 Frequent updates and changes to requirements 

 A tendency towards ‘box-ticking’ approaches  

Other issues raised included:  
  

 Lack of accountability of the SQA (eg. anon 3, anon 4, EIS)  

 Reduction in subject choice in S4 (eg. Lindsay Paterson, anon 8) 

 Why examine pupils three times over three years in S4, S5 and S6? (eg. anon 6) 

 Concerns that the emphasis on course work contributes to the attainment gap as 

pupils may be assisted by parents, tutors etc (eg. Margaret Telfer, Anon 27, anon 

36)  

Not all the submissions were negative.  For example, North East College said: “SQA is 
very responsive to the needs of colleges and other stakeholders,” and a number of 
submissions were complimentary about the individual support they have had when they 
have contacted the SQA, while raising concerns about the organisation as a whole (see for 
example anon 31).  One submission stated that: “In my experience the SQA is by far the 
best of the major awarding bodies in the UK” (anon 32). 
 
During October SPICe ran a short on-line survey, attracting 645 responses.  An analysis 
was provided in papers to the meeting of 9th November, repeated in the Annex to this 
paper. 

Ross Thomson, MSP and Fulton MacGregor, MSP met with SQA officials on 16th 
November.  James Dornan, MSP and Ross Greer, MSP met with teachers in October to 
discuss a wide range of education issues, including views of the SQA. 

The annual report for 2015/16 is not yet available.  However, there is some information on 
recent budget and expenditure available in the SQA submission to the Committee, SQA 
Corporate Plans for 2015-18 and 2016-19 and the Ministerial letter of guidance from April 
2016. 
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The Scottish Budget documents only show the recurrent, budgeted grant in aid to SQA.  It 
is therefore necessary to consider the SQA annual report and/or corporate plan to get a full 
picture of Scottish Government funding and other public sector income.  

Previous Consideration 
The previous Committee considered the SQA on 22nd September 2015.  The main themes 
in its discussion were: 
 

 the Higher maths exam and grade boundary setting 

 accountability and routes for complaints from teachers and local authorities 

 the post-results service 

 levels of commercial income 

While the Committee did not produce a report, the Scottish Government response to 
issues raised by the Committee is available. The Scottish Government noted that the Chief 
Executive of the SQA is the accountable officer and responsible for achieving best value 
for money and that compliance with statutory duties is ensured through meetings and 
consideration of reports by the sponsoring Scottish Government directorate.  The Scottish 
Government noted the difficulty of comparing the performance of the SQA with other 
awarding bodies in the UK and confirmed that issues such as the determination of grade 
boundaries and its post results service are a matter for the SQA. 
 
The SQA corresponded with the Education and Culture Committee a number of times after 
the meeting on 22 September 2015.  This included a lengthy document sent on 6 
November 2015 covering a wide range of issues and including details of a customer 
satisfaction survey carried out on behalf of the SQA. 
 
The following suggested themes for discussion draw on SQA documentation, last year’s 
consideration as well as information received by the Committee this year.  
 
Theme 1: Relations between SQA and the teaching profession 
 

Possible themes for discussion: 
 

 Causes of a perception of a lack of trust in the SQA amongst teachers and the 

impact on the delivery of outcomes for learners 

 How that might be rectified 

 Whether there are any budgetary aspects to this issue 

 How to balance the need for stability with the ability to be responsive to the need to 

adjust qualifications in the light of experience. 

 
 

The SQA submission highlights results from a survey from January 2016 which reports that 
84% of respondents believe the SQA has high credibility and 91% believe the SQA can be 
trusted.  A different picture was given by the Committee’s survey which found little trust in 
the SQA. Around two thirds (67%) disagreed or disagreed strongly that “our customers and 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10111
http://www.parliament.scot/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Inquiries/ResponseSQA.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Publc%20bodies/SQAFollowUpIN20151106.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Publc%20bodies/SQAFollowUpIN20151106.pdf
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users trust us to get it right for them2.”  (It is important to note that the online survey was 
not based on a random sample and so cannot be assumed to represent the general views 
of SQA customers.  It does show that there is a number of teachers with negative views of 
the organisation). 
 
The written submissions in general supported the more negative view.  For example, one 
said: 

“we no longer trust anything that comes from them”  
 
Another queried: “Have all exam setters taught at the level they set for?” (anon 5) 
 
The EIS submission refers to: 
 

“Deterioration in relations between the SQA and the profession” 
 
The EIS had been going to undertake industrial action, but this was dropped after the 
agreement to drop unit assessments from the new National qualifications.  The SSTA 
continued with its “action short of strike action”.   
 
The SQA has undertaken extensive consultation activity in the development and 
implementation of the new qualifications.  Despite this, the submissions, survey returns 
and industrial action suggest a profession that does not feel listened to. 
 
The SQA submission describes how SQA quality assures its work, stating that:  
 

“there are robust operational processes supported by clear guidance to ensure that 
the assessment expertise of SQA staff and the subject specific expertise of SQA 
appointees is brought together to ensure that all stakeholders have confidence in 
the setting, assurance, maintenance and monitoring of SQA assessment 
standards.” 

 
However, the Committee received submissions from individual teachers complaining of: 
 

 Inconsistent marking,  

 Unclear marking instructions 

 Overly prescriptive marking schemes 

 Unclear, complex course documentation  

 The volume of documentation 

 Frequent updates to documentation that add to the complexity and amount of 

documentation provided and are difficult to assimilate 

 Concerns about the content of exam papers 

One teacher said:  
 

“I have never found it so hard to decipher what is required of me” (anon 4).   
 

                                                
2
 Corporate Plan “Values” include: We seek to be trusted by government and stakeholders to deliver on our 

statutory responsibilities. Our customers and users trust us to ‘get it right’ for them. We seek to be trusted by 
partners who know from experience that we deliver. 

https://ssta.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/SSTA-Guidance-Action-Short-of-Strike-Action-October-2016.pdf
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Another said.  
 

 “SQA has not been able to communicate information in a clear concise manner”, 
 

referring to 81 pages of guidance across five different documents for a 20 hour ‘half unit’ in 
Higher Physics (anon 13).  Another referred to: “hugely inconsistent” assessment of 
portfolio work in Art and Design. 
 
The development of Nationals was compared unfavourably to previous reforms: 
 

“when the int2/ new higher was rolled out, the NABs were clear, the advice was 
clear, the marking schemes were clear and matched a scientific understanding.  
Now we are still jumping through hoops to use the correct “SQA words” to pass 
verification and to ensure the students pass assessments even though these words 
may not be scientifically correct.”(anon 15). 

 
One submission (anon 32), considered that it was overly optimistic to expect teachers to 
develop their own assessments: 
 

“The idea that teachers [..] without significant experience of writing their own unit 
level assessments, would embrace the “opportunity” to write a sufficient number of 
their own assessments to meet unit reassessment needs was somewhat optimistic.” 

 
The Understanding Standards events were welcomed, but there was concern about: 
 

 “the amount of time teachers are being asked to be out of the classroom to attend 
SQA training and to carry out verification” (anon 4). 

 
The EIS recognised that issues of over assessment were not wholly the responsibility of 
the SQA, but considered that the SQA  
 

“has been insufficiently sensitive to the pressures it qualification regime has placed 
on schools.” 

 
The issue of constant changes to requirements was discussed at the Committee session 
last September.  At that time, Dr Brown said: 
 

“One challenge is that, during the course of those discussions, we will get feedback 
asking us to add this or modify that. It is important that qualifications have a certain 
level of stability. During the development of the curriculum for excellence, we 
probably overreacted and overchanged, as we have discussed with the committee 
before. However, we need to continuously evaluate and evolve our qualifications.” 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10111 
 

 
Theme 2: Resource pressures for the SQA 
 

Possible themes for discussion 
 

 Whether SQA is adequately resourced to revise National Qualifications following the 

decision to remove unit assessments.  

 The impact of this work on the other areas of their portfolio 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10111
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 How to develop a sustainable balance between Scottish Government funding, local 

authority income and income from other sources 

 The likely need for continued ‘in-year’ additional funding as a permanent part of the 

SQA funding arrangements 

 
The submission from the Auditor General notes: 
 

“The auditor reported that the 2016-17 budget shows a challenging position” 
 
The SQA submission states that: 
 

“SQA has faced significant challenges in developing a sustainable financial model.” 
 

Particular pressures identified in the SQA submission include: 
 

 the financial impact of the announcement of changes to unit assessments in 

National Qualifications 

 some qualifications, “required to support niche sectors in the economy,” do not 

cover their costs through entry fees. 

 a fixed price arrangement with local authorities underestimated the number of 

candidates sitting National 5 

Removal of unit assessments 
In September, the Curriculum for Excellence Management board agreed to remove 
mandatory unit assessments in order to relieve teacher workload (Scottish Government 
news release).  This will require substantial unanticipated additional work by the SQA to 
revise the assessment requirements which will likely have financial implications. 
 
One submission (anon 26) considered that a unitised structure is not suitable for schools 
 

“The SQA is driven by the Unit concept – that courses must be made up of units, 
and that units must be assessed. This may well suit a system where they wish to 
‘sell’ units to other organisations, but it is not how life works in a school.” 

 
National Qualifications form only a part of the SQA portfolio.  They also provide 
HNC/HNDs, workplace qualifications and vocational qualifications such as SVQs 
supporting the ‘Developing the Young Workforce’ agenda.   
 
Fixed Charge Arrangement 
In order to ease transition to National Qualifications charges to local authorities were set at 
a fixed price based on 2012/13 levels and projected entry levels.  Local authorities are not 
charged a fee for each candidate, but pay a fixed charge instead.  There have been higher 
than expected entries to National 5 and, according to the SQA submission, this difference 
has resulted in £1.2m less income than would have been generated by a ‘per candidate’ 
fee.   
 
In-year additional funding 
The Ministerial letter includes an expectation that additional funds will be necessary during 
the year: 

http://news.gov.scot/news/action-on-teacher-workload-confirmed
http://news.gov.scot/news/action-on-teacher-workload-confirmed
http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/71723.html
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“We recognise that, as was the case for 2015/16, the SQA will require further grant 
in aid to meet operational costs that are beyond those covered within current SG 
budgets” (April 2016) 

This is also reflected in the Annual Report 2014/15, Corporate Plan 15-18 and Corporate 
Plan 2016-19. 

The SQA submission gives the following reasons for needing in-year funding: 

 fluctuations in candidate entries and actual costs not known until end of March each 
year 

 requests to undertake additional activity during the year 

 volatile cash-flow for other activities 
 

The need for in-year additional funding has attracted press coverage.  In September 2016, 
£4.9m additional funding was reported by the Herald. 

“SCOTLAND'S exam body has been bailed out by ministers after recording a £5 
million deficit. The Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) said the £4.9m shortfall 
occurred in 2015/16 because of the extra costs of rolling out new exams” (Herald, 
9th September 2016) 

 
An additional £2m was provided in 2013/14 (Herald, July 2015). 
 
Table 1 (above) shows that the Corporate Plan 2016/17 includes mention of additional 
funding of £12.3m for 2016/17.  
 
Theme 3: Structure of the Senior Phase 
 

Possible themes for discussion: 
 
The impact of SQA requirements on the emerging structure of the Senior Phase.  In 
particular: 
 

 The degree to which SQA requirements affect the number of qualifications that 

school pupils can take in S4, and whether this results in less choice in S5 and S6 

and beyond 

 Entry numbers for ‘National 4’ and the role of an externally marked exam in the 

perceived value of a qualification 

 The desirability of a Senior Phase consisting of three consecutive years of one year 

courses – National 4/5 in S4, Higher in S5 and Advanced Higher in S6 and the 

levels of stress experienced by pupils 

 How developments in the ‘Broad General Education’ contribute to emerging issues 

in the Senior Phase. 

   
Course choices and timetabling in S4 are a matter for schools, but decisions will be 
influenced by the course requirements (developed by SQA) and by guidance from 
Education Scotland on the Broad General Education, particularly in relation to the 
curriculum in S3. 
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SQA reviewed the implementation of the National Qualifications, including individual 
subject reports.  Their major finding was that unit assessments hadn’t worked as expected.  
However the report, based on surveys and field work visits, also raised broader issues 
related to the development of the Senior Phase as a whole: 
 

“There are also broader issues that need to be addressed by schools and local 
authorities associated with the pace of learning in the broad general education, 
ensuring that pupils are presented for the correct level of qualifications and ensuring 
that sufficient time is given for delivery and assessment of National Courses — 160 
hours.” 

 
Other Senior Phase issues which have been raised in the media and in Parliament include 
subject choice at S4 and the perceived value of the National 4 qualifications. 
 
Subject Choice at S4 
In S4, most pupils study between 5 and 6 qualifications compared to the norm of studying 
8 standard grades under the previous system (See Reform Scotland survey).  The number 
of subjects sat is not a decision of the SQA, as it depends on school timetabling and 
guidance from Education Scotland as well as teacher judgement about individual pupil 
ability.   
 
However, the SQA sets the course requirements which affects the number of courses that 
can be taken in the time available and the degree to which learning at S3 can count 
towards attainment in S4.   
 
Fewer subjects studied in S4 restricts the level of choice for Highers in S5, leaving less 
room for manouvre if a pupil changes her mind about a subject or doesn’t get the grades in 
S4. 
 
Education Scotland guidance issued in May this year stated: 
 

“Learning in S3 can and should contribute to the ‘160 hours of directed study’ 
associated with a national qualification” 
[…] 
The number and range of courses undertaken in S4, S5 or S6 is a matter for 
schools, local authorities, parents and young people to decide, taking into account 
young people’s individual needs.  
[…] 
schools should plan for young people to progress smoothly on to following anything 
between six and eight qualification courses from S4 onwards, with certification of 
each over a mix of one or two years, as appropriate to their individual needs.   

 
National 4 
National 4 is a pass/fail qualification and is not externally marked.  This has led to criticism 
that it is not a valuable qualification.  For example anonymous submissions from teachers 
to the Committee said: 
 

“there should be a final examination for this qualification” (Anon 22) 
 
 “pupils are de-motivated be the fact that their work is no ‘good enough’ or important 
enough’ to send away for marking.  I also think it is very demoralising for them to 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/76667.html
https://reformscotland.com/2016/05/national-4s-and-5s-unintended-consequences/
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/guidancenote_tcm4-876075.pdf
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receive only a pass or fail at the end of their course […] encourages them to only 
meet minimum requirements” (Anon 21) 

 
There are indications that the number of presentations at National 4 is lower than expected 
and presentations at National 5 are higher than expected.  (See for example, submission 
from Lindsay Paterson who states that: “the national 4 courses are less popular than the 
combined total of Standard Grade general and Intermediate 1” pointing to 115,000 awards 
at National 4 in 2016 compared to 126,000 awards for the equivalents in 2012.  Also see 
SQA submission which refers to higher than expected presentations at N5). 
 
 
 
Three years of one-year courses in the senior phase 
The Senior Phase was intended to allow flexibility and choice in study.  Pupils might for 
example study for Highers over two years rather than sit National 5’s.  However, it may 
also result in sitting three, consecutive, one-year courses: National 4 or 5 in S4, Higher in 
S5 and Advanced Higher in S6.  Some submissions to the Committee queried the value of 
this. 
 

“staying on in school to S6 sitting three diets of SQA examinations punctuated by 
the three “two-term dashes” of teaching and learning.” (anon 13) 
 
“I cannot understand why the government cares to examine 3 consecutive years in 
every subject offered.” (anon 6). 

 
The levels of stress experienced by pupils caused by an onerous assessment schedule 
was a theme in the meeting which committee members had with teachers in Parliament on 
5 October 2016.  It was also raised in some submissions: 
 

“I don't think we're doing our kids any favours by putting them through exams all the 
time once they reach 16. I have never before come across so many stressed out 
teenagers and I think the system exacerbates the pressure they feel as they 
progress through secondary education.” (E. Robinson) 

 
Theme 4: Quality Assurance  

 
Potential themes for discussion include: 
 

 Process for ensuring the exam reflects the course taught and the qualification as a 

whole builds on the ‘Broad General Education’ 

 Processes for proof reading and ensuring accurate language is used in questions 

 Resources required to ensure robust quality assurance, including the availability of 

staff and/or appointees to set and mark assessments/exams 

 
Last year concern about the difficulty of a Higher Maths paper was discussed in 
Committee.  This year, there were typographical errors in the National 5 Computer Studies 
paper.  In Committee on 2nd November John Swinney commented that: 
 

“It is intolerable if there are errors of whatever nature—it does not matter what 
adjective we put in front of them—in exam papers.” (OR 2

nd
 November 2016) 

 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10601&mode=pdf
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In answer to a question by Liz Smith, the Cabinet Secretary said that correct setting, 
verification and marking is the “core purpose” of the SQA 

 
Liz Smith: we must be sure that the setting, verification and marking of the exams 
are up to scratch. I ask you to give a guarantee that everything possible will be done 
to ensure that that is the case.  
 
John Swinney: I am happy to do so, because that must be a given of our 
examination system. I make absolutely clear to the committee the importance that I 
attach to Liz Smith’s point. What she describes is the core purpose of the Scottish 
Qualifications Authority—that should be clearly understood—and, if it is not being 
done correctly, there are significant issues with the performance of the SQA. 

 
The Scottish Association of Geography teachers’ submission to the Committee referred to 
their survey of this year’s Higher paper where 54% “thought it was 
poor/shocking/terrible/worst ever and nothing like specimen or previous paper.” 
 
The Committee also received anonymous submissions claiming inconsistent marking of Art 
and Design portfolio work (anon 18, 20,21). 
 
In May, pupils petitioned the SQA over the Higher English exam.  The SQA had changed 
the paper as a “precautionary measure” over a potential leak of its contents (Holyrood, 
May 2016) 
 
The availability and quality of markers was also raised in the submissions.  One (anon 27) 
said: 
 

“Probationer teachers with very little or no experience of marking were employed to 
mark by the SQA. Teachers were being desperately phoned early on a Sunday 
morning asking them to mark. Bonus payments were offered to staff who agreed to 
mark more than the number of papers that they were originally given to mark. The 
system came close to collapse.” 

 
After the Committee’s overview of Curriculum for Excellence on 28 September 2016, the 
SQA provided the Committee additional information on the examination question paper 
development and quality assurance process.  In its submission to the Committee on this 
piece of work, the SQA stated: 
 

“At all stages in [the development of qualifications, development of assessments, 
marking, and setting grade boundaries], there are robust operational processes 
supported by clear guidance to ensure that the assessment expertise of SQA staff 
and the subject-specific expertise of SQA Appointees is brought together to ensure 
that all stakeholders have confidence in the setting, assurance, maintenance and 
monitoring of SQA assessment standards.” (SQA) 

 
 
Theme 5: Accountability and Governance 
 

https://www.holyrood.com/articles/news/pupils-petition-sqa-over-higher-english-exam
https://www.holyrood.com/articles/news/pupils-petition-sqa-over-higher-english-exam
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/SQAExamProdPaper20161027.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/SQAExamProdPaper20161027.pdf
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Potential themes for discussion include: 
 

 Whether local authorities and teachers ought to have a stronger role in the 

governance and accountability structures of the SQA 

 Whether existing mechanisms for ascertaining and responding to the views of 

education professionals are working well. 

 Avenues of redress in relation to disputes about the professional judgement of the 

SQA (as opposed to administrative and procedural issues which can be taken to the 

SPSO) 

 
SQA is self-regulating and is accountable to Scottish Ministers.  Governance structures 
include representation from a range of stakeholders and individual teachers are involved in 
substantial aspects of the organisation’s work, including as markers and providing views 
on qualification developments.  Certain complaints (generally maladministration issues) 
from individuals can be taken to the SPSO. 
 
One theme in submissions is a concern about ‘accountability.’  For example, one 
anonymous submission stated: 
 

“SQA is accountable to nobody. It refuses to respond to legitimate concerns raised 
by teachers” (anon 3) 

 
The EIS recognise the need for the SQA to be independent, but ask: “how it can be more 
responsive to the main voices within Scottish education, including the professional 
associations.” 
 
The SQA board includes members who are teachers and lecturers.  It does not include 
teacher union representation, although both EIS and STUC are represented on the 
Advisory Council. The Advisory Council was established in 2002 following the exams crisis 
and its primary role is to create a strong mechanism for stakeholders to participate in, and 
offer advice on, relevant SQA and qualification issues.   
 
When similar issues arose in last year’s Committee discussion, Dr Brown highlighted the 
role of the Qualifications Committee:  
 

“The qualifications committee is made up not only of SQA people and board 
members but external people—teachers, college lecturers and people from outwith 
Scotland—who have the oversight ability to challenge what we do on the 
development of the assessments that we create and the way in which we evaluate 
and run the qualifications system.” 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10111 
 
A petition (PE1484) was lodged in 2013 calling for an independent regulator of the SQA. 
“to ensure a quick and effective resolution to complaints about the quality, accuracy and 
validity of SQA examinations” and also to consider the limitation of the SPSO remit for 
dealing only with process and procedural issues, but not academic decisions. 
 
This issue was raised in the discussion with the Committee last year, and Janet Brown 
wrote to the Committee explaining the SPSO’s jurisdiction.  In summary: 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/138.html
http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/1666.2329.html
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10111
http://external.parliament.scot/S4_PublicPetitionsCommittee/General%20Documents/PE1484_C_Scottish_Qualifications_Authority_11.10.13.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Publc%20bodies/SQAFollowUpIN20151106.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Publc%20bodies/SQAFollowUpIN20151106.pdf
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 individuals, such as pupils and parents, can complain to the SPSO on procedural 

and administrative issues 

 local authorities cannot complain to the SPSO 

 in some cases teachers can, and have, complained to the SPSO about the SQA 

The letter to the Petitions Committee from the Scottish Government said they saw no need 
for an independent regulatory body and that: 
 

“Because, the SQA is an executive NDPB and is accountable to Ministers and 
Parliament, any member of the public is free to take their complaints or concerns 
about its functions or services to Ministers. They may also take such complaints or 
concerns to their local MSP who may raise the matter with the appropriate Minister.” 

 
The SQA is a Statutory NDPB sponsored by the Scottish Government learning directorate 
with whom the organisation has regular meetings.  A representative of the sponsor 
department attends board meetings as an observer.  Scottish Ministers: 
 

 appoint board members 

 approve increases in exam entry fees 

 agree key annual objectives  

 commission SQA to carry out specific developmental work such as new national 

qualifications for CfE 

 approve the Corporate Plan 

 approve the annual budget 

In addition to a Board of Management and Audit Committee, the SQA has: 
 

 an Advisory Council appointed by Scottish Ministers to consider and provide advice 

to SQA on the needs and views of stakeholders, in order to help us make 

appropriate decisions on the development, maintenance and delivery of 

qualifications. 

  a Qualifications Committee appointed by the Board to oversee issues of quality and 

standards of qualifications and assessments at a strategic and technical level. 

SQA Accreditation regulates approved awarding bodies, including the SQA itself.  
However, the Accreditation work of the SQA is kept entirely separate from the Awarding 
Body side.  For detail see: http://accreditation.sqa.org.uk/accreditation/Regulation 
  
 
 

 

Camilla Kidner 
SPICe 
17th November 2016 
 

 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/1666.2329.html
http://mini-ccc7.clients.civiccomputing.com/accreditation/Awarding_Body_Approval/Approved_Awarding_Bodies_Feb2015
http://accreditation.sqa.org.uk/accreditation/Regulation
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Annex: Online Survey 

Committee members have received an analysis of all four online surveys in their papers for 
the meeting on 9th November.  Results for SQA are repeated here. 

646 responses were received, 293 of them from classroom teachers and 169 from 
teachers in promoted posts, deputes or head teachers. There were not very large 
differences in responses by respondent type and so separate results have not been 
reported here. Almost all respondents had experience of National Qualifications (93%) and 
around a fifth had experience of ‘Skills for Work.’  Other qualifications were less well known 
although 13% had experience of HNC/HNDs and 10% of SVQs.   

Figure 1: Respondents by type 
Teachers 462 71% 

College lecturers/academic staff/training provider 46 7% 

Parent 42 6% 

Pupil/student/trainee 51 8% 

Other 45 7% 

All responses 646  

Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding. 

Of 618 responses, just over half considered that SQA qualifications contributed ‘somewhat’ 
or ‘a great deal’ to the National Outcome:  “Our young people are more successful 
learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens.”  

Perceptions of SQA qualifications’ contribution were mixed in relation to the National 
Outcome “We are better educated, more skilled and more successful, renowned for our 
research and innovation. 45% of 618 respondents saying the SQA contributed “not at all” 
or “a little” and 53% saying it contributed “somewhat” or “a great deal.” 
 

In addition to asking about National Outcomes, the survey asked about statements taken 
from the “Values” and “Approach” in the SQA Corporate Plan 2016-19.   
Nearly three quarters (73%) of respondents agreed or agreed strongly that SQA 
qualifications enable learners to access and progress within further and higher education.  

However, survey respondents expressed little trust in the SQA.  Around two thirds (67%) 
disagreed or disagreed strongly that “our customers and users trust us to get it right for 
them3.”   

Around half of respondents disagreed or disagreed strongly that SQA qualifications “deliver 
a comprehensive and high quality school qualifications system” (48%) and a further 16% 
were undecided.  Similar opinions were expressed about whether SQA provides 
qualifications that prepare young people for work.    

 
 
  

                                                
3
 Corporate Plan “Values” include: We seek to be trusted by government and stakeholders to deliver on our 

statutory responsibilities. Our customers and users trust us to ‘get it right’ for them. We seek to be trusted by 
partners who know from experience that we deliver. 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/SQA-Corporate-Plan-2016-19.pdf
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Figure 2: Views of SQA qualifications 
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