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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

 
 
Fiona Robertson 
Chief Executive and Chief Examining Officer 
Scottish Qualifications Authority 

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 3 December 2019 

 
 

Dear Ms Robertson 
 

The SQA’s performance and role: Request for a further response 
 

Thank you for the supplementary information provided in your letter dated 28 October 
2019 relating to the SQA’s performance and role. This followed the SQA’s evidence 
session before the Committee on 11 September.  

 
The Committee considered your response at its meeting on 13 November and agreed 
that a number of the points made in my original letter were not addressed in your 
response. On that basis the Committee agreed that I should write to you again offering 
you the opportunity to provide more detailed direct answers to the specific questions 
put by the Committee.  

 
Please cross refer to my original letter dated 3 October 2019 when considering the 
points made below. The Committee will consider your next response at a formal 
committee meeting. At that stage the Committee will decide whether a further evidence 
session with the SQA is required on these matters.  

 

• Accountability for spending – international travel 
 

The Committee requested details of how your review work will consider questions that 
have been raised about accountability for spending of public money. It also requested 
sight of the outcome of this review. I should be grateful for confirmation that the 
Committee will have sight of the outcome of this review so it can scrutinise its contents. 
This includes sight of the revised policy you suggest would be ready to communicate 
by mid-November. 

 

mailto:es.committee@parliament.scot
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20191028SQA_resp_to_ES_Committee_follow-ups_from_11_Sept_session.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12248
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12248
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20191003Out_SQA_letter2.pdf
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• International work – human rights considerations 
 

As cited in my previous letter, Scottish Development International has decided not to 
proceed with planned work with Saudi Arabia on human rights grounds. The 
Committee’s concern is that, as confirmed in evidence to the Committee, the SQA has 
not undertaken any work to assess how those trained in Saudi Arabia as part of the 
programme the SQA is involved in will be employed.  

 
Your response focuses on the learner experiences including issues such as 
encouraging gender equality and female labour market participation. This does not 
address the key point made to you and your colleagues on 11 September in 
Committee, namely concerns over the impact of the work that is undertaken by those 
learners. The Committee asked what additional human rights checks the SQA intends 
to undertake in reviewing its work in Saudi Arabia and would appreciate a response to 
that specific point. 

 

• Principal assessors 
 

The Committee explored, through a series of questions during your evidence session, 
the basis for markers being withdrawn from marking. Specifically, whether the SQA 
collates information on the basis for withdrawals, where the SQA withdraws markers 
or the individuals themselves take the decision to withdraw.  

 
My letter stated “evidence suggested that while SQA can explain the basis for the 
withdrawals instigated by SQA, the organisation is not in a position to provide a 
breakdown of the reasons for withdrawals by the markers themselves…The 
Committee would appreciate confirmation that the SQA will take steps to address this 
and the associated timescale for this work.” However your letter dated 28 October 
states “We record marker withdrawals, and the reasons why.” Based on this answer, 
the Committee repeats its initial request for details of the number of markers 
withdrawing from the process and a breakdown of this figure based on the reasons for 
withdrawal. 

 

• Multi-level teaching 
 

In evidence to the Committee you committed to undertake further work on this matter 
within your on-going improvement processes. Your response to my letter highlights 
collective work on the senior phase review that the SQA will be involved in as opposed 
to any specific work as part of your own improvement processes. I should be grateful 
if you could explain what the on-going improvement processes are and specifically 
how work on multi-level teaching will feature.  

 
I would also appreciate confirmation that, should the senior phase review or your own 
improvement processes find a prevalence of multi-level teaching, that you concur with 
your predecessor’s view that “If significant numbers of schools are delivering multi-
level teaching, we have to start looking at content.” 
 
 
 

 



3 

• Post-results services 
 

During evidence to the Committee you were asked about the potential for financial 
considerations contributing to post-results services not being used. This relates to the 
higher level of use of the process by independent schools compared to state schools 
following the transfer of the financial burden to individual school budgets.  

 
You stated when before the Committee: “In the system that we have evolved, including 
the guidance that has been provided, we have seen no evidence that post-results 
services are not being used because of issues relating to financial considerations.”  

Since your appearance, figures have been published reflecting that in 2018 
independent schools appealed 7 % of exam results compared to 2.4% by local 
authority schools.  

 
As stated in my previous letter, the Committee considers the extent to which the cost 
of the process may be acting as a deterrent to pursuing appeals merits further 
exploration. Based on this new information, the Committee seeks a commitment from 
the SQA to undertake further work in this area. 

 
The Committee would appreciate a response by Monday 6 January 2020. 

 
Yours sincerely 

 

 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 


