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Dear Ms Robertson 

  

Thank you for attending the Education and Skills Committee on 11 September to give 

evidence on behalf of the SQA, and congratulations again on your new role.  

 

During the course of your evidence session you committed to undertake a number of 

pieces of work and to provide the Committee with further information. The Committee 

reviewed the evidence session later in the meeting and agreed that given the 

importance of these undertakings it would be worthwhile writing to set out the 

Committee’s explicit expectations. In addition, the Committee agreed to seek 

information on the issue of SQA invigilator pay rates, an issue which was not raised 

during the course of your session. 

  

Accountability for spending – international travel 

The Committee would appreciate details of the review of management processes 

which you are undertaking to seek to ensure that information on spend broken down 

by individual member of staff can be collated in future. This issue related to FOI 

requests for details of spend on international travel, including by members of the senior 

management team, which were not released under FOI because spending was on 

corporate credit cards. The Committee would appreciate details at this stage of the 
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timescale for your review work and its scope, including how it will consider questions 

that have been raised about accountability for spending of public money. The 

Committee would also appreciate sight of the outcome of this review as soon as it is 

completed. 

  

International work – human rights considerations 

International work was also a focus of the evidence session, in particular the extent to 

which human rights considerations have informed SQA decisions on its provision of 

training in Saudi Arabia. The Committee was informed by Mr McMorris that quality 

assurance work was underway at present for the programme which is aimed at helping 

female participation in the labour market. Concerns were raised by members when it 

was confirmed that the SQA has not undertaken any work to assess how those who 

will be trained as part of the programme will be employed, including work for the Saudi 

Government Defence Ministry. The SQA evidence reflected that, as an organisation, 

it takes into account Foreign and Commonwealth Office and Scottish Government 

advice in relation to human rights when undertaking international work. However, the 

Committee notes that other public bodies such as Scottish Development International 

have decided, on human rights grounds, not to proceed with planned work having 

reviewed its relationship with Saudi Arabia. The Committee seeks a written 

explanation at your earliest opportunity as to what additional human rights checks the 

SQA intends to undertake in reviewing its work in Saudi Arabia. 

  

Exam markers and appointments 

Questions on the exam diet included a focus on whether there are a sufficient number 

of markers for the exam diet. During discussions a letter from Jacqui Faulds to the 

Local Government and Communities Committee was cited which states that previously 

there were 14,153 marker appointments. A letter in response to a parliamentary 

question from Liz Smith from the SQA stated the most recent figure as 12,450. You 

acknowledged in evidence that there have been changes in the management system 

that oversees marker appointments and offered to provide further details. You also 

committed to provide confirmation of the most up to date number of teacher markers, 

which had been cited as 6,208 by Jacqui Faulds in her earlier letter.  
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In relation to withdrawals of marker appointments, evidence suggested that while SQA 

can explain the basis for withdrawals instigated by SQA, the organisation is not in a 

position to provide a breakdown of the reasons for withdrawals by the markers 

themselves. Given previous evidence on: the challenge of finding sufficient numbers 

of markers; the increasing range of qualifications that require to be marked; and the 

withdrawal of 794 marker appointments for this exam diet, the Committee considers 

the SQA should have a process in place to identify why markers are withdrawing from 

the process. This is an important step to enable SQA to assess the key reasons why 

people withdraw in these numbers and to seek to address some of these underlying 

reasons where possible. The Committee would appreciate confirmation that the SQA 

will take steps to address this and the associated timescale for this work. 

  

Principal assessors 

During evidence the role of principal assessor was emphasised by a member as being 

hugely important. When asked whether the SQA requires the role to be held by 

somebody who is qualified as a subject specialist, Mr Quinn responded that they “must 

be qualified in the subject. They lead the examination team as someone who is a 

specialist in the subject area…They must have experience in delivering the 

qualification. They must be a subject specialist, but they must also understand the 

delivery aspects.” 

  

The Committee would appreciate it if you could share with it the relevant guidance 

which sets out these minimum standards for principal assessors. The SQA webpage 

states that principal assessors 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” (emphasis added) 

  

Multi-level teaching 

A quote from your predecessor, Dr Brown, to the Committee in 2017 was raised in 

evidence with you: 

  

“If significant numbers of schools are delivering multilevel teaching, we have to 

start looking at content.” (Official Report 13 September 2017) 
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The Committee welcomes your commitment to undertake further work on this matter 

within your on-going improvement processes and would welcome further detail on the 

nature of the planned work and timescales for completion. Given the level of interest 

from the Committee in the prevalence of multilevel teaching, and the potential impact 

on individual students’ learning experiences, the Committee would also be very 

interested in the outcome of this important work. 

 

Invigilators pay 

In the Committee’s report on the role and performance of key education bodies, 

there was a section on invigilators pay: 

 

The Committee sought clarification on the hourly rate of pay that invigilators receive. 

Invigilators receive a set fee for an exam session, which can be of variable length. 

The SQA contended that over the whole pay period, invigilators would receive at 

least the living wage. However it currently relies on chief invigilators to ensure this 

happens.124 In its letter of 16 December 2016 to the Committee, the SQA said: 

 

All work undertaken by Invigilators is monitored by Chief Invigilators to ensure 

that Invigilators are assigned to a variety of examination sessions with 

differing lengths of duration to achieve a balance across the examination 

period… 

 

… It is worth emphasising that from a pool of 6000 Invigilators the number of 

concerns regarding fees raised each year is less than 5. A survey is being 

organised for the 2017 Invigilators to give them the opportunity to feedback 

comments and views on the current fee arrangements.125 

 

The Committee asks that the SQA ensures that it improves its data collection from 

chief invigilators so that it is in a position to categorically state that all of the people it 

appoints receive the living wage. Alternatively, the SQA should review standard 

terms and conditions for employment of invigilators to create a system where 

invigilators receive a minimum wage as standard. 
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The Committee seeks confirmation that, following this issue being raised in 2017, the 

SQA can categorically state that all of the people it appoints receive the Living Wage 

for their total time worked. 

Unsuccessful appeals 

You agreed to explore further with one of the Committee members the evidence he 

holds from constituency casework which points to financial considerations contributing 

to post-results services not being used. This relates to the higher level of use of the 

appeals process by independent schools compared to state schools following the 

transfer of the financial burden for unsuccessful appeals to individual school budgets. 

The Committee considers the extent to which the cost of the appeals process may be 

acting as a deterrent to pursuing appeals merits further exploration to ensure equity in 

the system. The Committee would wish to be kept informed of the outcome of the 

discussions on the evidence held by the member on this matter. 

Presentation for qualifications 

Finally, one member asked about whether improvements were being made to ensure 

pupils are presented for the appropriate level of examination. Anecdotal evidence of 

this was referred to during the SQAs evidence. The Committee would appreciate 

details in writing of the evidence you hold to substantiate this suggestion. 

Yours sincerely 

CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 


