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The NASUWT’s submission to the Scottish Parliament Education and Skills 

Committee sets out the Union’s views on the key issues which should be explored by 

the Committee in its examination of the work of the Scottish Qualifications Authority 

(SQA), Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES) and Education 

Scotland in relation to ongoing developments in school education and support for 

learning and assessment. The NASUWT’s evidence is informed directly by serving 

teacher and headteacher members and also by the work of its representative 

committees and consultative structures, made up of practising teachers and school 

leaders working in the education system. 

1. The Union welcomes the Education and Skills Committee’s dedication to the 

ongoing scrutiny of supports for school education, learning and assessment.  

Key messages on qualifications for summer 2021 

2. Managing the cancellation of qualifications has created significant challenges for 

the education system and has raised serious questions about the resilience, 

fairness and fitness for purpose of the current qualifications framework. The 

NASUWT remains clear that it is important that lessons are learned in the longer 

term from the experiences of awarding qualifications in 2020 and 2021. In the short 

term, the NASUWT has identified ten key messages for the Government, 

regulators and centres on the awarding of qualifications in the summer of 2021: 

i. It is imperative that the solution for qualifications in the summer of 2021 is 

deliverable in practice, taking full account of the unprecedented pressures on 

teachers and school leaders and avoiding the imposition of excessive and 

unnecessary workload burdens on them. The solution should not be reliant 

upon any extension of working time of already overburdened teachers and 

school leaders. 

ii. Serious consideration should be given to the use of external marking for these 

assessments, not only as a means of limiting workload burdens but also to 



ensure that fair and consistent assessments are undertaken according to clear 

criteria. 

iii. There should be an expectation on centres for all candidates to undertake these 

assessments, apart from those individual candidates whose circumstances 

would impair their ability to access these assessments meaningfully and fairly. 

iv. It is critical to recognise that professional, candidate and public confidence in 

the awarding process this summer will necessitate assessments that are 

unambiguous and applied according to well-understood, common criteria.  

v. Centres must ensure that they take all possible steps to create sufficient time 

to allow assessments to be carried out effectively and for staff to access 

relevant training, time and support. 

vi. The Government must make clear that centres should support the work of 

teachers and school and college leaders by allowing them to focus their 

attention on teaching and leading teaching and learning, and to use their 

professional judgement to support awarding. 

vii. It should be made expressly clear that teachers and school leaders should not 

be required to undertake tasks related to awarding that do not require the skills, 

talents and expertise of a qualified teacher. It should further be made clear that 

they should not be required to undertake training or other activities outside their 

contracted time. 

viii. It should also be made clear that assessment evidence provided to awarding 

bodies is submitted by centres on a corporate basis and is not the responsibility 

of any individual teacher or school leader. 

ix. Arrangements should be robust and established in such a way that deters 

groundless or speculative appeals and does not encourage second-guessing 

of centres’ assessments. 

x. The SQA must work with the NASUWT and other legitimate stakeholders to 

develop manageable contingency options if further disruption to centres creates 

problems in completing teacher assessments effectively. 

Teacher workload, mental health and wellbeing 

 

3. Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, excessive workload and poor wellbeing were 

some of teachers’ main concerns about the quality of their working lives. Not only 



have many of the causes of teachers’ concerns remained relevant during the 

pandemic, but they have also been exacerbated by the extraordinary pressures 

that COVID-19 and the Scottish Government’s response has placed on schools 

and the staff who work in them. 

 

4. The Union is deeply concerned that the pandemic has resulted in entirely 

unprecedented pressures on teachers and school leaders and caused massive 

uncertainty, anxiety and workload pressures which are unsustainable. 

 
5. Some lessons could have been learned to better support the profession during 

2020/21, as the impact on teachers and lecturers was referenced throughout the 

Professor Priestley independent review of the awarding process in 2020. The 

evidence gathered as part of that review clearly pointed to teachers having been 

subjected to high levels of stress and anxiety, as well as feeling undermined and 

denigrated. A significant part of this stemmed from the lack of clarity by the SQA 

over the balance between estimation and moderation. Teachers were also left 

confused and uncertain over the guidance on estimates and local moderation. The 

review noted that a more comprehensive set of guidance around this would have 

been helpful and potentially removed some of the complexity from the system, 

which led to teachers feeling under excessive pressure and suffering from stress. 

It is inescapably true that some of the decisions made by the SQA last year led to 

an erosion of trust and confidence in the organisation amongst teachers. 

 

6. Teachers are looking to national bodies, such as the SQA, to lead decisively and 

remain concerned with the level of communication and information received post 

the Priestley review. Undoubtedly, the SQA has faced a gargantuan task, in a 

rapidly changing environment; however, members have queried why in these 

circumstances the SQA has relinquished funds back to the Scottish Government 

rather than investing this money to support the provision of greater and better 

communication and clarification to teachers and schools, along with practical 

support for assessment and marking. 

 
7. Teachers are dedicated to ensuring that their pupils are provided with every 

opportunity to succeed, and are worried that their concerns are not being 



addressed timeously, which is further contributing to stress and anxiety, in addition 

to a veritable tsunami of workload. For example, in some practical subjects, pupils 

would ordinarily be developing practical skills over a period of time. With the limited 

opportunities for pupils in schools, concerns have been raised that the system will 

essentially be asking pupils to take a driving test without taking any lessons, then 

telling them they have failed.  

 
8. Clear communication, timing and consistency are critical foundations to a 

successful system. While the SQA has acknowledged there is a spectrum around 

flexibility and prescription and a balance to be struck, this messaging has not 

resonated with practitioners.   

 
9. The NASUWT held a successful online engagement event, ‘NASUWT Scotland in 

conversation with the SQA’, on 20 January 2021, and attendees were seeking: 

 

• further and better details on grade prediction and certification; 

• assessment papers, marking instructions and supporting materials in order 

to support frontline teachers in undertaking assessments and reducing their 

workload burden; 

• guidance to schools and managers supporting the fact that requirements for 

verification of assessment evidence should not become bureaucratic and 

produce an overly burdensome workload; 

• guidance which supports teacher professional judgement and makes the 

process of predicting grades manageable; 

• specific information for schools who will not have any Prelim evidence for 

their pupils and may have limited assessment evidence;  

• all guidance to schools and managers to stress the importance of 

administering assessments in a COVID-safe manner; 

• greater clarification on how the SQA will ensure consistency in the 2021 

exam diet; 

• details on any normalising process, which might disproportionately affect 

the predicted grades of pupils from schools in disadvantaged areas; 

• the quality assurance procedures which the SQA would consider 

appropriate; 



• a clear statement on the position where it is unlikely or impossible that 

course content will be completed; and 

• a national decision on timetable changes to support and manage workload. 

 
10. In addition to ensuring that the Scottish Government and employers protect the 

physical and mental health and safety of teachers in all workplaces and provide 

them with a pay award that recognises and rewards the contribution of the teaching 

profession throughout the pandemic, the NASUWT is clear that the Scottish 

Government must introduce a robust, fully-funded recovery programme to repair 

the damage caused to the mental health and wellbeing of teachers.   

 

Teacher supply and demand 

 

11. Supply teachers must be part of the solution to the safe and sustainable return of 

more pupils to schools in Scotland. The NASUWT has been calling for schools and 

employers to utilise the army of supply teachers to support the phased return to 

school of more pupils in order to better support smaller class sizes and physical 

distancing requirements, as well as assist in helping pupils to recover their 

education from the impact of the pandemic. This would not only benefit the safety 

and education of pupils, but it would also provide employment opportunities for the 

large number of skilled and experienced supply teachers, many of whom have 

been left facing financial hardship as a result of the COVID outbreak. 

 

12. In tandem, the NASUWT is calling on the Scottish Government and the Convention 

of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) to reinstate a system of financial support for 

supply teachers who are unable to access work, as NASUWT research has found 

that half of supply teachers have had assignments withdrawn during the current 

lockdown and that a further 14% have had their hours reduced. 

 
13. The First Minister stated in Parliament on 02/02/21 that: 

 
‘There should be no reason why supply teachers are not able to get work right now. 

We have already made £45 million available to local authorities to employ 

additional staff. Local authorities should be making full use of any offers of supply 



teachers that come their way, because the funding is there for that—let that 

message go out loudly and clearly.’ 

 

Unfortunately, that message has not been received by all employers, and supply 

staff are an untapped resource. 

 

Equalities 

 
14. The Priestley review concluded that equalities issues were considered at various 

stages, including discussions relating to bias in the estimation process as early as 

March, as well as the delivery of unconscious bias training to centres. However, it 

seems that this initial focus on equalities work was on the area of bias in 

assessment, with less consideration given to how the moderation process itself 

might produce inequality. There was also little evidence found to suggest that 

equalities issues were systematically considered or built into the development of 

the Alternative Certification Model (ACM) from the onset. Compounding this, the 

Equalities Impact Assessment (EIA) and Child Rights Impact Assessment (CRIA) 

were produced very late in the process. This was disappointing to the NASUWT, 

given that the Union pressed the SQA from the very start of the process to publish 

the details of any EIA. This was particularly in respect of the extent to which 

equalities issues were taken into effective consideration throughout the design and 

implementation of the moderation process for 2019/20. The review recognised and 

supported the NASUWT’s concern that is it difficult to understand how decisions 

were taken in the absence of any completed EIA. 

 

15. The SQA, in the 2020/21 diet, has published an impact assessment at the point of 

modification and has committed to ensuring that equalities formed part of the 

alternative certification approach. However, there remains a question over the 

timing of this assessment and the data used. The SQA does not routinely collect 

equality data, which means it could not truly examine the 2020 approach to identify 

the possible impact on protected characteristics. This absence of data last year 

ultimately led to a situation where some of the impacts of the moderation model 

were not fully predicted or mitigated. More focus was seemingly placed on debating 



whether the model advantaged or disadvantaged cohorts from schools in socially 

and economically disadvantaged areas. 

 
16. An issue the NASUWT has consistently raised is that the lack of collaboration and 

engagement from the SQA. The Union had hoped, given the controversies caused 

by the decisions made in 2020, that the SQA would recognise the need to become 

more inclusive of other stakeholders. While informal dialogue continues with the 

SQA, the NASUWT remains excluded from the SQA’s National Qualifications 2021 

Group, suggesting that the SQA and the Scottish Government are continuing with 

their selective approach to engagement from stakeholders. 

 
17. Moving forward, the model this year must consider the impact on young people’s 

future direction, including university offers and college places, and a genuine and 

meaningful commitment must be given to embedding equalities in all aspects of 

the development of qualifications systems. 

 
Education Scotland 
 
18. A closer examination of the role of Education Scotland during the course of the 

pandemic is also required. Members have raised concerns regarding the quality of 

subject specific training events run by Education Scotland as well as some of the 

materials on the Scotland Learns section of their website. It is critical that Education 

Scotland provide high quality, effective and timely support for classroom teachers.  

 

19. It is right that, as a publicly funded universal service, the education system should 

be subject to an appropriate, constructive and proportionate system of 

accountability. There is however an important discussion which should have taken 

place with all key stakeholders about the role of inspection during a global 

pandemic. The Union is clear that accountability systems should not place 

unnecessary or excessive workload and bureaucratic burdens on teachers and 

school leaders.  

 
20. Education Scotland must also look to mainstream and embed equalities: a closer, 

collaborative approach with trade unions and practitioners would support this 

outcome. 

 



21. Finally, the Union’s response to the Education (Scotland) Bill in January 2018 

stated that Regional Improvement Collaboratives (RICs): 

 
‘…must avoid simply introducing an additional layer of bureaucracy to the system, 

particularly in the context of there being no new money available to establish them. 

The Union is very concerned that RICs, without a significant injection of funding 

and simply financed  by  diverting  existing  money  from  Education  Scotland  and  

local authority  resources,  will  dilute  the  level  of  support  available  for  teachers  

in  the classroom. Indeed,  with  the  high  level  of  cuts  to  all  support resources  

that  local authorities have implemented in the last few years, where will the support 

be drawn from? There is a clear need for sustained investment in the education 

workforce.’ 

 
 

22. The Union signalled a cautionary note about structural reform and advised 

education policymakers not to set too much store or spend too much time on the 

creation of new structures rather than on ensuring that  the  appropriate  support  

is  provided  to  enable  and  develop  teachers  to concentrate on their core role 

of teaching and learning.  The NASUWT also advocated for reform evaluation: 

 

‘The principles or factors on which the Scottish Government should evaluate reform 

strategies are quite simple:  

•Is the reform needed?  

•Is it democratically accountable?  

•Will it enhance the teaching and learning of pupils?  

•Will it add to workload burdens of schools?  

•Will it require additional resource? 

Any  reform  must  enhance  the  teaching  and  learning  experience  of  pupils  

and improve their life chances’.  

 
It is crucial that both the RICs and Education Scotland are subject to robust and regular 

review against these principles. 

 


