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The results of our survey clearly identified a need for urgent action particularly in regard to the Higher 

Modern Studies course and the assignment element of coursework at National 5 and Higher. This is not 

just about the teachers but about the pupils undertaking Modern Studies in this presentation year and 

future years.  

 

Main survey findings: 

The SQA documentation and Course Assessment Specification are seen as unfit for purpose (85%) 

and lacking clarity, consistency and meaning (85%) (d) & (e) 

 

91% of Modern Studies teachers agree or strongly agree that there is too much content in the Higher 

Democracy Unit to be delivered within the notional time allocation. 

 

87% of Modern Studies teachers agree or strongly agree that there a bias against Modern Studies at 

Higher and National 5 in relation to the demands and rigour of the Value-Added Unit in comparison to 

the other Social Subjects (h) and 89% feel there should be a more consistent approach across the 

Social Subjects (k).   

 

Furthermore, 87% of Modern Studies teachers agree or strongly agree that they are concerned about 

the ongoing inconsistencies between exam performance across Higher Social subjects (o) and, in 

particular, 85% of Modern Studies teachers agree or strongly agree that pupils are consistently gaining 

better marks in Higher History, the pupils thus perceiving History to be a better option due to being a 

more predictable Question Paper. (p) 

 

Promisingly, 83% of that they are confident and clear about the standards and expectation of National 5 

Modern Studies. (a) 

 

In comparison, only 34% Modern Studies teachers agree or strongly agree that they are confident and 

clear about the standards and expectation of Higher Modern Studies. (b) 
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Subject specific comments 

 

The Question Paper 

Before the implementation of the Curriculum for Excellence, the proportion of pupils gaining and A-C 

pass in Higher Modern Studies (MS) was around 78%, which rose to around 82-83% after appeals. The 

A-C pass rate was on notional difficulty and compared very well statistically in terms of degree of 

difficulty with other Higher subjects.  

 

However, in the first year of CfE Higher Modern Studies, the A-C pass rate fell to 68% before rising to 

around 73% in 2016. As the subject with the fifth highest presentation at Higher (around 10,000 

candidates, 2016), this means thousands of pupils were given a lower grade (or a fail) than they or their 

school would have expected. The SQA has not been held accountable for this drop in the pass rate. 

The MSA argue that the reasons for this drop in the pass rate require urgent investigation. The MSA 

asks that the Education and Skills Committee conduct an enquiry into the disparities between results 

across the Social Subjects.  

 

Course Assessment Specification (CAS) 

The MSA continues to have serious concerns regarding the additional exemplification and detail in the 

Course Assessment Specification (CAS) at Higher.  This has been revised several times, yet still 

contains basic errors as well as significant omissions in course coverage. These issues need resolved 

urgently. The MSA asks that the SQA makes the necessary corrections to the Higher Modern Studies 

Course Assessment Specification (CAS) materials as a matter of utmost urgency. 

 

Understanding Standards 

Many MSA members are SQA markers and they tell us that what is expected in an exam is not 

consistent with the exemplars made available on the SQA’s Higher MS Understanding Standards 

website.  The MSA does appreciate that the standard can vary according to how candidates answer 

particular questions in the Question Paper, however, the MSA would argue that some exemplars 

provide very poor guidance to practitioners and are not consistent with the national standard. The MSA 

asks that the SQA makes the necessary changes to the Higher Modern Studies Understanding 

Standards materials as a matter of utmost urgency. 

 

The Value-Added Unit or Assignment 

This is one of the MSA’s major concerns at both National 5 and Higher.  

 

Primarily, the problem is the lack of parity in terms of rigour and process.  Staff and pupils are aware of 

very different expectations in how an Assignment is to be carried out and completed across the Social 

Subjects, in particular between History and the far more demanding Modern Studies Assignment.  This 

puts our candidates at a clear disadvantage. 
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There is much in the way of evidence of both National 5 and Higher Assignment marks being at odds 

with centre expectations with pupils performing far more highly in the Question Paper than the 

Assignment or vice versa.  The MSA argues that Modern Studies Departments are at a loss to 

understand why in one year, their candidates scored well in Assignment but the following year results 

were very poor. This is widespread and suggests Assignment marking is either not being effectively 

conveyed/understood at Markers’ Meeting or many markers are too inexperienced/not of an acceptable 

standard. The MSA asks that the Education and Skills Committee conduct an enquiry into the 

disparities between Assignment results across the Social Subjects.   

 

Marking of Question Papers 

The MSA regards the move away from a more holistic towards a more prescriptive way of marking the 

Question Paper as making it more difficult for candidates to be credited highly despite, in our view, 

displaying a suitably high level of skills and knowledge.  The MSA also argues that the overly 

prescriptive marking grids vary significantly in difficulty between the Social Subjects, with Modern 

Studies consistently requiring higher levels of detail, accuracy and depth than any of the other Social 

Subjects.  The MSA asks that the Education and Skills Committee conduct an enquiry into the 

disparities between results across the Social Subjects.  Also, the MSA asks that the SQA extensively 

reviews and makes the necessary changes to the criteria and assessment standards of the Higher 

Modern Studies Question Paper and Assignment as a matter of utmost urgency. 

 

Question Setting 

The MSA has concerns over the selection procedures in place to recruit markers, as well as writers, 

team leaders, Question Paper (QP) Verifiers or even a Principal Assessor. We feel that the appropriate 

level of teaching or exam setting experience has not always been the case.  The MSA asks that the 

Education and Skills Committee conduct an enquiry into the way the SQA appoints markers, writers 

and setters.   

 

The MSA has concerns regarding the process where Item Writing/Item Checking questions being 

“banked” without any real discussion of the thinking behind the question limits the ability of Item Writers 

to share insights and experience. The previous system involving regular reviews of questions/potential 

papers was far more effective in preventing flawed QPs or instruments of assessment being produced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Modern Studies Association 

Page 5 of 9 
 

Conclusion 

The MSA believes it has been patient and supportive of the SQA’s in allowing time for the new 

qualifications to settle in. We have also avoided going public with many of our concerns instead 

preferring to talk with SQA in the hope that they would be more open and responsive. However, after 

the meeting of 12/12/16, while the issues we raised were listened to and often agreed with, we are 

deeply concerned that the Higher course, Question Paper and Assignment are not receiving the urgent 

attention they require.  SQA priorities and timescales are not in sync with those of the members of the 

MSA and, after much discussion and debate at our most recent National Committee meeting, we have 

decided to pursue the matter further.  The SQA can and should make changes now. 

 

We are aware that the Education and Skills Committee has been looking at the role and work of the 

SQA and that it has identified concerns about the level of trust and confidence teachers have in the 

organisation. Clearly the views expressed in our survey add further weight to these concerns. 

 

At this stage Mr Swinney has asked us to continue to work with the SQA but we are finding this process 

fruitless in terms of meaningful changes particularly to the Higher.  

 

It is crucial that our pupils get the best possible opportunities to achieve and that they have a valuable 

and productive educational experience. It is also vital that the standard of a pass, and of an A grade 

pass, is equitable between Social Subjects. We believe that the current Higher Modern Studies course 

and assessment demands do not allow for this. This is not an acceptable position.  

 

We ask that the Education Committee of the Scottish Parliament act and make the SQA be answerable 

to its stakeholders and acknowledge the immediate changes that require to be made to our Higher 

course, assignment and question paper. 

 

Finally, the MSA suggests the Scottish Government and SQA establish an independent review group to 

look at National 5 and Higher Modern Studies qualifications as happened in 2000, the last time there 

was such a loss of confidence in the SQA by the profession.  

 

James Cook 

MSA Chairperson 2017 
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Appendix 

The Modern Studies Association responded to the wishes of its members and produced a survey to examine how well the SQA was meeting the needs of 
pupil, practitioners and schools. 

 
 

Survey completed between Sept 22nd and Nov 8th 2016  

152 Modern Studies teachers completed the survey  

 

Wider issues: 

SQA Post results service - Of the teachers surveyed 71% agreed strongly and 16% agreed that they were concerned about schools / 

councils having to pay for the new ‘post results service’. The respondents believed that this contributes towards the attainment gap, as 

some schools allow parents to pay the cost. 

Lack of examination at N4 - 66% agreed strongly and 22% agreed that they were concerned about this issue and that this may all 

contribute to the attainment gap.  

 

SQA Modern Studies and Social Subjects: Agree 

Strongly 

Agree Unsure / 

no view 

Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

comments 

a. I am confident and clear about the national 

standards and expectations at N5 

21% 62% A clear majority of teachers are happy with this aspect 

b. I am confident and clear about the national 

standards and expectations at Higher 

6% 28% 16% 41% 10% 51% have concerns   

c. I am confident and clear about the national 

standards and expectations at AD H (if 

delivering at this level) 

1% 14% 43% 25% 12% Lower number of responses (only 67 

responses) and high % of ‘unsure’ 

reflects the fact that many schools 
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don’t deliver at this level. 

d. SQA documentation is clear, consistent and 

meaningful. 

   58% 27% 85% are unhappy with this – clear 

area for action.  

e. SQA Course Assessment Specification is fit 

for purpose. 

   53% 32% 85% are unhappy with this – clear 

area for action. 

f. SQA Understanding Standards events and 

online resources have effectively supported 

teachers in their understanding and delivery and 

have provided clarity. 

0% 24% 27% 37% 12% More of a mix of views. Some concerns 

but not a majority.  

g. Unit Assessment has been made more 

manageable by the new approach of allowing 

candidates to achieve a unit pass with most 

rather than all the outcomes passed.  

3% 24% 14% 35% 24% 59% are unhappy with the position for 

this year.  

This survey was opened prior to the 

announcement of the removal of UA 

N3-Higher.  

h. Assignment Research Sheets at Nat 5 and 

Higher lack consistency across Social Subjects 

and this causes difficulties and confusion. 

57% 30% 87% agreed that there was an issue with lack of 

consistency across Social Subjects – this is a clear area for 

action.  

I. The content of the Higher Democracy unit is 

too wide. 

75% 16% 91% agreed the content is too wide – this is a clear area 

for action. 

j. Nat 5, Higher and Advanced Higher have a 

smooth transition in terms of level of difficulty 

and demands across Unit Assessment, Question 

Paper and the Assignment. 

0% 22% 13% 53% 12% 65% are concerned about this – 

possible area for action.  
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k. There should be a more consistent approach to 

Higher Assignment across Social Subjects to 

ensure equity of challenge, demand and relevance 

to the question paper. 

57% 32% 89% expressed concern about this – this is a clear area for 

action. 

l. Marking of the Higher Assignment and 

Question Paper should be more holistic than the 

current model allows for. 

38% 33% 71% agreed with this – this is a clear area for action. 

m. Marking of the Higher Question Paper should 

be more holistic than the current model allows 

for. 

40% 32% 72% agreed with this – this is a clear area for action. 

n. There should be paper script marking of the 

Higher Question Paper as the electronic system 

has caused too many problems and has deterred 

people from marking. 

57% 25% 82% agreed with this – this is a clear area for action. 

o. I am concerned about the ongoing 

inconsistencies between exam performance 

across Higher Social Subjects. 

57% 30% 87% agreed with this – this is a clear area for action. 

p. I am concerned about pupils consistently 

gaining better marks in Higher History leading 

many pupils to perceive History as a better 

option as it seems to have more predictability in 

the Question Paper. 

63% 22% 85% agreed with this – this is a clear area for action. 
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What do you think is the best way to improve the Higher Assignment? Rank the viable options in your order of preference. 

Option – Higher Assignment 1st choice ranking  

1. Abolish and replace with old style DME 48% of 1s 

2. Abolish it and have full mark allocation in the Question Paper 6% of 1s 

3. Keep assignment but have it submitted as an investigation piece (no controlled write up) 20% of 1s 

4. Keep assignment but try to make it less artificial by improving instructions and marking 20% of 1s 

5. Keep assignment as it is 2% of 1s 

Option 1 was most popular across rankings, followed by option 4 then 3. 
 

What do you think is the best way to address the volume issue in Higher Democracy? Rank the viable options in your order of preference. 

Option – volume issue in Higher Democracy  1st choice ranking 

1. Have three questions in this topic area to ensure a better spread of topics are covered 16% of 1st 

2. Fix the 20 mark question in this section and have three questions 19% of 1st 

3. Fix the 20 mark question in this section and have four questions 5% of 1st 

4. Delete the first section on the Constitution 39% of 1st 

5. Always have a question drawn from voting behaviour / electoral systems 18% of 1st 

6. Leave the Democracy section as it is 0% of 1st 

Overall option 4 was most popular across the rankings, followed by option 5 then 2. 

 


