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Education and Culture Committee 

Curriculum for Excellence evidence session, 3 February 2015 

Supplementary evidence from SQA 

 
1. Can the SQA explain why a number of its appointees, even up to the level of 
Principal Assessor, have no or relatively little experience of marking, 
examining or setting in the Higher subject in which they will lead or be 
involved? 
 
Around 15,000 teaching professionals and specialists support SQA operations 
annually. Their professional input defines and supports the development, 
assessment and quality assurance of SQA qualifications. 

Each SQA Appointee role has selection criteria and each individual appointed has 
satisfied SQA that they have the necessary knowledge, skills and experience to fulfil 
the role to the required standard. In addition, as part of SQA’s quality assurance 
procedures each Appointee’s performance is monitored and measured through Key 
Performance Measures. 

2. What guarantees can the SQA give in a year of 'dual running' that Principal 
Assessors, some with no experience of the 'old' Higher qualification, can 
ensure consistency of the national standard year-to year and between 'old' and 
'new' qualifications? 

In this year of 'dual running', SQA has appointed a Principal Assessor for the existing 
Higher and one for the new Higher, in most subjects. In the subjects where the 
Principal Assessor covers both existing and new Higher, the individual has the 
necessary knowledge and experience for both roles and will have additional support 
provided. 
 
SQA takes its responsibility to uphold the high standards of Scottish qualifications 
very seriously. It has a very robust set of mechanisms in place to ensure that 
qualifications offer an appropriate level of challenge for candidates - and that every 
year's cohort is presented with a similar degree of challenge. In addition, the robust 
post-exam system of checks and balances is in place to ensure that candidates are 
treated fairly - so a candidate achieving a specific grade is rewarded in the same 
way as a candidate working at the same ability level in previous years. 

Candidates can be assured that SQA protects the high quality of Scottish 
qualifications rigorously, professionally and independently. 

3. During the development stage of the CfE Highers, can the SQA guarantee 
that all final published documentation was checked by subject Principal 
Assessors to ensure there was no ambiguities or contradictions that may 
result in some centres misinterpreting the documentation to the disadvantage 
of candidates? 
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In May 2014, SQA updated the Higher Course Specifications, Unit Specifications 
and Course Assessment Specifications, which were originally published in 2012. 
These documents contain mandatory information on the new Higher Courses. 
These were planned updates, which took place following the publication of Higher 
specimen question papers, Higher coursework information and Higher Unit 
assessment support between October 2013 and April 2014 and provided teachers 
and lecturers with further information and clarification on the mandatory 
requirements of Unit and Course assessment in the new Higher Courses. 
 
The final documentation went through a quality assurance process with documents 
scrutinised by members of the qualifications development team and the qualifications 
team. 
 
Each subject has a question and answer page to share enquiries from centres; 
SQA's CfE Support Team also handles enquiries; and subject update letters were 
issued in September and January giving subject teachers more information about the 
courses. 
 
4. Can the SQA guarantee that all exemplar Higher unit assessment items on 
the SQA Secure site are valid questions that centres may use to provide 
certification for candidates? 

SQA has published Unit assessment support packs and Course assessment tasks 
on the SQA Secure site. These contain appropriate assessment questions for each 
of the Units of the Higher Courses. 

These documents contain details of Unit assessment task(s), show a range of 
approaches to generating and gathering evidence for assessment, and provide 
advice to teachers and lecturers on how the evidence can be judged against the 
Outcomes and Assessment Standards, including how to make judgements about 
competence and how assessment evidence can be interpreted. 

Teachers and lecturers can develop their own assessments for all Units at Higher. 
They may also adapt the Unit assessment support packs for their own programmes 
or use them to help develop their own assessments. However, it is strongly 
recommended that teachers and lecturers who develop their own Unit assessments 
have them prior verified by SQA before using them with learners. 
 
I trust that this information fully answers the questions, but if you have any queries 
please let us know. 
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