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Request: 
 

 Minutes of any meetings, and any briefings produced for these meetings, 
between the First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon MSP, and the Cabinet Secretary 
for Education & Skills, John Swinney MSP, that are (at least in part) on the 
subject of the 2020 SQA Awards. I would like this information from 25 July to 
20 August. 
 

 Any correspondence (including letters, emails, text messages or phone calls) 
between the Cabinet Secretary for Education & Skills, John Swinney MSP, 
and the SQA, on the subject of curriculum changes for the 2020/21 academic 
year. I would like this information from 20 August 2020 to 15 September 2020. 
 

 Any correspondence (including letters, emails, text messages or phone calls) 
between the Scottish Government and the SQA, on the subject of curriculum 
changes for the 2020/21 academic year. I would like this information from 20 
August 2020 to 15 September 2020. 
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Enclosure 1 Email from SQA to Deputy First Minister 
 
From: Fiona Robertson <fiona.robertson@sqa.org.uk>  
Sent: 31 August 2020 14:36 
To: Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills 
<DFMCSE@gov.scot> 
Cc: Director of Learning <DirectorofLearning@gov.scot>; McAllister C (Colin) 
<Colin.McAllister@gov.scot> 
Subject: In Confidence - BOCSH Proposals on Qualifications  
Importance: High 
 
 
In Confidence  
 
Deputy First Minister 
 
Following our discussion on Sunday 30 August, you asked me to set out some brief 
thoughts on the proposals from the BOCSH Group of headteachers about 
modifications to assessment for 20/21.  
 
I have not focussed on their assessment of the consultation the SQA has published, 
rather, I focus on the broader, pan-subject approaches suggested for 20/21 at 
National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher. 
 
General observations 
 
We are currently working through modifications to assessment for 2021 to relieve 
pressure on learning and teaching for 2021. This is on the basis that the Exam Diet 
may take place and central planning for a Diet continues.  
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
There remains no certainty about Diet 2021, but we do need to have a developed 
contingency relating to the possibility of there being no Diet, either in full or in part – 
or where considerable numbers of young people are unable to undertake exams.  
 
National 5 
 
BOCSH suggest the removal of National 5 exams, to be replaced by teachers’ 
predicted grades and internal assessment.  
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
Higher 

BOCSH agree that the diet should remain in place but at a later date. We would 
agree that timetabling could be adjusted to later in the absence of National 5 exams.  

[Redact 29(1)(a)] 



BOCSH advocate the removal of examinations for practical subjects. [Redact 
29(1)(a)] 

Advanced Higher/Level 7 

BOCSH suggest we remove the final exam, increasing the weighting of the 
dissertation and introducing assessment windows throughout the session for 
moderated graded assessments to take place and contribute to the final award.  

[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
Conclusion  
 
BOCSH has long advocated for the reduction in the reliance of summative, high 
stakes assessment. This submission continues to promote that view and calls for 
boldness in decision making.  
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
I hope these brief initial thoughts are helpful to you. I am, of course, happy to discuss 
further.  
 
Fiona  
 
Fiona Robertson 
Chief Executive 
Scottish Qualifications Authority  

t: 0345 213 5000| w: http://www.sqa.org.uk 
The Optima Building, 58 Robertson Street, GLASGOW G2 8DQ | 24 Wester 
Shawfair, Lowden, Dalkeith, Midlothian EH22 1FD 

  

http://www.sqa.org.uk/


Enclosure 2 Email from SQA to SG re: SQA letter to Education and Skills 
Committee 

 
From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk> On Behalf Of Fiona Robertson 
Sent: 01 September 2020 22:10 
To: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot>; Fiona Robertson <fiona.robertson@sqa.org.uk>; 
Director of Learning <DirectorofLearning@gov.scot> 
Cc: CEO Office <ceooffice@sqa.org.uk>; [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot>; Director of 
Advanced Learning and Science 
<DirectorofAdvancedLearningandScience@gov.scot>; [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot> 
Subject: RE: Letter to E&S committee 
 
With apologies [Redact 38(1)(b)], 
 

It has only issued late this evening.  Please find our response attached. 

 

Regards, [Redact 38(1)(b)] 
 

 

From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot>  
Sent: 01 September 2020 21:52 
To: Fiona Robertson <fiona.robertson@sqa.org.uk>; DirectorofLearning@gov.scot 
Cc: CEO Office <ceooffice@sqa.org.uk>; [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot; 
DirectorofAdvancedLearningandScience@gov.scot 
Subject: Letter to E&S committee 
Importance: High 
 
Hi Fiona, 
 
This morning, you said you would send me a copy of your letter to the Education and 
Skills Committee, ahead of Mr Lochhead’s appearance tomorrow. 
 
Can you please forward it asap? 
 
Graeme – if you have it, can you send on? 
 
Thanks, 
 
[Redact 38(1)(b)] 

[Redact 38(1)(b)]| [Redact 38(1)(b)]| Scottish Government | M: [Redact 38(1)(b)] 

[Redact 38(1)(b)] 

Enclosure 2.1 Letter from SQA to Education and Skills Committee 

Enclosure 2.2 Appendix 1 SQA Communications Timeline 

Enclosure 2.3 Appendix 2 SQA NQ 2020 Awarding Decision Timeline 



Redacted 25(1) - this information is publicly available on the Scottish Parliament 
website: 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200901Ltr_SQ
A_response_to_ES_ltr_of_20th_Aug_and_appendixes.pdf  

  

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200901Ltr_SQA_response_to_ES_ltr_of_20th_Aug_and_appendixes.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200901Ltr_SQA_response_to_ES_ltr_of_20th_Aug_and_appendixes.pdf


Enclosure 3 Email from SQA to Deputy First Minister 
 
From: Fiona Robertson <fiona.robertson@sqa.org.uk>  
Sent: 08 September 2020 20:43 
To: Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills 
<DFMCSE@gov.scot> 
Cc: Director of Learning <DirectorofLearning@gov.scot>; McAllister C (Colin) 
<Colin.McAllister@gov.scot> 
Subject: RE: 2021 Qualifications 

 
[Redact 38(1)(b)] 
 
As requested, please see attached advice for the Deputy First Minister.  
 
I hope this is helpful and happy to discuss further, of course.  
 
 
Fiona  
 
Fiona Robertson 
Chief Executive 
Scottish Qualifications Authority  

t: 0345 213 5000| w: http://www.sqa.org.uk 
The Optima Building, 58 Robertson Street, GLASGOW G2 8DQ | 24 Wester 
Shawfair, Lowden, Dalkeith, Midlothian EH22 1FD 

 
From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot On Behalf Of DFMCSE@gov.scot 
Sent: 06 September 2020 11:37 
To: Fiona Robertson  
Cc: DFMCSE@gov.scot 
Subject: 2021 Qualifications 
 
Good morning Fiona 
 
As you know, the Deputy First Minister is considering contingencies and options in 
relation to the assessment of national qualifications in 2020/21. One option is to not 
hold an examination diet next year and instead use an alternative verification model. 
Following his discussions with you, and to assist in his consideration of this option, 
he would welcome your advice as the Chief Examining Officer on what assurances 
you would be able to provide in relation to the deliverability of such an approach. He 
would also like an outline of what an alternative model might look like and has 
commented that this would need to be based firmly on individual learners’ work and 
evidence of their progress and achievement during the year. 
 
I would be grateful if you could provide this advice for the Deputy First Minister by 
close on Tuesday 8 September. 
 
Many thanks 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/


 
[Redact 38(1)(b)]  
 
[Redact 38(1)(b)] |[Redact 38(1)(b)] | Deputy First Minister of Scotland and Cabinet 
Secretary for Education & Skills | Scottish Government | St Andrew's House | 
Edinburgh | EH1 3DG |Tel: 0131 244 [Redact 38(1)(b)]/[Redact 38(1)(b)] | E: 
DFMCSE@gov.scot 
 
Enclosure 3.1 Advice to Deputy First Minister on National Qualifications  
 

Official Sensitive – Advice to Ministers 
 
 
NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS IN 2021  
 
Purpose  
 
To provide initial advice to Scottish Ministers on alternative certification 
arrangements which could be in place following an early decision to cancel the exam 
diet in 2021.   
 
Current context  
 
SQA is currently concluding work on modifications to assessment for 2021 to relieve 
pressure on learning and teaching for 2021.  This is on the basis that the central 
planning assumption, as outlined in the Strategic Framework for Re-opening Schools 
published in May, is for an exam diet to be held next year.    
 
The principles that guided this work were: 

 Making adjustments for subjects constrained by current public health advice; 

 Increasing learning and teaching opportunities; and  

 A more flexible approach to assessment for learners, whilst retaining the 
validity and credibility of qualifications. 

 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
We are confident that we have listened to feedback and modifications will assist 
learning and teaching. However, schools and colleges remain concerned about the 
complexities of this academic year, with increased pupil and teacher absences and 
learning and teaching time already constrained.   There are calls to make early 
decisions on the exam diet to reduce pressure on learners and teachers.   Clearly, 
we need to balance these calls with a need to ensure that high quality learning and 
teaching continues, with depth and breadth, including through e-learning and 
blended learning approaches, and with young people being able to progress through 
the Senior Phase and beyond.  
 
As things stand, there remains no certainty about Diet 2021 and Scotland needs to 
have a developed contingency relating to the possibility of there being no exam diet, 
either in full or in part – or where considerable numbers of young people are unable 
to undertake exams next spring.     

mailto:DFMCSE@gov.scot


 
Scottish Ministers will decide on whether there should be an exam diet in 2021 and it 
is for Ministers to commission SQA to develop an alternative certification approach.   
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
 
 
An alternative certification model for 2021   
 
There is increasing acknowledgement in the system that we can neither adopt a 
purely statistical approach to moderation in any alternative certification model nor 
simply accept teacher/lecturer estimates.  The role of quality assurance and 
moderation, where necessary,  and how that is done, is key if we consider the 
maintenance of standards over time, and across centres, to be important.  As the 
national awarding body for Scotland, SQA considers standards to be central to the 
ongoing credibility of our qualifications system and in fairness to learners, whatever 
school or college they attend.  
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
SQA has an established history of undertaking large scale external quality assurance 
of internally assessed qualifications. This is undertaken by SQA appointees who are 
teachers or lecturers working in schools and colleges across Scotland.  Systems and 
models of quality assurance are widely used across sectors - the most mature being 
the college sector which delivers the full depth and breadth of SQA’s qualifications, 
including HNC/Ds.  
 
Except for schools, SQA conducts systems verification - quality assurance of a 
centre’s data management systems and processes, their appeals, malpractice and 
complaints processes, internal quality assurance systems and so on - of all colleges, 
employers and training providers.  
 
Following the decision to remove units from National Qualifications, SQA has 
continued to quality assure National 2 – 4, freestanding units at SCQF levels 5, 6 
and 7 and other qualifications delivered in centres, including schools, such as 
National Progression Awards and Skills for Work.  
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
SQA Support   
 
SQA is currently working on a suite of support material to assist with certification this 
year and further work could also be undertaken to support a model of quality assured 
alternative certification.     
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
 
Issues and risks 
 



Before a final decision is taken, there are number of important issues to consider: 
 
[Redact 29(1)(a)] 
 
I hope this is helpful and I am happy to discuss further.   
 
 
 
Fiona Robertson  
Chief Executive/Chief Examining Officer 
Scottish Qualifications Authority 
8 September 2020 
 
 
  



Enclosure 4 Email from SQA to SG with presentation 
 
From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot>  
Sent: 10 September 2020 11:04 
To: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot>; CERG <CERG@gov.scot> 
Subject: FW: SQA presentation for CERG today 
 
 
From: Gill Stewart <Gill.Stewart@sqa.org.uk>  
Sent: 10 September 2020 09:07 
To: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot> 
Cc: Fiona Robertson <fiona.robertson@sqa.org.uk>; [Redact 38(1)(b)]sqa.org.uk>; 
[Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk> 
Subject: SQA presentation for CERG today 

 
[Redact 38(1)(b)] 
Attached is the SQA presentation for today – at the relevant part of the agenda could 
you share this with the meeting?  
Thanks Gill 
 
Dr Gill Stewart 
Director of Qualifications Development 
 
t:  [Redact 38(1)(b)] | e: gill.stewart@sqa.org.uk | w: http://www.sqa.org.uk Scottish 
Qualifications Authority The Optima Building, 58 Robertson Street, GLASGOW G2 
8DQ 
 
 
Enclosure 4.1 Presentation on National Qualifications in 2021 
 

mailto:gill.stewart@sqa.org.uk
http://www.sqa.org.uk/


 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 
  



 
Enclosure 5 Email from SQA to SG with meeting papers 
 
From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk>  
Sent: 14 September 2020 09:33 
To: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot> 
Subject: SQA Qualifications Committee - 16 September 2020 
Sensitivity: Confidential 
 
This attachment is confidential and protected.  You must not make use of, disclose or 
copy. 
 

Good morning [Redact 38(1)(b)],  
 

Please find attached a set of papers for the Qualifications Committee meeting on 

Wednesday.  

 

If you have any issues or I can help with anything, please do let me know.  

 

Kind regards, 

[Redact 38(1)(b)] 
 

[Redact 38(1)(b)]| [Redact 38(1)(b)]|Corporate Office 
 

 t: [Redact 38(1)(b)]| e: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk | w: http://www.sqa.org.uk 

Scottish Qualifications Authority 

The Optima Building, 58 Robertson Street, Glasgow, G2 8DQ 

Lowden, 24 Wester Shawfair, Dalkeith, Midlothian, EH22 1FD 

 

Enclosure 5.1 extract from SQA Qualifications Committee papers 

[Redacted information not in scope] 

QUALIFICATIONS COMMITTEE – 16 SEPTEMBER 2020  
 
NEXT GENERATION PRODUCTS: META-SKILLS ACTIVITY UPDATE 

[Redacted information not in scope] 

Level 6  
A new Work-based Challenge Unit at SCQF Level 6 has been developed to support the 
development, application, and assessment of meta-skills in Foundation Apprenticeships at 
SCQF Level 6.  
 
However, a different approach has been adopted. A bespoke assessment support pack 
aimed directly at learners has been developed. Taking its context from the National 
Progression Award in the relevant Foundation Apprenticeship the focus is on business 
improvement with the learner taking on the role of an internal consultant.  
 
There is an emphasis on developing meta skills around Innovation supported by those in 
Self-Management and Social Intelligence. Learners are required to select one from each 
category for development and reflect on these in combination at the end of the project. 
Indicative opportunities for the development and application of meta skills are included to 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/


support candidates. This approach has been chosen to reduce approval and verification 
activity compared to the L4/L5 pilot activity.  
 
Finally, it needed to be able to be flexible to cope with an online or virtual work environment 
and possible emerging COVID-19 restrictions. The following Foundation Apprenticeships will 
be included in the pilot:  
Foundation Apprenticeship in Accountancy  
Foundation Apprenticeship in Business Skills  
Foundation Apprenticeship in Financial Services  
Foundation Apprenticeship in Information Technology: Hardware/ System Support  
Foundation Apprenticeship in Information Technology: Software Development  
 

[Redacted information not in scope] 
  



Enclosure 6 Email from SQA to SG re: meeting 
 
From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk>  
Sent: 10 September 2020 16:24 
To: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot> 
Subject: RE: College qualifications and assessment contingencies 
 
Good afternoon [Redact 38(1)(b)],  
 
Please accept this as acknowledgement of your email below. I will contact [Redact 
38(1)(b)] to arrange time for you and [Redact 38(1)(b)] to discuss. 
 
Kind regards, 
[Redact 38(1)(b)] 

[Redact 38(1)(b)] 
[Redact 38(1)(b)] 
Corporate Office 

t: [Redact 38(1)(b)]| e: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk | w: http://www.sqa.org.uk 

Scottish Qualifications Authority 
24 Wester Shawfair, Lowden, Dalkeith, Midlothian EH22 1FD 

 

From: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot <[Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot>  
Sent: 08 September 2020 11:41 
To: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@sqa.org.uk>; Jean Blair <Jean.Blair@sqa.org.uk> 
Cc: [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot; [Redact 38(1)(b)]@gov.scot 
Subject: College qualifications and assessment contingencies 
 
Hi Jean and [Redact 38(1)(b)], 
 
I’m getting in touch after this morning’s SG-SQA call when we agreed to pick up 
separately about college (and university) contingency planning around qualifications 
and assessments. 
 
From the call this morning, it feels like there are some important areas to explore 
including: 
 

 Institutional preparedness for further disruption to curriculum delivery and 
assessments 

 Contingency plans/ alternative models of course delivery and assessments – 
what happened in 2020 and implications/ options for 2021 

 Quality of learning and teaching 

 Approach to prioritisation 

 Understanding the accreditation landscape 

 Foundation apprenticeships 
 
I know we’ve been engaging separately with stakeholders on some of these issues 
so perhaps a sensible first step would be to get together and compare notes? 
 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sqa.org.uk%2F&data=02%7C01%7CChristina.Gibson%40fife.gov.uk%7Cfd7c85121e1b4bbc6f2408d7a0c36142%7Cf969a52f42c040f198badaed6c43087c%7C0%7C0%7C637154633321509559&sdata=HJgBCw6lg0HkYy0%2Bpjkp5DKtMQUJkSnnF0T99JMG8xM%3D&reserved=0
mailto:Jean.Blair@sqa.org.uk


We can then decide how best to proceed, including who else we need to bring in. 
 
If you can let me know, [Redact 38(1)(b)] (copied) can set up time. 
 
Thanks, 
 

[Redact 38(1)(b)] 

[Redact 38(1)(b)]| [Redact 38(1)(b)]| Scottish Government | M: [Redact 38(1)(b)] 

[Redact 38(1)(b)] 


