
 

 

Fair Access: Analysis of school leaver attainment by SIMD quintile – May 2025 
- Data Update for 2022-23 and 2023-24 

 
1. Introduction  

 
This evidence paper provides updated analysis of school leaver attainment by SIMD 
quintile, following the original 2018 paper ‘Fair Access: Analysis of school leaver 
attainment by SIMD quintile’. This was produced in response to Recommendation 30 
of A Blueprint for Fairness, the final report of the Commission on Widening Access.1 
This analysis can help to understand the potential impact of access thresholds on 
the school leaver applicant pool. 
 
The analysis covers the pre- and post-COVID data, so careful consideration of the 
implications of the data and changes in the assessment process should be 
considered when interpreting the data. 
 

2. Attainment – background and official data 
 
Background 
 
The Scottish Government, in its more recent Programme for Government 23-24, 
reinstated its commitment to “improve the attainment of children and young people 
impacted by poverty” (page 38). 
 
In 2015, the National Improvement Framework (NIF) set out its priorities on 
improving attainment. In line with the commitment set out in the 2017 National 
Improvement Framework and Improvement Plan2 and following a consultation, 11 
key attainment gap measures were created which would be tracked over time. Three 
of these attainment measures relate specifically to secondary school Senior Phase: 

• 1 or more award at SCQF 4 (e.g. National 4) or above on leaving school 

• 1 or more award at SCQF 5 (e.g. National 5) or above on leaving school 

• 1 or more award at SCQF 6 (e.g. Higher) or above on leaving school 
 
Caveats on data comparability due to COVID-19 
 
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic led to the cancellation of 2020 and 2021 
National 5 (SCQF Level 5), Higher (SCQF Level 6) and Advanced Higher (SCQF 
Level 7) exams and alternative approaches were taken to determining grades. In 
2022, there was a return to the use of exams. These were supported by a package 
of measures such as course modifications and revision support, which were 
designed to address the ongoing disruption to learning and teaching which young 
people had experienced, while maintaining standards. In addition, a more generous 
approach to grading was adopted to help ensure fairness for learners. Pass rates for 
National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher were higher in 2020 and 2021 than they 
had been in 2019 (the last pre-pandemic year of exams). In 2022 pass rates reduced 
compared to 2020 and 2021, although they remained above 2019 levels. 

 
1 A Blueprint for Fairness: Final Report of the Commission on Widening Access - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 
2 2017 National Improvement Framework and Improvement Plan - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2018/05/fair-access-analysis-of-school-leaver-attainment-by-simd-quintile/documents/fair-access-analysis-of-school-leaver-attainment-by-simd-quintile/fair-access-analysis-of-school-leaver-attainment-by-simd-quintile/govscot%3Adocument/fair-access.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2018/05/fair-access-analysis-of-school-leaver-attainment-by-simd-quintile/documents/fair-access-analysis-of-school-leaver-attainment-by-simd-quintile/fair-access-analysis-of-school-leaver-attainment-by-simd-quintile/govscot%3Adocument/fair-access.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2023/09/programme-government-2023-24/documents/equality-opportunity-community-programme-government/equality-opportunity-community-programme-government/govscot%3Adocument/equality-opportunity-community-programme-government.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/2017-national-improvement-framework-improvement-plan/


 

 

 
These different approaches to awards and grading between 2020 and 2022 will have 
affected the attainment of many school leavers over the period. Care must be taken 
when comparing attainment of school leavers in 2018/19 and before, with that of 
school leavers in 2019/20 and beyond. In addition, care should also be taken when 
comparing the attainment of 2019/20, 2020/21, 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24 
school leavers. 
 
Data  
 
Official Statistics published by the Scottish Government in the Summary Statistics for 
Attainment and Initial leaver Destinations publication3 show the attainment of school 
leavers at these SCQF levels4 by SIMD quintile. The data below is secondary 
analysis providing a more in-depth look at the cohorts of interest. 
 
Tables 1 to 3 show the percentage of school leavers from the most and least 
deprived areas with 1 or more award at SCQF level 4, 5 and 6 or above.  
 
Table 1: Percentage of school leavers with 1 or more award at SCQF 4 or 
above 

Year 
Most deprived 
20% (SIMD 20) 

Least deprived 
20% (SIMD80 to 
100) 

Gap 
(percentage 
points) 

2016-17 92.8% 98.7% 5.9 
2017-18 92.6% 98.7% 6.1 
2018-19 92.1% 98.8% 6.7 
2019-20 91.7% 98.8% 7.1 
2020-21 92.6% 98.9% 6.3 
2021-22 93.1% 98.9% 5.8 
2022-23 92.7% 98.6% 5.9 
2023-24 91.3% 98.6% 7.3 

Source: Table N1.2 - Supplementary Tables - Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial 
Leaver Destinations, No. 7: 2025 edition 
Note: Care should be taken when comparing over time due to alternative approaches to 
grading taken as a result of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 

 
Table 2: Percentage of school leavers with 1 or more award at SCQF 5 or 
above 

Year 
Most deprived 
20% (SIMD 20) 

Least deprived 20% 
(SIMD80 to 100) 

Gap (percentage 
points) 

2016-17 75.5% 94.8% 19.3 
2017-18 75.0% 95.4% 20.3 
2018-19 74.4% 94.6% 20.2 
2019-20 74.5% 95.3% 20.8 
2020-21 77.9% 96.1% 18.2 
2021-22 76.4% 95.5% 19.1 
2022-23 74.5% 94.7% 20.2 
2023-24 71.9% 94.6% 22.7 

 
3 Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial Leaver Destinations 
4 Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-attainment-initial-leaver-destinations-no-4-2022-edition/
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/71387.html


 

 

Source: Table N1.2 - Supplementary Tables - Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial 
Leaver Destinations, No. 7: 2025 edition 
Note: Care should be taken when comparing over time due to alternative approaches to 
grading taken as a result of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
 
Table 3: Percentage of school leavers with 1 or more award at SCQF 6 or 
above 

Year 
Most deprived 
20% (SIMD 20) 

Least deprived 20% 
(SIMD80 to 100) 

Gap (percentage 
points) 

2016-17 43.0% 80.6% 37.6 
2017-18 44.4% 81.8% 37.4 
2018-19 43.5% 79.3% 35.8 
2019-20 46.6% 82.7% 36.1 
2020-21 49.5% 83.9% 34.4 
2021-22 44.1% 81.1% 37.0 
2022-23 41.5% 78.3% 36.9 
2023-24 40.2% 78.6% 38.4 

Source: Table N1.2 - Supplementary Tables - Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial 
Leaver Destinations, No. 7: 2025 edition 
Note: Care should be taken when comparing over time due to alternative approaches to 
grading taken as a result of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
 
 

3. Attainment by grade combination  
 
To improve the readability of the data, grade combinations have been ‘equivalised’ in 
line with the UCAS tariff points system5 and kept comparable to the previous 
analysis prepared in 2018. For example, AAABC is considered equivalent to AABBB 
because having a C rather than a B is compensated for by having AAA rather than 
AAB. Table 10 (see Annex A) contains a list of equivalised grade combinations and 
corresponding tariff point scores. For leavers with more than 6 Highers, the best 6 
grades were used. 
 
Table 4 and 5 provide a summary of the data for S6 leavers from the 20% most 
deprived areas. 
 
Table 4: S6 leavers from the 20% most deprived (SIMD20) areas with 3 or more 
Highers (grade C or above) 

Year 

Number of S6 leavers 
from SIMD20 w/ 3+ 
Highers 

Percentage of all S6 
leavers from SIMD20 
w/ 3+ Highers 

2016-17 2,557 45.5% 
2017-18 2,475 45.4% 
2018-19 2,436 44.9% 
2019-20 2,790 51.4% 
2020-21 3,093 54.0% 
2021-22 3,007 50.4% 
2022-23 2,728 48.3% 

 
5 UCAS Tariff Points - Calculate Your Entry Requirements 

https://www.ucas.com/ucas/tariff-calculator


 

 

2023-24 2,745 47.8% 
Source: bespoke analysis run by EAS: Learning Analysis Unit 
Note: Care should be taken when comparing over time due to alternative approaches to 
grading taken as a result of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
 
Table 5: S6 leavers from the 20% most deprived (SIMD20) areas with AAAAA or 
better at Higher 

Year 

Number of S6 leavers 
from SIMD20 w/ AAAAA 
or better 

Percentage of all S6 
leavers from SIMD20 w/ 
AAAAA or better 

2016-17                                   599  10.7% 
2017-18                                   529  9.7% 
2018-19                                   548  10.1% 
2019-20                                   739  13.6% 
2020-21                                1,010  17.6% 
2021-22                                   926  15.5% 
2022-23                                   731  12.9% 
2023-24                                   646  11.3% 

Source: bespoke analysis run by EAS: Learning Analysis Unit 
Note: Care should be taken when comparing over time due to alternative approaches to 
grading taken as a result of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 
 

4. Limitations 
 
Some of the limitations with this analysis are similar to the ones highlighted in the 
2018 paper: 
 

• The data explored in this paper only offers a partial picture of the pool of 
potential applicants to university. It only looks at school leavers, and ignores 
older learners who may have taken a different route prior to university. So, 
caution should be taken when drawing conclusions and implications from this 
paper.  

• This analysis does not offer an insight into the individual level implications for 
institutions. This is due to the differences in access thresholds for each 
institution and course. The data in this paper should be interpreted as 
indicative and be used in conjunction with other sources of evidence. 

 
A further limitation associated with the analysis in this paper is the impact the 
COVID-19 pandemic had on school assessments. As mentioned earlier in the paper, 
caution should be taken when making cross year comparisons. 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 

Annex A 
Table 6: S6 school leavers' attained grade combinations, by SIMD quintile, 2022/23 

No. of Grades 
Grade combination 
(or equivalent) 

(SIMD20) 
SIMD Q1 

SIMD 
Q2 

SIMD 
Q3 

SIMD 
Q4 

SIMD 
Q5 

6 or more AAAAAA 123 219 312 538 846 

  AAAAAB 80 132 205 315 456 

  AAAABB 104 143 165 327 382 

  AAABBB 117 148 179 250 334 

  AABBBB 119 137 198 254 292 

  ABBBBB 123 119 159 200 248 

  BBBBBB  88 115 155 171 215 

  BBBBBC 83 78 116 147 158 

  BBBBCC 51 62 72 88 106 

  BBBCCC 38 46 46 56 51 

  BBCCCC 22 23 27 28 27 

  BCCCCC 11 10 5 8 13 

  CCCCCC [c] [c] 0 [c] [c] 

5 AAAAA 65 88 158 302 542 

  AAAAB 58 74 102 143 209 

  AAABB 65 79 100 150 185 

  AABBB 65 90 103 158 186 

  ABBBB 96 69 113 150 159 

  BBBBB 85 100 100 141 144 

  BBBBC 80 89 89 134 107 

  BBBCC 72 76 81 117 105 

  BBCCC 47 43 66 64 73 

  BCCCC 28 29 23 33 31 

  CCCCC [c] [c] 7 9 7 

4 AAAA 10 12 25 24 30 

  AAAB 17 29 33 44 46 

  AABB 42 44 75 68 68 

  ABBB 68 79 87 87 116 

  BBBB 89 94 106 121 141 

  BBBC 115 88 152 154 135 

  BBCC 103 108 119 146 130 

  BCCC 66 69 77 76 62 

  CCCC 23 25 23 32 32 

3 AAA 6 7 9 [c] [c] 

  AAB 19 16 19 19 16 

  ABB 44 40 54 56 46 

  BBB 111 95 100 129 99 

  BBC 156 141 129 177 150 

  BCC 158 144 150 165 143 

  CCC 76 61 80 67 66 

Totals 0-2 Highers 2,921 2,250 1,934 1,776 1,469 

  3 or more Highers 2,728 3,031 3,819 5,156 6,161 

Notes: 
1. Grade combinations were ‘equivalised’ using the UCAS tariff points system e.g. AAABC is 
considered equivalent to AABBB. See Table 11 for list of equivalised grade combinations. 
2. For leavers with more than 6 Highers, the best 6 grades were used. 
3. Table includes Higher grades attained in previous years. 
4. Non-zero values lower than 5 have been suppressed. The [c] symbol has been used to 
indicate such cases. 
 
 



 

 

Table 7: S6 school leavers' attained grade combinations, by SIMD quintile, 
2023/24 

No. of 
Grades 

Grade 
combination 
(or equivalent) 

(SIMD20) 
SIMD Q1 

SIMD 
Q2 

SIMD 
Q3 

SIMD 
Q4 

SIMD 
Q5 

6 or more AAAAAA 105 147 247 455 746 

  AAAAAB 73 137 179 323 448 

  AAAABB 110 116 187 259 380 

  AAABBB 99 137 183 276 370 

  AABBBB 113 133 178 251 300 

  ABBBBB 101 145 154 242 304 

  BBBBBB 112 123 136 227 243 

  BBBBBC 103 106 122 163 191 

  BBBBCC 57 68 98 114 138 

  BBBCCC 53 57 62 62 78 

  BBCCCC 27 28 20 29 29 

  BCCCCC 6 8 7 17 13 

  CCCCCC [c] 0 [c] [c] [c] 

5 AAAAA 45 101 153 269 487 

  AAAAB 49 66 98 144 211 

  AAABB 57 73 95 125 179 

  AABBB 65 92 94 176 193 

  ABBBB 89 81 112 143 184 

  BBBBB 84 99 104 146 185 

  BBBBC 99 95 103 143 178 

  BBBCC 77 94 83 126 125 

  BBCCC 72 56 74 86 73 

  BCCCC 23 23 27 40 36 

  CCCCC 6 9 6 10 11 

4 AAAA 8 12 16 23 30 

  AAAB 18 22 38 43 50 

  AABB 33 40 46 52 77 

  ABBB 54 78 77 102 100 

  BBBB 85 81 73 134 127 

  BBBC 125 105 121 145 144 

  BBCC 139 129 125 129 132 

  BCCC 78 70 92 113 88 

  CCCC 20 30 27 47 21 

3 AAA [c] 5 [c] [c] [c] 

  AAB 22 10 17 21 23 

  ABB 36 44 58 52 49 

  BBB 85 81 94 127 108 

  BBC 147 137 137 181 141 

  BCC 175 133 141 193 143 

  CCC 85 82 67 72 74 

Totals 0-2 Highers 2,997 2,436 2,030 1,934 1,422 

  3 or more Highers 2,745 3,053 3,657 5,267 6,415 

Notes: 
1. Grade combinations were ‘equivalised’ using the UCAS tariff points system e.g. AAABC is 
considered equivalent to AABBB. See Table 11 for list of equivalised grade combinations. 
2. For leavers with more than 6 Highers, the best 6 grades were used. 
3. Table includes Higher grades attained in previous years. 
4. Non-zero values lower than 5 have been suppressed. The [c] symbol has been used to 
indicate such cases. 

 
 



 

 

Table 10: Higher grade combinations equivalised by UCAS tariff point scores 
 

No. of 
Grades 

Grade 
combination 

Equivalent grade 
combinations 

Tariff 
score 

6 or more AAAAAA   198 
  AAAAAB   192 
  AAAABB AAAAAC 186 
  AAABBB AAAABC 180 
  AABBBB AAABBC, AAAACC 174 
  ABBBBB AABBBC, AAABCC,  168 
  BBBBBB  ABBBBC, AABBCC, AAACCC 162 
  BBBBBC AABCCC, ABBBCC 156 
  BBBBCC ABBCCC, AACCCC 150 
  BBBCCC ABCCCC 144 
  BBCCCC ACCCCC 138 
  BCCCCC   132 
  CCCCCC   126 

5 AAAAA   165 
  AAAAB   159 
  AAABB AAAAC 153 
  AABBB AAABC 147 
  ABBBB AABBC, AAACC 141 
  BBBBB ABBBC, AABCC  135 
  BBBBC ABBCC, AACCC 129 
  BBBCC ABCCC 123 
  BBCCC ACCCC 117 
  BCCCC   111 
  CCCCC   105 

4 AAAA   132 
  AAAB   126 
  AABB AAAC 120 
  ABBB AABC 114 
  BBBB AACC, ABBC 108 
  BBBC ABCC 102 
  BBCC ACCC 96 
  BCCC   90 
  CCCC   84 

3 AAA   99 
  AAB   93 
  ABB AAC 87 
  BBB ABC  81 
  BBC ACC 75 
  BCC   69 
  CCC   63 

 


