
COVID 19: Subject-specific guidance 

HNC Social Services and Childhood Practice: 
Contingency Planning 2020–21 

Introduction 

SQA is aware that many centres experienced difficulties with their HNC programmes for this 
past academic year and issued guidance to support centres which allowed the majority of 
candidates to achieve their award. We expect that the majority of placements this session 
2020–21 should go ahead, and we remain positive that the majority of current students will 
achieve their HNC award. However, given the ongoing situation with COVID-19, we accept 
the need to have ongoing contingency arrangements for placements in this academic 
session. 

Placement planning 

Over the past academic year we were also aware that candidates having little or no 
placement experience prior to lockdown was a real issue. We respectfully ask, therefore, 
that all providers please revisit their placement timing. 

One consideration is to focus more on the theory/class-based learning in Term 1, so if 
placements are not possible until later in the academic year, students won’t then have such 
a full timetable for classes. From the placement provider’s point of view, the student can 
potentially add additional support and benefits to the setting through spending longer in the 
placement setting over a condensed period. 

The HNC in Social Services and Childhood Practice are benchmark qualifications that 
integrate observed, assessed practice and learning. Direct observations may be difficult, but 
SQA has offered specific guidance to support assessors to achieve the SVQ component of 
the HNC.  

It appears from our recent contact with centres that candidate access to placement 
experience remains a challenge, and we would encourage centres to talk to employers 
regarding the positive aspects of supporting the workforce of the future through offering a 
placement to a student who will come with appropriate training and awareness of the need 
to adhere to strict safety precautions. We would also encourage centres to talk to employers 
about appropriate risk assessment as well as what skills they want the candidate to have 
before offering a placement. 



Looking forward  

With our colleagues in the SSSC, we have identified a number of routes to support centres 
during the current difficulties and are intended to future-proof centres against the uncertainty 
posed by COVID-19 and further local lockdown restrictions being imposed.   

Route 1 

Candidates currently being supported by their employer should continue to use their 
employment as their placement for the duration of the award. 

Route 2 

Candidates independently undertaking their award but currently working in a suitable social 
service setting can seek permission to use their workplace as a placement opportunity. This 
would require agreement between the centre and the organisation to ensure its suitability, 
and is at the discretion of the organisation. A contract template will be available in the toolkit. 

Route 3  

Candidates with no sector employment should have a suitable placement identified at the 
earliest opportunity and meet the competence requirements of the three SVQ units and 
achieve the full HNC award. 

Route 4  

Due to the pandemic and associated risk assessment it may not be possible for all 
candidates to start placements as early in the academic year as normal. Some centres are 
managing this by making contingency plans to support students to complete a block 
placement from January 2021 if possible. This would create enough practice opportunity for 
candidates to achieve the SVQ units. 

More information  

One key area for consideration should a placement be cut short is the question of the 
‘competence’ of the candidate if the placement is curtailed. If the assessor’s judgement was 
that the student is competent, and the employer is willing to provide written evidence (for 
quality assurance) that they agree the student is competent and they would employ them, 
then the reduction in the days spent on placement would be acceptable. 

Conversely, an employer might also be willing to use their professional responsibility to 
advise that someone is not competent or would require further placement experience to fully 
achieve the units.  

We encourage centres to develop robust Expert Witness Testimony recording 
arrangements, in the event of placements ending earlier than planned. 



SVQ component  

The Scottish Social Service Council (SSSC), in partnership with SQA, has recently produced 
supplementary guidance for SVQ assessment centres to support candidates impacted by 
COVID-19 pandemic (updated October 2020). The guidance includes updated information 
on observed practice, expert witness testimony, digital, video and audio recording all with 
the current Assessment Strategy guidance. 

Candidates undertaking a shortened ‘block’ placement may possibly obtain witness 
testimony from the setting supervisor to complement observed practice. A witness can only 
confirm that activity happened, not the competence of the candidate, so the assessor will still 
need to make a judgement based on all the available information. 

Expert Witness Testimony may also be obtained from ‘observed training’ for some 
mandatory units in First Aid, Manual Handling, Infection Control. 

Centres may need to invest time in developing Expert Witness ‘templates’ that all course 
participants can be assessed on in the event of a placement ending early.  

Standardisation and verification arrangements 

For standardisation, it will be important for you to maintain a record of how assessors are 
accommodating the pandemic, and these records will be considered as part of SQA’s 
remote external verification activities. Your records should cover: 

♦ How the centre is operating during the pandemic (this could include anything from all 
assessment being suspended, to all is continuing). 

♦ What the centre is doing in relation to amending candidate assessment plans in the 
current circumstances. 

♦ How the centre is dealing with observation and observation shortfall in candidate 
evidence. 

♦ What the centre has agreed as acceptable use of other methods of observation, such as 
using video etc. 

♦ How and when the centre reviews ongoing delivery and assessment of these awards 
during the pandemic. 

♦ The impact, if any that COVID had in assessment of particular units. 

To protect the integrity of the award, the internal verification process needs to be 
appropriately ‘robust’. IV reports will need to be detailed, as they will be subject to robust 
scrutiny during remote external verification.  

Regardless of which route/option is explored, you should ensure that there are detailed 
standardisation and verification minutes as well as evidence of a clear audit trail.  



Graded Unit 

The situation with regard to starting placements earlier or obtaining or maintaining existing 
candidate’s employment should increase the likelihood that candidates would be able to 
undertake the Graded Unit based on ‘real work activity’. Should that not be the case, SQA 
will support centres on a case-by-case basis. 

External verification 

Some changes are already being developed to maintain the robustness and integrity of the 
qualification verification process. A new ‘virtual visiting’ model has been developed, and will 
be rolled out this session. The virtual model covers all of the existing qualification verification 
visit criteria, and will sit alongside the well-established remote verification process.  

You will be advised on the visiting process, which will start in January 2021. 

 

Teresa Ashmead SEV Childhood Practice 

Bert Lawrie SEV Social Services 

John Currie SEV care and Childcare 
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