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Welcome

Welcome to SQA’s Corporate Plan for 2018-21. Since I took over 
as SQA’s Chair, I have been very much struck by the tremendous 
commitment of SQA staff to provide a world-class qualifications 
system for the people of Scotland, a system which gives learners 
of all ages and all backgrounds a platform to showcase their 
knowledge and hard work.

SQA aims to enable everyone to realise their potential and  
to achieve their ambitions. Whether you are a learner, a parent,  
a provider of education and training, or an employer who benefits 
from a skilled and educated workforce, the services provided  
by SQA will help you to succeed.

This is the plan which will take SQA into a new decade.  
It is ambitious and forward-looking — for ourselves but,  
more importantly, for Scotland. I commend it to you.

David Middleton CBE 
SQA Chair

SQA is committed to successfully 

delivering for the people and businesses 

of Scotland. We are passionate about 

what we do and the benefits our 

qualifications and services bring to 

individuals, society and the economy.

As you will read, this plan sets out our 

strategic direction and how we will 

monitor our performance against our 

targets. The plan also outlines the context 

in which we operate.

SQA has many strengths and we use 

these to deliver our objectives and meet 

our responsibilities as an active public 

service in Scotland.

SQA is a recognised name, sitting at the  

heart of the Scottish education and 

training system. We have an international 

reputation for providing a wide range of 

high-quality, flexible and internationally 

recognised qualifications and associated 

services. We provide advice and support, 

such as expertise in assessment, which 

enable organisations to meet a range  

of educational, development and 

regulatory requirements. We also ensure 

our qualifications, systems and services 

adapt to change and innovations, while 

providing value for money — ultimately 

improving the prospects of future 

generations, not just of young people 

in schools and colleges, but of adult 

learners, and society in general.

SQA is built on the strength and 

commitment of its people, who are 

enthusiastic about what they do and 

the public service they provide. This just 

doesn’t relate to those who take, deliver 

and benefit from our qualifications, 

but also to our local communities, 

through volunteering, charity work and 

environmental initiatives.
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Section 1: SQA’s operational context

SQA’s role as the national awarding and 

accreditation body in Scotland is shaped  

by a number of factors.

SQA’s remit and function is outlined in the 

Education (Scotland) Act 1996. This is the 

primary legislation that provides SQA with  

a statutory basis for our operational activity.

As a public body with a significant 

responsibility towards Scotland’s young 

people, we embrace our responsibilities under  

The Children and Young People (Scotland) 

Act 2014. This legislation strengthens the 

rights of children and young people in 

Scotland and encourages public bodies  

to think carefully about how their work  

affects young people. SQA embraces these 

responsibilities: we are a committed corporate  

parent and have worked closely with  

care-experienced young people through  

our relationship with Who Cares? Scotland.

A wide range of other legislative 

requirements influence how SQA operates. 

Common to the rest of the public sector, 

SQA is subject to the Freedom of Information  

(Scotland) Act. We also have a range 

of responsibilities laid out in the Data 

Protection Act and, from May 2018, under 

the General Data Protection Regulations.

In addition to legislation, a range of Scottish 

Government drivers influence our strategies. 

In particular: Curriculum for Excellence — 

and the latest phase of this programme,  

the Revisions to National Qualifications.  

This work was stipulated by the Assessment 

and National Qualifications Group, chaired 

by the Deputy First Minister. These 

strategies and groups remain the main 

drivers of National-Qualifications-related 

activity for SQA, as does the National 

Improvement Framework for Scottish 

Education. Our work is also informed by 

both the STEM Education and Training 

Strategy and the recommendations from 

the Digital Learning and Teaching Strategy. 

As expected in Education Governance: Next 

Steps, SQA will continue to have in place 

appropriate and robust processes to ensure 

accuracy, and for consulting and engaging 

with a wide range of stakeholders.

SQA’s activity with schools is mirrored in the 

work carried out with colleges and training 

providers across Scotland. We work closely 

with these sectors to ensure our vocational 

provision meets the needs of learners and 

employers. SQA is a key player in this sector: 

working closely with Skills Development 

Scotland to support the Developing the 

Young Workforce programme and their 

Skills Investment Plans within the context 

of the Enterprise & Skills Review, Scotland’s 

Economic Strategy, and Scotland’s Labour 

Market Strategy. Our work also supports the 

National Youth Work Strategy.

As a responsible public body, SQA also 

supports a wide range of policy initiatives 

that are common across the public sector, 

such as public service reform, a drive 

towards shared services and Scotland’s 

internationalisation agenda. It also includes 

responsible employment: SQA is a Fair Work  

employer and pays the Scottish Living Wage.

All of these drivers are summarised in 

Appendix 1, where SQA’s goals map to 

the National Performance Framework — 

the overarching themes of the Scottish 

Government’s Programme for Government.

Alongside the government and legislative 

factors, there are a large number of other 

trends and contexts that influence what we do.

For example, SQA is always mindful of 

the need for employers of all types to 

access a skilled and diverse workforce; 

individuals with the right skills, knowledge 

and capabilities are engines for sustainable 

economic growth. This is good for both the 

individual and for the wider economy so we 

work hard to ensure our qualifications and 

services support these positive outcomes.

SQA operates successfully outside 

of Scotland and we play a key role in 

supporting the Scottish Government’s 

International Framework and engagement 

strategies. We are aware of the increased 

globalisation of both trade and education. 

Indeed, SQA is a key player in facilitating 

transnational education through our 

network of centres around the world and 

our track record of allowing people to 

succeed, wherever they are from. We also 

gain good experience and insight working 

overseas and are able to bring these lessons 

back home for the benefit of our Scottish 

learners and customers. SQA is, then, a key  

node in the global education system, reaping  

benefits at home and abroad.

We are also well aware of the rapid pace 

of technological change. This influences 

our longer-term planning and investment 

decisions, evidenced by the work carried 

out under the auspices of our multi-strand 

Change Programme.

Overall, SQA has a wide range of direct 

and indirect drivers of activity. We strive to 

succeed in meeting the obligations of today 

while remaining proactive in facing the 

challenges of the future.



SQA’s values

Three values — trusted, enabling, and 

progressive — underpin the way SQA works 

with and listens to learners, customers, 

partners, stakeholders, the wider public, and 

people within the organisation itself.

We seek to be trusted by government and 

stakeholders to deliver on our statutory 

responsibilities. Our customers and users 

trust us to ‘get it right’ for them. We seek 

to be trusted by partners who know from 

experience that we deliver.

By providing high-quality qualifications, 

services, expertise, experience and support, 

we enable learners, customers and centres 

to achieve their goals; we enable employers, 

businesses and industry to recruit and 

develop skilled workforces with recognised 

qualifications; and we enable communities 

and societies to work towards productivity 

and growth.

We are continuing to develop progressive 

approaches to qualification development, 

assessment practice and service delivery by  

using innovation and technology, thus ensuring:  

greater speed in turnaround and delivery; 

flexible products; and approaches that retain  

rigour in quality and value for money.

SQA is committed to equality of opportunity 

and to a culture that recognises, respects 

and supports difference.

SQA’s purpose and activities

SQA is the national accreditation and 

awarding body in Scotland. The Education 

(Scotland) Act 1996 sets out SQA’s functions  

and the governance arrangements to oversee  

SQA’s distinct accreditation, regulatory and  

awarding functions. SQA is sponsored by the  

Scottish Government’s Learning Directorate.

In its accreditation role, SQA accredits 

vocational qualifications that are offered 

across Scotland, including Scottish Vocational  

Qualifications, and approves and regulates 

awarding bodies that wish to award them.

Who we are

SQA is the statutory awarding body for 

qualifications in Scotland. Our duties are to 

develop, validate, quality assure and award  

a national framework of qualifications for  

Scotland. In addition, SQA has a statutory 

duty as the regulator for National 

Qualifications in Scotland.

As an awarding body, SQA works with 

schools, colleges, universities, industry, and 

government, to provide high-quality, flexible 

and relevant qualifications throughout 

lifelong learning. We strive to ensure 

that our qualifications are inclusive and 

accessible to all, that they recognise the 

achievements of learners, and that they 

provide clear pathways to further learning  

or employment.

Qualifications

Qualifications serve a range of important 

purposes in validating learning for individuals  

and for employers. They support the standards  

of achievement required by the economy, 

businesses, and society. They show the 

achievements of the individual. They also  

provide a record of an individual’s progression  

as they develop through life, allowing them 

to build on their prior learning.

To achieve this, SQA qualifications:

• reflect the appropriate level of learning, 

 and capture all aspects of the required skills

• are flexible enough to suit different learning  

 styles and different employers’ needs

• provide units of learning that are relevant,  

 valued, and can be used to benefit the  

 individual, society and business

• allow for progression through lifelong  

 learning as the needs of individuals,  

 society and businesses change

• are of a quality and standard that ensure  

 that value and credibility is maintained  

 over time

There are SQA qualifications for everyone:

• students in schools and colleges, whoever  

 they are

• trainees and apprentices, wherever they   

 work and study

• people who already have qualifications,  

 and those who don’t

• people who are in employment, and those  

 who aren’t

• people at the start of their education  

 journey, and those mid-career

SQA qualifications cover a broad range 

of skills and knowledge, from Modern 

Languages, Mathematics, History, and 

Science, to Accounting, Early Years 

Childcare, Construction, and Customer 

Service. In addition, SQA develops 

Customised Awards that are tailored to the 

requirements of particular employers, and 

provides English Language qualifications  

for learners for whom English is an 

additional language.

Almost all young people in Scotland gain SQA  

qualifications in secondary school and/or  

in colleges. Increasingly, SQA provides 

qualifications from junior to professional levels  

in the workplace. SQA ensures that all 

qualifications are developed and maintained 

to the same rigorous high standards, and 

that they all make valuable and unique 

contributions to Scotland’s Skills Strategy.

Accreditation

SQA Accreditation has a statutory remit under  

Scottish legislation to accredit and quality 

assure qualifications in Scotland, thereby 

safeguarding the interests of learners, 

employers, parents, funding bodies, providers  

and Scottish Government. It does this by 

independently approving and regulating 

awarding bodies operating in Scotland and  

accrediting their qualifications, which include  

Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs), 

Regulatory and Licensing Qualifications, and  

other competence-based qualifications. SQA  

Accreditation has a statutory remit to accredit  

any type of qualification other than university  

degrees. It is accountable to an Accreditation  

Committee, which is a statutory committee, 

having been established by the Education 

(Scotland) 1996 Act.
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Section 2: Who we are

enabling

TRUSTED

PROGRESSIVE
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Section 3: What we will do 

Long Term Factors

As a responsible public body, SQA carries  

out our function in a way which is sustainable;  

we need to continue to deliver for the 

people of Scotland over the long term.

A number of factors have been identified 

as critical to SQA’s longer-term success. 

Our work begins to prepare us to meet the 

challenges and accept the opportunities 

on the road ahead. We recognise the 

importance of being responsive to future 

change at a time of uncertainty.

It is crucial that our qualifications system has 

a strong reputation. SQA has an opportunity 

to play a part in developing a streamlined 

education and skills system. We are already 

playing our part in rationalising National 

Qualifications materials and also support the 

developments being made under the banner 

of Developing the Young Workforce.

SQA continues to look for opportunities to 

streamline the system. In particular, we are 

inspired by the lifelong learning model and 

are keen to continue to explore what the 

future ‘learner journey’ looks like.

Higher National Qualifications have been 

awarded in Scotland for over 90 years, and  

Scottish Vocational Qualifications for over  

25 years. These qualifications are well regarded  

across Scotland and their quality has been 

demonstrated over the long term. This range 

of provision is a mainstay of our successful 

skills system and for managing change in a  

manner that provides security and confidence. 

We remain open and responsive to our 

customers’ needs and will continue to work  

in partnership with our centres, learners and  

stakeholders to continuously improve. SQA  

works with schools, colleges, training providers,  

universities, professional associations, local 

authorities and many other stakeholders. 

We value these relationships and recognise 

that we are in a unique position to exert a 

positive influence across the education and  

skills system. This partnership and collaborative  

approach will remain at the heart of what 

we do as we strive for success in the future.

SQA is playing a leading role within the 

public sector in progressing the Fair 

Work framework and incorporating its 

five strategic dimensions into the Human 

Resources Strategy. This, together with 

SQA’s Equality Outcomes 2017–21 and 

associated action plans, demonstrates our 

commitment to attracting and retaining  

an engaged and inclusive workforce.

As we face this future, so new opportunities 

to increase productivity and generate income  

present themselves. We are energised  

by the possibilities that may open up for  

us and committed to exploring options  

in a sustainable and responsible way.

We are also well placed to innovate further.  

New approaches to qualification development,  

assessment and quality assurance will emerge.  

SQA is in a position to lead in these areas —  

and to do so opens up a range of possibilities  

for learners in both schools and in the 

vocational space, in turn providing industries 

across the economy with the skills they 

need to succeed.

Within the organisation we are also looking 

at transformational change. Firstly through 

technology — this is an enabler to opening 

up and utilising data and evidence more 

effectively, allowing us to more readily 

generate knowledge and insight. This, in turn,  

allows us to refine processes and practice; 

all of which is a catalyst for a smarter system  

that even more closely meets the needs of our  

customers and learners.

We will augment our systems changes with 

a focus on workforce development, ensuring 

our people develop the new skills required 

to meet the challenges of the future.

Strategic Goals for 2018-21 

In the period 2018–21, SQA will focus activity to support the following 
strategic goals:

1
Develop and deliver high-quality qualifications, products and 
services for the benefit of a broad range of learners and of Scotland.

2
Provide leadership and expertise in a range of areas including 
assessment, qualification development and quality enhancement.

3
Support the Scottish Government’s internationalisation agenda to 
maximise the benefits of international engagement and co-operation.

4
Ensure communication and engagement between SQA and our learners,  
customers and stakeholders is appropriate, clear and timely and 
tailored to their needs.

5
Deliver high-quality, continually improving, efficient and responsive 
services to our customers.

6
Ensure our culture and values support the engagement and wellbeing 
of our staff and foster their commitment to the success of SQA.

7
Continue to develop SQA as a leading public body and key player  
in the skills, training and education landscape.

8
Continue to pursue a longer-term business model that would 
enable SQA to reduce its dependency on the public purse, and 
invest in and improve the education and skills system.

9

Independently accredit, quality assure and regulate approved 
awarding bodies and qualifications thereby safeguarding 
the interests of learners, employers, parents, funding bodies, 
providers and the Scottish Government.
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In delivering on our aims we will ensure that,  

as a non-departmental public body, we adhere  

to the required standards of governance and 

public accountability. We will also strive to 

deliver value for money through continuous 

improvement of our performance, balancing 

cost and quality. Thus SQA will play its part 

in achieving sustainable development for 

Scotland: our own improvement work will help  

us to further support learners to develop the 

knowledge and skills required to succeed in 

the labour market and to support employers 

by ensuring we provide them with the skilled  

staff they require both today and in the future.

Efficiency, effectiveness and economy

SQA is committed to ensuring that 

arrangements are in place that will lead  

to an economical, efficient and effective 

use of the organisation’s resources. The 

efficiency agenda forms part of SQA’s annual  

planning and budgeting process, and 

efficiency savings that are measurable and 

sustainable are identified, budgeted and 

monitored throughout the financial year.

Customer engagement and feedback

SQA has a deep commitment to continuing 

to engage with all of our customers and 

stakeholders. We aspire to improve and 

develop how we do this and to become more  

responsive to feedback. As such, we are 

working hard to develop new approaches  

to customer communications and to being  

better able to incorporate feedback into  

our decision-making processes. This 

includes ensuring that SQA materials and 

documentation provided to support and 

deliver our qualifications:

• are as concise and straightforward  

 as possible

• use language that is appropriate to the  

 different audiences

• are easily accessible

• are targeted at the right people

• are delivered in the most appropriate way

We have, of course, a statutory duty to ensure  

that what we do meets the needs of the 

people of Scotland — and we want to do 

this in collaboration with our customers  

and stakeholders.

Programme management

SQA continues to review projects based  

on the overall business priorities. This 

is achieved by having a single approval 

process and governance framework. 

Resource and budget management are 

subsequently allocated based on this 

approach. This ensures that resources are  

focused on the appropriate business projects.  

The governance for the programme of projects  

rests with the Executive Management Team. 

This is also reported to the SQA Board of 

Management and the SQA Audit Committee 

on a quarterly basis.

Measuring and evidencing 
performance

The wider SQA management team meets  

on a quarterly basis to measure performance.  

A suite of key performance indicators is 

reviewed and discussed. These measures  

are also reported to, and considered by, 

both the SQA Board of Management and 

the SQA Audit Committee.

Key performance indicators allow SQA to 

monitor the delivery of the strategic goals. 

These goals, in turn, demonstrate how SQA 

meets both government and legislative 

obligations, while also ensuring forward 

planning sufficient to meet the challenges  

of the future.

SQA continues to meet objectives and fulfil 

obligations. With a focus on the right goals 

and measures, we remain well positioned for 

a successful future.

1. Scottish Government recognises that,  

 as was the case for 2017–18, SQA will 

 require further Grant in Aid to meet 

 operational and Programme Grant costs 

 that are beyond those covered within 

 current SG budgets. The additional Grant  

 in Aid requirement will be updated in line  

 with scheduled reforecasting exercises.

2. Programme Grant Funding is funding 

 received from bodies such as the Scottish  

 Government to fund specific activity such  

 as revisions to National Qualifications.

Qualifications Entry Income

Other Income

Grant Funding

Additional Grant Funding1

Programme Grant Funding2

Total Income

Staff

Appointees

Other Operating Costs

Programme Grant Expenditure

Total Expenditure

Income and Expenditure Surplus (Deficit)

£m

43.2

9.1

14.3

14.4

7.3

88.3

33.8

21.0

26.2

7.3

88.3

0

Notes
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and co-operation.
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and stakeholders is appropriate, clear and timely and tailored to their needs.
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responsive services to our customers.

Ensure our culture and values support the engagement and wellbeing  
of our staff and foster their commitment to the success of SQA.

Continue to develop SQA as a leading public  
body and key player in the skills, training and  
education landscape.

Continue to pursue a longer-term business model that would enable  
SQA to reduce its dependency on the public purse, and invest in and  
improve the education and skills system.
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Appendix 1:  
Mapping of goals to National Outcomes

1 We live in a Scotland that is the most attractive place for doing business in Europe.

2
We realise our full economic potential with more and better employment 
opportunities for our people.

3
We are better educated, more skilled and more successful, renowned for our 
research and innovation.

4
Our young people are successful learners, confident individuals, effective 
contributors and responsible citizens.

5 Our children have the best start in life and are ready to succeed.

6 We live longer, healthier lives.

7 We have tackled the significant inequalities in Scottish society.

8 We have improved the life chances for children, young people and families at risk.

9 We live our lives free from crime, disorder and danger.

10
We live in well-designed, sustainable places, where we are able  
to access the amenities and services we need.

11
We have strong, resilient and supportive communities where people take 
responsibility for their own actions and how they affect others.

12
We value and enjoy our built and natural environment and protect it and 
enhance it for future generations.

13 We take pride in a strong, fair and inclusive national identity.

14
We reduce the local and global environmental impact  
of our consumption and production.

15
Our people are able to maintain their independence as they get older and are 
able to access appropriate support when they need it.

16
Our public services are high quality, continually improving, efficient and 
responsive to local people’s needs.

2018-21 SQA STRATEGIC GOALS NATIONAL OUTCOMES
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