
 

 

 

   

Alternative Certification Model 2020–21: 
National QA Exercise Key Messages 
Subject Computing Science 
Level Advanced Higher 

 

This report provides information on themes emerging from the national quality assurance 
exercise, which is part of the Alternative Certification Model for National 5, Higher and 
Advanced Higher courses.  

A sample of candidates’ assessed work from selected centres was reviewed to determine 
whether assessment was in line with the national standard. The evidence submitted may 
have been partial or incomplete and is unlikely to have represented all of the evidence that 
will be gathered to allow the centre to determine a provisional result. 

The centres selected for review in this subject and at this level have been provided with 
specific feedback on the evidence that they submitted. The comments below highlight key 
points about the assessment approaches and instruments used and the sampled centres’ 
assessment judgements, for all centres delivering the subject at this level to reflect upon 
and make any appropriate adjustments. 
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Section 1: Comments on approach to assessment  
The majority of centres submitted evidence of either a partially or fully completed question 
paper or completed projects. A small number of centres submitted evidence of both. The 
evidence reviewed was in line with subject guidance on key pieces of evidence and will allow 
centres to determine provisional results. 

Question paper evidence consisted of a mixture of the SQA 2021 papers and commercial 
question papers.   

Commercial papers were often of insufficient level of demand with some marks allocated to 
Higher concepts. However, most centres using these papers commented that provisional 
results would also be based on evidence from the SQA 2021 question paper resource.   

Where this is not the case and evidence will be from a commercial paper, centres are 
advised to refer to the Advanced Higher Computing Science: Identifying A and C marks 
audio presentation to consider the level of demand, and make the necessary adjustments to 
align provisional results with national standards. 

  

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/ah-computing-science-audio-presentation-2021.ppsx
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Section 2: Comments on assessment judgements  
♦ Assessment judgements made by most centres were in line with the national standard.  
♦ Several centres provided detailed commentary to support the marks allocated for each 

stage of the project. This commentary was extremely helpful when reviewing the project 
evidence. 

♦ Most centres provided evidence of robust and supportive local moderation procedures. 

Question paper evidence 
In addition to sample answers, the marking instructions for the SQA 2021 question paper 
assessment resource includes ‘additional guidance for markers’.  

This guidance lists the computational skills that candidates should demonstrate in their 
answers to questions such as 8(c)(iii) and 9(b)(iii). These questions ask candidates to write 
the design or code necessary to implement processes.  

Several centres were severe in the marking of these questions. When a skill specified in the 
additional guidance has been demonstrated or attempted within a candidate’s response, the 
relevant mark(s) should be awarded, even though the overall solution may not work. 

Centres are also reminded that, in line with general marking principles, candidates should 
not be penalised for syntax errors in responses that require code to be written. The basic 
principle of positive marking should be applied. 

Other questions ask candidates to provide technical descriptions or explanations. Marks 
should only be awarded when candidates make appropriate use of the terminology listed in 
the ‘additional guidance for markers’ (for example, Q7(b)(ii) of the SQA 2021 question paper 
assessment resource). 

Project evidence 

Analysis of the problem 
The description of the problem to be solved must clearly state the main focus of the project 
and the intended area of integration. In addition, the description must indicate how the 
concepts listed on pages 14, 16 and 18 of the Coursework Assessment Task will be applied 
in the solution. Without a clear statement of intention at this early stage of the project, the 
problem description cannot be considered to be ‘complete and detailed’.  

Giving early consideration to the requirements of the relevant type of project will help to 
focus candidates on the essential content that must be included. As a result, candidates are 
less likely to omit these requirements in subsequent stages of their solution. 

The project plan should list subtasks that will be undertaken at each stage of the 
development. Estimated timings should be allocated to each task and resources needed at 
each stage should be listed. It is acceptable for candidates to present their project plan as a 
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structured table with appropriate headings or as a Gantt chart; when the plan is presented as 
a structured table, there is no additional requirement to create a matching Gantt chart. 

Design of the solution 
The ‘Design of Advanced Higher concepts’ section of the marking instructions should focus 
only on the candidate’s design of how the essential Advanced Higher concepts listed on 
pages 14, 16 and 18 of the Coursework Assessment Task will be implemented. Several 
centres incorrectly penalised candidates in this section for not providing the design of 
validation.  

The design of any additional functionality introduced by the candidate in the requirements 
specification should be considered in the ‘Overall design matches the requirements 
specification’ section. Examples could include keeping scores, game playing and validation.  

On occasion, some judgement is required when considering what section of the marking 
instructions a candidate’s work should be marked under. For example there might be some 
overlap between the integration and user-interface design and implementation. The 
important point is that candidates should not be penalised for the same error or omission in 
multiple sections.  

When evidence for the design of algorithms, requirements and server-side processes is 
simply code that had been copied retrospectively and then numbered, this cannot be 
considered as completed design work and should be marked accordingly.  

There is no requirement for candidates to provide pseudocode for screen layout — this 
aspect of a solution should be indicated in the design of the user-interface. Where 
candidates presented the design of algorithms, individual requirements and server-side 
processes separately as opposed to a continuous block of numbered code, their designs 
were much clearer and received more marks. 

Implementation 
Several candidates submitted screenshots of their code that were extremely difficult to read. 
As a result, it was difficult to confirm the centre’s judgement of the evidence presented when 
the essential Advanced Higher concepts and integration code were too small to read. 
Centres and candidates should ensure that all code submitted is fully visible. This is 
important for future external marking of projects.  

One or two candidates annotated their code to highlight use of essential content listed on 
pages 14, 16 and 18 of the Coursework Assessment Task. Although this is not a specific 
requirement, it was extremely helpful in reviewing their evidence and determining the 
reliability of the centre’s assessment judgements. 

In projects that include the implementation of a database, either as the main focus of the 
work or as the integrated component, the evidence submitted by candidates must include 
the structure of the implemented database table(s) so that this can be compared with the 
planned structure indicated in the data dictionary. Additionally, the initial state of any tables 
should be evidenced to show whether they are empty or populated before queries are first 



 4 

executed in the solution. This is an important aspect of the evidence since, without it, it is not 
possible to provide evidence of successful INSERT, DELETE, UPDATE or SELECT queries 
later in the ‘Testing the solution’ section.  

Centres should ensure that new skills described by candidates relate to software 
development, database development or web development as appropriate, and that the skills 
go beyond the content that is required in the Advanced Higher course. Descriptions of 
relevant skills should be detailed and explain the need for the skills and/or the use made of 
them in the solution. References used independently by the candidate to learn and acquire 
these skills should also be included. 

The log of ongoing testing can be presented as a structured table with appropriate headings. 
Although it is not necessary for candidates to provide dates for this work, it should be clear 
from the evidence presented that the testing was ongoing and carried out throughout the 
implementation as individual components and requirements were being developed. 
Complete, or almost complete, logs will describe issues that had to be resolved in order to 
create a working solution. It is not necessary for candidates to include the fixing of minor 
errors such as syntax errors and misnaming of variables in the log. Once an issue has been 
resolved, the solution should be evidenced in the log together with a note of any references 
that the candidate used to resolve the problem. 

Testing the solution 
Most candidates produced good test plans that included all requirements stated in their 
analysis, and they outlined appropriate tests and test criteria for these requirements. 
However, test plans can only be considered complete and detailed if they also include a 
clear description of at least one persona together with a list of test cases that the persona 
will be asked to complete. 

The evidence of requirements testing must include screenshots for each test matching a 
requirement listed in the test plan. This evidence should be generated as the candidate is 
testing their final solution. Many candidates correctly identified input validation as a 
requirement that must be tested, and described tests and test criteria that would be used to 
ensure that the validation had been implemented correctly. Although these candidates did 
include screenshots of populated input screens, very few of them included screenshots 
showing invalid values that matched their test plan or error messages generated by their 
validation. Similarly, all candidates who included a database in their solution included 
appropriate requirements and tests in their test plans but failed to include evidence showing 
that INSERT, DELETE or UPDATE queries had been successful. 

Candidates are expected to provide a description of the results of end-user testing carried 
out by the persona described. This description should focus on issues highlighted during 
completion of the test cases and may include a description of the candidate’s own 
observation as this testing was carried out together with suggestions for future developments 
or improvements to the solution. Since the test cases are separate from requirements 
testing, it is not necessary for candidates to provide screenshot evidence of this testing. 
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