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Scottish Qualifications Authority

4 August 2020
John Swinney MSP
Deputy First Minister /
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills
The Scottish Government
Saint Andrews House
Edinburgh
EH1 3DG

By email: DFMCSE@gov.scot

Contact: Fiona.Robertson@sqa.org.uk
Dear Deputy First Minister

On 18 March you asked me, as Chief Examining Officer, to develop an alternative approach
to certification this year following the closure of schools and the cancellation of exams.

| am writing today to set out the approach we have taken, drawing on my report as Chief
Examining Officer. This report, together with a suite of supporting documentation, is being
published in full at 09:30 this morning.

Since the outset, our approach has been based on three core principles, which reflect both
how we work and the circumstances of 2020:

+ Fairness to all learners.

+ Safe and secure certification of our qualifications, while following the latest public health
advice.

+ Maintaining the integrity and credibility of our qualifications system, ensuring that
standards are maintained over time, in the interests of learners.

On 20 April, | set out the four key stages to our approach: estimates; awarding; results and
certification; and appeals.
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The key input to our alternative certification model has been based on estimated grades. We
receive estimates every year from schools and colleges. We asked for more detailed
estimates — 19 refined bands — and candidate rank order within these refined bands, to
provide more differentiated data to inform the awarding process. Teachers, lecturers and
partners from across education helped inform the approach and the guidance.

The estimates we received were significantly above previous A to C attainment at National 5,
Higher and Advanced Higher: A to C attainment rates were 10.4 percentage points higher at
National 5, 14.0 percentage points higher at Higher and 13.4 percentage points higher at
Advanced Higher than results in 2019. As the national awarding body, with responsibility for
maintaining the integrity and credibility of our qualifications system, and ensuring that
standards are maintained over time, the estimates highlighted a clear case for moderation.
Overall, there was variation, but not uniform variation, between historic attainment and 2020
estimates across subjects, levels and centres.

The moderation process was undertaken at centre level, per course, and by grade using
historic attainment data. Starting Point Distributions, with tolerances, set out the expected
parameters for each grade and A to C attainment nationally in 2020, drawing on historic
attainment, prior attainment data (where available), and feedback from SQA Qualifications
teams and Principal Assessors.

For centres which had no historic attainment data for a course, estimates were accepted
without moderation as there was no fair or evidential basis on which they could be adjusted.

As you know, we considered very carefully whether to conduct a professional dialogue with
schools and colleges as part of the moderation process. It was concluded that it would not be
possible to include engagement with centres. The reasons for this are twofold:

¢ The difficulty of operating a dialogue that was fair and consistent in its treatment of all
centres and candidates.

¢ The time that would be required in what was already a very tight schedule for
certification.

0Of 511,070 entries across National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher, we accepted 377,308
(73.8%) estimated grades and 133,762 (26.2%) estimated grades were adjusted.

Given the profile of estimates, most of the adjustments — 124,564 or 93.1% — were
moderated down, and 9,198 entries (6.9%) were moderated up. Of the total 133,762
adjustments, 128,508 or 96.1% were adjusted by one grade. 45,454 entries (8.9%) were
adjusted down from grades A—C to grade D or to No Award. Of these, 43,423 (95.5%) were
originally estimated to be grade C.



Full details of our methodology is provided in the SQA National Qualifications 2020 Awarding
— Methodology Report, attached. Further information on the moderation outcomes for each
of the 129 courses across National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher is also being published
today.

Our post-certification review (appeals) process will provide for further, evidence-based
consideration of grades if schools and colleges do not think awarded grades fairly reflect
candidate performance. The new system goes live today.

Looking at outcomes, A to C attainment in 2020 at National 5 is 243,572 or 81.1% (225,594
or 78.2% in 2019). At Higher it is 146,643 or 78.9% (138,972 or 74.8% in 2019). At Advanced
Higher it is 20,010 or 84.9% (18,627and 79.4% in 2019).

Some variation of attainment is to be expected between courses and over time. This year,
the absence of external assessment information and the moderation process has led to more
significant movements in attainment than we would see in a hormal year.

Throughout the development of the model we have had equalities at the heart of our thinking,
and have developed and refined an Equality Impact Assessment and a Child Rights and
Wellbeing Impact Assessment to inform our approaches and decisions, as well as to
demonstrate our compliance with our statutory obligations. In developing these assessments,
we have had due regard to the potential equalities impacts of our processes and have sought
to ensure that our guidance to centres on equalities in the estimation process assisted them
in fulfilling their equalities’ responsibilities. Whilst the moderation process involved the use of
pseudonymised data, we have ensured that the arrangements we have in place for post-
certification review and exceptional consideration arrangements are also designed to
address any cases of discrimination in original estimation by centres.

Our statistical analysis of available data (contained in the Equality Impact Assessment) from
2016 onwards demonstrates that, after moderation, learners in the most deprived SIMD
bandings saw attainment levels for grades A to C higher than both 2019 results and the
average result for 2016-2019 as well as a narrowing of the attainment gap between those in
the most deprived and least deprived SIMD bandings over the same periods. We have also
engaged with the Scottish Government to undertake further statistical analysis on protected
characteristics, the data for which is held by them.

To conclude, this has been a very challenging year for everyone involved in Scottish
education. | am very grateful to schools and colleges across Scotland who have worked with
us in the most difficult circumstances to deliver for learners. Without teacher and lecturer
estimates, we would not have been able to certificate this year.

| am also grateful for the patience of Scotland’s learners who, together with their families,
have been worried about what the cancellation of exams might mean. The results young
people across Scotland receive today should reflect their achievements and allow them to
progress to further study or employment.



Finally, | must thank SQA staff who have worked so hard to deliver. | believe we have:

¢ Delivered fairness to learners, through a consistent, evidence-based approach to
awarding, supported by an Equalities Impact Assessment and a Child Rights and
Wellbeing Impact Assessment.

¢ Ensured safe and secure certification of our qualifications, taking difficult decisions when
needed, following public health advice.

¢ Maintained the integrity and credibility of our qualifications system, ensuring that
standards are maintained over time, in the interests of learners, through judicious
moderation of grades.

Yours sincerely

Fiona Robertson
Chief Executive and Scotland’s Chief Examining Officer
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This document can be produced, on request, in alternative formats, including large type,
Braille and numerous community languages. For further details telephone SQA’s Customer
Contact Centre on 0845 279 1000.

SQA is committed to using plain English. We will try to make our publications as easy and
straightforward to understand as we can and will try to avoid all unnecessary jargon. If
there’s any language in this document that you feel is hard to understand, or could be
improved, please write to SQA at the Glasgow address or email: editor@sqga.org.uk.
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1 Setting the scene

SQA considered a range of options around determining candidate entitlement to graded
National Courses in 2020 as a result of the impact of the COVID-19 public health
emergency. As a consequence of the cancellation of national examinations, announced on
19 March, an alternative certification model (ACM) has been developed and implemented to
allow SQA to award these qualifications as fairly and reliably as possible — over time,
across subjects and levels — given the current circumstances and in the absence of any
candidate performance assessment information.

Our approach is made up of four steps:

Step 1 — Estimates

Step 2 — Awarding

Step 3 — Results and certification
Step 4 — Appeals

* & o o

This report describes the second step of the model, awarding.

The core element of the ACM is teacher and lecturer estimates, moderated by SQA.
Moderation is a process to ensure that the assessment outcome — the grade — is fair, valid
and reliable and to ensure consistency of teacher and lecturer assessment judgements
across centres. Centres have provided estimates based on the normal band scale of 1-9,
estimates based on a refined band scale of 1-19, and a rank order of candidates within each
refined band.

This technical report outlines the work undertaken since early March 2020 to determine
candidate entitlement to graded National Courses in 2020 as a result of the decision not to
run the diet of examinations in 2020. The work outlined in this report highlights the
challenges of relatively low-uptake qualifications at national and centre-levels, limited prior
attainment information, and the absence of assessment data based on candidate
performance in examinations and coursework. This meant that SQA was limited in adopting
a purely statistical approach to moderation. The data we have in 2020 includes estimates,
rank orders, and prior attainment data for a substantial proportion of Higher and Advanced
Highers. In addition, we have historical data, including estimates, and actual results by
subject and centre.

The outcomes of this year's awarding process were for SQA to award grades A, B, C, D and
No Award as normal. The moderation of centre estimates is designed to ensure that the
grades awarded to candidates are as fair as possible and that national standards are
maintained.

The timeline outlined in appendix 2 provides an indication of how SQA has proactively
responded to this evolving issue including the refinement of the ACM.

Equality and fairness considerations

In parallel with establishing the overall ACM, SQA has developed an equality impact
assessment of the full end-to-end process to ensure it considered and sought to mitigate the



potential for any aspect of the moderation approach to unfairly impact on one or more
groups of candidates with protected characteristics.

Whilst this technical report includes reference to equalities considerations related specifically
to the methodology adopted, it should also be read in conjunction with the 2020 Alternative
Certification Model — Equality Impact Assessment.

2 Guiding principles

Three guiding principles have underpinned our approach to developing and implementing
the ACM for 2020:

¢ fairness to all learners

¢ safe and secure certification of our qualifications, while following the latest public health
advice

+ maintaining the integrity and credibility of our qualifications system, ensuring that
standards are maintained over time, in the interests of learners



3 Business-as-usual approach to awarding

3.1 Setting grade boundaries

SQA has a responsibility to individual learners and to the wider community to ensure that the
standard of our qualifications is set appropriately and maintained over time and across
courses. This means that we have to make sure that the grade a candidate receives
recognises achievement against the knowledge, skills and understanding requirements of
the course. It also means that we have to make sure that it is not easier or harder to achieve
the same result across different courses.!

This is achieved through the development of course assessments based on an assessment
‘blueprint’ and consistent application of detailed ‘fit-for-purpose’ marking schemes through
guality-assured marking processes. Finally, during awarding meetings each year grade
boundaries are set following a consideration of a range of qualitative and quantitative
information, for the current year and the three previous years. The boundaries set are:
upper A (band 1), lower A (band 2) and lower C (band 6). All other grades and boundaries
are automatically calculated based on these boundaries. There is no other mechanism
currently used for setting grade boundaries. Our approach to awarding is discussed and
approved each year at SQA’s Qualifications Committee.

The combination of the above activities provides SQA with the confidence to award graded
National Courses.

SQA does not operate an explicit norm-referenced system where a fixed-proportion of
grades is awarded each year. Awarding meetings are held individually and there is no
process to shape national level performance. However, the approach does result in a
relatively stable national system as outlined in the tables below. Subject-by-subject variability
is acknowledged, for example, the results for larger uptake qualifications are more stable
over time than those for lower uptake qualifications.

Table 1: National 5 A-D distribution (2016-19)

National 5

A B C D A-D
2019 35.2% |23.8% |19.3% |12.5% |90.8%
2018 35.2% | 23.0% 19.3% 12.3% | 89.8%
2017 37.2% | 23.8% 18.6% 6.5% 86.1%
2016 36.6% | 23.7% 19.2% 6.6% 86.1%
Extended grade D scale from Diet 2018

1 A Guide to Setting Grade Boundaries



https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/A_Guide_to_Setting_Grade_Boundaries_v1.3.pdf

Table 2: Higher A-D distribution (2016-19)

Higher

A B C D A-D

2019 28.5% 24.0% | 22.4% 15.0% | 89.9%
2018 28.7% 253% |23.1% |87% 85.8%
2017 29.0% 25.5% |228% |8.3% 85.6%
2016 29.5% 25.2% |228% |8.3% 85.8%

Extended grade D scale from Diet 2019

Table 3: Advanced Higher A-D distribution (2016-19)

Advanced Higher

A B C D A-D
2019 | 32.0% 24.9% 22.7% 8.3% | 87.9%
2018 | 32.6% 259% [223% |7.9% |88.7%
2017 | 32.0% 25.6% |22.8% |7.9% |88.3%
2016 | 33.8% 25.9% | 22.4% |7.4% |89.4%

Extended grade D scale from 2020

The year-on-year stability outlined in the above tables suggest that the setting of national
distributions in 2020 based on a consistent historical-based approach is possible. However,
subject-by-subject variation may need to be considered. The types of situations where a
consistent historical-based approach may not be appropriate include the following:

1

w

5
6

Where SQA has made a significant or material change to course assessment in that
period.

Where there was a significant adjustment in the period due to a non-functioning
assessment component.

Where there was a ‘reset’ of standard.

Where the actions of one centre with significant presentations in a small cohort served
to skew the decision-making or distribution.

Low-uptake courses.

New centres.

However, only making national-level adjustments to grades may advantage or disadvantage
some centres who have estimated differentially in 2020. Therefore, the first step in the
awarding process for 2020 should be an exercise to moderate centre estimates to address
differences in estimation approach, as far as possible. The last step in this year’s awarding
process should be a national awarding review of the resulting national distribution.

4



National Courses

Graded National Courses (National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher) are assessed through a
combination of coursework and/or question papers as outlined in the relevant course
specification. However, in prescribed circumstances other existing processes, eg exceptional
circumstances, may overwrite these assessment requirements. There were 128 graded
National Courses in 2019, as outlined in Table 4.

Table 4: Graded National Courses (Diet 2019)

Level Number of subjects
National 5 48
Higher 46
Advanced Higher 34

3.1.1 Historical presentation patterns across centres

Entry patterns for the SQA National Course portfolio are characterised by high- and low-
uptake qualifications and new, returning or very low-uptake centres. For example, in Diet
2019 national level entry figures varied across National 5 from 87 (Urdu) to 46,626 (English),
across Higher from 62 (Gaelic) to 36,205 (English), and across Advanced Higher from

11 (Gaelic (Learners)) to 3,635 (Mathematics). Advanced Higher has very low national entry
numbers in some subject areas.

At a centre level, even for large entry subjects, entry levels can vary significantly. In 2020,
the greatest number of entries at centre level for National 5 was for Mathematics, but entry
levels ranged across centres from 1 to 337 (average 97). For Higher, the greatest number of
entries at centre level was for English, ranging across centres from 1 to 317 (average 88).
For Advanced Higher, the greatest number of entries at centre level was for Mathematics,
with a range across centres from 1 to 70 (average 11).

A significant proportion of courses have entries of 25 or less. This presents particular
challenges. In Diet 2019, there were 21,488 distinct centre/subject/level combinations
entered for National Courses (National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher). 15,588 (73%) of
these distinct centre/subject/level combinations had 25 or fewer candidates entered and
resulted. Table 5 breaks this down by level.

Table 5: Centre/subject/level combinations (Diet 2019) by level

Overall 25 or fewer candidates
National 5 9,126 5,539 (61%)
Higher 8,077 6,176 (73%)
Advanced Higher 3,924 3,873 (99%)




In 2019 for National 5, at least half of class entry sizes were made up of 19 or fewer
candidates; for Higher, at least half of class entry sizes were made up of 14 or fewer
candidates; and for Advanced Higher, as least half of class entry sizes were made up of four
or fewer candidates. Relatively small numbers of candidates distributed across many centres
means it is challenging to make statistically significant decisions across centres and
nationally in some low-uptake subjects. This has significant implications for the use of a
purely statistical approach for centre moderation purposes for this year's ACM.



4 2020 decision-making data

Whilst it was clear from the announcement on 19 March that examinations would not take
place, immediately after schools had closed, SQA had anticipated that coursework, a core
element of our qualifications, could be completed and marked. However, due to public health
advice it quickly became clear that was not possible. SQA announced on 24 March that
schools and colleges were not required to submit learner coursework for marking in Higher
and Advanced Higher courses. In addition, all other National 5 coursework due to be uplifted
in April and May was not submitted for marking as candidates could not complete work
safely. While considering the required arrangements, it became clear that we could no
longer proceed with the marking of the National 5 coursework in a safe and secure manner.
It was not therefore possible to include coursework data in the awarding approach.

In the absence of any data from candidate performance in examination or coursework, SQA
was required to focus on other sources of data as the basis for the awarding approach.

SQA decided to request a more granular estimate scale and rank order to support more
nuanced decision-making — in the absence of candidate marks — through the stages of the
ACM. Requests for both an extended estimate scale and rank order were made to address
two important aspects of accuracy of teacher estimation, ie absolute accuracy where the
actual grade a candidate achieves is estimated against a national standard, and the rank
order which is a relative accuracy judgement in the sense that, while it is not possible to
determine the actual grade, it is possible to rank candidates in a class relative to each other.

SQA asked for both teacher and lecturer estimates and rank orders to ensure that we had
the maximum amount of information available to inform decisions on grades for individual
candidates and the required quality assurance process.

4.1 Estimates

Use of estimates in business-as-usual awarding

This section covers the use of estimates in SQA’s business-as-usual awarding processes
and in 2020.

As a matter of course, teachers and lecturers are asked to submit estimated grades for their
candidates. Other than the skills of the estimator, the ‘accuracy’ of estimates is dependent
on three main variables:

+ valid evidence of performance in a centre to inform the estimate
+ the application of candidates in their study of the course and assessment
+ an understanding of the national standard

Estimates are currently used in awarding meetings as an indication of cohort ability. The
weight placed on estimates will vary from subject to subject but, to date, they have not been
a significant aspect of business-as-usual decision-making.

Accuracy of centre estimates

Centre estimates are not always accurate when compared to the grades candidates achieve
in practice. Estimating accuracy varies across centres, subjects and levels. Whilst the



majority of candidates achieve within one band of their estimate, around one-third are
outwith this and only 45% achieve their estimated grade. As a result, some form of further
moderation of centre estimates would likely be required in 2020 to address expected under
and over-estimation.

Refined band scale

In our business-as-usual approach, a nine-point band scale is used by centres for their
estimates and for purposes of SQA certification. As outlined above, a refined 19-point band
scale was introduced for the ACM in order to more closely reflect mark distributions. Each of
the business-as-usual bands has been split into two, except for lower A and D, which have
been split into three to give more granularity at the decision points for national awarding
purposes; and No Award (band 9), which has not been subdivided . This is mapped to the
nine-point band scale and is outlined in Table 6. Centres were provided with advice and
guidance to assist them in generating estimates using this refined band scale.



Table 6: Refined band scale

Grade Band | Refined band Notional % range
(BAU)
A 1 1 upper 1 93-100
A 1 1 lower 2 85-92
A 2 2 upper 3 80-84
A 2 2 middle 4 75-79
A 2 2 lower 5 70-74
B 3 3 upper 6 67-69
B 3 3 lower 7 65—-66
B 4 4 upper 8 62-64
B 4 4 lower 9 60-61
C 5 5 upper 10 57-59
C 5 5 lower 11 55-56
C 6 6 upper 12 52-54
C 6 6 lower 13 50-51
D 7 7 upper 14 47-49
D 7 7 middle 15 44-46
D 7 7 lower 16 40-43
No Award 8 8 upper 17 35-39
No Award 8 8 lower 18 30-34
No Award 9 9 19 0-29

4.2 Previous studies

Studies from across the UK, for GCSE, AS level and A level, about the accuracy of teacher
estimates in comparison to actual results achieved, show similar trends to SQA’s data.?

The findings about individual variables are broadly similar: subject has a small but
unsystematic effect; sex and age have small effects that are inconsistent across subjects;

2 British Educational Research Association, Volume 31, No 1 Feb 2005, Teacher Estimates of
candidates’ grades: Curriculum 2000 Advanced Level Qualifications, Debra Dhillon, AQA, UK



centre type has a small effect that may be attributable to correlation between centre type and
attainment. There are likely some effects on estimation accuracy of ethnicity (that is more
over-estimation for some ethnic minority groups) and disadvantage (that is more over-
estimation for the more disadvantaged in general and less over-estimation for the higher
attainers) but those effects have not been quantified.?

To help mitigate these effects on this year’s estimates, SQA has incorporated a section on
bias into its SQA Academy course on estimation for teachers and lecturers.

4.3 Rank ordering of candidates

To inform the awarding approach, centres were asked to provide a rank order for each of
their candidates within each refined band.

Baird (1997) concluded, most of the evidence suggested that centres were good at rank
ordering students.* SQA has not used candidate rank order in assessment decision-making
for many years, but it was previously used to form part of an alternative evidence appeals
process. Rank order is still based on professional teacher/lecturer judgement but removes
the need for teachers/lecturers to make specific grading decisions. In this approach teachers
and lecturers are being asked to rank candidates on their attainment relative to other
candidates. However, there are challenges of comparable decision-making within and
across centres and if used as the only source of data this could result in candidates of
equivalent attainment in different centres gaining different grades. Centre rank orders must
therefore be linked to an estimate in any approach. For example, a centre may have 100
candidates ranked 1 to 100 but the highest ranked candidate may be estimated at grade C,
band 6 (current 1-9 scale) therefore this would have to be factored into how any historical
distribution is laid over the centre rank order. The inclusion of ‘ties’ in a rank potentially
hinders the efficacy of rank orders. We advised centres to use ties sparingly and only for
large multi-class cohorts.

4.4 Prior attainment

4.4.1 SQA data on prior attainment

SQA only holds meaningful prior attainment data at Higher and Advanced Higher. Prior
attainment data is not available at National 5 or for all candidates in Higher and Advanced
Higher due to a variety of curriculum approaches. However, it is a useful predictor of
performance where present. It is currently used as an indication of cohort ability in awarding
meetings. The extent of prior attainment (at the subject/level immediately below) in Diets
2017-19 is summarised in Tables 7 and 8.

3 Ming WEI Lee, Merlin Walter, 2020 Ofqual Research And Analysis: Equality Impact Assessment
Literature Review

4 Baird J A (1997) Teachers Estimates of A level Performance, Guilford, Internal Report RAC/763,
Associated Examining Board
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Table 7: National 5 prior attainment in Higher courses

Percentage of candidates
Year Level

No prior Prior
2017 H 23.27 76.73
2018 H 22.74 77.26
2019 H 21.94 78.06

Table 8: Higher prior attainment in Advanced Higher courses

Percentage of candidates
Year Level

No prior Prior
2017 AH 2.18 97.82
2018 AH 2.07 97.93
2019 AH 2.11 97.89

There are variations in prior attainment by subject area. Prior attainment volumes are higher
for higher-uptake subjects. In some National Courses at Higher, it can be as low as 5%, for
example, Classical Studies. However, prior attainment — where available — provides a
general indication of cohort ability within a National Course at a national level and an
additional measure in any centre moderation activity.

4.4.2 Non-SQA data on prior attainment

The approaches to awarding that are likely to be used in other parts of the UK in the summer
of 2020 are heavily based and dependent on data on the prior attainment of candidates who
would have sat examinations this year. A major source of this data are the Key Stage 2
National Curriculum tests which have, as one of their main purposes, to produce a measure
of cohort ability that can be used to inform setting of grade boundaries for general
gualifications.

Whilst SQA has prior attainment data for candidates at Higher and Advanced Higher who
have previously sat qualifications at lower levels, we do not have a source of prior attainment
data that could be used to inform awarding decisions at National 5.

The closest comparable assessment information is the Scottish National Standardised
Assessments (SNSA), introduced in 2017. These assessments, in Literacy and Numeracy,
are completed by learners in P1, P4, P7 and S3. Their primary purpose is ‘...to help identify
children’s progress, providing diagnostic information to support teachers’ professional
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judgement’.> This purpose means that SNSA assessments are not 