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Executive Summary 
 
This year’s diet of National 5 external examinations was cancelled at the start of the 
academic year, and all National Qualification external exams were subsequently cancelled 
in December 2020.This year, awards were based on teacher judgement of evidence of 
learner attainment. This was fairer as it better recognised the reality of the disruption so 
many pupils had already had to their learning. Furthermore, it was also confirmed that this 
session SQA will not be using an algorithm to adjust the Provisional Results put forward by 
schools. 
 
However, as schools were unable to offer all pupils full-time attendance in school buildings, 
there was considerable pressure on schools to ensure that continuity of learning and 
teaching was prioritised. Pupils in the Senior Phase who were undertaking practical 
subjects had been particularly impacted by this. 
 
North Lanarkshire Council Education and Families team considered how best to support 
schools with this alternative assessment programme and created the Alternative 
Certification Model (ACM), in line with SQA advice. This ACM was subject to scrutiny by 
HMIE and was deemed to be good practice. 
 
Provisional Results generated by the ACM and submitted to the SQA by June 26 th 2021 
are the subject of this report. 
 

Recommendations 
 
Education and Families Committee is asked: 
 

(1) to approve this report 
(2) to begin work as of August 2021 to ensure that no candidate is disadvantaged 

during session 2021-22. 
 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 

    Priority Support all children and young people to realise their full potential 

Ambition statement (6) Raise attainment and skills for learning, life, and work to enhance 
opportunities and choices 

 

 



 

 

1. Background  
 

1.1 When formal SQA exams were cancelled just before Easter in 2020, there were 
challenges regarding the data used to generate results for pupils, which were based 
on the estimates submitted to SQA at the end of March 2020. These were subject to 
statistical analysis by SQA, based on historical attainment data, which led to 
widespread discontent among candidates and other stakeholders, that the process 
was unfair and penalised candidates in areas of deprivation, where attainment had 
possibly been inconsistent over the previous five years.  

 
1.2 Following widespread protests which questioned the SQA processes, the results 

which had used an algorithm were withdrawn, and instead all candidates were 
awarded the estimated grades that had been submitted to SQA in March 2020. 
 

1.3 In order to prevent this being repeated in 2021, SQA announced in August 2020 that 
the following year’s N5 (National 5) qualifications would be based on continuous 
assessment but that Higher and Advanced Higher would be assessed by external 
examinations. However, due to the rapid spread of Covid 19 and the second closure 
of schools to Senior Phase pupils, Higher and Advanced Higher were also cancelled 
in March 2021 and an Alternative Certification Model (ACM) was required be devised 
by Local Authorities in line with SQA guidance. 
 

1.4 In this period, Scottish Government sought assurance that local authorities had robust 
processes in place to ensure that there was rigour and fairness in the awarding of 
grades. As a result, a review was conducted by Education Scotland, the results of 
which were reported on nationally and which are provided in Appendix One.  
 

1.5 Education Scotland feedback to North Lanarkshire was positive in endorsing the 
Alternative Certification Toolkit which was established by our Short Life Working 
Group of senior officers and school leaders to cope with the process. This model was 
based on emerging national best practice. More information on this is given in the 
main body of this report. 
 

 
2. Report 
 
 Planning for Alternative Certification 
 
2.1 NLC Education and Families put in place the advice from SQA. Two Education and 

Families Managers worked with a secondary Head Teacher (all with significant SQA 
experience) to draft the Alternative Certification Model which was then presented for 
discussion at a Short-Life Working Group, drawn from Head Teachers, SQA Co-
ordinators and Subject Network Leads, and led by the relevant Head of Service. The 
ACM remained draft throughout the process, as it was a live working document.  
 

2.1.1 The SQA Co-ordinators in all 23 mainstream secondary schools had weekly sessions 
with a representative from SQA from November and a consistent message around 
appropriate evidence was shared. Schools were encouraged to give candidates the 
best possible chance to succeed, drawing from a range of evidence. This was 
supplemented by specific subject advice from SQA following the release of the 
previous year’s unused exam papers. 
 

  



 

 

2.1.2 Education and Families Managers were offered further Insight training to understand 
attainment trends and patterns for their schools to facilitate ongoing discussions with 
Head Teachers regarding likely attainment.  
 

2.1.3 Communication for candidates/parents from the Executive Director of Education and 
Families was published on the website in April 2021. Working Grades for candidates 
were issued at appropriate stages throughout this term by all schools, as part of the 
Alternative Certification Model toolkit. 
 

2.1.4 Provisional Grades were issued to pupils on June 21st to allow time for candidates to 
reflect and request a departmental review of grades awarded. The process for 
appealing Provisional Grades directly to SQA was made clear in the responses to 
those few candidates who disputed the grade given.  
 

2.1.5 The Executive Director, Head of Service and Education and Families Managers had 
regular meetings with Head Teachers throughout this period, culminating in Family 
Group meetings with Secondary Senior Management teams to discuss the 
Provisional Grades submitted to SQA, in line with advice in the ACM. These meetings 
were informed by analysis provided by our Performance Analyst who had collated 
information from all the schools and compared it with previous years and National 
Data available on Insight. Again, this was based on national advice and in line with 
standard practice in preparing pupils for national examinations. 
 

2.1.6 Where anomalies in the pattern of attainment in subject areas were noted, schools 
were asked to provide a narrative to explain these. These ranged in scope from 
changes in staff delivering courses to changes in evidence required by SQA. Further, 
SQA sampled evidence from all schools on a selection of courses and gave feedback 
to schools on their assessments.  

 

Early Analysis of SQA Attainment Trends 
 

2.2 The following table details the SQA Provisional Results issued to candidates in June 
2021. These percentages are based on the S4 roll at the start of the Senior Phase for 
each year group: 

 

 
 
 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Nat 3 5+ 88.0% 85.0% 75.3% 71.1% 86.5% 81.1%

Nat 4 5+ 83.1% 79.7% 70.3% 66.7% 82.3% 77.4%

Nat 5 5+ 41.5% 41.8% 41.3% 39.3% 48.9% 48.0%

1+ 53.5% 55.2% 56.2% 56.9% 58.3% 60.9%

3+ 32.2% 32.8% 32.1% 32.6% 38.2% 41.9%

5+ 11.7% 12.4% 11.9% 11.7% 16.6% 16.8%

S4

High
er

s
S5

1+ 61.1% 64.4% 66.9% 67.2% 61.2% 61.0%

3+ 41.2% 42.1% 42.2% 41.1% 45.1% 44.8%

5+ 27.2% 27.8% 27.5% 27.3% 29.8% 30.3%

Advanced 

Highers 1+ 14.3% 17.2% 16.3% 14.4% 16.4% 15.4%

High
er

s

S6



 

 

           This data indicates that attainment is broadly in line with 2020’s results, but that there 
are significant increases in most measures from 2016-19.  S5 and S6 3+ and 5+ 
Highers show improvement on last year, and more generally across the five-year 
period. Attainment at Advanced Higher is stable with an increase from 2019 which is 
the last time young people would have travelled between schools to attend classes. 
This is a positive reflection on the digital delivery model where the consortium 
arrangements were fully delivered online and demonstrates that this learning and 
teaching method has not impacted negatively on participation rates or attainment at 
Advanced Higher level.  

 
2.2.1 Data reflecting priority appeals will be available on 06/09/2021. There is no published 

date yet confirmed for non-priority appeals. 
 

2.2.2 It should also be noted that a wider profile of attainment data, including a more 
forensic perspective on the poverty related attainment gap will be available for the 
corporate management team and the Education and Families Committee in 
November. 
 
Next Steps 
 

2.3 Based on the experiences of delivering Senior Phase courses over the past two 
sessions, planning by Education and Families Staff for session 2021/22 will involve all 
schools being engaged in ongoing attainment reviews throughout the year, with 
particular emphasis on support and challenge for schools whose data over the last 
two years is inconsistent with prior attainment. 
 

2.3.1 A group of professionals drawn from members of the Short Life Working Group and 
other interested parties will meet regularly from September 2021 to ensure a rapid 
response to any changes in SQA processes and guidance for qualifications and 
awards. 

 
 

3. Public Sector Equality Duty and Fairer Scotland Duty 
 
3.1  All of these discussions had in mind the need to ensure transparency, equity and 

fairness for candidates living in some of the areas of highest deprivation in Scotland.
    

 
4. Impact 
 

 There are no significant impacts on most of the following areas as a result of the ACM 
or the processes for Provisional Results. 

 
4.1 Financial impact 
 

There is no direct financial impact of this report. 
   
4.2 HR policy / Legislative impact 
 
 The alternative certification model and process was established as part of national 

contingency planning for the COVID pandemic. 
  
4.3 Technology / Digital impact 
 
 Digital Learning was a routinely used approach to preparing pupils for examination 

during lockdown arrangements through the Digital School. A number of our pupils 



 

 

learned entirely through on-line learning in Advanced Higher as part of our Digital 
Consortium.  

     
 
 
4.4 Environmental impact 
 
 There is no direct environmental impact of this report. 
  
4.5 Communications impact 
 

Communications around the ACM were a vital part of the overall strategy. This 
strategy included communication with parents and candidates from the Director, 
communications from SQA being highlighted via Social media, and direct 
communications to parents and candidates from the individual schools. In relation to 
the latter, parent and pupil forums were regularly convened to facilitate the direct 
engagement. 

  
4.6 Risk impact 
 
 The ACM Toolkit managed the service risks around the ACM, as did the 

communications strategy. 
  

 
5. Measures of success 
 
5.1 All Provisional Results ratified by SQA. 
 Statistically insignificant numbers of appeals. 
 

 
6. Supporting documents 
 
Education Scotland Review of the Alternative Certification Model Arrangements for SQA 

examinations (2021) - https://education.gov.scot/improvement/supporting-remote-

learning/national-review-local-authorities/# 

 
 

 
 
Janie O’Neill 
Head of Education (Central)  
Education and Families 
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