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EDUCATION, CULTURE AND SPORT COMMITTEE

AGENDA

30th Meeting, 2000 (Session 1)

Monday 9 October 2000

The Committee will meet at 9.30 am in South Lanarkshire Council HQ, Almada
Street, Hamilton

1. Questions for Witnesses (in private): The Committee will consider lines of
questioning to witnesses.

at approximately 10.00 am

2. School Exams Inquiry: The Committee will take evidence from local young
people, parents and teachers.

at approximately 12.30 pm the Convener will suspend the meeting for lunch

at approximately 2.00 pm

3. School Exams Inquiry: The Committee will take evidence from—

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Schools:

Douglas Osler, HM Senior Chief Inspector of Schools

Philip Banks, HM Chief Inspector of Schools; followed by—

The Scottish Qualifications Authority:

Bill Morton, Chief Executive

4. Update of Committee Business: The Committee will be updated on business in
its current work programme.

Martin Verity
Clerk to the Committee

Room 2.7 Committee Chambers
Ext. 85204

Email martin.verity@scottish.parliament.uk

mailto:gillian.baxendine@scottish.parliament.uk


********************************************

The following papers are attached for this meeting—

Agenda Item 3

Paper from Bill Morton, Chief Executive SQA ED/00/30/1

The following papers are attached for information—

Clerk’s note on arrangements

Submission from South Lanarkshire Council



The Scottish Parliament
Education Culture and Sport Committee
School Exam Results Inquiry
9 October 2000

Submission from Bill Morton - Interim Chief Executive, Scottish Qualifications
Authority

1 Background

I took up the post of interim Chief Executive of SQA on 15 August 2000, on
secondment from Scottish Enterprise.

By then it was apparent that incomplete results affected far more than the 1,000
candidates originally estimated.  SQA had already started running re-validation
checks to confirm that the processes supporting the results had run properly and had
accurately recorded candidates' results.

2 Since 10 August

Data checks and clear-up
•  The checks described above were across the total database of 147,000 National

Qualifications candidates. Priority was given to those candidates who had applied
for university or college places.

•  Initial verification of the database was completed by 17 August.
•  The UCAS list of candidates with incomplete results was cleared as a matter of

urgency by 25 August.
•  All other Highers and CSYS results were confirmed by 22 September.
•  Intermediate 1 and 2 and Standard Grade results were clarified by 29 September.
•  It was confirmed that, overall, 2.7% of results and 16,748 candidates were

affected by missing or incomplete data.

Marking
•  At the same time SQA conducted an initial review of the marking procedures.

This initial review confirmed that although the administration of the marking had
been poor, the quality assurance had been, on the whole, robust.

•  Further checks on marking are continuing through the appeals process.

Appeals
•  SQA worked with the Association of Directors of Education in Scotland to scope,

plan and prepare for the larger than expected volume of appeals.
•  Urgent appeals - those results required for university and college entry this year

were dealt with first and results were with centres and candidates by 20
September.

•  Other Highers and CSYS appeals will be finalised by 31 October. Within this
tranche there is another urgent stream for results needed for some 2001 courses,
for example Medicine. Such courses have a mid October deadline, which in terms
of processing relevant appeals, will be met.

•  Intermediate 1 and 2 and Standard Grade appeals will be finalised by mid
December.



3 Operational Review - findings and recommendations

I initiated and led an internal operational review. The review covered issues relating
to process, structures and behaviours within the SQA. The first stages of the review
are now complete and the process of implementing the recommended improvements
and changes has begun.

Although poor data or information management lies at the heart of the problems of
earlier this year, there were additional contributory factors.

The findings of the review were as follows:

Process:

•  The delivery of certification in 2000 as a whole had not been properly scoped.
Instead, some assumptions appear to have been made based on SQA's past track
record.

•  Planning and preparation were poor, for example, in some cases adequate staffing
and other resources were not put in place.

•  There was some risk identification, but only limited risk assessment.  There was
no clear understanding of the true likelihood and consequences of specific failure.

•  There was no adequate contingency planning.
•  There was poor project management, for example some software development

ran alongside user specification. Nor was there full testing of software in advance
of use.

•  Management information was not robust. It lacked specification, availability and
reliability.  Where it did exist it was not used effectively or fully acted on.

•  SQA was unable to confirm that Entry and Registration data was complete and
accurate from the start. This had a knock-on effect on support processes, such as
moderation and appointments.

•  SQA did not engage centres adequately in the data collection process and did not
always advise centres when problems began to emerge.

•  There was little evidence of designed-in checks and balances to prevent errors
and omissions from being carried from one stage of the process into the next.
Over time, this meant that problems simply compounded.

•  In the absence of proper planning and preparation, largely ad hoc solutions were
attempted as successive problems appeared.

Structure:

•  The form of SQA has not been responsive enough to changes in its business over
time.

•  Management structures are cumbersome and practices inconsistent with clear
direction and ensuring effective performance.

•  There was confusion about the different functions of the business units.  This led
to a lack of coherence, duplication of effort, and a degree of rivalry between
units.

•  Accountability was lacking, alongside a tendency to make decisions by
committee. Staff best equipped to make decisions were not empowered to do so.

•  Some staff were clearly over-stretched, particularly in the Operations Unit.
•  The split site operation meant that communication problems were compounded

and cultural divides emanating from the predecessor bodies were exacerbated.



Behaviours:

•  There was a lack of customer focus in the organisation. Some staff  were not
sufficiently aware of, nor sure how best to respond to, customer needs.

•  Training and development opportunities were not always taken up.  In some cases
this gave rise to an over reliance on past practice and individual knowledge,
which caused further problems when key staff, for whatever reason, were
unavailable.

•  Staff concerns about difficulties were not responded to either effectively or in
time

•  There was some evidence of concern over bullying.
•  Performance management did not operate as it should have done.
•  Communication, both externally and internally, was poor.
•  The SQA Board sought assurances, and in large part these appear to have been

given. However, the absence of effective management information does question
the usefulness of such assurances.

Improvements and changes identified by the review were:

•  Improve customer relations and delivery of SQA’s services to better meet the
needs and expectations of centres and candidates.

•  Restructure to align the organisation more closely with its core business.
•  Improve planning, especially risk assessment and contingency.
•  Simplify the processes and procedures.  Checks and balances to be expanded and

improved to ensure that all information required to produce the 2001 results is
present, complete, and accurate.

•  Build in the provision of clear, concise management information.
•  Improve communications, both externally and internally.
•  Invest in the development of people to ensure that all staff understand SQA's

purpose and priorities, and have the skills and knowledge required.
•  Greater flexibility in the deployment of staff and possibly entirely new ways of

working.
•  Examine the feasibility of a single site operation to promote greater integration

and cohesion across SQA and benefits in terms of efficiency and value for
money.

4 Forward planning

Given the seriousness and scale of the problem, together with the necessity to begin
the procedures for certification 2001, it was essential to put in place key solutions
almost immediately.

•  Plans have been drafted for the re-organisation of SQA to realign it with core
business and customer needs.  These will be presented to the SQA Board on 14
October.

•  A planning group is ensuring that all the resources and arrangements are in place
to deliver successfully certification for 2001. This team will complete its main
task shortly.

•  SQA has developed proposals to simplify the transmission and verification of
data between centres and itself.

•  SQA has now put in place account management for schools, colleges, private
trainers, and employers.  The first priority will be the efficient and effective
collection and management of data.

•  SQA has begun the process of data validation in respect of vocational
qualifications.  In the meantime it continues to certificate group awards such as
HNCs, HNDs and SVQs.

•  We will put in place a communication strategy to meet customer requirements.


