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Dear Ms Gilruth  

Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment 

Universities Scotland welcomes the recent publication of the Independent Review of Qualifications 

and Assessment. We value the review’s inclusive process and would be delighted to continue to 

contribute to work in this area. You were interested in the sector’s reactions to the report when 

some of my US colleagues met you and Mr Dey in June, and I am now writing to outline our views. 

These views are informed by discussion with Principals at our Main Committee, and input from both 

our Learning and Teaching Committee and Admissions Policy Group. We would be pleased to meet 

with you to further discuss our comments should this be of interest to you.  

We welcome the emphasis on equality in the report and we continue to see addressing the poverty 

related awarding gap as a priority. The importance given to transitions in the report will be helpful in 

this regard. Universities have worked hard on transitions into and within university, including a 

sector-wide Enhancement Theme facilitated by QAA Scotland, which ran from 2014 to 2017. Smooth 

transitions for student learning continues to be an important area of activity for universities.  

We recognise that the recommendations in the report have significant resource implications for 

schools. They will also have implications for universities, in admissions, in learning and teaching, 

including assessment, and in our provision of initial teacher education and CPD for teachers.  

We note the proposals to rationalise courses available for learners in both the Withers and Hayward 

reviews. We do not think that these reviews of qualifications should include university awards. Our 

degrees are well understood, and our other qualifications (including certificates, diplomas, and 

credit) are useful for students who do not need or desire a full degree, or who exit a qualification 

earlier than originally planned.  

We have commented on some topics in more detail below. 
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Assessment 

We acknowledge the desire to diversify the types of assessment used for school qualifications. This 

is something that universities have been doing with their own approaches to assessment for some 

time, with appropriate internal and external moderation and validation procedures. 

We support the use of teacher-assessed grades subject to there being appropriate and ongoing 

support for teachers to grade under rigorous quality assurance mechanisms such as external 

moderation and validation. It is very important that universities (as well as colleges, employers and 

learners) can be confident that marks and grades in each qualification are consistent across 

Scotland, no matter where a learner studies or who they are. This is not a comment on the ability of 

teachers to make accurate and reliable assessments. Universities use both internal and external 

peers to moderate marking to ensure we maintain confidence in our academic standards.  

We are interested in the recommendations exploring transitions between Broad General Education 

and the Senior Phase, and within National Qualifications in the Senior Phase. We see onward 

progression to university a further key part of the learning journey and consider it important that the 

relationship between teaching and assessment also enables learners to transition successfully from 

school to university.  

Admissions  

We anticipate that we will need to review our entry requirements for students from Scotland in light 

of any changes to qualifications, and (if adopted) the new Scottish Diploma of Achievement. We will 

look at what use might be made of the project learning element, and of the personal pathway 

reflections. In recognising the challenges for students from SIMD20 and other areas of deprivation, 

universities will need to understand the context of opportunity for students to engage meaningfully 

in these new elements when making admissions decisions. We will also need to balance this with the 

challenge of managing high volumes of applications in a restricted period of time in the UCAS 

admissions cycle and would value clarity as to when these elements may be available for review 

during the admissions process. 

Regardless of whether and how we use these additional elements in admissions requirements, 

interdisciplinary learning and the ability to reflect on skills learnt would be excellent preparation for 

university. 

There is a long lead-in time for changing admissions criteria. We will need to have information on 

the new qualifications an absolute minimum of three years before we might expect any learners to 

enter university using them. This is because universities will need to consider and set appropriate 

subject level entry requirements for a new qualification and ensure recruitment materials are 

updated and published in time for learners and their advisors at school to consider subject choices 

and learning pathways for future university entry.  

For some courses, some entry requirements are set by the relevant professional, statutory and 

regulatory bodies (PSRBs). Some PSRBs have requirements at National 5 level, and it will be 

important that PSRBs accept any new qualification and assessment methods to ensure that learners 

are not disadvantaged in their future career paths. This will take time and will need to be factored 

into qualification development timescales. 



 
 

Scottish Diploma of Achievement 

In addition to wider themes of assuring equity and confidence in internal assessment, we would 

welcome clarity on some elements of the Programme of Learning, in particular: 

• Whether the expected number of qualifications, subjects, and credits at SCQF Level 6 (and 7) 

that learners may take over the Senior Phase may change. The examples given in the 

report’s appendix detail various approaches across the Senior Phase and whilst we support 

individual flexibility, some schools may be better able than others to offer a range of 

different subjects and qualifications. 

• We support reviewing examination and assessment methods at a subject level but are 

concerned about the possible risk that some subjects may be perceived to be more 

“difficult” than others depending on the assessment type.  

• We would welcome confirmation on whether the move towards potential modularisation 

and the end of standardised National 5 external assessments will lead to an earlier start on 

SCQF level 6 qualifications for some learners, and clarity on whether there will be common 

approaches or flexibility across schools and qualifications. 

We support the development of project learning, though as acknowledged in the report, we note 

there are challenges with implementing interdisciplinary learning. Whilst we recognise the need for 

schools to have freedom to implement this in a way that suits their learners, staff and the school 

context, we think it is important that learner experiences are comparable across Scotland.  

Similarly, we welcome the personal learning pathway. The focus on reflection on learning rather 

than types or numbers of activities should be helpful in ensuring this does not just further advantage 

those with access to a larger range of activities. The personal pathway should help learners who 

move on to university, and we would look to build on these career skills at university. 

We welcome the introduction of a digital profile, although more information is required on how it 

will work in practice, and its implications for post-school destinations, including universities.  

We would also welcome more clarity on any changes to S6 as a result of the report.  

Impact on creative arts and sciences 

We note that there was mention of creative arts in the personal pathways and not elsewhere. 

Creative arts are a key part of the curriculum, and it is important that there continue to be 

opportunities to gain qualifications in these subjects.  

We understand the potential benefits of modularisation (and indeed university courses are 

themselves modular), but this needs to be done carefully. Some institutions have concerns that 

modularising science subjects could lead to a decrease in applications to science subjects, given that 

some science concepts necessarily build on specific previous knowledge. This may also disadvantage 

learners wishing to study outside Scotland. 

National and international recognition 

We welcome the opportunities that a new well designed qualification system will bring to learners in 

Scotland and the recognition that a fast pace of change in a global context requires a more flexible 



 
 

qualifications system. We are keen that the needs of learners wishing to study outside Scotland, 

either within the UK or internationally, are also met. It will be important the new SDA can be 

explained well to external audiences and that Scottish qualifications continue to be internationally 

trusted and respected.  

Next steps 

We are keen to continue to work with the education sector to develop and implement the SDA, to 

reform qualifications, and to implement new methods of assessment. We have been pleased to 

work with Professor Hayward and the Independent Review Group, including via a collaborative 

community group. We have a great deal of relevant experience within the sector of designing and 

implementing different types of assessment and associated quality arrangements, as well as 

expertise in subject areas. We believe this expertise and experience will be valuable to taking 

forward the recommendations made by the report, and we look forward to continuing to engage in 

this programme of change. 

 

Yours sincerely  

  

 
 

Professor Steve Olivier 

Principal, Robert Gordon University 

Convener, US Learning and Teaching Committee 

 

Cc: Professor Louise Hayward, University of Glasgow 


