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SQA Learner Panel Update (26th April)

On Monday 26th April, the Learner panel met with representatives from SQA to discuss important issues affecting young people. Among these were improving communication between young people and the SQA and the upcoming appeals process. MSYPs and young people from various backgrounds made up the Learner panel and discussed how these issues affected them and their constituents. The MSYPs remained concerned for themselves and their peers surrounding upcoming assessments and unanswered questions. 

Communications

At the start of this discussion, the SQA stated they were keen to hear how young people felt about the communication between themselves, their schools, and the SQA. It was brought up by several panel members that they believed communication could be better. Points brought up by the panel:
· One MSYP mentioned that the SQA’s written information did not have young people-inclusive language and that they and some of their friends often did not understand communications from the SQA. 
· Another MSYP mentioned that many teachers had different interpretations of what the SQA was saying, which meant some students would get different versions of information which made things more difficult and less consistent. 
· Two other panel members suggested that the SQA start using social media more in a youth-friendly way so that young people can access their information easily and without struggling to understand what was being said. Another MSYP also asking if an email could be sent out to young people to keep them updated. 

Listening to Young Peoples’ Views 

Panel members brought up that they felt they were not being listened to about legitimate concerns like assessments, communication, and appeals. 
· One MSYP mentioned that they had attended every Learner panel raising issues being discussed in this panel and are frustrated that these have not been addressed and progress is slow - Other panel members agreed with this. 
· Other panel members mentioned that a lot of the answers young people had provided to the SQA for a long time would have potentially resolved a lot of issues they were still facing, and this was disappointing. 

Exceptional and Personal Circumstances in Appeals

One MSYP mentioned that they were particularly frustrated with there not being any personal circumstances allowed in the appeals process. They told the panel that they had recently suffered a bereavement, and while their school was doing everything they could, they would not technically have enough evidence should they not be able to take their assessments. 
· This was echoed by other panel members who all spoke about how challenging the pandemic has been for young people they know and how it has had extreme effects on their mental health and their performance in school. 
· Panel members agreed that it was unfair not to take into consideration the hard time young people have been having and asked the SQA to consider this. 
· One panel member mentioned that her school was in a deprived area and she had experienced massive disrupted learning that she felt was not being taken into account in her assessments. 

Quote from a panel member: “We are just sitting exams but under a different name. I know my teachers are telling us to treat it like an exam and prepare for it like an exam. I also don’t think disrupted learning is being accounted for. I go to a deprived school and while we were at home we were essentially told to teach ourselves, we barely had any live teaching. Then afterwards we come straight into assessments after that – that is not being taken into account with deprived schools in deprived areas.”

Downgrading and Appeals Process

Panel members went on to discuss downgrading following an appeal.
· One MSYP said that it shouldn’t be possible to be downgraded given the circumstances and disrupted learning most young people have experienced. 
· Panel members were nervous about this as it seemed their entire centre could be downgraded if one person appealed, and they found out that there was an error in the assessments. (The NQ Group gave firm assurance in the last discussion that no centre’s results will be downgraded as the result of an individual appeal)
· Panel members explained their own experiences of having different teachers use different assessment methods that made them worry about their grades.
· One MSYP noted that a student might not have a great relationship with their teacher or school and that they might not understand why they are questioning a provisional grade which would make it hard to appeal. 
· A few panel members made the point that if someone knew they might be downgraded, or their whole centre could be downgraded if they appealed, they might not want to do so, even if it was a valid appeal. (See comment above)
· Most young people on the panel were quite upset at this and felt it unfair that downgrading was allowed at all.

Quote from a panel member: “I also think downgrading should really question professional judgment on behalf of the teachers and the SQA because presumably there shouldn’t really be instances where downgrading should occur if it’s to rectify an issue? That should call into question the centres providing the assessments and how they are assessed. Appeals also don’t count for disrupted learning which a lot of learners experienced and they don’t account for exceptional circumstances.”

Conclusion

The main takeaways from the panel members were: 
· That there would still be young people who would need an exceptional circumstance option to be considered in their appeal as there has been a lot of loss, illness, and personal impact during this pandemic that has affected a long of young people. 
· Downgrading as a result of an appeal after everything young people have been through is unfair. 
· Communication needs to be better between the SQA and young people. 
· The SQA should listen to young people and take their experiences seriously and with consideration. 
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