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Consultation response to Professor Hayward’s independent review of qualifications and assessment
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About Children in Scotland

Giving all children in Scotland an equal chance to flourish is at the heart of everything we do.  

By bringing together a network of people working with and for children, alongside children and young people themselves, we offer a broad, balanced and independent voice. We create solutions, provide support and develop positive change across all areas affecting children in Scotland. 
We do this by listening, gathering evidence, and applying and sharing our learning, while always working to uphold children’s rights. Our range of knowledge and expertise means we can provide trusted support on issues as diverse as the people we work with and the varied lives of children and families in Scotland.
___________________________________________________________________________

Children in Scotland is pleased to respond to the consultation on Professor Hayward’s Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment. Education is a key aspect of children and young people's lives. By working directly with children and young people we know first-hand how much they care about the future of Scottish education and making sure every child and young person’s needs are met.

Education in Scotland is currently undergoing a period of reform and review. We are aware that the National Discussion is running in parallel to the Independent Review of Exams and Assessments. Children in Scotland recently submitted a briefing paper to the review highlighting our concerns and priorities for the education system, including relating to assessment. We have highlighted these concerns in some introductory comments. 
We have worked extensively with children and young people on the topic of qualifications and assessment, including with the Inclusion Ambassadors
 and Changing our World (our children and young people’s advisory group). In the lead-up to the 2021 Scottish Parliament elections, members of Changing our World shared a series of videos with their views on exams and assessments. 
 As well as feeding into this response, the Inclusion Ambassadors have also submitted their own response to the consultation. 
 
In 2022 we delivered the inaugural Success Looks Different awards. Developed in response to the Independent Review of the Implementation of Additional Support for Learning and the subsequent Additional Support for Learning Action Plan, the awards sought to identify examples of good practice in celebrating success outside the formal exam system. Information about the award winners is available here.
 We will be publishing a series of case studies about the winners over the coming weeks which will be shared with the review team. 
Children in Scotland also manages a range of additional support for learning- focused services including, Enquire, Reach, My Rights My Say and Resolve. 


 In our response to Q11 we have highlighted concerns raised by parents and carers to the Enquire helpline on the subject of examinations. This evidence continues to frame our policy position on exams and assessments. This can be found on page 12. 
National Discussion – Exams and Assessments 

Children in Scotland’s recent briefing produced in response to the National Discussion highlighted that: 

‘In recent years, the focus on academic achievement has been driven by a desire to tackle the poverty-related attainment gap. Pupil Equity Funding has provided resource to schools to tackle this as well as the additional challenges schools and their children and young people face as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. It was hoped that this funding could foster more meaningful partnerships between schools to improve outcomes and, in many cases, we know improvement will have been made. However this has not, as yet, fully realised a positive impact on closing the attainment gap and we believe may also have unintentionally diverted focus from other pressing issues such as wellbeing and additional support for learning.’ 

The children and young people we work with have shared the assessment and examination system is not flexible enough, feels too high stakes and pressurised and ultimately is not in keeping with an approach that puts wellbeing at the centre of learning. 

In the Senior Phase we need to move away from the 'high stakes' exam and assessment system that is currently in place. The issues with the current senior phase model were highlighted during the Covid-19 pandemic, with young people identifying the stress caused by the lack of clarity over alternative arrangements in both the 2020 and 2021 exam diets.’ 

In the paper we made the following calls relating to exams and assessments: 
· Change the culture of high stakes assessment through all phases of education and embed a more holistic approach to achievement at all phases 

· Increase recognition and celebration of achievement outside the current assessment system  

· Embed a national co-design, governance and review process with all stakeholders, particularly with a wide range of children and young people, to ensure Scottish education supports all children and young people in the future. 

1. Should information be gathered across all four capacities? 

In our work with children and young people we have not discussed the four capacities in detail. However, in our briefing paper produced in response to the National Discussion we have called for a review of Curriculum for Excellence to increase the focus on the wellbeing strand of the curriculum to give parity of esteem with the numeracy and literacy strands.  
It is our understanding that the four capacities were originally intended to be a holistic tool for understanding where we wanted children and young people to be at the end of their school education. However, reports by Ken Muir and the OECD have highlighted that these are less compatible with the senior phase in its current form given the focus on high stakes assessment. 

 Recent reports for Education Scotland have also highlighted a need for a less tokenistic engagement with the capacities. 
  Ultimately, we believe the capacities can be a useful tool. However there needs to be a clear understanding of what they mean for children and young people. There should also be clarity that these are a holistic model, not an ongoing tool for assessment of progress. 

If information is to be gathered and recorded in relation to the four capacities, there needs to be a clear purpose for this and a clear understanding of how this evidence will be used to support learning and wellbeing. This ensures that any evidence collected is of value for children and young people. Ensuring such evidence gathering is purposeful is also essential in the context of teachers feeling under high levels of pressure already. 
If evidence is to be gathered about the four capacities, ongoing communication with children and young people should be built in at all stages. Children and young people should be involved in identifying what progress against the capacities would look like for them for them, rather than having a centralised list of measures that may not be relevant to their lives, priorities and circumstances. As the Inclusion Ambassadors observed in their Vision Statement for Additional Support for Learning, success looks different for different children and young people, therefore any efforts to measure and assess progress need to recognise this. 
In line with the views highlighted in Putting Learners at the Centre and those of the OECD, there also needs to be consideration about how any measurement against the four capacities fits within wider assessment systems in Scottish education to ensure a level of parity is given alongside wider assessment. We also believe that simply adding additional layers of measurement in relation to the four capacities (within the wider context of a high stakes system) will add little value, and indeed may present additional stress. Reform of the high stakes elements of the system is needed to ensure this has the intended effect. (This also relates to proposed changes around certificates at the end of Broad General Education and the Senior Phase). 
2. Please consider each of the capacities in turn. What kinds of information should be gathered on learners’ progress and achievements in each capacity. 

Please see our response to Q1. 

3. What, if any, information on learners’ achievements obtained outside school and college should be gathered? Please explain your response. 

We welcome the recognition of the importance of wider achievement than formal, structured examinations and believe that progress is needed here. This may be particularly important for children and young people who access additional support in school or those who are outside mainstream education.  

The Success Looks Different awards have been developed by the Inclusion Ambassadors in response to the lack of recognition of wider success and achievement by children and young people, beyond formal qualifications. They have shown the positive impact schools can make by recognising the wider achievements of children and young people. As such we are strongly in favour of any ways in which the review team can learn from such approaches and recognise the wider achievements of children and young people. We would be more than happy to discuss this further and will share our final Success Looks Different case study resource with the team when it is complete. 
We have also expanded on this in response to Q8. 

4. Should information be gathered on learners’ skills and competencies in the senior phase? 

As we have highlighted above, we welcome the recognition of the importance of recognising wider achievement than formal qualifications. We have also highlighted the importance of giving parity of esteem to different types of achievement. 
If information is to be gathered on learners’ skills and competencies there needs to be clear understanding of how it is being used and how it will support learning. It also should be used to support transitions beyond secondary school. We know from our work with the Inclusion Ambassadors that too much of the final year of school life focuses on applications to university, even though for many young people this is not the path they will take. Clearer evidence on young people’s skills and competencies could be used to support them into other post-school pathways, including directly into employment. However, as highlighted throughout this response, there would also need to be opportunities for young people to feed into this evidence gathering themselves. We would also want this to continue to be a holistic tool for measuring progress of young people. 
We have expanded on this in response to Q8. 

5. If you have views on how this might best be done, please provide them here. 

We do not have specific ideas on how to gather information on skills and competencies. However, we would encourage this process to be as child/young person-led as possible. There may also be learning from the Success Looks Different awards that we have delivered with the Inclusion Ambassadors. As we have mentioned throughout this response, we will share the final case study report with the team when this is complete.  
6. Please share your thoughts on what a ‘better balanced’ assessment system would look like. As well as considering the balance between external examination and internal assessment you may also wish to comment on the frequency of examinations. 

We fully appreciate the key role that assessment has to play in teaching and learning. It supports learning by providing a barometer to measure progress and to identify areas for improvement. However, we believe there are a number of areas in which the assessment system is not currently working for all children and young people in Scotland. Many of our concerns here have been introduced in our opening remarks relating to our briefing for the national discussion, they will also be highlighted throughout this response. 
In response to this question, we wish to take the opportunity to highlight how the views of children and young people can be used to develop a more balanced assessment system. 

Working with both Changing our World and the Inclusion Ambassadors, we have identified the need the need for more flexible and holistic exam processes in Scotland. As highlighted above, there are particular challenges with formal examination processes for young people who access additional support. 

We have submitted a separate response to the Independent Review, highlighting the Inclusion Ambassadors’ specific points.
 It is clear from our work with the group that there are challenges presented by the structure of the current exam and assessment system. The current process is seen as overly stressful, and the high stakes elements only add to this. 
One member of the group highlighted how exams can add to feelings of exclusion because they expose differences between young people. For some members of the group and for some young people with additional support needs more broadly, the more formal exam system of National 4/5s, Highers and Advance Highers is not something they will go through. However, as has been highlighted, for many it feels like this is what is most valued by schools. 

In response, the group wants:  
· More flexible approaches to assessment, led by what individuals need 
· More opportunities for ongoing assessments which count towards final grades.  
In their campaign work in the lead-up to the 2021 Scottish Parliament election, Changing our World called for a flexible assessment system that supports all children and young people’s needs and offers options for learners. 
  They also call for children and young people to shape the future of assessments in Scottish education. 
In the introduction to this paper, we highlighted our overarching position on exams and assessments and a series of policy calls for the future of exams and assessments in Scotland. These calls build on our direct engagement work with groups of children and young people including the Inclusion Ambassadors and Changing our World. We believe the calls will strengthen the system by embedding a rights-based approach that recognises children’s evolving competencies and their individual strengths and interests. As mentioned earlier, we have called for the Scottish education system to: 
· Change the culture of high stakes assessment through all phases of education and embed a more holistic approach to achievement at all phases 

· Increase recognition and celebration of achievement outside the current assessment system  
· Embed a national co-design, governance and review process with all stakeholders, particularly with a wide range of children and young people.
We believe that making these changes would result in a more balanced assessment system. 
7. Please share your thoughts (advantages/disadvantages) on the idea of introducing an achievement, award or qualification at the end of BGE? 
We can see value in bringing in an achievement, award or recognition at the end of Broad General Education as a way of recognising progress up to this point. However, we would need far more clarity on how this would work in practice and how it would not add additional stress for children, young people and practitioners themselves. There also needs to work done to avoid tokenism here. 
We would not advocate for further addition of high stakes assessments at this stage to ‘pass’ the BGE phase. Indeed, in our recent briefing paper for the National Discussion, we argued that there should be ‘further consideration of how more holistic assessment approaches can be prioritised in P4, P7 and S3’. 
 However, any certificate also needs to have value and be given some parity of esteem. This will rely on culture change. 
In our view, any certificate at the BGE completion stage should be for the purposes of celebration of achievement at this stage, rather than it being seen as a further opportunity to assess or to benchmark based on standardised assessments. For such an approach to work, it will also need to be given parity with other areas of exams and assessments. 

If work is taken forward in this area, there may be some learning from the Inclusion Ambassadors’ Vision Statement and the Success Looks Different awards. 

In their Vision Statement for the Additional Support for Learning Action Plan
, the Inclusion Ambassadors identified that ‘success looks different for everyone’. As we have already highlighted in this response, the Success Looks Different awards
 delivered in partnership with the group has identified positive examples of inclusive practice in schools where they had recognised and celebrated the achievements of all pupils, regardless of exam results and predictions. Learning should be taken from these approaches to recognise wider achievements outside of formal school exams.

Winners were chosen by the Inclusion Ambassadors based on the following criteria:  
· Evidence of celebrating individual successes and positive relationships 
· Evidence of creativity and doing something different 
· Evidence of sharing success with the wider community 
· Evidence of respecting and promoting children's rights 
· Recognition through awards or certificates. 
Our learning from Success Looks Different awards shows the value of celebrating success publicly and actively within the school community. Any approaches recognising wider achievements outside of formal school exams needs to take account of this. 
8. Please share your thoughts (advantages and disadvantages) on the idea of introducing a type of leaving certificate at the end of the Senior Phase 
We welcome the consideration of a leaving certificate available as part of the Senior Phase, potentially include a broader range of evidence of achievements than subject-based qualifications. As with our response to Q7, any certificate here should be about celebration of completion of the senior phase rather than adding an additional layer of assessment and measurement. It also should learn from the Success Looks Different Awards as a key source of evidence about what works for young people in terms of celebrating different forms of success. 
We welcome the recognition of the importance of wider achievement and engagement of children and young people in Scotland. Our work with the Inclusion Ambassadors
 has shown us the importance to children and young people that achievement is not purely academic, and qualification-based. Having a wider range of awards that are recognised and valued would support a more inclusive education system for all children and young people. 

However, it is also worth highlighting here that introducing a certificate at the end of senior phase while retaining much of the current structure and system of exams would not amount to significant progress in our eyes. While it is important to have these opportunities to recognise wider achievement, it also must be supported by changes to the structure and culture of the current exam system to ensure it responds to the concerns raised by children and young people. 
9. How should Scotland’s qualifications and assessment system make best use of digital technologies?
Members of the Education Recovery Youth Panel
 had deep discussions around what they would like decision-makers to consider as highest priority for their learning. They spoke about the increased need for access to digital devices in the classroom to support learners who might not have access at home and to support with learning difficulties such as dyslexia. This would also apply to carrying out assessments.

The impact of Covid-19 has also shown the increasing importance of digital forms of education. We know that for some children this can make it easier to engage; the Inclusion Ambassadors have told us they would like to access more support in this area when completing assessments. 
We also know that the increased use of digital technology necessitated by home learning during the pandemic supported many children who had been out of school to engage with school more effectively and continue with learning. However, evidence from Enquire suggests the flexibility around digital learning has not continued as more ‘normal’ schooling has returned. This obviously puts children and young people who are out of school at a disadvantage in terms of qualifications and assessments. Any move to make use of digital technology in the qualifications and assessments system needs to be matched with flexibility around its use to support learning.

However, we also know digital exclusion is an ongoing issue for many children and families.
 Any effort to include digital technologies within the exams and assessments system needs to take account of this inequality. 

10. How can we make sure that proposals for a future qualification system will uphold the rights of all learners to demonstrate their achievements? 
Children have a right to education, and it is a central aspect of children and young people's lives. 
Article 28 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) outlines a child’s right to an education and Article 29 specifies that education has a vital role in developing the mind, body and talents of all children. It insists on the need for education to be child-centred, child-friendly and empowering.
 It is a powerful vision for all of our learners which supports the development of the learner’s personality, talents, mental and physical abilities, cultural identity, and respect for the natural environment.

Children and young people also have a right to be heard and involved in decisions about education in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC. 

To ensure that the proposal for reform of the qualification system upholds these rights, it is essential that they respond to the concerns of children and young people highlighted throughout this response. 

There needs to be meaningful opportunities for children and young people to feed into the exam and assessments system as we move forward. A key theme the children and young people we have worked with through the pandemic have shared is that they have felt very much in the dark with regards to decisions made in the education system over the past three years
. We have heard this directly from Changing our World, the Inclusion Ambassadors and the members of the Education Recovery Youth Panel. 
This must change. Children and young people want to be listened to and it is vital that a wide range of their voices and experiences are heard. They are key stakeholders and have a right to an equal space in future decision-making regarding exams and qualifications. These must be meaningful and ongoing. 
It is vital that the future qualifications and assessment should fairly reward learners no matter their age, disability, gender identity, race, religion/belief, sex, sexual orientation or socio-economic background. It is obvious that there were issues relating to this across the years affected by the covid-19 pandemic, with grades altered through use of algorithms. These changes had a disproportionately negative impact on young people in schools in more deprived areas. 
 Similar situations must not be repeated in future. 

11. Is there anything else in relation to the reform of qualifications and assessments which is not covered in this consultation which is not covered in this consultation which you would to raise?

Governance 

The recent Putting Learners at the Centre review led by Professor Ken Muir highlighted the need for reform of the national agencies involved in delivering Scottish education. 

We believe progress in this area to be an important step in ensuring confidence in the new exam and assessment system. However, the proposal to establish a new agency to replace the SQA will not on its own be enough to implement positive change for Scotland's children and young people. To ensure that the time, effort and resource invested pays off, the proposed changes must be based on the right values and approaches that understand what children and young people want by involving them in shaping these future systems, structures and priorities. 
To support this governance reform, we are calling for: 

· The refreshed national agency to have a governance structure which has an explicit role for children, young people, parents, teachers, school leaders and the third sector 

· Approaches to engagement and communication that reflect this range of stakeholders and which are accessible and inclusive 

· Recruitment to leadership roles within the new national agency that actively seeks to recruit people from diverse backgrounds, experiences and with diverse skill sets. 

Assessment and measurement throughout the system

The consultation questions provided have not provided scope for considering wider assessment and measurement approaches currently used in the system. In our briefing for the national discussion we highlighted a number of areas where we felt progress was required. 

Early Years 
Children in Scotland supports Upstart Scotland’s ‘Play Not Tests’
 campaign and firmly believes that play-based learning rather than a focus on assessment in the earliest stages of school is the most appropriate form of learning for children at this stage. In recognition of this, we have consistently argued against the need for standardised assessments in P1. We believe it is inconsistent with the intended approach to the early phase of education within Curriculum for Excellence. We believe that refocusing delivery of the early phase towards holistic teacher-led assessment would be in line with a children’s rights approach and best for child development. 
While we continue to utilise standardised assessment in this phase, we do not have an assessment system which is rights-based. We would strongly encourage the review team to advocate for removal of these assessments and for a return to holistic, play-based approaches to assessing progress. 

Ongoing holistic approaches
Children in Scotland has been involved in the Scottish Government’s Curriculum and Assessment Board subgroup looking at Curriculum for Excellence’s Experiences and Outcomes from a child rights point of view. However, we continue to be concerned that play rarely is mentioned outwith the Experiences and Outcomes of Early level. Play could take on a much more prominent role in learning, not just in the early phase but as children progress. The importance of play is clearly articulated in the Play Strategy and a greater emphasis on it, alongside support for arts, leisure and sports based activities and hobbies, could have a clear benefit to wellbeing and development. 

We recognise for this to work meaningfully, practitioners need time and support to develop and embed this approach. We know it will be essential for national learning bodies to support practitioner understanding and skills development to ensure a holistic approach to teacher-led assessment and a play-based approach in the Early and First levels.

We are also unclear about the benefit of the current approach to standardised assessment throughout the rest of primary school education and the early phase of secondary. We believe a move towards more holistic approaches at these stages would be a better way to measure progress and support a more rights-respecting exams and assessment system. 

With this in mind, we believe that there would have been value in delaying the recent consultation on the National Improvement Framework so that decisions about SCQF level assessments could be considered within the wider context of this review. 

Evidence from Enquire

Enquire, the Scottish Advice Service for Additional support for Learning managed by Children in Scotland, hears from some of these families. In the past year (2021/22), Enquire’s helpline team responded to enquiries about additional support for learning from 1,755 parents, carers and professionals supporting children and young people via our phone, webchat, and email helpline service. The key issues around curriculum assessments these families raise with Enquire are:

· The stress and anxiety that impending assessments cause young people with additional support needs and their families
· Concerns about the organisation and availability of support for, and lead-up up to, assessments
· Confusion and lack of clarity from school staff on who is responsible for deciding on support, particularly what is appropriate evidence for exam arrangements (adjustments)
· Worries about what will happen if their child is too unwell to attend an exam and how this will impact their future. This has a particular impact on young people with needs that require enhanced transition planning to successfully move onto further education or employment.
· How young people out-of-school and struggling with school-related anxiety are able to demonstrate their achievements when assessment is so tied to being physically in a school environment
· The impression that there are certain exams (National 4s and National 5s in English and Maths often) that are absolutely vital to a young person having the opportunity to go onto college to take any other courses. This leaves parents and young people feeling there is ‘no-hope’ for the future if they cannot access or pass these qualifications.
Enquire recently held a webinar for parents and carers about assessment arrangements that illustrated in the questions some of the key issues outlined above. This will be available on their YouTube channel soon: https://www.youtube.com/user/Enquireinfo. 


Enquire has also developed a series of case studies from their helpline which further demonstrate the challenges and difficulties the current assessment system causes to young people with additional support needs and their families:
 
Case study 1: Parent called the helpline about their 15-year-old who has dyslexia. School has stated they will not take into account any recommendations from a dyslexia assessment for the young person’s exams (however, the young person is already getting extra time and different accommodations for in-class tests). The assessment states the young person would require a reader and a scribe but the head teacher has said no.  The parent wants to bring in an advocate to the meeting about their young person’s support but the head teacher said no, as this would break SQA guidelines. The parents have asked to see the policy around this, but the school has not replied to the parents’ email.

Case study 2: Parent called about their young person with dyspraxia, dysgraphia and a visual impairment. Young person has had a Young Person’s Plan since the age of six and was promised a calculator for support in maths. However, their National 5 Maths prelim is next week and the young person was told on Friday that they will not have a calculator. A letter was sent home on Friday with the young person, which was the first that parent had heard about this. Young person and parent were also told that now they are not allowed to use a calculator in class either. Parent has no evidence that this need was properly assessed and was told only that the maths teacher had decided the calculator “wasn’t appropriate.”

Case study 3: Parent called about inconsistent approaches taken by different class teachers for a pupil with a private dyslexia diagnosis and who struggles with anxiety. In comparable subjects, with similar levels of reading/writing for the exams, some teachers have arranged a reader, extra time, and a separate room for prelims and exams. Other teachers have arranged/offered nothing, saying the young person doesn’t need it. Parent tried to raise this with the school but was told it was a decision for each teacher to make.

For Further Information 

Please contact Amy Woodhouse, Head of Policy, Projects and Participation, awoodhouse@childreninscotland.org.uk 
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