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2QH\HDULQWRLWVQHZOLIHDQGWKH3DUOLDPHQWKDVKDGLWVÀUVWPDMRUHGXFDWLRQFULVLV
,Q$XJXVWWKH6FRWWLVK4XDOLÀFDWLRQV$XWKRULW\ 64$ WKHSXEOLFERG\FKDUJHG
with awarding and overseeing the system of accreditation of public examinations, was
‘a disaster’, (Russell: Education Culture and Sport Committee 6.9.2000 col. 1318)
¶LVDVKDPEOHV· 6WRQH(& 6&RPPLWWHHFRO LVD¶VHULRXVIDLOXUH·
0F/HLVK(QWHUSULVHDQG/LIHORQJ/HDUQLQJ&RPPLWWHHFRO ¶LV
DGHYDVWDWLQJSUREOHPIRU6FRWWLVKHGXFDWLRQ· *LOORQ(& 6&RPPLWWHH
FRO 7KHHYHQWVD¶VKDPEROLFVLWXDWLRQ·D¶ÀDVFR· )HUJXV(ZLQJ( ///&
6.9.2000 col. 966 and 29.9.2000 col. 1150) have skewed all public discussion so that
both committees concerned with education, as well as the debates in the parliament
itself, focused — but not exclusively — upon Examinations Results.
(;$0,1$7,2165(68/767+(6&$/($1'1$785(2)7+(352%/(0

$W WKH ÀUVW (QWHUSULVH DQG /LIHORQJ /HDUQLQJ &RPPLWWHH ( ///&  PHHWLQJ
 DQGWKHÀUVW(GXFDWLRQ&XOWXUHDQG6SRUW&RPPLWWHH (& 6 PHHWLQJ
 RQ([DP5HVXOWV DVDOOGHEDWHVFDPHWREHFDOOHG WKHUHZDVFODULÀFDWLRQ
of the various responsibilities of these Committees. Mr John Swinney, Convenor of
( ///QRWHGWKDW¶64$DVDQDJHQF\IRUPDOO\IDOOVXQGHUWKHUHPLWRIWKH0LQLVWHU
IRU(QWHUSULVHDQG/LIHORQJ/HDUQLQJDQGWKH&RPPLWWHHKDVRYHUVLJKWRIWKH
SQA as an agency ... SQA and its governance is a responsibility of the Minister of
/LIHORQJ/HDUQLQJDQGLVZLWKLQWKHSURYLQFHRIWKLVFRPPLWWHH· 6ZLQQH\( ///
&RPPLWWHHFRO ,QDGGLWLRQDV$OODQ:LOVRQDQG*HRUJH/\RQERWK
noted, the importance of the examinations system for the business community’s
FRQÀGHQFHLQWKHUHVXOWVDQGWKHSURFHVVDVDZKROHVKRXOGEHSDUWRIDQ( ///&
inquiry. (col. 965) The latter drew attention to the need to consider the accountability
of SQA to ministers and also the history of SQA to see whether the coming together of
SEB and SCOTVEC was one of the causal problems now facing SQA. (col. 965)
However, it was also noted that the majority of the issues related to SQA refer to
schools and are therefore under the aegis of the Education Committee. Its Convenor,
Mrs Mary Mulligan, proposed that her Committee hold an inquiry in what went
wrong. She noted, ‘It is obvious that we are very unhappy with the failure of the
64$WRDZDUGFHUWLÀFDWHVWLPHRXVO\DQGFRUUHFWO\WRVWXGHQWVZKRVDWH[DPVDQGLW
is only appropriate for committee members to voice their sorrow for those students,
families and teachers who were affected by the situation. However, I am clear that
sympathy is not enough and that we must provide answers to the questions that
everyone has been asking. Those questions will revolve around why, following the
diligence of the schools and students, the results were not collected, the data were
QRWSURFHVVHGDQGWKHFHUWLÀFDWHVZHUHQRWDZDUGHGRQWLPHRUFRUUHFWO\· 0XOOLJDQ
(& 6&RPPLWWHHFRO
1RWRQO\ZRXOGWKH(GXFDWLRQ&XOWXUHDQG6SRUW&RPPLWWHHUHÁHFWXSRQWKHVH
FRQVLGHUDWLRQV EXW LW ZRXOG DOVR ZDQW WR NQRZ ¶ZKHQ WKH GLIÀFXOWLHV ZHUH ÀUVW
LGHQWLÀHGDQGZKRVDZRUVKRXOGKDYHVHHQWKHSUREOHPVDULVLQJ· FRO 6KH
added, ‘the Committee may also want to identify who or what was responsible for
the situation that is in front of us.’ (col. 1312)
1LFROD6WXUJHRQ 613 UHDIÀUPHGWKHWUHPHQGRXVUHVSRQVLELOLW\RIWKH&RPPLWWHH
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to conduct a ‘wide-ranging, rigorous and forensic inquiry into what went wrong’
(col. 1313) not least because of the new diet of exams commencing and in light of
the new exam system. Indeed, she favoured a thorough review of the policy and
LPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIWKH+LJKHU6WLOOH[DPVRWKDWWKH¶H[WHQWWRZKLFKSRVVLEOHÁDZV
in that policy have impacted on the problems of the past few weeks’ (col. 1314)
Whilst supporting an inquiry, especially the inclusion of Higher Still, Brian Monteith
(Con) noted that the Committee’s inquiry, in looking at the Executive’s role, would
EHGLIIHUHQWWRWKDWRIWKH([HFXWLYHLWVHOI+HOSIXOO\,DQ-HQNLQV /' VXJJHVWHGWKH
inquiry should consider the separation of administrative errors from the collapse of
the data handling. (col. 1320)
$OVRKHOSIXOO\*LOORQ /DE DVNHGWKDWFHUWDLQTXHVWLRQVEHDGGUHVVHG2QZKDW
basis did ministers decide to move on Higher Still in one go? On whose advice was
that decision made? On what information were ministers acting? How has that decision
impacted on the crisis that we now face? What trials of the computer system were
XQGHUWDNHQ":K\ZHUHPDUNHUVSDLGORZHUUDWHVWKLV\HDU":HUHWKH\XQGHUTXDOLÀHG"
If so, why did that situation arise? Did exam papers go missing? Was the crisis due
to operational failure, or were policy makers to blame? (col. 1324)
ORIGINS AND CAUSES

So began the long haul into the unknown: what went wrong and why? Evidence,
ZULWWHQ DQG RUDO IRU WKH (& 6& WR DGGUHVV SROLF\ DQG SUDFWLFH FDPH IURP WKH
educational, bureaucratic and political communities and followed over the months.
)RUWKH( ///&WKHHYLGHQFHIRFXVHGXSRQJRYHUQDQFHLVVXHVDQGDOVRIRUPHGWKH
basis of meetings over the subsequent two months.
)LUVWWRJLYHHYLGHQFHWR(& 6&ZDV¶WKHWHDP·IURPWKH6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH
(GXFDWLRQ'HSDUWPHQW 6((' OHGE\-RKQ(OYLGJHZKRUHÁHFWLQJXSRQWKHPHUJHU
of SEB with SCOTVEC, did not think the cultural differences between these two
RUJDQLVDWLRQVZHUHWKHURRWRIWKHSUREOHP (& 6&FRO
$OWKRXJKSUHVVXULVHGE\,DQ-HQNLQV /' RQWKHLPSDFWRIWKHDGGLWLRQDOZRUN
resulting from Higher Still, he reminded the members that ‘the whole foundation is
built on the strong belief that existed in Scotland in the early 1990s, when the system
was being designed, that integration of academic and vocational education was the
RQHJXLGLQJSULQFLSOHWKDWVKRXOGVKDSHRXUZRUN· (& 6&FRO 
SCHMI Douglas Osler and Eleanor Emberson, head of the division dealing with
policy on Higher Still, also supported the view that the troubles at SQA were the result
of many factors, not necessarily connected to the implementation of Higher Still.
Indeed, the philosophy behind the political dimension to Higher Still, especially the
timing of its implementation, was noted by Douglas Osler when he said that ‘there
was a clear view that the previous system was not meeting the needs of all young
SHRSOHRUVR\RXQJSHRSOHZKRZLOOKDYHLQWHUPHGLDWHFHUWLÀFDWHVZLOOKDYH
VRPHWKLQJWKDWQRSUHYLRXVJHQHUDWLRQKDG· (& 6&FRO
:KLOVWWKH&RPPLWWHHUHFRJQLVHGWKDW+LJKHU6WLOOKDVEHHQVHHQDVDVLJQLÀFDQW
advance in Scottish education in terms of social inclusion and recognising the worth
RI\RXQJSHRSOHIRUZKRPWKHKLJKHUZDVQRWDSSURSULDWH .HOO\(& 6&
col. 1544) the Committee also heard from Mr Elvidge that there were problems with
the registration of candidates for entry for examinations, with the IT communications
systems between centres and the SQA, with the employment of the correct number
of markers and with the physical handling of pieces of paper, examination scripts
etc. All four sets of factors were instrumental in the ‘crisis’ at SQA.
Subsequent discussion focused upon these four areas; additionally, John Kelly
(NASUWT) drew attention to the ‘reluctance to accept the professional judgement
of teachers and a reluctance on the part of Her Majesty’s inspectors of schools and,
possibly, the Higher Still development unit to give ministers messages that they
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PLJKWQRWKDYHZDQWHGWRKHDU .HOO\(& 6&FRO 7KLVZDVDQ
DVSHFWRIWKHSUREOHPQRWHGE\+HQU\0F/HLVKLQKLVHYLGHQFHWRWKH( ///&
0F/HLVK( ///&FRO ZKHQKHVDLGKHVXSSRUWHGDQH[DPLQDWLRQV
DXWKRULW\QRWFRUUXSWHGRULQÁXHQFHGE\JRYHUQPHQW¶:KDWZHKDYHMXVWQRZLV
simply not working.’
,Q DQ H[SORUDWLRQ RI KRZ WKH ¶GDPDJH· RFFXUUHG WKH (& 6& RI 
added to these negative effects of a political culture in the SQA and HMI - ‘there
seemed to be a political determination that it must go ahead; perhaps it became the
HGXFDWLRQDO PLOOHQQLXP GRPH· (DJOHVKDP (& 6&  FRO    DQG
noted that such cultures also exist in schools: ‘We heard that HMI was perhaps not
FDUU\LQJPHVVDJHVEDFNWRPLQLVWHUVDOWKRXJKLWVKRXOGKDYHEHHQ· 6WRQH(& 6&
FRO ¶7KHYLHZVRI+0,GLGQRWUHÁHFWWKHUHDOLW\WKDWPRVWRIXV
IRXQGLQVFKRROV· 1LFRO (,6 (& 6&FRODQG(DJOHVKDPFRO
1545) There was also a belief that the speed at which the Higher Still was introduced,
along with the top-down bureaucracy created ‘undue haste’ in implementation of
WKH +LJKHU 6WLOO SURJUDPPH (DJOHVKDP 667$  (& 6&  FRO  
Indeed, as John Kelly argued, there may be a need to change to role of the HMI
which at present is both a generator of policy (Higher Still) and the policeman of
SROLF\¶ZKLFKFDQQRWEHULJKW· .HOO\(& 6&FRO
From this, Nicola Sturgeon noted the dilemma faced by the minister: on one hand
advice from HMI and on the other information from teachers through their teaching
XQLRQV7KDWFRQÁLFWLQJDGYLFHPLJKWKDYHKDGDQLPSDFWEXWWKHPLQLVWHUFKDQJHG
DQG%ULDQ:LOVRQPRYHGRQDQG+HOHQ/LGGHOOFDPHWREHLQFKDUJH7KHQVKHWRR
PRYHGRQDQG6DP*DOEUDLWK DQG+HQU\0F/HLVK EHFDPHLQYROYHG
352%/(06:,7+,1)250$7,217(&+12/2*< 

In addition to the political dimension, members also drew attention to the huge
increase in data and the IT systems which were introduced to address the increase.
Brian Monteith noted that the committee was aware of the data processing problems
alongwith those of assessment, marking and the recruitment of markers and asked
'DYLG(DJOHVKDP 667$ ZKHWKHUKHIHOWKLVZDUQLQJVKDGEHHQOLVWHQHGWR (& 6&
4.10.2000 col. 1547) It transpired through lengthy discussion that the quantity of
internal assessment, the data thereby produced, the introduction of intermediate 1
and intermediate 2, the increased numbers taking examinations, the greater number
of markers (at a low rate of pay), a truncated exam diet all resulted in a pressure on a
V\VWHPZKLFKZDVQRWÀUPO\LQSODFH)XUWKHUFRQFHUQVH[SUHVVHGE\WHDFKHUVVHHPHG
to be excluded: Nicola Sturgeon asked ‘Were concerns of teachers being accepted
at face value? Was there a vigorous discussion? Yet as John Kelly (NASUWT) said,
is it any wonder there were problems and inability to hear when ‘the system has
number 7 a B pass for a SEB higher, a fail in a new higher and course completed in
VWDQGDUGJUDGH· .HOO\(& 6&FRO
Pat Cairns (Headteachers Association of Scotland) noted that the silence was also
felt on the day resulted were expected. ‘We all felt completely foolish, because there
had been no communication to schools that we would not receive the information.’
&DLUQV(& 6&FRO ,DQ-HQNLQV /' ZRQGHUHGZKHWKHUWKHVH
silences, and problems, might be attributable to the complexity of the information,
WRWKHFHUWLÀFDWLRQSURFHVVWKHVRIWZDUHWKH,7,QKLVVXEPLVVLRQWRWKHFRPPLWWHH
Mr David Elliot (former Director of Awards at SQA) noted that the operations unit
were primarily ex-SEB people who had the task of working in SQA with more than
D PLOOLRQ QDWLRQDO FHUWLÀFDWH PRGXOHV 6FRWWLVK YRFDWLRQDO TXDOLÀFDWLRQV KLJKHU
QDWLRQDOFHUWLÀFDWHVKLJKHUQDWLRQDOGLSORPDVDVZHOODVDOOWKHH[DPLQDWLRQVWKDW
KDG H[LVWHG EHIRUH DQG WKH +LJKHU 6WLOO H[DPLQDWLRQV (OOLRW (& 6& 
col. 1581)
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He noted that the users, the operations unit, had to tell IT what they wanted.
‘We used industry-standard techniques in developing the software. Some people
were allocated the role of senior business user. Those people had to tell IT what data
processes they wished to be supported by IT. IT then had to provide the software.
7KHGHYHORSPHQWZDVYHU\PXFKXVHUGULYHQ· (OOLRW(& 6&FRO 
‘When I took over the responsibility for the IT project in April last year, it was already
running a little late ... instead of planning the whole system before starting to write
the software, we would write the software to enable us to register candidates and then
move onto results software. The sense of alarm was not transmitted to me (until) March.
I thought the operations unit were not coping with its full range of responsibilities,
neither the SCOTVEC software nor the exam board software could support Higher
6WLOOZHKDGWRSURGXFHQHZVRIWZDUH· (OOLRW(& 6&FROV +H
added, ‘the organisation did pretty well within the allocated timescale. In 1997 not
only did we not have any software, we did not have an organisation. We had to create
64$ÀUVWDQGWKHQSODQWKHSURFHVVLQJ:HKDGVRPXFKWRGRZHGLGQRWKDYHWLPH
WRJHWLWDOOULJKW· (OOLRW(& 6&FRO
/,1(62)$&&2817$%,/,7<$1'0,1,67(5,$/5(63216,%,/,7<

:KLOVWDOO3DUOLDPHQWDU\ERGLHVGLGGLVFXVV,7WKH( ///&KDYLQJDVOLJKWO\GLIIHUHQW
mandate, initially outlined its concern about the lines of communication, accountability
and responsibility between the Scottish Executive and SQA. Mike Foulis and Alistair
$LWNHQ 6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH(///'HSDUWPHQW DWWHPSWHGWRWHDVHRXWWKHVHLVVXHVDQG
noted that SQA is under an obligation to give information to the Scottish Executive;
any relationship tends to be built up over time: ‘the art of sponsorship is in getting the
ERG\WREHOLHYHWKDWLWZDQWVWRGRZKDW\RXZDQWLWWRGR· )RXOLV( ///&
col. 1083) It was also noted that very rarely, in fact only once in recent past, would a
minister be advised to use the power of direction (section 9 of the Education (Scotland)
Act 1996) to direct the action of a body such as SQA, a body (the board) the minister
‘sponsored’ or had governance over. Indeed, in later questioning, it became apparent
that should a minister ‘direct’, the SQA could have asked for a judicial review of that
‘direction’. Because of that possibility, Mr Foulis noted that, ‘Being generally cautious,
we tend to advise our ministers to be safe and to stay within the likely ambit of the
powers... ministers must construct their actions in order to remain properly inter vires.’
)RXOLV( ///&FRO
7KHUROHRIWKHWZRPLQLVWHUVEHFDPHDFUXFLDOFRQFHUQIRUWKH( ///&ZKHQ
members asked whether this power of direction would, or could, have been used by
HLWKHUWKH0LQLVWHURI( ///RUWKH0LQLVWHURI(& 6'HIWO\0U)RXOLVDQVZHUHG
WKDW¶GHSHQGLQJRQWKHSUREOHPZHZRXOGGLUHFWWKHDGYLFHHLWKHUWR0U0F/HLVKDQG
FRS\LWWRDOOUHOHYDQWPLQLVWHUVRUWRERWK0U0F/HLVKDQG0U*DOEUDLWK+RZHYHU
that amounts to the same thing in the end. A minister would not take action unless
KHNQHZWKDWKHKDGWKHVXSSRUWRIKLVFROOHDJXHV· )RXOLV( ///&
col. 1095)
In attempting to delineate these issues further, the Deputy Convenor (Annabel
Goldie, Con) asked whether it was a correct interpretation that ‘on governance
and the minister’s responsibility under the act, the mechanism for transmission of
information (between the minister and SQA) is somewhat inadequate ... it seems to
EHGLIÀFXOWIRU\RXWRGLVFKDUJH\RXUREOLJDWLRQVWRWKHPLQLVWHULI\RXDUHJHQXLQHO\
unaware of circumstances lurking underneath the stratum with which you deal.’
*ROGLH( ///&FRO 7RWKLV0LNH)RXOLVUHSOLHG¶LIZHKDG
asked the SQA whether it had the right systems in place and was doing everything
that an organisation should do to ensure that it was well managed, the answer that
we would receive was that it was doing all those splendid things that we wanted it
WRGR· )RXOLV( ///&FRO
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+RZHYHU(ODLQH0XUUD\ /DE GUHZDWWHQWLRQWROHVVWKDQVSOHQGLGWKLQJVZKLFK
had been in the notes of meetings between SEED and SQA held in November 1999
when one member of the Executive had asked whether she could tell Ministers
regarding the errors in the Standard Grade exam appeals which had affected 750
pupils in 260 schools. She wondered whether, last year, there had been problems with
WKHFRPSXWHUV\VWHPDQGFHUWLÀFDWLRQDQGZKRKDGEHHQUHVSRQVLEOHIRUDVNLQJWKH
SQA if the situation was under control. ‘If the SQA told members of the Executive
that matters were in hand and gave an assurance that it was coping, would that be an
end to the matter? Is there no mechanism to allow the Executive to check whether
WKH64$·VLQIRUPDWLRQLVDFFXUDWH"· 0XUUD\( ///&FRO
&RQÀUPLQJWKDWWKHUHZRXOGEHQRUHDVRQWRVXSSRVHWKHUHZDVDSUREOHPDQG
that the minister met SQA only once (on 6 March) to discuss the implementation of
the IT system, for on-line learning and assessment (part of a £10m on-line assessment
bank), Mr Foulis said that the data expert sent in by the Executive had not appeared
unhappy with the IT system in place at SQA.
+RZHYHU E\ WKH QH[W ( ///& RQ  6HSWHPEHU QRW RQO\ ZDV WKH LVVXH RI
IT centre-stage, but so too was the question of whether advice from civil servants
to ministers could be passed to committees. Fergus Ewing drew attention to Mr
Galbraith’s comment in Parliament: What we will not release is internal advice
JLYHQWRPLQLVWHUVDVWKDWZRXOGQRWEHDSSURSULDWH· 2IÀFLDO5HSRUW
YROFRO 0U(ZLQJVWDWHGWKDWLWZRXOGEHDSSURSULDWHIRUWKH( ///&WR
ask for such information.
STRUCTURE OF SQA: COMMUNICATION ISSUES

Mr David Miller (Chairman of SQA) was asked about the efficacy of the
communication between the minister and SQA (with a Board of 20 persons and a
huge superstructure of committees) and about the IT systems. He noted that one
meeting per annum between the minister and Chairman and Chief Executive of SQA
was about right, although he suggested an assessor from SEED might also be present.
( ///&FRO 7KLVZDVVXSSRUWHGE\0U%ULDQ0LQWR'LUHFWRU
of Finance at SQA. (col. 1132) Mr Miller noted that when SEB and SCOTVEC
were wound up, those involved in the new body were instrumental in the kind of
organisation SQA would become. Of immediate concern was the possibility of one
building, but this was not seen as feasible: The cultures were different. SCOTVEC
RSHUDWHGLQDFRPSHWLWLYHÀHOGLWKDGDVKDUSHUH[WHUQDOHGJHWKDQ6(%ZKLFK
VHUYHGDÀ[HGDQGNQRZQSRSXODWLRQRIVWDNHKROGHUV¶:HKDYHDQRIÀFHLQ*ODVJRZ
ZKLFKKDVDYDOXHVWDIIOLYHLQ/DUJVDQGWKHZHVWFRDVW7KH'DONHLWKEXLOGLQJZLWK
people coming to it from Dunbar and over Soutra - has a debt attached to it, and
no real alternative-use value. If we sold it we would have to repay a debt of around
£700,000 to the City of Edinburgh Council. The option of housing the two bodies
WRJHWKHUZDVQRWUHDOLVWLFÀQDQFLDOO\ZHGLGQRWKDYHWKHIXQGVWREX\DQGFUHDWH
DQHZRIÀFH· 0LOOHU( ///&FRO
Having decided to maintain two sites, the SQA established a single structure
(encouraging a comrades-in-adversity syndrome, which didn’t happen (col. 1132))
complex IT systems and video conferencing. Communication within SQA as
well as between SQA and SEED became the focus of intense questioning. Mr
Ron Tuck (former Chief Executive SQA) noted that at the beginning of the year
FHUWDLQFKDOOHQJHVRUULVNVZHUHGHOLQHDWHGDVLJQLÀFDQWSURJUDPPHRI+LJKHU6WLOO
implementation; the production of more than twice as many question papers as were
normally produced; the national assessment bank; responding to what teachers were
saying about unit assessments in schools; and delivering a large software programme.
( ///&FRO
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STRUCTURE OF SQA: RECURRING IT AND SOFTWARE CONCERNS

Yet it appeared that the SQA, even as recently as late June 2000, thought there were no
inherent problems with the software, although the Scottish School Boards Association
says (in September’s ‘Grapevine’) that it alerted the SQA in March and April to the
problems of the electronic transfer of data between schools and the SQA. Elaine
Murray asked what happened at SQA after these problems were intimated to which
0U0XUUD\UHDIÀUPHGWKHYLHZRIWKHIRUPHU64$DZDUGVGLUHFWRU'DYLG(OOLRWWKDW
WKHVLWXDWLRQZDVDOOULJKW ( ///&FRO ¶:HZHUHDVVXUHGWKDW
90% of the results would be okay ... the SQA is a can-do organisation, everybody
now had their heads up and ... committed to producing the level of results of which
ZHKDGEHHQDGYLVHG·'U(ODLQH0XUUD\ODWHUSUHVVHG0U7XFNIRUFODULÀFDWLRQRI
the data management issues: Are you saying that the problem was not related to the
issues on which the Scottish Executive offered help in March 2000, or the electronic
transfer of data between schools and the SQA, to which the SSBA, according to its
publication, alerted the SQA and the minister in March and April 1999? Are you
VD\LQJWKDWVRPHWKLQJHOVHZHQWZURQJ"· ( ///&FRO 7RZKLFK
0U7XFNUHVSRQGHG¶:HKDYHWRDFFHSWWKDWLQWKHÀUVW\HDURIDQHZ,7V\VWHP
we get little bugs.’ (col. 1138)
6XFKLVVXHVZHUHDOVRGLVFXVVHGDWWKH(& 6&ZKHQ5RQ7XFNQRWHG¶,GRQRW
think we had concerns about the IT unit. It was well led and had a very capable
PDQDJHUDQGJRRGVWDII·0U'DYLG(OOLRWDJUHHG¶,FDQFRQÀUPWKDWWKH,7XQLWZDV
well managed ... (T)he operations and IT units were responsible for not only the
H[DPLQDWLRQV\VWHPEXWIRUSURFHVVLQJDOOYRFDWLRQDOTXDOLÀFDWLRQV7KHUHZDVD
great deal to be achieved in a short time. That is why I was concerned about whether
the software would be ready in time. Without the software nobody would have got
their exam results this year. The legacy computer systems were not an option, because
they could not support Higher Still. It gradually dawned on me over time that there
ZHUHSUREOHPVLQRSHUDWLRQV· (OOLRW(& 6&FRO ¶7KHFHQWUHVZHUH
KDYLQJGLIÀFXOWLHVZKLFKPHDQWWKDWWKHGDWDZHUHFRPLQJLQWRWKH64$VRPHZKDW
later than normal ... for very good curricular reasons, Higher Still was different and
XQLWUHVXOWVFRXOGFRPHLQULJKWXSWRWKHHQGRI-XQH7KDWZDVQRWDÁDZLQWKH
V\VWHPEXWDQRWKHUPDWWHUWKDWPDGHWKHPDQDJHPHQWRIWKHH[DPLQDWLRQLQLWVÀUVW
\HDUDELWPRUHGLIÀFXOW· (OOLRW(& 6&FRO
Mike Russell (SNP) pressed Mr Elliot and asked whether the system could record
whether data had been received (as it had been able to in previous years). The reply
indicated that due to the pressure of work, until June, there was no pursuit of centres
QRWVXEPLWWLQJGDWD (& 6&FRO )XUWKHU0U7XFNQRWHGWKDWDW
the Board meeting of 22 June, there seemed not to be a problem with missing data.
But on 25 June it became clear that the problem was not of outstanding data but
PLVVLQJGDWD (& 6&FRO ¶:HFRXOGQRWXQGHUVWDQGZK\GDWD
had gone missing...the strategy we followed - of trying to retrieve the missing data
- was essentially feasible, it just did not succeed.’ (col. 1460-1) Yet, as Fergus Ewing
QRWHG 0U 0LOOHU·V ÀUVW ZDUQLQJV WR PLQLVWHUV ZHUH RQ  -XO\  ( ///&
26.9.2000 col. 1140)
The role of IT in the implementation of Higher Still and to the FE sector, became
a crucial and recurring theme in all discussions about the problems at SQA. Nicola
Sturgeon (SNP) seemed to have some disbelief that SQA did not know what data
and how much of it was missing - ‘you did not seem to know with any consistency
ZKDWWKHÀJXUHVZHUH· (& 6&FRO 6LPLODUO\LQWKH( ///&
disbelief was indicated when Mr Tuck noted that on Wednesday 9 August he ‘went
public’ to the press and only afterwards realised the ‘problems were far worse than
I had understood them to be... it would have to be said that somebody at some level
within operations must have understood that the problems were far worse than senior
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PDQDJHPHQWKDGEHHQOHGWREHOLHYH 7XFN( ///&FRO
Had the public also known of the haphazard nature of the software, there would
have been further disquiet. Tom Kelly (Association of Scottish Colleges) said that
the prior to January 2000 colleges and SQA could not interchange data; the awards
processing system (APS) was introduced on 1.1.2000, in an environment not ready
for implementation yet introduced because of the year 2000 software problems,
DQG IURP WKDW SRLQW ¶ZH KDG WR RSHUDWH LQ DQ LPSURYLVDWRU\ PRGH· ( ///&
29.9.2000 col. 1155) Whilst usually, he explained, problems could be cleared up
through discussion between ASC and SQA, this year ‘the emperor has no clothes,
but everyone was so involved in making it appear as if the emperor had clothes
WKH\IRUJRWWRRIIHUWKHREVHUYDWLRQWKDWLWZRXOGQRWZRUN· ( ///&
col. 1164) There was, he said, a failure to consider things such as the introduction
of the APS in a wider context, beyond that of the SQA itself. Indeed, he thought it
unwise that the SQA had funded the whole system.
Most telling was the subsequent comment of Mr Tuck that there may have been
a need to reform the IT system (involving the seven companies that supply software
to the centres) so that it could cope with the sophisticated nature of the information it
had to handle - candidate, subject, centre, mark; reaggregated only at the end of the
process - but that would have entailed telling the Government that the implementation
of Higher Still was not doable. (col. 1136)
THE IMPACT ON FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION

7KH SUREOHPV IRU )( FROOHJHV ZHUH GLIIHUHQW DV 0U 0F/HLVK WKHQ 0LQLVWHU IRU
(QWHUSULVHDQG/LIH/RQJ/HDUQLQJQRWHG+HSUDLVHG)(FROOHJHVIRUHQVXULQJWKDW
no erroneous data went out to their students. The SVQs on the college side stand
TXLWHVHSDUDWHIURPWKHVFKRROEDVHGTXDOLÀFDWLRQV7KHIRUPHUDUHRYHUVHHQE\DQ
accreditation committee within SQA; a similar structure or role could be developed
WRRYHUVHHWKHVFKRROEDVHGTXDOLÀFDWLRQV¶7RXVHDSRSXODUVRXQGELWHZHFRXOG
create an examinations tsar, whose job would be to ensure that the quality control
assurance systems covering managing systems, data systems...would be properly
IRFXVHG· 0F/HLVK( ///&FRO +HZHQWRQWRQRWHWKDWWKHUH
may need to be changes in the responsibilities held by the SQA so that it no longer
ERWKDFFUHGLWHGDQGDZDUGHGTXDOLÀFDWLRQV
The issues of governance were addressed in detail by Professor Stringer of
COSHEP. The impact of the SQA problems on Higher Education Institutions
concerns not just this year, but students accessing HE in 2001 and beyond. With
the thought that problems emanated from data management (concerning incomplete
data as well as inaccurate data) and the IT systems, Professor Stringer argued that
moving SQA to within the civil service would not necessarily produce a more secure
TXDOLÀFDWLRQVIXWXUH,QVWHDGVKHVXJJHVWHGWKDWWKURXJKWKHFXUUHQWJRYHUQDQFHIRUP
the non-departmental public body structure (NDPB) there should be procedures to
ensure accountability and transparency in decision-making. In this way, management
arrangements would be seen to work properly – something that did not happen in this
FDVH ( ///&FRO ,QDFOLPDWHZKHUHWKHUHKDVEHHQDGURSRI
15% in applications to Scottish HEIs from England, it becomes important to address
all problems of the SQA situation and learn the appropriate lessons.
,Q KHU VXEPLVVLRQ WR WKH (& 6& RQ  2FWREHU   3URIHVVRU 6WULQJHU
UHDIÀUPHGKHURUJDQLVDWLRQ·VFRPPLWPHQWWRHQVXUHWKHPDWWHULVH[DPLQHGDQGWKDW
whatever caused the problems does not happen again.
,Q WKH ( ///& RI  2FWREHU WKH 0LQLVWHU IRU &KLOGUHQ DQG (GXFDWLRQ 0U
Sam Galbraith was asked to explain why private consultants, Deloitte and Touche
were to be given access to information about the SQA affair, notably information
from civil servants to ministers, that was not available to Committees. He noted
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that whilst all freedom of information systems, in Ireland, New Zealand, Canada
DQG$XVWUDOLDOHJLVODWHIRUFRQÀGHQWLDODGYLFHKHZRXOGWU\DQGVHHZKDWFRXOG
be done to help ‘fair and open government’ without undermining the system of
JRYHUQPHQW *DOEUDLWK( ///&FRO 'XULQJTXHVWLRQLQJE\
PHPEHUVRIWKHFRPPLWWHHZKRZHUHEHFRPLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\GLVVDWLVÀHGZLWKWKH
information they were receiving, he repeated his conviction that ‘we should consider
the matter very carefully before we undermine the public interest’.. which is served
E\FRQÀGHQWLDODGYLFHWRPLQLVWHUV ( ///&FRO +RZHYHUE\WKH
HQGRI2FWREHUDQGDIDLUO\WRUWXRXVGHEDWH ( ///& WKH( ///&
had agreed that only the two convenors would see the advice civil servants had
offered to the two ministers.
THE PROCESS OF INQUIRY

Subsequent questioning involved possibilities for establishing improved
communication systems between the SEED and SQA. Mr Galbraith noted that
‘independent bodies - SQA being a non-departmental public body - must make their
own decisions, rather than constantly looking to the Scottish Executive to check
whether we approve of those decisions’. Nevertheless, he added, the relationship
between SQA and ministers will have to change. (col. 1197-8) Annabel Goldie (Con)
FRQYH\HGWKDWVKHZDV¶XQFOHDUDERXWKRZWKHSXEOLFFDQKDYHFRQÀGHQFHLQVXFK
assertions and assurances if, at the end of the day, the minister feels that he has a
KDQGVRIIUROHDQGWKDWKHVKRXOGNHHSKLVGLVWDQFH· *ROGLH( ///&
FRO $OODQ:LOVRQ /DE H[SORUHGWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHPLQLVWHUDQG
SQA: ‘You are accountable to Parliament for the performance of the SQA, but the
SQA is not under your direct control. Is that a sustainable position - given that we
DUH FRQVLGHULQJ IXWXUH JRYHUQDQFH"· :LOVRQ ( ///&  FRO   ,Q
response, Mr Galbraith suggested that the various functions of the SQA, including
quality assurance and the handling and processing functions, might be separated,
perhaps with QA resting with a Commissioner.
,QDGGLWLRQ0U*DOEUDLWKDJUHHGZLWK&DWK\3HDWWLH /DE WKDWWKH%RDUGRIWKH
SQA is unwieldy, lacks clarity, is unaccountable, out of touch and does not listen
to people. Its minutes are never accurate because they do not record everything
GLVFXVVHGDQGWKDWWKHUHLVQRUHDOÁRZRILQIRUPDWLRQEHWZHHQWKHDGKRFJURXSV
DQGWKHOLDLVRQJURXSV ( ///&FRO +RZHYHUWREDODQFHWKDW
situation, Mr Galbraith noted that the SQA did make much of its own income
- perhaps to the detriment of its other activities. It also had little experience
of risk management and one could say that the implementation of Higher Still
plus the installation of a brand new IT system was ‘clearly, a high risk project’
/\RQ( ///&FRO ¶7KHULVNDQDO\VLVZDVÁDZHGEHFDXVHWKH
RUJDQLVDWLRQGLGQRWVWDWHZKDWLWVREMHFWLYHVZHUH· /\RQ( ///&FRO
 7KLVZDVVXSSRUWHGE\+HQU\0F/HLVKZKRVDLG¶7KH64$KDVIDOOHQGRZQ
in three ways. First it deals with a sensitive matter on which there is a crunch day
once a year, and the risk management issues had not been dealt with effectively.
6HFRQGZLWKLQDQ\RUJDQLVDWLRQWKHUHLVWKHLVVXHRIOHDGHUVKLS,WLVGLIÀFXOWIRU
us, but it is about performance targets and outputs. Thirdly, there is the issue of
PDQDJHPHQW LQIRUPDWLRQ DQG GDWD SURFHVVLQJ· 0F/HLVK ( ///& 
col. 1219) The committee therefore heard calls for improved and slimmed down
management systems and structures with clarity in duties, accountability and
systems for risk management: these, it was argued, are important for the future ‘we
DOOKDYHLQYHVWHGLQ· /\RQ( ///&FRO
Despite the debacle, Henry Mcleish assured the committee that no young Scot
will be disadvantaged, indeed the number of Scots in universities in Scotland
will be higher; this because the universities and colleges have not been penalised
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ÀQDQFLDOO\DQGEHFDXVHWKH\KDYHEHHQUHFRPSHQVHGLIWKH\KDYHKDGWRWDNHDQ\
H[WUDRUGLQDU\ VWHSV 0F/HLVK ( ///&  FRO   7KLV LVVXH ZDV
DGGUHVVHGE\WKH(& 6&DWLWVPHHWLQJRQ2FWREHU$WWKDWWLPHWKHPHPEHUV
heard from representatives of UCAS that there has been a 7.8% increase (on 1999
ÀJXUHV LQ6FRWODQGGRPLFLOHGVWXGHQWVÀQGLQJSODFHVLQ+(LQ6FRWODQGWKLVIDU
exceeds the expected 1-2% increase. ‘The number who have found places in higher
education in the UK has increased by 7.2%, which compares with the overall 2% rise
LQWKHQXPEHURIVWXGHQWVÀQGLQJSODFHVLQKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ· 0F&ODUDQ 8&$6 
(& 6&FRO 0U0F&ODUDQDGGHG¶ 7 KLV\HDUZHKDYHKDGWKH
highest number of admissions into full-time HE since the previous high point in
·3DXO0F&OXUH 8&$6 JDYHSDUWLFXODUÀJXUHVWRRNHLWKHUKLJKHUV
RUVL[WK\HDUVWXGLHV2IWKRVHZHUHSODFHGLQWKHLUÀUVWFKRLFHLQVWLWXWLRQ
1,084 were placed in their second choice institution, 1,015 were placed in the UCAS
clearing system and 3,366 were not placed. There had been 18,400 individual result
amendments. In fact, questioning revealed that there had been 13 separate releases
of amended data from SQA and that amended results were still being entered on 13
September. ‘The randomness of the changes caused uncertainty. We were not dealing
simply with the correction of results - there were missing results and results that were
DPHQGHGPRUHWKDQRQFH· 0F&ODUDQ(& 6&FRO
:KHQTXHVWLRQHGDERXW8&$6UHÁHFWLRQVXSRQWKHH[DPLQDWLRQVV\VWHPVDQGLWV
SUREOHPVLQ6FRWODQG,DQ-HQNLQV /' GUHZDWWHQWLRQWRWKHVXEPLVVLRQRI8&$6
ZKLFK VXJJHVWHG WKDW ¶WKH H[DPLQLQJ DQG FHUWLÀFDWLRQ SURFHVV LV VR FRPSOLFDWHG
WKDWSHUKDSVLWZDVLQWURGXFHGWRRHDUO\· -HQNLQV(& 6&FRO 
0U 0F&ODUDQ QRWHG WKDW 8&$6 6FRWWLVK RIÀFH FRQYHQHG WKH VXEMHFW SDQHOV DQG
considered many of the aspects of the Higher Still curriculum. UCAS, he felt, has
had an entirely constructive experience of working with the SQA and he is delighted
that a points-score system has been achieved, which embraces the new Scottish
TXDOLÀFDWLRQV
However, he noted that there were concerns about the complexities of reporting
data and rumours of delays. These had led UCAS to seek assurances from SQA that
the deadline of 5 and 6 August for the release of results would be met. On 3 July
SQA gave those assurances. When UCAS contacted SQA on 4 August, still expecting
delivery on 5 and 6 August, a ‘problem in its systems’ was noted; nevertheless
UCAS expected 100% correct data, slightly late. Even a week late would have been
acceptable, and brought Scotland’s results into line with the A levels. (McClure:
(& 6&FRO -RKDQQ/DPRQWSUHVVHGRQWKHSRLQWRIWLPLQJDQG
FODULÀHGWKDW8&$6KDGWRFRQWDFW64$RQ$XJXVWWRDVNIRULQIRUPDWLRQDERXW
the results it was expecting.
6LPLODUO\WKURXJKTXHVWLRQLQJDWWKH(& 6&RQ'DYLG&DOGZHOO
(COSHEP) and members from the Higher Still development unit (HSDU) noted
their amazement when ‘things went wrong in August’. Caldwell agreed that
even on Sunday 13 August, when a joint SQA-COSHEP statement was issued,
communications from SQA (from the then chief executive of the SQA) indicated
WKDWPLVVLQJGDWDZRXOGEHIRUWKFRPLQJ¶7KH64$RIÀFHUVWROGXVWKDWWKH\EHOLHYHG
that it was very probable that the only problem was missing data, but that until they
had carried out a series of validation checks over four days, they could not guarantee
WKDW· &DOGZHOO &26+(3 (& 6&FRO
7+(52/(2)+0,

Mary Pirrie (HSDU) spoke of her organisations close contacts with SQA, through
day-to-day work, subject group meetings and discussions about internal assessment
procedures and data handling. ‘The feedback always suggested that they seemed
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reasonable and manageable ... Data handling on yes or no questions is not usually
considered complex. The feeling seemed to be that SQA could handle the data for
internal assessment ... We had to assume that they were balancing all the demands
RIWKHV\VWHP· 3LUULH +6'8 (& 6&FRO +RZHYHUFRXQWHUWR
these assurances, Pirrie said the the HSDU did also receive information from ‘school
PDQDJHUVWKDWWKH\ZHUHH[SHULHQFLQJGLIÀFXOWLHVLQUHJLVWHULQJSXSLOV 1RYHPEHU
1999) and that they were unsure about the information on prelims (beginning 2000).
In March, at a meeting with local education authority representatives, SQA, HMI and
HSDU, data handling was discussed. She noted that meetings with ‘stakeholders’
were frequent; communication between local authorities and SQA often went via the
HSDU. But as she also said, ‘The Higher Still development unit is a temporary unit.
Our job ends in June 2001 ... It would not have been proper for us to hold anybody
to account - it is beyond our competence to do that ... We could only inform SQA
and be reassured when we saw evidence that it was picking on a number of the
SUREOHPV· 3LUULH(& 6&FRO
The idea of an exams tsar or an independent quality control body, was noted
in committees and, according to Anthony McClaran (UCAS), ‘might be worth
consideration’. In offering advice on the development of quality control mechanisms,
Mr McClaran noted ‘(A)ny quality control body might include professionals who
were involved in the day-to-day work and a board that consists of stakeholders in the
V\VWHP 0F&ODUDQ(& 6&FRO ¶:HKDYHJDLQHGDKXJHDPRXQW
of experience in administering large-scale systems such as this and in examining the
LQWHUIDFHEHWZHHQVFKRRODQGFROOHJHTXDOLÀFDWLRQVDQGHQWU\WRKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ·
(col. 1719)
In further meetings, Mr Keir Bloomer President of the Association of the Directors
of Education in Scotland (ADES), drew attention to both Higher Still and quality
issues when he forcefully delineated the problems as he saw them: ‘ADES is in no
GRXEWWKDWWKHGLIÀFXOWLHVWKDWDUHEHLQJH[SHULHQFHGDQGWKDWEURXJKWWKHV\VWHPFORVH
to collapse this year derive from the implementation of Higher Still. ...(T)he overload
in demand for data .. lead(ing) to a large number of errors in the handling of data,
huge demands for the checking and re-checking of error-strewn data, and, ultimately,
WRIDLOXUHVWRLQFRUSRUDWHSDUWLFXODULQWHUQDODVVHVVPHQWHOHPHQWVLQWRFHUWLÀFDWLRQ
(also) ... poor management of the marking process. Some markers were appointed
late and were poorly briefed. There were inadequacies in relation to moderation
and a failure to perform the usual processes of concordance ... Their origins lie in
the over-complexity of the programme ... many of the data are required to generate
FHUWLÀFDWLRQLQIRUPDWLRQWKDWLVLWVHOIQRWQHHGHGQRWZDQWHGQRWXQGHUVWRRGDQG
LQWULQVLFDOO\ZRUWKOHVV· %ORRPHU $'(6 (& 6&FRO
¶:HZHQWRQWRHODERUDWHRQWKHVSHFLÀFFRQFHUQV·ZLWKÀYHPLQLVWHUVKHODWHU
added, ‘including the loss of learning and teaching time caused by the amount of
assessment; the increased work load, some of which we considered unproductive;
doubts about the reliability and validity of internal assessment; the inadequacy of
grade descriptors; relationships between internal and external assessment not being
properly thought out and the possible loss of focus on excellence as a result of all
WKDW· %ORRPHU(& 6&FRO +HDGGHG¶2XUSHUFHSWLRQLVWKDW
that main form of accountability of SQA over the past few years has been purely
political and that it has been placed under pressure to deliver programmes in a
SDUWLFXODUWLPHVFDOH7KH64$KDVDPDMRUMREWRGRLQUHEXLOGLQJWKHFRQÀGHQFH
RIWKRVHZLWKZKRPLWKDVWRZRUN$VLJQLÀFDQWSDUWZLOOEHZRUNLQJZLWKJUHDWHU
transparency and responsiveness, not merely to the central apparatus of the Scottish
Executive but more broadly to all those who have a stake in the system.’ (Bloomer:
(& 6&FRO
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Such transparency, along with accountability, is obviously an inherent part of
DQ\QHZTXDOLW\DVVXUDQFHV\VWHP%RWK%ORRPHUDQG'DQQ\0F&DIIHUW\ &26/$ 
commented upon these issues. It remains to be seen whether the Higher Still system
is embedded within the Executive, with problems of over-centralisation, or from
a tsar or intermediary body. It has become apparent, however, that the role of the
HMI as both being involved in policy formulation as well as implementation and
LQVSHFWLRQFDQQRORQJHUEHMXVWLÀHG7KHGXDOUROHTXLWHFOHDUO\FRPSURPLVHVWKH
quality assurance functions, that being the central purpose of its existence. (Bloomer:
(& 6&FRO %ORRPHUQRWHGWKH6FRWWLVKH[DPLQDWLRQVV\VWHP
ZLOOZLWKVRPHGLIÀFXOW\VXUYLYHDVLQJOH\HDUEXWZLOOQRWUHDGLO\VXUYLYHDVHFRQG
year of the same kind of failures. A minimalist approach to change will not do.
0F&DIIHUW\DQGFROOHDJXH*RUGRQ-H\HV &26/$ VXJJHVWHGWKDWWKHUROHRIWKH
HMI, in giving advice (on policy) to schools as well as inspecting and monitoring
that advice, produced problems. ‘When schools talk about policy, they are thinking
about something as detailed and fundamental as guidance to staff on the way in
ZKLFKWKH\ZRUN7KHVHSROLFLHVDUHKHDYLO\LQÁXHQFHGE\+0,UHSRUWVDQGDGYLFH
For that reason, schools associate them with HMI policy. When Douglas Osler says
that ministers make policy, he is using the word ‘policy’ in a different sense.’ (Jeyes
&26/$ (& 6&FRO
6DP*DOEUDLWKÀUPO\UHIXWHGWKHYLHZWKDW+0,PDNHSROLF\,QDQVZHUWRWKH
SURSRVLWLRQRI&DWK\3HDWWLH /DE WKDWWKHSHUFHSWLRQLVWKDWWKH+0,PDNHSROLF\
he noted that it is ‘false perception ... When HMI inspect schools, it assesses them
according to their ethos, their performance, their resources, their management
structures and their teaching. HMI is not interested in the content of courses; it is
interested in the outcome .... I advise the committee to approach this issue (of the
UROHRIWKH+0, ZLWKJUHDWFDXWLRQ· *DOEUDLWK(& 6&FRO 
Mike Russell, who was brave enough to move forward on HMIs, noted ‘Higher
Still is a whole policy - including everything from the ministerial statements that
set it in motion in 1994 to the detailed arrangements for how individual subjects are
DVVHVVHG2Q2FWREHU0U2VOHUPDGHDQDUWLÀFLDOGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQQDWLRQDO
policy, for which you are responsible, and the detailed implementation of policy.’
5XVVHOO(& 6&FRO 0U5XVVHOOZHQWRQWRQRWHWKDWLQKHDULQJ
evidence from the widest education and policy community, it had become apparent
that various criticisms - by teachers, unions and others - of the implementation of
Higher Still were brushed aside by the HMI.
$V0U-H\HVRI&26/$QRWHGHDUOLHU¶3HRSOHWHQGWREHPRUHOHQLHQWDERXW
something they and their colleagues have been involved in designing. They are
predisposed to supporting it, to making it work and to smoothing its implementation
7KHKHDGRIDQH[DPERG\VKRXOGLIDQ\WKLQJEHSROLF\QHXWUDO -H\HV(& 6&
25.20.2000 col. 1779) Mr Jeyes added that there is a need to introduce a system of
independent regulators who having met the stakeholders would be in a position to
intervene in a way which the HMI, the Executive and the SQA directors were unable
to (although they raised the issues).
A WAY FORWARD

However, in recognising that the problems may not be just technical, for one year
and brought about by mismanagement of information, one may argue that perhaps
David Raffe is correct when he says that the process of creating Higher Still from
the Howie Committee’s report, and of generating an intense technical debate (rather
than policy support) owes its existence to the commitment to democratic centralism;
LWLVDERXWKDYLQJFRPPLWWHHVJXDUGLQJWKHQRWLRQRIFRQVHQVXV -H\HV(& 6&
25.20.2000 col. 1783) In the new political settlement, with the Scottish Executive
in place, perhaps this is the moment to recognise that democracy, accountability and
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transparency require de-centralised structures. Perhaps we can unmask the other
side of the taken-for-granted Scottish educational consensus and delineate the rather
XQGHPRFUDWLFDQGGHVWDELOLVLQJFRQÀJXUDWLRQVRIFHQWUDOLVP
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