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PRIMARY SCHOOL – 7 years (P1-P7)

LOWER SECONDARY – 4 years (S1-S4)
Certification normally at the end of S4:

National 3
National 4
National 5

UPPER SECONDARY – 1-2 years (S5-S6)
Higher Grade after S5

Advanced Higher Grade after S6
(formerly known as Certificate of Sixth Year Studies)

Primary and Secondary Education
PRE-SCHOOL/NURSERY – 2 years (notionally ages 3-5)





The main national qualifications awarded by SQA:
• Nationals – typically awarded for the first time at the end of S4
• Higher – known as the “Gold Standard” and typically awarded for the first time 

at the end of S5
• Advanced Higher – typically awarded for the first time at the end of S6

Other provision at school level includes:
• National Progression Awards
• National Certificate Awards
• Skills for Work





Primary and lower secondary education
Primary school 7 years (P1 – P7)
• compulsory

• no certificate awarded

• national, standardized assessments introduced in 2017 after P1, P4, and P7

• English language of instruction; some schools use Gaelic as primary language of 
instruction

Lower secondary 4 years (S1 – S4)
• compulsory

• offered at secondary schools

• National 4 and National 5 qualifications are typically awarded for the first time at the 
end of S4

• S1-S3 is known as Broad General Education (BGE) with S4 marking the start of the 
Qualifications Stage in secondary school



SCQF level New National Qualification Previous National Qualification

1 National 1 Access 1

2 National 2 Access 2

3 National 3
Access 3/Standard Grade 
(Foundation level)

4 National 4
Standard Grade (General level) / 
Intermediate 1

5 National 5
Standard Grade (Credit level) / 
Intermediate 2

6 Higher (new) Higher

7 Advanced Higher (new) Advanced Higher

Lower and upper secondary qualifications framework

National 2 and 3 courses consist of units that are not graded, but assessed as pass or fail
National 4 courses consist of units, plus an Added Value Unit, that are not graded, but assessed as pass or fail
National 5, Higher, and Advanced courses consist of units, plus a course assessment; units graded internally; 

course assessment graded externally by SQA; grading scale of A – D or “no award”



Secondary education grading
• Grading only occurs in the qualifications phase from S4 onwards

• Course grading is certificated as follows:
•Grade A  >70%

•Grade B  60-70%

•Grade C  50-60%

•Grade D  40-50% (note that under RNQ the Grade D has been extended 
from a 5% range to a 10% range and that whilst Grade D is not a pass, it is 
considered to be an award)

• Bands 1-9 exist within the grading structure i.e. Grade A covers Bands 1 
and 2, Grade B covers Bands 3 and 4 etc.



Upper secondary education (senior phase)
• Optional

• Offered at secondary schools and sometimes in collaboration with further education 
colleges

• S5 – S6

• Scottish Qualifications Higher Grade Certificate awarded after S5

• S6 optional enrichment program (increasingly most students who complete S5 also remain 
for S6)
• Scottish Qualifications Authority Advanced Higher Certificate (2000 to present)

• Formerly Certificate of Sixth Year Studies (1970-2002)

• Transfer credit/advanced standing usually not awarded for Advanced Higher subjects

• Selective universities may give preference to Advanced Higher holders with preference 
over English A-Level qualifications



Revised National Qualifications (RNQ) program 
running from 2018-2020
• Government instruction to SQA in September 2016 to commence work on removing Units 
from National 5 and Higher Courses

• Revisions taking place to National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher Courses and being 
implemented:
• National 5 – Session 2017-2018

• Higher – Session 2018-19

• Advanced Higher – Session 2019-2020

• Impact of the removal of units:
• Pass/fail of course now based on high stakes final examination plus submission of coursework 

(much of this coursework is now externally marked – previously internally assessed)

• Strengthening of course assessment to maintain the validity and credibility of the qualifications



Upper secondary education
Scottish Baccalaureates

• Introduced in 2009

• S5 and S6

• Science, languages, expressive arts, social sciences

• Mandatory and other components

• 2 Advanced Highers, 2 Higher plus interdisciplinary project (Advanced Higher)

Grading
◦ Distinction: 

◦ Grade A in one eligible Advanced Higher course
◦ Grade A in one other components
◦ Grade B or higher in all other mandatory components

◦ Pass:
◦ Grade C or higher in all mandatory components and who do not meet distinction 

criteria



Scottish Certificate of Education Higher Grade



Scottish Qualifications Authority Higher Grade Certificate



Vocational secondary
o Vocational qualifications are offered in secondary school – often delivered 
in partnership with further education colleges

o These qualifications are not graded

o Typically sit at SCQF levels 4, 5 and 6

o Provides alternative provision and pathways outwith the usual National 
Qualifications – National 5, Higher, Advanced Higher

o Examples of areas include computer game design, cyber security, data 
science, beauty therapy, photography.



SECONDARY SCHOOL

HIGHER EDUCATION
ORDINARY (3 YEARS)
HONOURS (4 YEARS)

COLLEGE
NC/NPA (1 YEAR OR LESS)

HNC (1 YEAR)
HND (2 YEARS)

EMPLOYMENT

Post-secondary options



Higher 
National 
Diploma*

2 years

Highers or Advanced Highers

Higher National
Certificate*  1 yr

Bachelor’s 
degree

(ordinary or 
general)

3 years

Master’s degree
1-3 years

Master’s 
degree

(Ordinary or 
General)

3 years

Bachelor’s 
degree

(Honours)
4 years

Master’s 
degree

(honours)
4 years

Master’s 
degree
5 years

Doctor of
Philosophy

3-5 years

Post-secondary education

*outwith the Scottish market, HNC and HND 
qualifications are now known as SQA Advanced 
Certificate and SQA Advanced Diploma



SQA Advanced Certificates and Diplomas
◦ As of 1 January 2019, all centres outside Scotland must enter students 

for:

◦ SQA Advanced Certificate (previously HNC)

◦ SQA Advanced Diploma (previously HND)

◦ Students already entered for HNC and HND programmes will continue to 
be certificated as such up until 31 December 2021

◦ Merely a title change outwith Scotland

◦ Aims, principles, standards etc remain the same



Post-secondary education
26 colleges
◦ Vocational

◦ Further education

◦ Higher education

◦ 13 college regions

◦ Higher National qualifications

◦ Degrees

◦ In 2018, there were 235,737 students participating in learning in Scotland’s colleges

◦ 97% of all learning hours lead to a recognized qualification

◦ 95% of those achieving qualifications progress to a positive destination

◦ 75% continue to further studies



Higher National Qualifications
Introduced in the 1920s
◦ Offered at further education colleges, some universities, and training centers

◦ Practical and theoretical training

◦ 250 courses (business, engineering, hospitality, paralegal, …)

◦ Designed to prepare middle managers and technicians

Higher National Certificate
◦ 1 year

◦ Leads to employment and may lead to direct entry to 2nd year of degree program

Higher National Diploma
◦ 2 years

◦ Partnership with colleges, universities and employers

◦ Leads to employment and may lead to direct entry to 3rd year of degree program





Universities
19 autonomous higher education institutions
◦ 14 universities; 1 distance-learning university, 1 educational partnership, 1 art school, 1 

conservatory, 1 agricultural college

Autonomous, but all public and funded by the Scottish Funding Council

2015-16: 235,565 university students 
• 66% Scotland

• 13% non-European Union

• 12% England, Wales, Northern Ireland

• 9% European Union

• 76% undergraduate

• 24% graduate

• 75% full-time

2015: #2 in number of universities ranked in top 200 per capita
No fees for Scottish and EU full-time undergraduates (up to £9,000 for rest of UK)



Universities
Ancient universities:
• University of St. Andrews (1411)

• University of Glasgow (1451)

• University of Aberdeen (1495)

• University of Edinburgh (1582)

Old universities:
• Heriot-Watt University (1821)

• University of Dundee (1881)

• University of Strathclyde (1964)

• University of Stirling (1967)

• The Open University in Scotland (1969)

1992 universities:
• University of Abertay Dundee

• Glasgow Caledonian University

• Napier University

• University of Paisley

• The Robert Gordon University

2001
• University of the Highlands and Islands

(federation of 13 colleges and research 
institutions)



Undergraduate 
Intermediate awards
• Awarded after sufficient credits have been earned in a program

• Not automatically awarded; must apply for and pay a fee

Certificate of Higher Education
• 1 year/120 SCQF credits

Diploma of Higher Education

• 2 years/240 SCQF credits



Diploma of Higher Education



Undergraduate
Bachelor’s degree/Master’s degree (Ordinary or General)

◦ 3 years

◦ Study different subjects without specialization

Bachelor’s degree (Honours)
◦ 4 years

◦ More in-depth with specialization in Year 4

Master of Arts (Honours), Master of Science (Honours)
◦ Awarded by ancient universities and University of Dundee

◦ 4 years
◦ 3 subjects in year 1, 2 subjects in year 2

◦ 3rd and 4th years – specialization in 1 subject

◦ Specialization in 2 subjects = Joint Honours degree

Master’s degree
◦ 5 years

◦ Awarded in languages (includes a year abroad) and rigorous, enhanced engineering and science programs



Bachelor of Science - years



Master of Arts Honours from an ancient universityBachelor of Science Honours from an ancient university





Bachelor of Science with advanced standing awarded for HND





Bachelor of Music



Graduate
Intermediate awards

Postgraduate Certificate
• Minimum 60 Scottish credits/120 ECTS credits

Postgraduate Diploma

• Minimum 120 Scottish credits/60 ECTS credits





Post Graduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) (Secondary) – secondary school teaching qualification





Graduate
Taught degrees

• Tutorials and lectures

• 12+ months full-time/2 years part-time

• At least 180 Scottish credits/90 ECTS credits

• Admission requires Honours bachelor’s degree or Postgraduate Certificate/Diploma

• Thesis (dissertation) or research project

Master of Science/MSc, Master of Arts/MArts, Master of Letters/MLitt, Master of 
Research/MRes, Master of Education/MEd, etc



Master of Science diploma and transcript



Graduate
Research degrees
• In-depth study of a specific field
• Supervised research
• Admission requires master’s degree or first class or upper second class honours

bachelor’s; may require a research proposal

Master of Philosophy/MPhil, Master of Research/MRes, Master of Science/MSc, etc.
• 12 months full-time/24 months part-time
• At least 180 Scottish credits/90 ECTS credits

Doctor of Philosophy/PhD
• 36 months full-time/60 months part-time
• At least 540 Scottish credits/270 ECTS credits



Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)

Master of Philosophy



Professional Programs
Medicine, Dentistry, Veterinary Medicine

• Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery/MBChB

• Bachelor of Dental Surgery/BDS

• Bachelor of Veterinary Medicine & Surgery/BVMS
• 5 years

• Admission requires 2 Advanced Highers in S5 and 3 Advanced Highers in S6

Law

• Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Law/BA (Hons) in Law

• Bachelor of Laws/LLB
• 4 years

• Only LLB leads to licensure as an attorney in Scotland



Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery/MBChB



Bachelor of Veterinary Medicine and Surgery/BVMS







Scottish Credit and Qualifications Network/SCQF

National qualifications framework

Created in November 2006

Managed by Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership
• Quality Assurance Agency For Higher Education

• College Development Network

• Scottish Qualifications Authority

• Universities Scotland



Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework/SCQF
◦ Developed to make Scottish qualifications system easier to understand

◦ 12 levels

◦ All qualifications from Access through Doctorate

◦ Includes vocational qualifications

◦ Credits and levels in terms of notional learning hours
◦ 1 credit point for each 10 hours of learner effort 

(based on assumption of 1200 learning hours per year)



Helpful links
➢ SQA: http://www.sqa.org.uk/

➢ Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework: http://scqf.org.uk/

➢ SQA Level Descriptors: http://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/SCQF-LevelDescriptors.pdf

➢ Scottish Baccalaureates: http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/110412_Baccalaureate_Web_version.pdf

➢ Colleges Scotland: http://collegesscotland.ac.uk/

➢ List of colleges in Scotland: http://collegesscotland.ac.uk/college-mergers.html

➢ Education Scotland: https://education.gov.scot/

➢ Education Scotland National Qualifications: https://education.gov.scot/NationalQualifications

➢ Education Scotland information on national qualifications framework: 
https://education.gov.scot/nationalqualifications/about/Current%20qualifications%20framework

http://www.sqa.org.uk/
http://scqf.org.uk/
http://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/SCQF-LevelDescriptors.pdf
http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/110412_Baccalaureate_Web_version.pdf
http://collegesscotland.ac.uk/
http://collegesscotland.ac.uk/college-mergers.html
https://education.gov.scot/
https://education.gov.scot/NationalQualifications
https://education.gov.scot/nationalqualifications/about/Current qualifications framework



