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Meeting of Mackie Academy Parent Council 

Tuesday 23 February 2021 

PRESENT:   Dawn Black, Patricia Bruce, Morag Coull, Paula Durward (Chair),  

Colin Esslemont, Andrea Forster, Rhona Grant (Clerk), Fiona Hogg, Chris Ann Holt,  

Carol Howie, Lisa Macaulay, Karen McClymont, Aileen McKellar, Elaine Mitchell,  

Louise Moir (Head Teacher), Marion Montgomery, Susan Purvis, Cllr Dennis Robertson, 

Richard Sharp, Mandy Tulloch, Lisa Williams 

 

APOLOGIES:  Cllr Sarah Dickinson, Lorna Findlay, Mhari Mitchell, Fiona Ritchie 
 
IN ATTENDANCE:  Depute Heads – Laura Larkworthy and Kat Thoirs 
                                 

 
 
1. WELCOME, INTRODUCTION AND APOLOGIES 
 
Due to Covid-19 restrictions, the meeting was convened virtually by Microsoft Teams.  Paula 
Durward (Chair) welcomed everyone to the meeting.  Apologies for absence were noted.   
 
 
2.  MINUTES 
 
The amended minutes of the meeting held on 21 January were approved. 
 
 

3.  MATTERS ARISING 
 
All matters arising were covered in the agenda.  Paula reminded attendees that it had been 
agreed at the previous meeting to raise concerns about the fact that school staff are not 
being offered early vaccination.  This was duly actioned and letters sent via email to local 
MSP and Public Health Minister Mairi Gougeon; Health Minister Jeanne Freeman; Education 
Minister John Swinney; Aberdeenshire Council Education Committee Chair Cllr Gillian 
Owen, and Grampian Health Board.  Paula advised that details had been circulated with 
responses received thus far, and thanked Dawn Black for drafting the letter. 
 
 
4.  SCHOOL BUSINESS 

Louise Moir apologised that technical issues had led to the cancellation of the Senior Phase 
parents evening.  She explained that it will be ascertained where the fault lay, a test run will  
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be carried out and then it is hoped it will be 

possible to simply transfer the details over to another date. 
 
Lisa Williams said the situation had been handled smoothly and the right decision had been 
made as quickly as possible. 
 
 
National Qualifications Update 
 
Laura Larkworthy reported that representatives from each school continue to meet weekly 
with the SQA liaison manager.  She advised that during the previous week the SQA had 
updated the details of this year’s alternative model for certification.  A 5-step programme is 
being established with the first step focusing on learning and teaching.  Support materials 
are being provided for staff but it is a shifting picture and everyone is working with what they 
have at any given time. 
 
Step 2 will run in April and May and will focus on internal checks, when it will be ensured that 
each team’s plan is on track for gathering evidence, and that the evidence is being logged at 
regular intervals.  Staff are already collaborating with each other to ensure there is an 
equitable standard across the subjects. 
 
Step 3 runs from the end of May until 25 June when the evidence gathered will be collated. It 
is known that each school will be required to submit external samples to the SQA and partial 
returns will be accepted because of the current lockdown, but it is as yet unknown what 
types of samples will be requested.  The Local Authority will be sampling too for quality 
assurance purposes. 
 
Step 4 is when schools will submit the provisional results to the SQA by 25 June.   
 
The results will be published on 10 August followed by the appeals process (Step 5) the 
methodology for which has still to be decided.  Schools are also waiting to be informed of 
key dates and associated timescales.  However, a provisional model had already been 
drawn up and it is not too dissimilar to what is already known.  Aberdeenshire Council are 
providing a high level of support to schools and their framework has just been received. 
 
Staff are being kept informed of each new development and each Faculty has been asked to 
specify how they intend to moderate for quality assurance, where they are in terms of 
evidence gathering, what evidence is still needed and how they propose to gather it. 
 
It is important that pupils are prepared as much as is possible and teachers are keeping their 
students informed of each new development.  The updated information will be shared with 
parents but it was stressed that it can only be an overview since no details of key dates or 
timescales have been received as yet. 
 
Louise underlined that guidance is also awaited on how evidence is to be gathered when 
students are back in school.  For example, PE should be happening outside with 2m 
distancing; limiting the type of activity that can take place.  Accordingly, PE is on hold  
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awaiting details of further changes and 

guidance on how the evidence can be collated within the timescale. 
 
The general plan is to focus on learning and teaching of courses up to the Easter holidays 
and thereafter begin to collate the evidence which will reflect each student’s capabilities.  
Andi Forster asked if evidence will include work currently taking place.  Louise explained that 
the current work is building up a picture.  An assessment window has been missed meaning 
it has not been possible to obtain formal assessments in class under exam conditions. 
Account is also being taken of extenuating circumstances such as any health issues or 
where a student has to share a device with family members.  With the focus on learning and 
teaching just now it will be possible to show progress being made and after the Easter 
holidays students will be kept fully informed about each piece of work that will be assessed 
and how it will be gathered. 
 
Staff then need to be given time to review all the collated evidence and make an informed 
decision in respect of a student’s potential grade.  Louise emphasised that all pupils will be 
assessed by the same process across Scotland. 
 
Aileen McKellar enquired about plans for the timetable change this year.  Louise advised 
that it is still under discussion.  She explained that there are significant concerns about staff 
workloads during the summer term.  Normally, staff would have time during the study leave 
and exam period to prepare for the new academic year.  Obviously, that time will not be 
available this year.   Also, there is the possibility that there could be more changes to subject 
choices this year and perhaps it might be preferable to wait until August to change the 
timetable. 
 
Aileen stated that it would be helpful to prepare the pupils for that possibility.  Louise pointed 
out that the goalposts have changed so many times this year and could do so again and the 
information will be passed on to students once more definite thinking is in place.  
 
Louise advised that it is hoped to issue the Senior Phase report prior to the Easter holidays 
so students and parents know what progress is being made and in the event of any issues 
being highlighted there will be time after the holidays to address them.  The senior phase 
evening will provide the opportunity to discuss progress and it will be requested that priority 
is given to appointments with subjects where there are any concerns.  Aileen said that 
parents will find it helpful to have that information. 
 
Return to School – Management and Challenges 
 
Louise reported that a small number of students have returned to school for practical 
subjects.  The 2m distancing means that there are only 5 or 6 pupils in each space plus the 
teacher.  Even with the small number of students in school a shift system is still needed in 
the canteen at lunchtime and it is difficult to see how it will be possible to accommodate 
large numbers of students returning to school.  Certainly, it will be impossible to achieve 
normal capacity with a 2m distancing ruling. 
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Louise said staff are currently focused on 

remote learning and a move to blended learning would be very challenging.  For example, 
significant preparatory time is required currently for practical woodworking.  All work-
benches have to be sanitised for each use and have all the required, sanitised, tools ready 
to use on each bench prior to the lesson.  The extra preparation will affect the time that staff 
have to prepare work for other pupils.  If there is a move to blended learning on 15 March it 
will be challenging to provide the same level of provision for Broad General Education 
students.  The preferred options therefore are either all pupils returning to school or all pupils 
being taught remotely. 
 
Carol Howie queried arrangements for the pupils who are in school at present, such as 
wearing uniform and self-testing.  Louise apologised that there had been a delay in issuing 
information to parents and acknowledged that there had been some teething issues which 
are being addressed.  She clarified that it had been decided that wearing uniform would not 
be required at present although it would be returned to at some point.  
 
She explained that students who are 16+ have the right to decide whether or not to take the 
self-screening test but it will be recommended and otherwise it will be ensured that students 
comply with parental choice.  There had also been significant catering challenges and it is 
hoped to adapt processes so that food can be ordered in advance.  Carol said that, generally 
speaking, arrangements had worked well. 
 
Remote Learning 
 
Kat Thoirs thanked everyone for their feedback in relation to remote learning.  She said it 
had been pleasing to hear the positive factors as well as the negative ones, and action is 
taken accordingly so continued feedback is important. 
 
Kat explained that there has been minimal change to the strategy devised during the first 
lockdown, following information-gathering from staff, pupils and parents.  It is recognised that 
there are differing contexts and competing priorities which can have a negative impact on a 
student’s engagement and work is ongoing to ensure a manageable workload for pupils and 
schedules are being adapted so that they do not have to keep looking at a number of 
different screens.  Pupils are being provided with a to-do list so that it is readily known what 
work is outstanding, and quality assurance and feedback from all involved will be a 
continuous process. 
 
During the recent in-service days staff had discussed the various issues raised by parents 
and students as a starting point for deciding which key objectives should be prioritised going 
forward. 
 
A close watch is being kept on engagement and systems have been employed to monitor 
each year group.  Non-engagement is being actively addressed while taking account of 
where it is known that there are valid reasons for the lack of engagement.  Where required, 
parents have been emailed to alert them to engagement concerns with a mostly positive 
response.  The email has also led to discussions about additional support possibilities 
making it a worthwhile exercise all round.  Colin Esslemont advised that the email detailing 
level of engagement had been very helpful. 
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The overview of e-learning provision is ongoing with pupils’ feedback being sought; including 
their thoughts on what is going well, where it could it be improved, and how to encourage 
engagement.   
 
There are of course various unknown factors to be considered such as a possible move to 
blended learning and associated staffing sustainability.  Kat shared a spreadsheet which 
documented different methods of teaching.  She explained that it has been recognised that 
“one size doesn’t fit all” and differing methods work better for different subjects.  For 
example, recorded lessons and drop-in sessions have worked well for Maths.  Engagement 
from Senior Phase students has been positive but they have indicated they are anxious 
about the unknown elements and they will be kept fully informed of updated information as 
and when it becomes available.  S1 and S2 engagement has been very positive and a close 
watch is being kept on S3 students especially in relation to studying subjects up to the end of 
June which they are not planning to study in S4, in the event of a later than usual timetable 
change. 
 
Staff have indicated that they feel confident in using Google suites and classrooms and the 
high level of engagement from students is an encouragement to them.  However, staff’s 
work/life balance is an ongoing significant concern.  
 
Kat acknowledged that S1-S3 students feel that they are viewed as less of a priority just now 
and they will be asked to advise how best they can be supported.  It is intended to be more 
creative in work planning and explore the reasons why live google meets are not so well 
attended.   Also, where it is known that pupils with additional support needs are spending 
more time on work than they need to, they will be assured that what they have already 
completed is sufficient and they do not need to keep struggling on.   It is a fact that types of 
learning can become repetitive online, and ways of providing variety to promote engagement 
will be sought.  External resources, such as national e-learning, will also be better utilised to 
address staffing workload. 
 
Richard Sharp pointed out that, before Christmas, planning for remote learning had been on 
a contingency basis.  He commended all concerned for the sterling effort in achieving the 
high standard of e-learning provision that has been delivered; covering all elements including 
engagement, quality of delivery, verification and quality assurance with a proactive and 
reactive approach. 
 
Louise said staff are doing their best for the young people and taking on board all the 
changes as they happen, expending a lot of time and effort on a daily basis in very 
challenging circumstances and it is encouraging for them to receive thanks and appreciation 
from parents and pupils. 
 
Richard queried if the level of knowledge is being compromised ie is it lower than it would be 
at this period of the school year under normal circumstances.  Kat said while there are no 
formal assessments at present the assessment process is ongoing and although learning is 
not where it would be usually, staff now have a greater understanding of what works best in 
promoting engagement and in encouraging students to make progress through each course. 
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Richard acknowledged that progress is being made but he wondered if there were any major 
gaps in learning.  Kat advised that the core skills are re-visited again and again and any 
gaps will be picked up and addressed. 
 
Louise reiterated the added challenge of encouraging engagement throughout June with 
subjects that S3 students will not be taking forward to S4, especially if there is a return to 
school, and advised that it will be looked at with creativity. 
 
Furthermore, a full report for S1 students should be issued during the summer term but the 
workload issue means that it may be necessary to issue an abbreviated version towards the 
end of summer term so that parents are kept informed to some extent.  Paula said parents 
will understand the current need to prioritise, especially if there is advance communication 
so that they know what to expect.  Louise underlined that all the young people are valued 
equally but balancing all the priorities is challenging at present. 
 
Chris Ann Holt asked if S5 and S6 pupils will attend full-time when they return to school.  
Louise advised that they will attend only for timetabled lessons as before but will have added 
support from an Attainment Team Leader. 

Andi queried arrangements for 15 March.  Louise said that it may be that a small percentage 
of students will return to school and possibly complete pieces of assessment but further 
guidance is awaited before anything is decided.  
 
Louise explained that they do not envisage a large-scale return to school prior to Easter.  
She clarified that if a tiered model is re-introduced post lockdown, education will not be 
affected so that there is equity, Scotland-wide. 
 
AOB 

Paula advised that the apprentice technician scheme, OGTAP, opens for applications on 25 
February.  She explained that it is a very worthwhile programme and provides a positive 
career route as an alternative to university.  Louise undertook to pass on the information to 
Lucy Angel.  Richard advised that he is a graduate of the programme and is available to 
answer any questions. 
 
Colin asked if Mackie has a mentoring programme.  Louise said she was not aware of one 
but she would discuss it with Lucy.  Paula pointed out that there is a number of people who 
would be willing to participate in mentoring and suggested that it is something that could be 
developed at some point.  
 
DATE OF NEXT MEETING 
 
As already notified the next meeting will be held on 24 March 2021.  
 
 
Paula thanked everyone for their participation and contribution to discussions and closed the 
meeting. 
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