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Introduction 
 
In 2020 the Scottish Government commissioned 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) to evaluate the 
implementation of Curriculum for Excellence 
(CfE) in Scottish primary and secondary schools. 
Their report, entitled “Scotland’s Curriculum for 
Excellence: into the future” was published in June 
of this year. It is likely to have a very significant 
effect on education policy during the lifetime of 
the present Scottish Parliament.   
 
The Scottish Government has already announced 
a number of follow-up actions, including the 
abolition and replacement of the Scottish 
Qualifications Authority (SQA) and the reform of 
Education Scotland (ES), which will involve inter 
alia the establishment of a separate inspection 
body. The Commission welcomes these decisions. 
 
The government has also accepted all 12 of the 
recommendations in the report. As these are all 
expressed in very general terms, the implications 
of this are as yet unknown. The principal purpose 
of our paper is to suggest ways in which the 
recommendations can be interpreted so as to 
maximise the benefit to learners in Scottish 
schools. 
 
The OECD report is lengthy but its main 
conclusions are relatively straightforward. The 
OECD team see CfE as a visionary curriculum 
initiative – indeed world-leading at the time of its 
conception in 2004 – which has suffered from 
failures of implementation. They add that its 
ambitious nature required significant changes in 
the governance, structure and culture of Scottish 
education which have not taken place. They 
comment on a failure to identify the place of 
knowledge within the curriculum The Commission 
shares this analysis. This paper seeks to indicate 
what needs to be done now in order to remedy 
these shortcomings. 
 
 
Returning to the original vision 
 
The report’s central thesis is that CfE is a 
particularly worthwhile curricular initiative which 
has widespread global approval and continues to 
have overwhelming support in Scotland.  Words 

such as “inspiring” and “visionary” are used. 
However, there have been important 
shortcomings in its implementation and there is 
now a need for changes, particularly in the senior 
phase of secondary schooling.   
 
There are aspects of this narrative that can be 
challenged. Had the OECD team met a more 
representative sample of teachers, parents and 
others, they might have reached a more balanced 
view of the popularity of CfE in Scotland. It also 
raises important questions which are only partly 
addressed in the report. What constitutes the 
vision by which OECD is so impressed? The 
original paper published in 2004 – in reality little 
more than a mission statement – is clearly the 
basis of the vision, but what else is included? How 
many of the numerous components – contexts, 
curricular areas, entitlements and so forth – meet 
with the OECD’s approval? We are not told. It 
seems fair to assume that Building the Curriculum 
5 (BtC5) is included but the Experiences and 
Outcomes and National Qualifications are not.  
This leaves plenty of scope to debate where the 
praiseworthy vision ends and the fallible 
implementation programme begins.   
 
The government should address this issue 
carefully, as separating the essential elements of 
the concept of CfE from accretions which have 
impeded its implementation would offer a 
mechanism for radical simplification of the 
framework - a task which the Scottish 
Government failed to do despite the 
recommendation made by OECD in its 2015 
report. This would also assist in the task of 
reversing those aspects of CfE implementation 
which have proved counter-productive. For 
example, the Commission considers that BtC3 
introduced features, such as phases and levels not 
present in the original mission statement, which 
conflicted with its emphasis on continuity and 
coherence. Removing these elements could lead 
to different ways of resolving the mismatch 
between the phase of broad general education 
(BGE) and senior phase highlighted by the OECD. 
 
In its earlier (2015) report, the OECD helpfully 
listed all the components of the CfE framework. 
The list comprised: 
4 capacities 
12 attributes 
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24 capabilities 
5 levels 
7 principles 
6 entitlements 
10 aims 
8 curriculum areas 
4 contexts for learning 
1,820 experiences and outcomes 
20,000 pages of guidance. 
 
In response to the OECD’s suggestion of radical 
simplification, a refreshed narrative summarised 
in a few slides has been produced by Education 
Scotland Nothing has been withdrawn. This time, 
much more thoroughgoing approaches must be 
adopted. 
 
The Commission considers that most of the 
framework discussed above serves little purpose. 
Some elements such as experiences and outcomes 
have proved actively confusing to many teachers. 
Others, including the attributes and contexts, 
merely add a layer of complexity without 
contributing usefully to teachers’ ability to 
translate the vision into classroom reality. The 
best way forward would be to remove the status 
of official guidance from all except the capacities, 
principles and curriculum areas, leaving teachers 
free to decide for themselves what other aspects 
of the guidance they find worth retaining. The 
descriptions of the curricular areas should be 
amended so as to take into account the central 
significance of knowledge. 
 
 
A broader vision 
 
The original policy statement, Curriculum for 
Excellence, was drawn up by a Curriculum Review 
Group established following the National Debate 
on Education. It was approved and published by 
the then Scottish Executive in November 2004. 
The Review Group was not asked to draft a 
curriculum and did not do so. Rather, it was to 
identify the objectives and principles that should 
underpin the curriculum. It identified four 
objectives – known as capacities – and seven 
curriculum principles. 
 
The OECD makes the point that the four 
objectives were enthusiastically received and 
continue to enjoy widespread support. (It is likely 

that, if circumstances had allowed the OECD to 
take a broader sample of professional, parental 
and public opinion, it would have been less 
persuaded about the level of continuing support 
for CfE as a whole.) It is, nevertheless, true that the 
objectives continue to be seen as appropriate by 
teachers and parents and enjoy support across the 
political spectrum. However, the OECD team also 
states that, in practice, the objectives have not 
been given similar priority or achieved the same 
level of realisation in practice. There is no doubt 
that the Experiences and Outcomes, which are the 
fullest attempt to translate the objectives of CfE 
into anything resembling a curriculum as normally 
conceived, are focused on developing Successful 
Learners, almost to the exclusion of the other three 
objectives. 
 
A question which was not asked in 2004 and might 
usefully be considered now is whether the four 
capacities are specifically the purposes of 
schooling as opposed to education or human 
development more generally. There is little doubt 
that schools can contribute to all four but most 
people probably see cognitive development as the 
central concern of schools.  Indeed, it is fair to say 
that the need to develop Successful Learners was 
the reason why schools were established.   
 
Although all schools now take a broader view of 
their function, for example placing an emphasis on 
the personal and social development of young 
children, learning remains their central activity. 
Happy, Safe and Achieving their Potential, the 
national review of guidance, was published in the 
same year as Curriculum for Excellence but has 
received scant attention since. It would now be 
appropriate to revisit its conclusions and to 
consider whether pastoral care in primary schools 
merits further consideration. 
 
The pandemic has brought about a growing 
emphasis on young people’s wellbeing.  Although 
not generally described in these terms, it has 
increased the prominence of at least Confident 
Individuals as part of the educational mission. 
Similarly, young people’s activism in relation to 
climate change reinforces the importance of 
developing Responsible Citizens.  Initiatives such as 
Jim McColl’s Newlands Junior College or, indeed, 
the government’s support for Developing 
Scotland’s Young Workforce demonstrate a 
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recognition of the need to help young people 
become Effective Contributors. In other words, the 
three somewhat neglected objectives of CfE are, if 
anything, seen as more important than was the 
case in 2004. Furthermore these aims correspond 
closely with those of GIRFEC and the National 
Performance Framework. 
 
The government should, therefore, see the 
realisation of the aims of CfE as a matter not 
merely for schools, but for much broader 
partnership action. Providing all young people 
with a week’s formative, residential social 
experience in a context of meaningful activity 
would help to promote Confident Individuals and 
Responsible Citizens. Work shadowing and work 
experience help to develop Effective Contributors. 
It is easy to see how participating in the Duke of 
Edinburgh Award, a local drama group or a 
volunteering scheme can help to realise the three 
neglected purposes (with a bit of Successful Learner 
thrown in). 
 
If the original CfE is agreed as setting the agenda 
for education, then schools can be expected to do 
the heavy lifting in relation to Successful Learners 
and make an important contribution to the other 
three objectives, but they cannot be expected to 
deliver the whole package. Viewed in this way, 
schools appear as the most important but not the 
only agency involved in the all-round process of 
promoting human development that the 2004 
paper advocated. Scotland is a very long way from 
having the infrastructure or the resources to 
undertake the whole task successfully for all 
young people, but the government could embrace 
the principle and start thinking about how it could 
be realised. 
 
 
 
Knowledge 
 
The OECD report makes numerous references to 
the importance of knowledge in the curriculum. 
However, its discussion of the matter falls short of 
what the Commission would see as necessary. 
 
For example, it would require recognition that the 
educationally valuable aspect of knowledge is not 
facts as such, but the conceptual frameworks into 
which facts are fitted and through which they are 

understood (what psychologists call schemata). 
That approach gives some meaning both to 
“depth” and “breadth”. For example, depth can be 
thought of as an understanding of inter-locking 
schemata. Breadth can be the meta-cognitive 
understanding which can be provided by 
comparing schemata across topics or across 
disciplines. In the traditions of Scottish university 
study, this epistemological role for breadth was 
why philosophy was compulsory; indeed, the word 
‘epistemology’ was invented by a Scottish 
philosopher (James Ferrier, 1808-64) to capture 
this fundamental pedagogical importance of a 
theory of knowledge. The last occasion when 
epistemology received serious attention in 
relation to the school curriculum was not in the 
2004 paper, Curriculum for Excellence, nor in any of 
the subsequent guidance, but many years earlier 
in the Munn Report (1977). As a result the whole 
CfE programme has lacked intellectual rigour. 
 
There is no reason why school pupils can’t be 
brought to reflect on their learning by means of 
comparing their concepts acquired from different 
topics or disciplines. This philosophical approach 
could assist with the “systematic approach to 
curriculum review” which the OECD recommends. 
That would take the idea of such a review beyond 
the notion of a periodic process of review and 
encompass also matters of content. 
 
None of this excludes the role of knowledge in 
acquiring cultural capital. The Scottish 
Government is committed to combatting 
educational disadvantage resulting from poverty.  
It is well-established that the support the family 
can provide is of huge importance: the 
conversation in the home, the visits the family 
makes, the direct help of parents in the school 
years. It is not the case that all affluent families 
provide excellent support while disadvantaged 
ones don’t, but the correlation between wealth 
and educational support is strong. An effective 
strategy for tackling educational 
underachievement has, therefore, to include a 
programme for bolstering cultural capital. The 
knowledge that such a programme would develop 
acts as a kind of mental Velcro. As the American 
academic, ED Hirsch, describes it, “People who 
have lots of subject-specific knowledge find that 
new knowledge ‘sticks’ to it, helping them commit 
the new information to long-term memory.” 
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A knowledge-rich curriculum spreads opportunity 
more widely in the community. Far from being, as 
has sometimes been alleged, elitist and an 
instrument of middle class privilege, it is a leveller. 
It is only when children don’t get cultural capital of 
this kind from schools that knowledge does 
become an instrument of privilege. 
 
The OECD report tends to focus on a view of 
knowledge as a component (along with skills) of 
“capacity”  or ability to think or act effectively. The 
Commission supports the idea of developing 
effectiveness but does not believe that skills can 
be taught in the abstract and in the absence of 
knowledge. Skills depend on knowledge to give 
them purpose and meaning. That is as true of 
practical skills as of more abstract ones. The skills 
of cooking or gardening require knowledge of the 
relevant science, even though they can’t be 
reduced to that scientific basis. The related skills 
of knowing how to eat in a healthy way, or knowing 
how human activities have an impact on the 
environment, require even wider knowledge of 
science, and also how natural science interacts 
with human behaviour. To interpret the cultural 
significance of cuisine or of horticulture then also 
requires a knowledge of society and of cultural 
history. So the progressive understanding from 
very practical skills, even everyday ones, to an 
understanding of philosophy and religion involves 
a complex interplay of skills and knowledge that a 
crudely binary view does not allow. 
 
Nor does the Commission believe that some of the 
capabilities which proponents of a skills-based 
curriculum wish to cultivate can be properly 
described in the generic way that they often 
favour. The ability to solve problems is rightly 
valued but this is not the same as saying that the 
same skill is involved in solving problems in 
mathematics and in literary criticism.  The skills of 
cooking and the skills of gardening may overlap for 
the purposes of a school curriculum – e.g. in the 
area of measurement – but they are certainly not 
the same. The idea of generic skills – often 
described as 21st century skills – is a dangerous 
one.  Skills exist within disciplines: their 
acquisition depends on mastering the 
underpinning knowledge. 
 

This is not to deny the importance of 
interdisciplinary learning. The capacity to bring 
together knowledge and skills from different 
areas is of great value and often provides the basis 
for the development of new knowledge and 
understanding. However, it is vital to recognise 
that worthwhile interdisciplinary activity rests on 
a base of disciplinary competence. 
 
The OECD advocates building curricular capacity 
at various levels of the system using research. The 
Commission supports this recommendation and 
sees it as requiring the reintroduction of regular 
surveys of attainment. It could also be a reason to 
make sure that information is included about 
teachers’ practices as well as about pupils’ 
experiences, like the older Scottish Survey of 
Achievement, but unlike the more recent Scottish 
Survey of Literacy and Numeracy. Meeting this 
recommendation would require better training of 
teachers in research and in understanding 
research – in the same way health professionals 
acquire through their training. 
 
It is also important not to underestimate the 
ability of quite young children to learn. The 
curriculum should not merely be knowledge-rich 
but also capable of adding substantially to the 
child’s store of knowledge year upon year. In other 
words, the curriculum must be ambitious. 
 
 
System change 
 
The OECD makes the very important point that 
introducing CfE – at any rate as originally 
envisaged – was a very ambitious initiative which 
could not be undertaken successfully without far-
reaching change within the education system, 
including in its culture. 
 
Issues of structure are dealt with in the following 
section. This section is concerned with matters of 
governance and culture. 
 
From its inception, the Commission has advocated 
decentralisation of control within the education 
system and, in particular, the empowerment of 
schools. Its views on this matter are clearly set out 
in its earlier publication, By Diverse Means, and will 
form the subject of its forthcoming 10th-
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anniversary paper. This paper will merely 
summarise the main points. 
 
The Commission’s view rests on its analysis of 
processes of change in complex systems such as an 
education service. In the case of the Scottish 
school system, successful change can be brought 
about when the following conditions are met: 

 The purposes of the changes are 
understood and shared 

 National guidance is clear, simple and 
minimal 

 The incentives to change are greater than 
those to remain with the status quo 

 Schools enjoy extensive operational 
autonomy 

 Within schools, staff are empowered 
 Support mechanisms are responsive to 

school and teachers’ needs 
 There is sufficient leadership capacity at 

all levels of the system 
 Diversity and innovation are actively 

encouraged 
 Teacher workload is monitored and 

contained 
 Effective use is made of early adopters 
 Change is supported by appropriate data 

and research. 
 
At present several of these requirements are not 
present. Control is highly centralised.  Strategy is 
over-complex and lacks clarity. Schools have 
insufficient autonomy and lack incentives to 
change. Workload is frequently excessive. Most of 
these points have been noted in the recent OECD 
report and in its predecessor. The importance of 
early adopters has not, however, been the subject 
of comment. Identifying schools willing to be 
involved in pioneering real change, giving them 
support and collaborating with them in systematic 
evaluation is a powerful component of any 
effective change mechanism. 
 
During the last Parliament, the Scottish 
Government embraced the notion of empowering 
schools. This was very welcome. Unfortunately, 
the government withdrew the Bill that would have 
given effect to its view and opted instead for a 
code of practice drawn up by some of those vested 
interests most opposed to change in Scottish 
education. It is greatly to be hoped that the 
government will return to this issue shortly. 

 
An issue which should receive attention – but was 
not mentioned in the previous Bill – is the legal 
status of schools. At present, schools managed by 
local authorities are not legal entities. This has 
important implications. For example, it prevented 
the government from sending Pupil Equity Fund 
(PEF) money direct to schools. Legal standing is an 
extremely complex matter. The Commission does 
not advocate making schools legal entities – at any 
rate in the short term – but it would like to see 
council schemes of delegation used to give formal 
effect to an official extension of their scope for 
independent action. 
 
Equally pressing is the need for cultural change. 
The OECD report notes that there is extensive 
consultation within the system but regrets that 
the purpose is often unclear and those who 
participate in discussions often feel that their 
voice is ignored. 
 
The climate at all levels of the system is frequently 
authoritarian. There is little sense that divergent 
opinions are welcome. When taken together with 
the lack of diversity in the system, this makes for a 
compliant uniformity of approach which is not the 
hallmark of a thinking system capable of the kind 
of far-reaching change which is needed. 
 
Cultural change is difficult, requiring as it does a 
shift in attitudes among a large number of people. 
Government has only a limited capacity to 
promote such change. However, it can show itself 
to be receptive to diverse opinions, not least by 
demonstrating a willingness to respond positively 
to the results of consultation and, perhaps even 
more importantly, keen to reduce its own control 
over the system and encourage more decisions to 
be taken at a local level where they can be 
influenced by teachers, parents, learners and 
others. 
 
 
Structural change 
 
To date the only action that has been announced 
relates to the major national education agencies. It 
is now clear that SQA is to be abolished and ES 
reformed in a way that will create a separate 
Inspectorate. As yet, however, very little else is 
clear. (This is not intended as criticism – the 
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government is right to consider deeply and consult 
widely before reaching conclusions on all the 
matters the report covers.)   
 
When reforming these important parts of the 
educational landscape, the government should 
start by considering what purpose the body serves 
and whether the function could be carried out 
better in another way. 
 
Curriculum policy and guidance 
 
The Commission has always taken the view that 
successful strategic direction depends on clarity 
and simplicity. Policy should be minimalist. It has 
consistently opposed the proliferation of 
curriculum advice from ES. 
 
This point is here being made in the context of 
guidance on the curriculum. It is important to 
emphasise, however, that it is equally valid 
whatever the subject of the advice. It would apply, 
for example, to policy on pastoral care which, as 
suggested on page X above, needs early attention. 
 
There is also a strong case for saying that 
government should take responsibility for its own 
policies and not hide behind an ostensibly 
autonomous arms-length agency. This would 
argue for the abolition of the curriculum 
development part of ES and for future policy to be 
developed clearly within the apparatus of 
government. Such a change would of course imply 
government acceptance of the principle that 
policy should be minimalist and strategic. In such a 
context it would be for schools or networks led by 
teachers and schools to develop detailed 
procedures and methodologies. 
 
Assessment and qualifications 
 
There is a common assumption that the 
management of examinations and nationally-
recognised certification should be by a national 
monopoly provider. This is fully consistent with 
the increasingly widely-held view that Scotland 
has a national schools system in which local 
authorities have, at most, a subordinate 
implementation role and major policy is decided at 
a national level.   
 

This, however, is a relatively recent view. Scotland 
used to have more than one examination body 
(although they were not in competition). Delays in 
the development of Scottish qualifications to meet 
the needs of the new clientele brought in by the 
raising of the school leaving age in 1973 led to 
many schools in eastern Scotland using 
qualifications offered by English boards. 
 
There is no legal requirement on schools to use the 
services of SQA. Some independent schools prefer 
to offer English qualifications. As indicated above, 
a significant number of state schools did the same 
for a limited period. Schools increasingly offer 
vocational qualifications which, although also 
provided by the SQA, give a degree of choice. 
There are a few schools which offer the 
International Baccalaureate. In other words, there 
already exists a very limited free market in 
qualifications. 
 
It is, therefore, worth considering whether there 
might be merit in encouraging the growth of such 
a market. The current near-monopoly position of 
SQA has the advantage of simplicity. Employers 
(and parents) are only required to understand a 
limited range of qualifications. On the other hand, 
monopolies pose risks as the events of 2000 and 
the recent pandemic demonstrate. At the very 
least, it would seem worth making it more widely 
known that the use of SQA is not a requirement 
and that, in exercising its autonomy, it would be 
legitimate for a school to make a different choice 
for some, or all, of its pupils. 
 
Nevertheless, it seems overwhelmingly likely that 
a national examination body will continue to 
provide most qualifications for Scottish schools 
for at least a considerable time into the future. It 
is, therefore, important for the government to 
consider carefully the governance of any body 
that is to replace the SQA. The SQA is an executive 
non-departmental public body. It has a Board of 11 
members (the Chief Executive plus 10 non-
executives), none of whom has felt called upon to 
resign because of the continuing fiasco of 2020-
21. The status of the body and the existence of its 
Board suggest, presumably by intention, a degree 
of distance from the Scottish Government. In 
practice the degree of distance is sufficient to 
allow the government of the day to evade some 
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responsibility for the SQA’s actions but stops far 
short of genuine independence. 
 
The Commission believes that it is desirable to 
establish a much greater degree of independence. 
This will necessitate trying to ensure that the 
Board is not filled with an excessive number of 
government nominees but contains people with 
relevant expertise and independent minds. It will 
be essential to have a Chair of genuine substance 
and integrity.  There may be a case for appointing 
a retired judge or similar. The commission believes 
it would be desirable to have the body report to 
the education committee of the parliament rather 
than to government. 
 
Inspection 
 
The Commission has a clear stance of opposition 
to the inclusion of development, support and 
inspection functions within Education Scotland. It 
would now seem that a separate inspection 
function will be restored. This is an appropriate 
time, therefore, for the government to review its 
ideas on the function of inspection and, perhaps, 
the best approach to quality assurance more 
generally. 
 
There is no clear public view of the purpose of 
inspection. Some commentators, mainly right of 
centre, see it as a source of market information, 
assisting families in the choice of school.  Others 
view it as providing teachers with a somewhat 
negative incentive to provide a high quality of 
service. A problem with both these views is the 
infrequency of inspection. Most of the market 
information is badly out-of-date.  The chances of 
an imminent inspection are low. 
 
There seems to be widespread acceptance of the 
notion that the primary function of the 
Inspectorate is to pass judgment on the quality of 
schools. Yet there is a very questionable 
assumption built into this view. It takes for 
granted that what schools are being asked to do is 
well-founded and that failings in the system lie 
mainly in how these official expectations are 
fulfilled. In other words, policy is sound but 
implementation is variable. Evaluation of policy, 
its effects and unintended consequences, would 
be a legitimate role of a genuinely  autonomous 
inspectorate. There would, of course, also be a 

place for independent research and comment by a 
reputable body such as Audit Scotland. 
 
Inspectors do spend some time on other forms of 
evaluation but the evidence of policy failures in 
recent years suggests that more time requires to 
be devoted to an examination of the effects of 
policy. Are they as intended? Are there 
unanticipated adverse consequences?  What has 
been their impact in relation to issues such as 
teacher workload?  Had this kind of evaluation 
been carried out by a genuinely independent 
inspectorate in recent years, there is a good 
chance that CfE would not have come as badly off 
the rails as is the case. 
 
In addition to evaluation work of different kinds, 
inspectors have always been used as a source of 
educational expertise by government. Although 
not constituting the kind of grave conflict of 
interest that is built into the current constitution 
of ES, any involvement of inspectors in a 
developmental or policy-making role 
compromises their independence. 
 
As in the case of the examination board – but 
possibly to an even greater extent - the 
independence of the Inspectorate is of crucial 
importance. It is essential, therefore, that the 
Inspectorate should not be accountable to a 
government department but to a non-
governmental Board. Again, the composition of 
the Board and the appointment of its Chair would 
require to be determined in such a way as to 
strengthen its independence. In addition, there 
could be a good case for giving the Board a right 
and a duty to report to the education committee of 
the Scottish Parliament in order to keep it 
informed of the condition of Scottish education 
and any emerging concerns. It is, of course, also 
important that the committee should not see 
inspection as its sole source of information. 
 
There is clearly a case for considering the 
potential value of a quality assurance system 
based on school peer review with an element of 
moderation by a professional Inspectorate.  For 
example, “teaching and learning inspections” co-
led by appropriately qualified and experienced 
teachers might focus on the quality of teaching in 
identified subjects, curricular areas or stages using 
published criteria. Such an approach would 
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improve professional learning and assist in the 
dissemination of good ideas. It would represent an 
appropriate recognition of the maturity of the 
profession. This might indeed be a timely moment 
to change the terminology, dispensing with the 
very top-down notion of ‘inspection’. 
 
Support 
 
The fundamental weakness of Education Scotland 
(and its predecessor, Learning and Teaching 
Scotland) as a support mechanism for schools is a 
failure to understand who is the customer and 
prioritise their needs. ES has seen government as 
its customer and, therefore, has focused on giving 
schools the support it believes they need in order 
to fulfil the government’s agenda. In other words, 
support has been supply- rather than demand-led 
and consequently unresponsive to genuine 
teacher requirements. This failing has been 
particularly evident during the pandemic when ES 
has failed to make any significant contribution to 
helping schools provide learning at home. 
 
There has been no systematic evaluation of the 
fairly recently established Regional Improvement 
Collaboratives. Initially these appeared to make 
little impact at school level but there is a 
suggestion that some may have developed 
subsequently. In the absence of evidence, it is 
impossible to make any statement with 
confidence. At least one RIC was set up by the 
relevant councils before any government 
involvement took place. The fact that the others 
were established by government fiat rather than a 
desire to collaborate by the partners is almost 
certainly a weakness. As with ES, the crucial 
question is how RICs see their role: as provider-
led or as responsive to customer need.  A proper 
evaluation of this initiative is now overdue. 
 
The present arrangements, both at national and 
local authority level, top-slice money which would 
otherwise go to schools and place it in the hands of 
providers. This approach requires to be carefully 
justified but, in practice, has scarcely been 
questioned. The fundamental question here is 
whether the entrenched role of the state and its 
agencies serves the best interests of learners. The 
Commission believes that there is a strong case for 
funding the users rather than the providers of 
support services, whether in the form of 

professional development, curriculum advice or 
any other kind of educational support. It sees this 
as an essential component of school autonomy. 
 
 
Reforming the senior phase 
 
The OECD report sees changing the senior phase 
as its most important objective. It describes this in 
terms of bringing the senior phase into line with 
the philosophy of CfE and, more specifically, of 
changing approaches to assessment so that they 
align more closely with its interpretation of BtC5. 
 
The Commission also has concerns about the 
senior phase. It is opposed to the way in which the 
application of BtC3 has resulted in an extension of 
broad general education up to the end of S3 with a 
resulting shortening of the time available for 
courses leading to certification in S4. The 
consequence has been a narrowing of the S4 
curriculum and successive “two-term dashes” in 
S4 and S5. 
 
The difference between the OECD’s position and 
the Commission’s is not merely one of how 
concerns are expressed. In its forthcoming report, 
the OECD is likely to recommend a reduction in 
the role of examinations and a greater use of 
continuous assessment, assignments and teacher 
gradings. By contrast, the Commission sees a 
continuing major role for examinations while also 
advocating improvements in the way they are 
conducted. 
 
The OECD also criticises the frequency of 
examinations in the senior phase and the failure of 
most schools to incorporate vocational courses 
and qualifications into their senior phase offering. 
There is substance in both of these points. It is 
likely, however, that the Commission would 
address these issues in different ways from the 
OECD. Emphasising conformity to BtC5 does not 
look like a good way forward. The Commission has 
already published a paper on the subject of the 
importance of retaining anonymously-marked 
examinations as part of a system of assessment in 
which there is also a place for evaluation of 
coursework. 
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Conclusions 
 
The publication of the OECD report has created a 
public expectation that the government will make 
significant educational changes. Announcements 
already made in relation to Education Scotland 
and the SQA suggest that the government views 
the report in much the same way and that the 
expectation will be at least partly fulfilled. These 
early announcements are encouraging but relate 
to some of the most specific suggestions coming 
out of the report. The next task is more 
complicated as it involves thinking about how to 
interpret a very general set of recommendations, 
so as to develop policies of maximum  educational 
value. 
 
The Commission suggests that, in tackling this 
difficult task, the Scottish Government should: 

 Build on the original vision of Curriculum 
for Excellence as outlined in the 2004 
paper 

 Radically simplify the implementation 
framework and guidance by withdrawing 
large amounts of material and removing 
from others the status of official guidance 

 Adopt the principles of effective change 
outlined above 

 In particular, adhere to the notion of a 
clear, minimalist national strategic 
framework and extensive local discretion 

 Build school empowerment into 
legislation 

 Take a lead in creating an open 
collaborative culture in Scottish education 

 Radically simplify the institutional 
structure, abolishing agencies whose 
remit can be better fulfilled in other ways 

 Establish a genuinely independent 
inspectorate with a remit to evaluate the 
usefulness of policy as well as its 
implementation 

 Ensure that schools and teachers are able 
to choose their source of support 

 Ensure that any new assessment and 
certification agency is as independent as 
possible and that schools are able to 
exercise choice 

 Carry through an early reform of the 
senior phase, eliminating those aspects of 
BtC3 that have proved counter-
productive 

 View the realisation of the vision of CfE as 
requiring partnership, with schools 
retaining a lead role, especially in relation 
to cognitive development 

 Ensure that the curriculum is firmly based 
on the acquisition of knowledge. 
 

The Commission believes that such an approach is 
better able than any other to promote both 
excellence and equity and to realise widely shared 
views about the nature of Scottish society. 
 
 

 

 

 


