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BACKGROUND 

1. In 2004, Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) became the buzz phrase for education 

reform in Scotland. In retrospect, The Scottish Government should never have called it that. 

The word curriculum comes from the Latin word for race course, referring to the experiences 

through which children and young people develop and become mature adults. A curriculum 

is prescriptive, and is normally based on a more general syllabus which specifies what topics 

must be understood and at what level, so that the student can achieve a particular grade or 

standard. If we strip that back, and reflect on what we have achieved in six years, CfE has 

evolved and became more that the sum of its parts. It is not just a reform of the curriculum 

and standards but a transformational change to the learning and teaching process. Indeed, 

the philosophy of CfE which realises the potential for all children and young people to grow 

into successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens 

requires more than simple tinkering around the edges.  

2. The 21st Century is a complex and diverse world. There are so many external 

influences in a young person’s life that changing the qualification structure and assessment 

criteria is not going to achieve the ambition reflected in the philosophy. When one stands 

back and looks at the wider education system in Scotland, there are other actors and 

influences which impact on the ability of a young person to thrive. We need to recognise 

what these actors are and articulate them across our social policies.  

 

CHALLENGES 

3. Mixed messages and a lack of clarity around the broader implications that CfE brings 

to education has lead to some misinterpretation. Many teachers still believe that it is all 

about changing the national qualifications and the assessment criteria, albeit with a splash of 

contemporary learning and teaching thrown in. With many stresses on the daily routine, 

finding time to plan and deliver a cooperative lesson or plan interdisciplinary learning across 

the curriculum is challenging. Yes, where relevant, appropriate and timely - this is a great 

way of reinforcing a particular lesson; articulating aspects of the curriculum and connecting 

skills so that they young person’s learning is progressive, integrated and that the experience 
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is not easily forgotten. Unfortunately, there are two major barriers which are preventing 

progress within Scottish Education.  

4. Educational leaders, as public managers are accountable to their local authority. The 

majority are not taking the managed risks that are needed to break the cycle of tradition 

which is halting progress. This is not their fault, but is a fundamental paradox within the 

system itself. We have done to CfE, exactly what we wanted to avoid. Tinkering around the 

edges and enhancing what I call the ‘front end’ of the learning and teaching process. We’ve 

done an exemplary job here – but it only goes so far. The ‘back end’ of the system, the 

inspections, the accountability and the qualifications process which is required for university 

entry is stagnant and rigid. There is little flexibility and as such this transfers to the 

classroom. There is a misconception that everything needs an evidence base – it must be 

measured recorded and evaluated. I wonder what the purpose of that process is? Is it to 

monitor and track the young person or is it to appease the inspector when they knock on the 

door? An independent General Teaching Council for Scotland is raising the standard for full 

and continued registration; yet there remains an inherent lack of trust between the 

Government, it’s executive agencies, local authorities and teachers. This is then passed 

down between parents and carers, pupils and teachers and places schools between a rock 

and a hard place. The impact of recession has not helped either – changing teacher’s terms 

and conditions and messing about with pensions during such a sensitive time has enlarged 

the expanding gulf – reinforcing the ‘them and us’ mentaility which prevents creative, 

innovative approaches. Not many people are willing to stick their heads above the parapet 

these days and we have fallen to a culture of standardising standards and writing a policy for 

policy making. There are many teachers who, given the chance, would do things differently if 

they were not bound by red tape and mis targetted accountability. 

5. I for one, don’t pretend to have all the answers, but I do have the guts to ask some 

questions. Why do we need an inspectorate of education? Schools go through the self-

evaluation process and they are then held to account – based on evidence and statistics. I’d 

like to see an education system which measures the longer term outcomes of a young 

person, not when the leave school at the age of 16, 17 or 18 with a fistful of qualifications. To 

me, that means very little and it certainly does not reflect the improvements in life chances 

that we must focus upon. Unfortunately, it takes a brave Government to put aside the 

immediate story telling - required to win elections, and embed a system of education which 

realises the potential of a young person well after the term of office has completed. I do not 

like to drive statistics for the sake of telling a story. If we get it right for every child and young 

person, the numbers will improve as a result. 



 

A 21st CENTURY EDUCATION PERFORMANCE FRAMEWORK 

6. Whilst removing inspection and revitalising the statistical infrastructure which 

underpins Scotland Peforms and the national targets, I recognise that curriculum evaluation 

is important for many reasons. It provides an opportunity for identifying the strengths and 

weaknesses of an education system so that it can be analysed against an agreed vision and 

quality criteria. It also informs policy makers and stakeholders with regard to the 

changes/reforms needed for enhancing the quality of education inputs, processes and 

outcomes. Moreover, curriculum evaluation points to the capacities to be developed for 

enhancing the quality of curriculum design, writing and implementation. We need the ability 

to test, analyse and measure the learning system: adaptability, responsiveness and 

effectiveness to meet the changing needs of children and young people. This must be 

embedded into learning and teaching whilst supporting individuals through a modern 

approach to integrated services, incorporating education, social work and health etc. An 

education performance framework requires robust monitoring of both the individual and 

collective progress of children and young people and their achievements: measuring 

progress throughout the learner’s journey and recognising their outcomes upon leaving 

school, an episode of learning and when reaching the end of the extended school 

curriculum.  

7. To this end, I propose a two tier, national framework to measure the success of the 

education system. This should be based on Integrated Services Performance – the lead 

indicators which measure across the entire portfolio of services; building capacity and 

promoting accountability. These should be embedded in a culture of continuous 

improvement and measured through community partnership planning and local government 

agreements, and: Organisational Performance – the supplementary indicators which 

measure schools, colleges and individual services, in the more traditional sense; and 

promote the need to be more responsive in planning and delivering the curriculum, providing 

young people with better educational experiences. Such a framework must remove the focus 

of attainment results in S4, 5 and 6 and instead look across the holistic outcomes. This 

means removing the current Standard Tables and Charts system and replacing it with a new 

senior phase benchmarking tool. 

 

CONCLUSION 



8. So, in conclusion I will end by summarising my thoughts on Curriculum for 

Excellence. 

1. Learning and teaching is far more contemporary today than it ever was; using 

strategies and techniques to reinforce learning, to promote inclusion, equality and 

enhance core skills around literacy and numeracy will provide a more stimulating and 

enriching experience for the young person. For example, cooperative learning, 

restorative practices and using education technology to engage the young person. 

 

2. Using inter-disciplinary learning techniques and looking across the curriculum helps 

the young person to make the connections required to build skills for learning, life 

and work. Basing the curriculum on subjects alone is not enough – but instead needs 

to focus on teamwork, organisation skills, communication skills and reinforced 

learning. This does not need to be done all the time but when appropriate and 

relevant. 

 

3. Policy frameworks such as Getting It Right for Every Child, 16+ Learning Choices 

and legislation around the Support for Learning Act are placing the young person at 

the centre of the education process – whether from a teaching, health or social 

perspective. Joint professional assessment and intervention better supports the child. 

In the early years and certainly in across the broad, general education – we have 

made significant progress in this area. There is still much to do around the senior 

phase and post-16 age range where the named professional can become vague or 

non-existent. Indeed, there are issues in monitoring and tracking young people who 

move from one home authority to the next and the new Inter-Agency Communication 

Tool may prove beneficial here when it is further developed. 

 

4. The back end of the system is still too rigid – schools are developing National 4 and 5 

courses on the premise that they need certain evidence for an assessment or for the 

inspector. Applying the principle of developing a young person’s learning, 

consolidating what they have done or secure in what they have experienced must be 

based on professional judgement. Schools are approaching the S1 to S3 stages 

differently – let’s do away with an inspectorate – there is a money saving exercise 

straight away. Imagine how creative teachers could be if they were given the freedom 

to promote their ideas without the constraint of evidence or assessment statistics. Of 

course assessment is important in tracking progress, but this should not stop us from 

doing what we feel is right just because it is not on the inspector’s checklist. 



 

5. The costs of a Higher Education are worth another article in their own right – but we 

no longer live in an age where education is free to all. Poverty and barriers to 

learning in school should not prevent a young person from going to University later 

on. Why not give everyone who wants it, the opportunity to go to University for a free 

access course and then let the individual institute decide if they make the grade. This 

would free up schools to do what they do best – develop learning and not jump 

through hoops to meet unit criteria. This would lead to a richer curriculum which 

reflects today’s world and is not based on traditional subjects like English, 

Mathematics and Science – but a combination of courses which focus on progression 

and making connections. 

 

6. We now live in an age where teachers do not teach subjects – they teach young 

people. If schools, as a learning environment are to support young people in 

becoming global citizens - citizens whom contribute to society and the future 

economic development of the country – citizens who demonstrate an ambition of 

lifelong learning, they cannot continue to develop cohorts of young people who leave 

compulsory education with a handful of qualifications. That is the way of the 20th 

Century. Today’s world demands that schools develop scientists, artists, 

philosophers, trades people, linguists and musicians. Unfortunately, until we affect 

transformational change to the ‘back end’ of the education system, the front end will 

always struggle to reach the potential that it deserves. We must engage with each 

other and transform policy into practice. We must learn from each other; through 

learning and teaching we can inspire our young people to become successful 

learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens. We 

must ask questions and take risks as this is the only way that we can create a 21st 

century education – an education system designed to meet the needs of all our 

children and young people. 

 

 

 

 


