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“Improving our Schools” – Consultation on the Improvement in Scottish Education Bill

Thank you for providing SCDI with the opportunity of responding to the above consultation document relating to the Improvement in Scottish Education Bill.  As this is the first major bill to be brought forward by the new Scottish Executive, we hope our comments will be considered and we ask you to put these to Sam Galbraith MSP as Minister for Children and Education.

Our comments are as follows:

1. We have a number of concerns over the proposals for Local Improvement Objectives, Supporting Best Performance in Schools and the Inspection of the Education Functions of Local Authorities.  There are several constraints on each of these functions which could cause considerable tension.  These are addressed below.

2. The consultation paper states that “Improvement in schools can only be delivered by teachers working with pupils and supported by parents and the community” (Page 8, paragraph 5).  

Real parental support can only be created where there is parental commitment.  With particular reference to discipline and attendance, this should be more clearly the responsibility of the parents, and this should be encouraged by their involvement on a community-wide basis.
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3. The paper also states that “The commitment to excellence is fundamental to Scotland's educational tradition.  The Scottish Executive will seek every opportunity to celebrate and foster that excellence so that schools ensure that children and young people:

· Are confident, well motivated and fully rounded.

· Are literate and numerate - to a level at or above that of their peers in the rest of the world.

· Fully understand and are able to play their parts as citizens of a modern democratic society.

· Seize opportunities open to them regardless of their background.

· Have the skills and aptitudes to work flexibly and to embrace change throughout their future lives.” (Page 9, paragraph 12)

The key qualities resulting from excellence of educational provision are exactly those derived from a pupil-centred approach to learning, such as is provided by SCDI’s past initiative in Enterprise Education and the current network of Young Engineers Clubs which we operate.  We endorse these objectives.

4. In relation to Local Improvement Objectives, the consultation document states “The Scottish Executive proposes that Scottish Ministers should have the power to identify national priorities for education and that local authorities should be required to prepare a statement of improvement objectives built around these priorities.”  (Page 20).  

In this context, we question the proposed relationships between, and Ministers’ powers over, Local Authorities.  The use of HMI as “independent assessors” cannot be realistic, given the Inspectorate’s relationship with SEED.  Equally, the definition of national priorities through performance indicators (PIs) as determined by Ministers and HMI - where the latter then assess Local Authority provision - cannot be called independent, and reflects the counter-productive Ofsted model.  

The examples of PIs provided in the consultation document only demonstrate quantitative issues.  SEED should define (a) the term “education function” and further (b) what the relationship of HMI will be to LAs, ie whether they will inspect infrastructure and resources since all the PIs are quantitative. Will a new breed of LA inspectors then assess quality of provision and resulting achievement?  

Whilst we do not question the need for rigour, SCDI believes there should be independent Local Audit Groups including HMI representation and LA peer group assessors to ensure a consistent national overview.  However, there are other related issues such as “Special” and “Thematic” inspections which require the provision of more information, particularly about what criteria would necessitate such interventions.
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5. The document states that “The Scottish Executive proposes that local authorities should be under a statutory duty to secure provision of pre-school education” (Page 50).  

SCDI questions whether provision for 3-5 year olds will be productive in the long term, as most of our European partners delay institutionalisation until age 6 or 7, with formal education continuing to age 19.  We believe that the resources could be better deployed in P1-P3.  

In respect of “Provision of Information to Parents” (Page 52) SCDI is strongly opposed to any form of inspection which assesses children under the age of 5 (NB this is not a proposal in the Draft Bill).  No reporting procedures on achievement should be put in place at this stage as these would become a form of pre-5 labelling, and could be a factor for exclusion in the future.

6. In respect of placing requests, we note the statement “The Scottish Executive proposes to give local authorities the power to refuse a placing request if the effect of granting it would require the creation of an additional class or the appointment of an additional teacher at a later stage of the child's education.”  (Page 53)  

Placing Requests pose a substantial burden on Local Authorities, and we believe this issue requires a fuller review.  There are fundamental difficulties with the concept which cause us considerable concern, as it is already shown to produce magnet schools and to create infrastructure problems.

In the context of placing requests, the objective of class sizes of 30 for P1-P3 will be of minor significance and will not improve quality of provision.  The objective for real impact should be class sizes of 20.  As a matter of principle, the Government should use the £50m proposed for additional teachers for “popular schools” instead to provide the best opportunity for all children at the outset of their education.  To contemplate allocating this money to popular schools seems to be counter-productive, and may promote a system which would favour parental choice – by virtue of location, mobility and disposable assets.  The proposal appears to run counter to declared Labour Government initiatives to tackle under-achievement in areas of multiple deprivation, and the associated problems of social exclusion.  

SCDI recognises the aim of continuous improvement in educational provision as being vital to Scotland’s role in the global market in the long term and key to economic success.

We trust our observations will be of interest.

Yours sincerely

Alan Wilson
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