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Dear Respondent

NATIONAL PRIORITIES IN SCHOOL EDUCATION

Thank you for your response to Improving our Schools: a consultation paper on national priorities
Jor school education in Scotland.  We received around 220 responses and I am writing to you to
inform you of the outcome of the consultation.

Ministers carefully considered the consultation responses before coming to a decision about how to
define national priorities. In particular, they noted that many respondents felt there were too many
priorities, and that priorities should be few in number and framed in such a way as to avoid narrow
central prescription. As the order defining national priorities is a legal document, that also pointed
towards a short list of focused priorities instead of a longer statement. They also noted that many
respondents wanted priorities which recognised the wide range of skills young people need to
prosper in society.

The approach they have taken therefore differs from that set out in the original consultation paper,
and I attach for your information a copy of the draft order setting out national priorities and the
Executive Note which explains the rationale behind the priorities. Both have been laid, as required,
in the Scottish Parliament because the national priorities are subject to Parliamentary approval. We
expect that process to be complete by the end of the year.

Thank you again for taking the time to respond to this consultation exercise. If you have any further
questions on the draft order or on what happens next, please contact Billy Renfrew
(billy.renfrew@scotland.gsi.gov.uk or telephone 0131 244 0945).





6 November 2000 

Jack McConnell MSP

Minister for Education

Scottish Executive

Victoria Quay

Edinburgh

EH6 6QQ

Congratulations on your new ministerial responsibilities.

I am writing to express the concern of the SCDI at the dramatic fall in school pupils who are presented for examination at standard grade in Technological Studies.  Between 1995 and 1999 this fell by 39% from almost 6000 to just over 3500.  This is now having an adverse impact on the number of young people entering FE and HE in related disciplines.  I attach a short paper which summarises this major problem.

I would appreciate it if you or your officials could assure me that this is being recognised as a serious problem and, if so, what is being done to address the situation?  In conversation with TS teachers, I feel that there are policy issues behind this rather than issues of fashion or changing student demands.

On a related matter, you may know that the SCDI co-ordinates the network of 150 young engineers clubs throughout Scotland, involving an estimated 3,500 boys and girls.  I would like to invite you to attend the Annual Showcase and Technology Challenge which will be held at Glasgow University on Saturday 31 March 2001 to present the prizes (early to mid afternoon).  This event attracts around 200 youngsters and is an inspiring and exciting occasion.  I attach background information.  I do hope your diary will permit you to attend.

With best wishes.
Alan Wilson

TECHNOLOGICAL STUDIES

To remain globally competitive, Scotland’s workforce has to adapt and change to trade in the commodities of knowledge and information.  These new commodities need different skills to those generally associated with education in schools.  There are tensions, too, between the needs of the so called new economy and more traditional forms of employment.  It is of real concern, therefore, that there are key skills shortages across most sectors of the Scottish economy.  This poses the worrying question of how effectively the education sector, government and businesses have addressed these issues in the past and how current and future demands are to be met.

In this context, Technological Studies (TS), which is a vitally important part of the school curriculum, is under a number of threats: resourcing, both human and material; timetable pressures from a crowded curriculum; the almost total absence of any exposure to this subject in primary schools; and the status of TS as perceived by parents, guidance staff and end-users.  It is a key curriculum component in terms of providing a foundation – in tandem with Craft and Design and Graphic Communications – for potential recruits to the manufacturing, construction and service industries.

Statistics provided by the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) show that the number of entrants to standard grade exams in TS over the past five years has dropped dramatically year-on-year.  As a consequence, there is a related reduction in those entering higher grade exams and entering higher and further education courses.

TS is not alone.  Chemistry, Physics and Mathematics show similar but not yet such alarming trends.  All of these subjects are vital to the continuing further and higher education of young people, who are essential to the employment base of the Scottish and UK economies.

The scale of the problem is illustrated by total student numbers presented at standard grade in 1995 and 1999:


1995
1999
Percentage Decrease

Chemistry
24,925
22,945
7.9

Physics
21,830
19,391
11.2

Mathematics
62,355
59,689
4.3

Technological Studies
5,977
3,644
39.0

One immediate effect is that those university faculties which provide courses in related disciplines are showing student downturns averaging 5% year-on-year.  Indeed, in May of this year, Napier University announced the shut-down of its degree courses in Physics and Chemistry.  Another is that some employers are meeting their skills needs by employing craftsmen from Eastern Europe and Asia, or are contracting work out to those areas.  In the longer term there will be a serious shortage of appropriate graduates, a problem which is already manifesting itself in many sectors.

Following the findings and launch of the report of the Manufacturing Steering Group established in September 1999 by Henry McLeish, Minister of Enterprise and Lifelong Learning, an influential, cross-sector group was formed to address the highly complex and contentious issue of the image of manufacturing.  This group met for the first time in June 2000 and the opportunity has been taken to point out that Technological Studies has real relevance to the new economy and ought to be encouraged and nurtured within the curriculum, as opposed to the devaluing of its educational contribution, which appears to be the case in may contexts.

To illustrate the severity of Scotland’s problem and using 1995 baseline figures to examine the trend over the last five years, numbers sitting exams in TS have dropped as follows:

Local Authority
Standard Grade

    1995                  1999
Higher Grade

    1995                1999

Glasgow City
542
232
73
38

North Lanarkshire
459
237
73
29

Renfrewshire
259
135
32
17

South Lanarkshire
402
211
69
50

West Dunbartonshire
144
87
12
20

These figures should set the alarm bells ringing in schools and businesses throughout Strathclyde Region.  Other Local Authorities which demonstrate a downward trend do so in less dramatic terms.  Indeed, one Local Authority shows a small increase at standard Grade, and several which show a downturn at Standard Grade have posted higher numbers at Higher Grade.

The alarming reductions in students being presented for examination are not only a Strathclyde/urban concern.  The numbers are falling in the rural communities and in 

the East of Scotland as illustrated here:

Local Authority
Standard Grade

                1995                                        1999

West Lothian
163
86

Edinburgh
160
105

Dumfries & Galloway
173
99

Highland
327
205

On the other hand, Aberdeen City shows a relatively small reduction of 8%.  It could be fairly assumed that Aberdeen City’s figures reflect a still-buoyant engineering sector based on the performance world-wide of a number of high-profile, blue-chip companies in the oil and gas sector.  These continue to develop new technology, are major employers and have a clear commitment to engineering as a career with global opportunities available for their employees.

One other authority which is tackling this problem in a positive way is Angus Council where figures bottomed-out in 1998 and increased by 8% in 1999.  There is no doubt that the reversal of the downward spiral in Angus is related to several key factors:

· There is a heavy concentration of high quality niche market engineering companies in the county

· The Tayside Engineering Forum (TEF) has generated considerable publicity and new interest in the sector

· Angus Council Education Authority took the initiative to establish school-company exchanges and other link activities

· Scottish Enterprise Tayside (SET) and TEF appointed an Image of Engineering Co-ordinator who appears to have made significant impact

Of course, SCDI is aware of and recognises that some excellent work is being done in many areas on an individual school-focussed basis.  But from the trends and figures referred to above, we are losing the battle.

Returning to the question of what might be done about this situation, part of the answer relates to the value attached to the subject by end-users and others.  The total numbers presented for examination hammer that message home.  Clearly young people are voting with their feet because the perception is that a career in engineering is fraught with problems, which include low esteem and low pay.

Curriculum Design for the Secondary Stages – Guidance for Schools published in 1999 by the Scottish Consultative Council on the Curriculum (SCCC – now Learning and Teaching Scotland) refers to five areas, previously known as “modes”, suggesting percentage time allocation in S1-2, and which include some flexibility within the available total over a two- year period.  The area which includes Technical Education is allocated around 30% of the available total.  If we look at competing interests in the same area – Science, Social Subjects, and Home Economics, this translates into one hour each week to establish the basics in Craft and Design, Graphic Communication and Technological Studies.  This leaves little scope to provide a stimulating, intellectual challenge!

During S3 and S4 there is a minimum time requirement over two years of 80 hours.  Under the Technological Activities and Applications mode there are competing interests in Craft and Design, Graphic Communication, Technological Studies and Computing Studies.  But only 80 hours over two years, or one hour each week.

Clearly, Technological Studies is being smothered by the overcrowded curriculum.  Overcrowded at least by the apparent emphasis in terms of time allocations for English and Maths.

Secondly, in this era of spin and marketing the name is suspect and dated.  Technological Studies gives the sense of an arid, boring and difficult subject.  It conveys the exact opposite of the interactive and challenging subject, vital to the knowledge economy that it unquestionably should be.

Thirdly, there is minimal introduction to the subject in Primary Schools.  It is a new subject in S1.  Within 18 months the pupils and parents have to make a choice to continue or to exit.  This cannot be an informed choice.

And, of course, there is the importance of value and relevance.  There is a major profile-raising exercise needed with guidance staff, careers officers and most of all with University Faculties of Engineering.  Until these faculties reword their prospectuses to read “Technological Studies or Physics”, it will be assumed, and will be argued by guidance staff and careers officers, that Physics will be preferred.  This move would also help the case with Head Teachers.  Give the subject some end-user currency and its value will increase.  So too will demand and so Head Teachers will then be able to justify budgeting to resource its provision.

In SCDI’s recent response to the Scottish Executive Education Department’s consultation document, National Priorities for Schools Education in Scotland, and in our submission to the draft Education Scotland Bill, we emphasised the importance to manufacturing industry of the key subjects of Chemistry, Physics and Technological Studies.  As far as National Priorities are concerned, we have asked that, under “Action Areas”, there should be vigorous promotion of the key subjects of Chemistry, Physics and Technological Studies.  We have asked that provision should be made to train and retrain primary teachers, or otherwise resource primary schools, to ensure that Science and Technology are adequately taught within the context of 5-14 Environmental Studies.

Finally, let’s end on a high!  Interest in SCDI’s network of Young Engineers Clubs has never been greater.  This currently involves over 3,000 youngsters in hands-on, problem-solving project work in 150 clubs throughout Scotland.  Some of the YECs are in primary schools and over 20% of participants are girls.  

We have to demonstrate to youngsters that engineering and science are fun subjects, totally relevant to tomorrow’s workplace where they will be well rewarded and highly valued by society.  If we are to reverse the downward trend in student participation levels, Technology Studies needs to be re-invented and re-packaged – urgently.  

� EMBED PBrush  ���
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