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Item 11 
For Approval  

 
GLASGOW KELVIN COLLEGE 

 
AUDIT AND RISK COMMITTEE – 05 SEPTEMBER 2023  

 
RISK MANAGEMENT UPDATE AND COLLEGE RISK REGISTER 

 
REPORT BY VICE PRINCIPAL OPERATIONS AND DIRECTOR OF ESTATES AND 

CORPORATE SERVICES 
 

 
1. Introduction  
 

It is normal practice that the College’s Risk Register is considered at every meeting of the Audit 
& Risk Committee, Risk Management Committee and is considered twice per year by the Board of 
Management and once per year by each of the other formal Sub Committees of the Board and 
reviewed by the College’s Senior Management Team at least once a Quarter. 
 
A copy of the College Risk Register as at August 2023 is provided for information at Appendix 1. 
 
 

2. Risk Management Activities 
 

• The College Risk Register was discussed at the Board of Management meeting on 12 
June 2023. 

• The Risk Management Committee met to discuss risks and reviewed the College Risk 
Register in detail at their meeting held on 15 August 2023; various changes were made to 
the text but not the scoring. 

• The College Risk Register was reviewed by the Senior Management Team at their meeting 
of 29 August 2023. 

 
It should be noted that, in relation to the College Operating Plan, a separate Risk Register is 
held. 
 
There is also a separate Risk Register pertaining to our West End Campus and the transferring 
of this curriculum to other campus locations (this activity is now complete) and dealing with 
vacating this building. This work is currently ongoing. 
 
In relation to the Scottish Government Energy Efficient Grant for the public sector 
decarbonisation scheme, a separate Risk Register has also been prepared.  A Project 
Manager (Watts) has been appointed to oversee this £2.6m project. This company will work 
with College management in relation to risk management.   

 
 
3. Risk Register Review 
 

The Risk Title, Residual Risk Score and colour of the fourteen risks which could impact on the 
College’s ability to deliver its strategic ambitions are summarised in the table below, including 
Inherent Risks Scores/Categories and Residual Risks Scores/Categories. 
 

https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%20Appendix%201%20-%20College%20Risk%20Register%20August%202023.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=waOPqw
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 Cognisance is being taken of all factors/issues affecting the College on an ongoing basis. 
These include: 
 

• The ongoing cost of living/debt crisis with continued rising costs of food prices; it is 
estimated that 1 in every 6 people in Scotland regularly goes hungry. 

• Energy prices are set to increase; this will place additional pressures on heating homes 
as we move into colder autumn/winter months. 

• The Low Emission Zone (LEZ) in Glasgow which has resulted in increased traffic in built 
up areas as these vehicles try and circumnavigate the LEZ cameras; this has a negative 
effect (in particular) on our East End Campus. 

• Inflation levels remain high with mortgage interest rates at their highest for circa 20 years 
pushing households into further poverty. 

• Extreme government pressure on private landlords has meant that these individuals have 
sold their properties; coupled with a low number of council housing stock this has added 
to the already extremely high homelessness figures. 

• Some issues of vandalism are being experienced, particularly at our Easterhouse Campus 
which were not prevalent before. 

• Strike action in the sector – both teaching and support staff; dates now advised.  Relevant 
correspondence detailed elsewhere on the Audit & Risk agenda. 

• 1 in 8 people are on an NHS waiting list for operations/medical treatment. 

• Cyber-attacks, particularly across the education sector remain extremely high.  University 
of the West of Scotland is the latest educational institute to be attacked. 

• New procedure for reporting fires in place in line with Scottish Fire and Rescue Service, 
however, this does place a higher risk on uninhabited buildings i.e. overnight – UMAL have 
been advised accordingly. 

• Suggested further higher taxes for higher earning Scottish taxpayers may mean that talent 
moves to England eg for a couple in the higher tax bracket this would result in a minimum 
saving of circa £4k per annum by having an English postcode. 

• Many staff members departed on 31 July 2023 on voluntary severance. There will be a 
period of adjustment required for the staff members of the related teams. 

• Mental health decline due to vastly reduced living standards, quality of life, inability to 
access health care required and living in a constant state of fear and uncertainty i.e. 
ongoing war and pandemic threats. 

• Non marking of student work has left many students uncertificated which, despite many 
initiatives/work arounds being in place, has caused various individuals major 
inconvenience i.e. unable to progress onto higher pay bands/receive promotion without 
certification evidence.   

 
 
 
 

Review 

Date

August 2023

Risk No Date Identified Risk Title IR IR2 RR RR2 Risk Appetite Category Movement in 

Period

1 04/11/2021 SFC Review 20 Very High 12 High 1. Policy ↔

2 04/11/2021 GKC Identity 16 Very High 4 Medium 2. Reputation ↔

3 04/11/2021 People 20 Very High 16 Very High 5. Workforce ↔

4 04/11/2021 Litigation / Compliance 16 Very High 3 Medium 7. Legal & Compliance  (including Health & Safety risks) ↔

5 04/11/2021 Curriculum Relevance 20 Very High 9 High 6. Student Experience ↔

6 04/11/2021 Sustainable Funding 25 Very High 20 Very High 3. Financial ↔

7 04/11/2021 Student Experience 16 Very High 9 High 6. Student Experience ↔

8 04/11/2021 Environment 16 Very High 9 High 8. Environmental Sustainability ↔

9 04/11/2021 Digital Transformation 16 Very High 6 Medium 4. Digital ↔

10 04/11/2021 Student Recruitment &  Retention 20 Very High 12 High 6. Student Experience ↔

11 04/11/2021 Cyber Risk 25 Very High 12 High 2. Reputation ↔

12 13/12/2021 Infection Controls/Future Pandemics/COVID-19 - Ongoing Implications9 High 4 Medium 1. Policy ↔

13 19/04/2022 Industrial Action/ Action Short of Strike Action 25 Very High 16 Very High 6. Student Experience ↔

14 25/04/2023 NEW RISK -  Artificial Intelligence 25 Very High 16 Very High Student Experience and People ↔
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4. Springburn Campus 
 
 Cladding 
 

Engineering and construction firm has produced a report based on the invasive inspections 
undertaken.  This report has been sent to the College insurance company and legal advice has 
been taken.  GCRB has also been advised of the situation. 
 
It may be that there is some funding available via the Scottish Funding Council (SFC). Jim Godfrey 
at GCRB has advised that the College should liaise with the SFC in this regard. At the time of writing 
this report, this matter is being progressed accordingly via SMT members and the College Health 
& Safety Manager. 
 
Lights 
 
In 2017, a strip of lights fell off the ceiling in Springburn; this was in the second floor staff 
workroom.  The lights landed across a row of lecturer’s desks, but fortunately no-one was 
injured.    The College immediately contacted an external contractor who investigated this and 
found that the screws holding these lights were insufficient in length.  The College undertook 
to get all ceiling lights in Springburn Campus checked and any fixes undertaken.  This work 
was duly carried out in a timeous manner shortly after this incident occurred.  Various reports 
were provided and the work was completed and duly paid for. 
It was considered that this matter was closed and that this situation would not reoccur.  
However, on 11 August 2023 it was reported that a set of strip lights were hanging off the 
ceiling, again in the second floor staffroom in Springburn Campus, adjacent to the set that 
became detached in 2017.  Again, and luckily, no one was injured. 
 
Contractors were called in the following day to assess this and fix this as appropriate.  L Clark, 
Director of Estates and Corporate Services was advised by the contractors that the screws to 
hold this light were inadequate - far too short to take the weight of the light. 
 
As this situation has occurred twice, the College must now take steps to address this issue. 
Given that this situation has occurred again, doubt has been introduced into the works 
completed in 2017 by the external contractor.  While this could be a sporadic failure, or a fitting 
being missed, a wider check is needed to confirm the identified works from the 2017 campaign 
have been completed. 
 
The College insurance company has been alerted and the Director of Estates and Corporate 
Services, Health and Safety Manager and Head of Facilities and Environmental Sustainability 
are focussed and working together to prevent this from occurring again. 
 
SMT and Board members will be kept apprised accordingly. 
 
 

5. Project Works 
 

The third strand of the Campus Reinvestment Project relates to the College Environment.  
Significant works have progresses or are underway: the Springburn Reception has been 
refurbished and student images are ordered for the walls, welcome flags now fly from Campus 
flagpoles, window vinyls have been ordered to signpost and brighten campuses, new welcome and 
directional signage is on order, and workshop doors have been painted prior to the installation of 
new door signage in Springburn Campus. Funding for the College Environment works will be fully 
utilised during this year.  
 

 
6. Fire Risk Assessment 
 

 The update on the previous Fire Risk Assessment report can be viewed in Appendix 2.   
 

https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%20Appendix%202%20-%20Fire%20Risk%20Assessment%20February%202022%20-%20Work%20Required.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=FGY4hq
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As reported previously, an annual fire risk assessment has been carried out at all campuses 
i.e. 6 February 2023 – Springburn, West End and East End and 7 February 2023 - 
Easterhouse.  The updated actions from these reports are contained within Appendix 3.  
 
Members will be kept apprised of any actions and relevant updates. 

 
 
7. Land at Springburn 
 

 As members are aware, there is a small parcel of amenity land which is within the perimeter 
fence at Springburn Campus, but which belongs to Hydepark Residents Association.  
 
Risk Management Committee members and the Board Audit and Risk Committee have been 
kept fully up to date with meetings held to reach a satisfactory conclusion. 
 
Unfortunately, the College received a series of demands from Hydepark Residents Association 
in regard to this land that meant that legal advice had to be taken.  Future dialogue with 
Hydepark Residents Association in relation to the land matter will only now be conducted via 
the College solicitor. 
 
This matter is fully covered in the Governance Update report elsewhere on the Audit and Risk 
agenda. 
 
 

8. Fire Legislation Update 
 
From 1 July 2023 the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service will no longer attend Automatic Fire 
Alarm call outs unless a fire has been confirmed. 
 
The information in regard to this matter is available via the link as follows: 
 
Unwanted Fire Alarm Signals - UFAS 
 
The College has put in place a process to deal with this reduced service – Reducing Unwanted 
Fire Alarm Signals.  It should be noted that there is a risk that, in the event of a fire occurring 
in an empty building i.e. during the night, the building will likely be completely destroyed.  There 
is nothing the College can do about this as the Scottish Government has reduced this service.  
The College did respond to the consultation about this matter, however, the reduced service 
went ahead. 
 

 
9. External Lets - Use of College Building by Community Groups 
 

All external lets (who wish to continue to work with Glasgow Kelvin College) will relocate to 
Springburn Campus which will be open as required.  One group secured alternative premises 
but remain on good terms with the College.  This matter has been carefully and thoughtfully 
co-ordinated over the summer period with many meetings held.  The situation now agreed by 
all (which will be complete by October 2023) will allow for financial savings in East End and 
Easterhouse Campus locations i.e. heating turned down.   
 
Meetings are taking place in relation to the manned guarding situation and alternatives to this 
to make further financial savings. 
 
Members will be kept apprised accordingly. 

 
 
 
 
 

https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%20Appendix%203%20-%20Fire%20Risk%20Assessment%202023%20-%20Work%20Required.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=tDoTdh
https://www.firescotland.gov.uk/your-safety/business-advice/reducing-unwanted-fire-alarm-signals-ufas/
https://www.firescotland.gov.uk/your-safety/business-advice/reducing-unwanted-fire-alarm-signals-ufas/
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%20Reducing%20Unwanted%20Fire%20Alarm%20Signals%20(UFAS).pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=4DJ61p
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%20Reducing%20Unwanted%20Fire%20Alarm%20Signals%20(UFAS).pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=4DJ61p
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10. Risk Management Committee  
 

At the recent Risk Management Committee meeting on 15 August 2023, due cognisance was 
taken of key risk reports; hyperlinks provided below: 
 

a) Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel economic 

transformation.   

i.  Skills Delivery Landscape Review – Final Report 

ii.  Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment 

iii. Purpose and Principles for Post-School Education, Research and Skills 

b) Ministerial Correspondence on Student Mental Health: Student Mental Health and 

Wellbeing Transition Fund 

c) ‘Cyber battlefield’ map shows attacks being played out live across the globe. Live Cyber 

Threat Map | Check Point  

d) Herald Article: Humza Yousaf urged to woo English workers to ‘drive up talent pool’ 

e) ICO Reprimand Issued to School 
 
Several newsletters were also reviewed and discussed. Pertinent articles from these will be 
extracted and incorporated into communication for staff/students via the College newsletters.  
 
The approved minute of the Risk Management Committee held on 25 April 2023 is provided 
for interest and perusal.  
 
Minute of Risk Management Committee meeting of 25 April 2023.  
 
Risk Management Committee members also reviewed the various Team Risk Registers and 
the analysis which had been undertaken – this is shown via the link at Appendix 4. This 
highlights the progress made by the College in embedding Risk Management. 
 

 
11. Resource Implications 
 

There are some additional resource implications, i.e. overtime arising as a consequence of 
staffing shortages due to general illness and bereavement absences. As referred to, many staff 
members currently await operations, and this can negatively impact upon their health, overall 
wellbeing and mental state.  
 
Contractor costs and materials costs also escalate on an almost daily basis.  
 
Energy costs continue t be closely monitored. 

 
 
12. Impact on Students 
 

There may be a negative impact on students as the College moves forward into an arena of 
vastly reduced funding, increased cost pressures and strike action by teachers and support 
staff. 
 

 
13. Risk & Assurance 
 

There are no risks or perceived implications arising from this report that are not already 
recorded in the Risk Register, this paper, the College Operating Plan Risk Register or the West 
End Campus Risk Register. 
 
Risk to the Scottish Government environmental projects is mitigated by the employment of a 
skilled Project Manager to assist with the oversight and reporting required of this £2.6m project. 

https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010ai%20-%20fit-future--final-report.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=EomDuf
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010aii%20-%20future--%20report-independent-review-qualifications-assessment.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=SAjxcD
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010aiii%20-%20purpose-principles-post-school-education-research-skills.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=lhp0a2
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010b%20-%20Ministerial%20Correspondence%20on%20Student%20Mental%20Health.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=1X4ihS
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010b%20-%20Ministerial%20Correspondence%20on%20Student%20Mental%20Health.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=1X4ihS
https://threatmap.checkpoint.com/
https://threatmap.checkpoint.com/
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010e%20-%20Herald%20Article%20Humza%20Yousaf%20urged%20to%20woo%20English%20workers.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=QoeU8N
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010f%20-%20parkside-community-primary-school-reprimand-20230523.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=AVx1CV
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010f%20-%20parkside-community-primary-school-reprimand-20230523.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=AVx1CV
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%2010%20-%20%20Risk%20Management%20Minute%2025%20April%202023.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=6uYYYc
https://glasgowkelvin.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Cte-BoardofManagement/Shared%20Documents/Audit%20and%20Risk%20Committee/2023-2024/Meeting%2001%20-%2005%20September%202023/Linked%20Documents/Item%2011%20-%20Appendix%204%20-%20Summary%20Team%20Risk%20Movement%20August%202023.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=g3Zjk5
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14. Equality 
 

There are no adverse impacts on individuals with protected characteristics arising from the 
contents of this report.  
 

 
15. Data Protection 
 

There are no new data protection risks arising from the contents of this report.  Data Protection 
continues to be a key consideration in College activities.   
 

 
16. Environmental and Sustainability 

 
There is an overall risk to the environment due to the negative arena being experienced at 
present i.e. declining wealth, declining health and declining opportunities are all prevalent.  It 
is estimated that the Covid pandemic has pushed an additional estimated 500 million people 
into poverty. 
 
Some vandalism has been experienced in Campus buildings; this may be due to frustrations 
with closure of some swimming pools and other leisure outlets.  Three windows have been 
broken at our Easterhouse Campus i.e. the new front door glass panel has broken twice and 
a large ground floor back window once.  Outdoor gym equipment was tampered with whilst 
the concrete was setting and work had to be re-done.  These random acts of vandalism 
result in extra, unexpected and unwanted costs to the College. 
 
The College’s position as a community college is more important than ever to provide a 
positive destination for the communities served during these times of hardship. 

 
 
17.  Recommendations 

 
Members of the Audit and Risk Committee are recommended to note the comments of this 
report, appendices and links. 
 
 

18.       Further Information 
 

Members can obtain further information on the contents of this report from Jeanette Evans, 

Vice Principal Operations at jevans@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk or Lisa Clark, Director of Estates 

and Corporate Services at lisaclark@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk 

 
JE/LC 
Glasgow Kelvin College  
August 2023 

mailto:jevans@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk
mailto:lisaclark@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk


Reducing Unwanted Fire 
Alarm Signals (UFAS)



Fire Alarm Process – Occupied 

Alarm Activation

Personnel Evacuate the building  

Check the Fire Panel  

a. Dial 999 if the fire panel indicates:

• break glass call point

• heat detector

• multi-sensor; or

• more than one smoke detector

b. If a single smoke detector – investigate

• Estates Team



Fire Alarm Process – Unoccupied 

Alarm Activation

Alarm relayed by Automated Receiving Centre (ARC) to 
staff (on-call or security)

Check the Fire Panel  

a. If the fire panel indicates:
• break glass call point

• heat detector

• multi-sensor; or

• more than one smoke detector – Dial 999

b. If a single smoke detector – investigate
• Call out staff (SB & West)

• Security and call out staff (EE & EH)
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1. FIRE INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION FOREWORD 

As the largest fire protection trade association in the world with over 1,000 member companies, 

the Fire Industry Association (FIA) continues to promote, improve and perfect fire protection 

methods, devices, services and apparatus. We welcome the opportunity to work with the Scottish 

Fire & Rescue Service (SFRS) on this guidance on the Safe Investigation of Fire Alarm Signals. 

By bringing cross industry experts together in a collaborative manner, the FIA can create far-

reaching guidance incorporating expertise from all aspects from those who help, improve and 

provide fire safety. 

 

 

 

Ian Moore CEO 

Fire Industry Association 

 

2. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This guidance document was produced thanks to the support, experience and expertise of the 
individuals, and representatives of FIA member organisations listed below: 

C S Todd & Associates, 

Metro Safety, 

Ensure Safety & Compliance, 

FCS-Live Ltd, 

Stuart Hamilton, 

Louise Hosking, 

Martin Harvey, 

Garry Marshall, Scottish Fire & Rescue Service, 

Scottish Fire & Rescue Service. 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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3. BACKGROUND  

As a result of the continuing high rate of false alarms from fire detection and alarm systems, 
throughout Scotland, the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service (SFRS) now adopt a ‘call challenge’ policy 
in relation to calls arising from the operation of an automatic fire alarm system (whether received 
via an emergency 999 call or from an alarm receiving centre, (ARC)). 

Accordingly, depending on circumstances, there will be situations in which the SFRS will not dispatch 
fire appliances on receipt of a call arising from operation of a fire alarm system unless it can be 
confirmed by the caller that there is a fire or signs indicative of a fire. In some circumstances, there 
will be an attendance, but the number of appliances dispatched may be reduced unless, or until, a 
fire is confirmed. 

This has become necessary because the current level of unwanted fire alarm signals (UFAS) to which 
SFRS are summoned cannot be sustained. Equally, investigation of circumstances in which a fire alarm 
is activated must be carried out safely. The objective of this guidance document is to assist 
dutyholders to investigate fire alarm signals at the premises prior to summoning the SFRS.  

It is necessary to draw distinction between a false alarm, which, by definition, is activation of a fire 
alarm system resulting from a cause other than fire, and an unwanted fire alarm signal, which, again 
by definition, is a false alarm from a fire alarm system that has been passed on to the SFRS. 

This guidance has been prepared to assist dutyholders under the Fire (Scotland) Act with the new 
SFRS UFAS policy, which applies from the 1st of July 2023. In this connection, by land mass, the 
Scottish Fire and Rescue Service is the largest single fire and rescue service in Europe and the fourth 
largest in the world.  

As in the case of other fire and rescue services throughout the UK, SFRS experience a major burden 
on resources as a result of the continued high level of calls resulting from fire alarm signals to which 
the Service is summoned. By way of example, in a typical year, SFRS attend approximately 30,000  
calls, of which only 2% of these are caused by an actual fire; moreover, in around two thirds of the 
latter incidents, no action by firefighters is necessary.  

These calls represent approximately 30% of all incidents attended by the SFRS, representing 
approximately 57,000 unnecessary ‘blue light’ journeys each year. 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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Figure 1 Calls arising from fire alarm signals in Scotland. (Source SFRS) 

These UFAS have many detrimental effects: 

• They impact on resources available to attend real fires. 

• They impact on time available for other valuable work, such as training and community safety 
activities. Where fire crews comprise on-call (retained) fire fighters, the crews may be 
unnecessarily taken away from their place of work. 

• They impact on road safety, as a result of fire appliances travelling under emergency 
conditions.  

• They impact on the environment from the number of appliance journeys. 

More generally, false alarms impact on business continuity resulting in financial loss to businesses 
due to interruption of employees’ work. Reducing false alarms not only reduces UFAS but reduces 
the detrimental effect on business continuity that can otherwise arise.  

 In view of the circumstances outlined above, from 1st July 2023, the UFAS policy of the SFRS will be 
such that:  

• All calls to actuation of a fire alarm system will be call challenged by fire control operators, 
other than calls to premises that are designed, or known, to incorporate sleeping 

accommodation (e.g. hotels, in-patient hospital buildings, care homes, etc). Call challenging 
is a procedure in which, unless the incident is deemed to be a confirmed fire, no fire 
appliances will be dispatched; it will be necessary for the dutyholder for the premises to 

http://www.fia.uk.com/


Guidance on Safe Investigation of Fire Alarm Signals in Scotland 

Guidance on Safe Investigation of Fire Alarm Signals in Scotland 
• Version 1 • June 2023 •  

Tel: +44 (0)20 3166 5002 • www.fia.uk.com 

 
6 of 20 

investigate the alarm signal. For the purpose of this policy, an incident is deemed to be a 
confirmed fire if the caller can confirm that there is a fire or a sign of fire.  

For the purpose of this policy, an incident is also deemed to be a confirmed fire if  a caller can 
confirm that a fire alarm signal has been initiated by any signal, other than a signal from a 
single smoke detector (e.g. if it is known that the signal has been initiated by a break glass 
manual call point, a heat detector, more than one smoke detector, a multi-sensor fire 
detector, a sprinkler system, etc).  

This is a matter that should be taken into account in the fire procedures for the premises, but will 
need a more specific risk assessment for investigation of fire alarm signals in certain premises on the 

part of the dutyholder.  

This guidance cannot address every possible variation in operation of premises, but the intention of 
the guidance is to give generic advice on safe investigation and/or confirmation of fire when a fire 
alarm system operates. 

3.1 Approach to avoidance of risk 

Any arrangement that involves investigation of fire alarm signals will, inherently, involve a small 
element of risk, which must be managed and mitigated. Accordingly, the most fundamental measure 
should be avoidance of false alarms as far as practicable.  This should be an objective in the design of 

the fire alarm system and the management of the premises. Guidance on  False Alarm Management 
of Fire Detection and Alarm Systems is published by the FIA and is available here. 

As noted above, there are a number of circumstances in which it will be necessary for staff of a 
dutyholder to investigate a fire alarm signal before the fire and rescue service should be called or will 
be willing to attend even if called. 

Such circumstances comprise the following: 

• The fire procedures for the premises require investigation of alarm signals (or certain alarm 
signals) prior to calling the SFRS. For most premises, this is the ideal arrangement, which 

should have been formulated by the dutyholder, taking into account the SFRS UFAS policy, as 
well as any policy of the organisation to minimise disruption to business from false alarms. 

• The call challenge policy of the SFRS is such that a caller is informed that there will not be an 
attendance unless it can be confirmed that there is a fire or a sign of fire. 

• By virtue of a pre-determined procedure, an ARC contacts the premises to request 
confirmation of a fire before the ARC will summon the SFRS. 

• An ARC is informed by SFRS Control that there will not be any attendance unless it can be 
confirmed that there is a fire or a sign of fire, resulting in a call from the ARC to the premises 

requesting further information. 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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• An ARC is informed by SFRS Control that there will not be any attendance unless it can be 
confirmed that there is a fire or a sign of fire, resulting in notification of a keyholder by the 
ARC because the premises are unoccupied. 

4. SAFE INVESTIGATION OF ALARM SIGNALS 

It is essential that, where, as part of fire procedures, it will be necessary for persons on the premises 
to investigate a fire alarm signal prior to summoning the SFRS, there are safe procedures to carry this 
out. 

This will necessitate adequate pre-planning to nominate those who are to carry out this task; ad hoc 

procedures when the fire alarm system operates are unlikely to be adequately safe.  In commercial 
premises in multiple occupation, there needs to be cooperation between occupiers to pre-plan and 
coordinate the arrangements.  Those nominated for the task should be suitably trained and physically 
capable for the task. 

Note: In Scotland, Regulation 20A of the Fire Safety (Scotland) Regulations 2006 requires that an 
employer with duties under section 53 of the Fire (Scotland) Act 2005 must, when entrusting tasks 
to an employee, take into consideration the employee’s capabilities as regards health and safety, so 
far as those capabilities relate to fire and are relevant to those tasks. 

Training should ensure that the persons nominated are fully familiar with: 

• the roles and responsibilities of those nominated to investigate fire alarm signals; 

• the layout of the premises and any special arrangements for access to specific areas; 

• the fire protection measures in the premises, including any active fire protection measures 
that may come into effect on operation of the fire alarm system; 

• any special fire hazards within the premises (e.g. presence of gas cylinders); 

• any hazards associated with fire suppression systems in the building; 

• interpretation and use of the fire alarm control and indicating equipment (CIE).  In this 
connection, it is important that the nominated persons can, in an addressable fire alarm 
system, determine the type of device that triggered the fire alarm signal (e.g. manual call 
point, heat detector, smoke detector or sprinkler head).  If fire detectors are of the multi-
sensor type, it is important that the nominated persons are aware of this, because, as 
previously noted, in Scotland, this will have a bearing on the response of the SFRS; 

• identification of the location of a potential fire, including interpretation of the zone plan and 
any addressable text on the CIE display; 

• the relevant cause and effect of the fire alarm system (e.g. whether there is an investigation 
period and, if so, its length of time); 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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• whether lifts can be used during the investigation; 

• use of any communications equipment; 

• safe movement through the building, including an understanding of, for example, any 
electronic access control systems; 

• available means of escape (including any restricted means of escape outside working hours); 

• typical signs of fire;  

• a broad understanding of fire behaviour; 

• action on discovery of a fire, particularly the method of summoning the SFRS and ensuring 
that an evacuation signal has been given; 

• identification of any fire detector that has triggered a false alarm (i.e. awareness of detector 
LEDs, visual evidence of manual call point operation); 

• action on verification of a false alarm, including the method of resetting the CIE, any necessary 
arrangements for resetting other critical equipment, and arrangements for calling a fire alarm 
maintenance contractor if necessary; 

• circumstances in which silencing of the audible alarm is acceptable if audible alarms are 
sounding during the investigation period (e.g. to enable radio communication and avoidance 
of undue exposure to high noise levels), though it should be noted that a fire alarm system 
must never be silenced before it is ensured that all occupants have evacuated to the extent 
appropriate; 

• arrangements for coordination between those investigating fire alarm signals and any fire 
wardens in the premises; 

• arrangements for recording the incident in the relevant log book and, if necessary, initiating 
further investigation of the cause. 

The number of persons required to investigate fire alarm signals at any point in time needs to be 
determined by the dutyholder by practical trials.  Ideally, this number should not be less than three; 
this enables an arrangement whereby two people proceed to the location of the alarm signal, while 
one remains at the CIE.   

It is acknowledged that this will not always be possible and a lesser number is not necessarily unsafe.  
However, the investigation arrangements may differ according to whether the normal minimum 
number of persons determined by the dutyholder are present or the number of persons is less than 
this (e.g. outside normal working hours).   

Accordingly, in the following sub-sections of this Guide, four scenarios are addressed, namely: 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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• the pre-determined number of nominated persons are present; 

• the pre-determined number of nominated persons are not present (e.g. because it is outside 
normal working hours); 

• a single nominated person is present (e.g. a lone security officer); 

• circumstances in which there are no nominated persons to respond to alarm signals (e.g. 
because the building is unoccupied). 

It is acknowledged that there may be areas of a building, with fire detectors therein, that are difficult 

to access (e.g. locked plant rooms, service risers and ceiling/floor voids). However, for avoidance of 
doubt, it is the responsibility of dutyholders to plan for safe access to all areas in which fire detectors 
are located (whether by those investigating the alarm signals or other persons with requisite facilities 
for access) in order to investigate alarm signals; it is not the role of SFRS to act on behalf of the 
dutyholder in this respect. 

If an alarm signal has been determined to be a false alarm, the CIE should be reset as soon as it can 
be ensured that the cause of the false alarm is no longer present. This action should be taken as soon 
as practicable so that the fire alarm system is then capable of responding to any real fire. Even if SFRS 
have attended, it is not the role of the SFRS to reset the CIE. If those on the premises cannot reset 
the system (whether through lack of knowledge or a fault in the system), there should be an 

arrangement in place to summon appropriate assistance (e.g. from the fire alarm maintenance 
contractor). 

All false alarms must be recorded in the system log book, with provision of as much relevant 
information as possible.  A suitable format for this record can be found in Annex F of BS 5839-1: 2017. 
This is important because this log will be examined by maintenance technicians as part of routine 
maintenance of the fire alarm system. The log will enable maintenance technicians to assist the 
dutyholder in identifying trends and common causes in relation to false alarms, so that appropriate 
action can be taken to minimise re-occurrence. 

4.1 Pre-determined number of nominated persons present (e.g. during 

normal working hours) 

The first part of any investigation should be to examine the CIE to identify the location from which a 
fire alarm signal has been initiated.  It should be noted that, in the case of an addressable system, 
the location and type of the specific detector that initiated the alarm signal can be identified.  

For the purpose of this policy, it is important that, in the case of premises that are not designed, nor 
are currently being used, for sleeping accommodation, a caller can confirm whether a fire alarm 
signal has been initiated by anything other than a single smoke detector, as this will be treated by 
SFRS as a confirmed fire (e.g. if the signal has been initiated by a break glass manual call point, a heat 
detector or sprinkler head, a multi-sensor fire detector, or if more than one smoke detector has 

operated). 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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Where, in the case of these “non-sleeping” premises, a signal has not been initiated by any of the 
above, an investigation should be started.  

The purpose of the investigation is to confirm whether there is a genuine fire or the signal is a false 
alarm. The number of people required safely to carry out the investigation should be determined by 
the dutyholder by practical trials and risk assessment. The persons investigating should have a 
method of communication that allows two-way speech between them.  

One person should remain at the CIE, while the other people should be in pairs during the 
investigation. If another detector or zone activates, this should be treated as a signal in which more 
than one smoke detector has operated.  It can, therefore, be treated as a confirmed fire, the SFRS 

should be called and the investigation should be abandoned.  

The investigation team should proceed to the zone/detector that has activated, using protected 
escape routes where possible, while reporting their progress and location.  Such reports could advise 
on the change of floor level within the building and/or be given at set time intervals. The aim is to 
ascertain whether the activation is genuine. Signs that an activation is genuine can be: 

• Smoke  

• Heat 

• The smell of burning  

• Visual sight of flame  

• Sound of burning (crackling, popping, etc). 

If any one of these signs is discovered (either by those investigating or other occupants of the 
building), then this should be communicated to the person at the CIE, so that a call can be made to 
the SFRS. 

The objective of a fire detection system is to give a warning of fire when the fire is still in its early 
stages.  As previously noted, even in the case of the 2% of alarm signals resulting from real fires, in 

two-thirds of these cases, no firefighting action by SFRS is required.  This reflects research, which 
shows that, nationally throughout the UK, 93% of fires are extinguished by building occupants using 
portable fire extinguishers.   

In this connection, Regulation 12 of the Fire Safety (Scotland) Regulations 2006 requires that, where 
necessary, in order to ensure the safety of relevant persons in respect of harm caused by fire, 
dutyholders must ensure that the relevant premises are, to the extent that is appropriate, equipped 
with appropriate means for fighting fire.  Furthermore, Regulation 12 also requires that dutyholders 
nominate competent persons to use the fire extinguishers. 

Accordingly, in some cases, it will be appropriate for those investigating fire alarm signals to take 
action to extinguish a small fire with the portable fire extinguishers provided, but only after it is 
ensured that action is being taken to evacuate the building and summon SFRS.  An important part of 
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the training given to persons nominated to investigate alarm signals is use of portable fire 
extinguishers and, very importantly, to recognise circumstances in which, for their own safety, no 
attempt should be made to fight a fire. 

4.2 Health and safety of nominated persons   

There is a risk that the nominated persons investigating the fire signal are proceeding towards a real 
fire. However, it should be borne in mind that 98% of alarm activations to which the SFRS are 
summoned transpire to be false alarms. The organisation should produce a health and safety risk 
assessment to address this. As shown in figure 1, the risk that a fire signal is, in fact, a real fire is low.  

Before opening any doors, the door should be felt with the back of the hand, as high up the door as 
can be reached, for signs of heat. If it is hot, the door should not be opened. This heat can be 
considered a sign of fire and SFRS can be summoned without any further investigation needed. 

Remember that staff are looking for signs of a fire, not necessarily a fire itself. In addition, safe use 
of portable fire extinguishers is stressed again. 

 

Figure 2 Process for premises in which no one sleeps. 

During investigation of an alarm signal, subject to certainty that evacuation of the building is 
complete to the extent necessary, consideration can be given to silencing the audible alarm signal if 
the relevant risk assessment determines that this would be appropriate to avoid exposing people to 
high noise levels. This will also facilitate better vocal communication between investigation team 
members. 

If it has been determined, as part of the relevant risk assessment, that those investigating alarm 
signals are permitted to use a lift to reach the relevant floor (which may not be acceptable in all 

circumstances), the lift should be taken to a floor below that from which the fire alarm signal 
originated, from whence access should be made by means of a protected stairway. 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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4.3 Pre-determined number of nominated persons not present (e.g. outside 

normal working hours), but occupants present in the building 

In the case of “non-sleeping” premises with no nominated persons present, but occupants in the 
building, the normal evacuation procedures for the building should be followed; only those trained 
in investigation should investigate any alarm activations.  

In these circumstances, SFRS will not attend the premises unless it can be confirmed that there is a 
sign of fire.  As part of their risk assessments and fire safety arrangements, the dutyholder should 
ensure that any occupants of the building (e.g. outside normal working hours) are aware of the 
procedures to follow if the fire alarm system operates. This may include arrangements for 

summoning suitable personnel to deal with the fire alarm signal. 

It should be noted that in, for example, certain relevant premises in which people sleep, there may, 
at certain times, be no nominated persons to investigate fire alarm signals. Examples include certain 
apartment blocks with simultaneous evacuation arrangements, certain student residences, small 
hotels with no night staff, etc. 

It is the responsibility of the dutyholder to make arrangements in these premises for summoning of 
the fire and rescue service in the event of fire; this is a requirement of Regulation 12 of the Fire Safety 
(Scotland) Regulations. Given that persons sleep on the premises, it is important that any call to SFRS 
to alert them to operation of the fire alarm system makes it clear to SFRS that the premises are those 
in which people sleep, so that SFRS attend without further call challenge. The need to highlight that 
a property is being used for sleeping purposes would also apply to those buildings being used as 
temporary accommodations, e.g., emergency rest centres, youth group halls and museum “sleep 
over” events etc. 

In this connection, it is sometimes the case that an alarm receiving centre (ARC) to which fire alarm 
signals from premises are relayed is not aware as to the nature of the premises and whether they 
include sleeping accommodation. Clearly, it is essential that, in Scotland, alarm receiving centres to 

which fire alarm signals are relayed from premises in which people sleep are made aware of the 
sleeping accommodation and are instructed to pass this information on to SFRS when a fire alarm 

signal is received. 

4.4 Single nominated person present (e.g. a lone security officer) 

This case is distinct from the previous category, in that the lone worker has a designated 
responsibility for building safety and security. In this case, it is particularly important that the lone 
worker is suitably trained to interpret the fire alarm CIE, so that they are able, as far as practicable, 
to provide relevant information to SFRS.  

Similarly, as in the case of all nominated persons, the lone worker must be fully familiar with the 
layout of the building, circulation routes within the building, any hazards present, etc. Particular care 

should be taken in this respect in the case of, for example, a new security officer, who has not 
previously been allocated to work at the building in question. The capability of the lone worker for 
the tasks required must be considered (e.g. mobility).  
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The first step to be taken is to check the CIE. If the indication at the CIE comprises a confirmed sign 
of fire (as previously defined), an immediate emergency call should be made to SFRS; under these 
circumstances, there should be no attempt to investigate the fire alarm signal.  

However, if the indication does not comprise a confirmed sign of fire, the pre-planned investigation 
procedure should be carried out. This will be the situation if the indication at the CIE shows that the 
alarm has been triggered by a single smoke detector, or if, in the case of a non-addressable fire alarm 
system, the only indication is the zone of alarm origin, without any information as to the type of 
device that triggered the alarm signal; an obvious exception would be a case in which there is no 
smoke detection within the building, and, therefore, the alarm signal, by definition, would be 
regarded as a sign of fire (e.g. in sprinklered premises). 

It is stressed that the investigation procedure must be pre-planned; ad hoc investigation procedures 
instigated purely on the initiative of the lone worker are unacceptable. 

It is not possible to specify a unique, generic procedure that will be appropriate for every building. 
On the one hand, in the case of open plan office accommodation approached by multiple protected 
stairways, it might be acceptable for the lone worker to investigate the alarm signal, provided they 
have, first, informed an appropriate person (e.g. at a control room) of the circumstances. Where 
possible, the lone worker should remain in continuous communication, or at least in periodic 
communication, with this appropriate person. 

On the other hand, there will be circumstances in which, because of the location of a possible fire or 
hazards likely to be present at that location, investigation by the lone worker is not a safe procedure. 
In these circumstances, the pre-planned arrangement, based on a current risk assessment, should be 
that the lone worker summons further assistance (e.g. via a control room, from remote colleagues, 
from building management or maintenance personnel, etc.). 

It should be noted that the pre-planned investigation arrangement may be different, according to 
the zone of origin of the fire alarm signal. It should also be noted that the risk assessment, on which 
the pre-planned investigation arrangement is based, is not the fire risk assessment carried out for 
compliance with the Fire (Scotland) Act.  

In the pre-planning for investigation, account needs to be taken of the potential development of a 
real fire in the period between summoning remote assistance and arrival of such assistance on site. 
This will impact on action to be taken by the lone worker in the interim. 

In general, in the case of a lone worker, no attempt should be made to tackle a fire; on discovery of 
a fire, regardless of how small, the lone worker should withdraw, ensure that SFRS are summoned 
without delay, and then await their arrival. Firefighting action should only be taken when there is 
more than one nominated person on the premises. 

Where practicable, consideration should be given to the use of technology to confirm the presence 
of a real fire during the investigation period. For example, in many fire alarm systems, it could be 

arranged that the initial fire alarm signal gives a warning only at the CIE (provided the CIE is 
continuously monitored by the lone worker). A further fire alarm signal from a second device could 
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then operate sounders throughout the building, so indicating to the lone worker that there is now, 
by definition, a sign of fire; the lone worker would then abort the investigation and ensure that SFRS 
is summoned without delay and informed that two devices have operated. 

This is known as a coincidence arrangement within the fire alarm system (sometimes, incorrectly, 
described as “double knock”). It should be noted that this is, sometimes, possible even in a non-
addressable fire alarm system; the coincidence arrangement in this case would comprise operation 
of two independent zones of the fire alarm system. 

4.5 No nominated person present and no other occupants 

This is, arguably, the most difficult of circumstances described in this guidance. Since the building is 
totally unoccupied, indication of a fire alarm signal could only be received at a remote location. The 
alarm is normally transmitted to operators at an alarm receiving centre (ARC), but may be 
transmitted (e.g. by mobile telephone) to key personnel of the dutyholder. 

In the vast majority of circumstances, current practice is that a single “fire” signal is transmitted, 
precluding any possibility that those receiving the signal could confirm to SFRS as to the type of device 
that triggered the fire alarm signal (and, hence, whether the signal would be regarded as a “sign of 
fire”).  

It is important to note that, under these circumstances, there will be no attendance by SFRS. Action 

to be taken by the ARC and the dutyholder under these circumstances is solely a matter for the 
contract between the dutyholder and the ARC operator. 

Typically, in these circumstances, the contract will require that the ARC notifies the keyholder. 
Ideally, there should be at least two keyholders available for contact, so that, if no response is 
received from the first keyholder, the ARC can cascade attempts to contact a further keyholder(s).  

As in the case of occupied buildings with persons nominated to carry out an investigation, it is the 
responsibility of the dutyholder to pre-plan for safe investigation of alarm signals by keyholders, 
based on a risk assessment that is specific to the premises. Accordingly, only general advice can be 
given in this guidance document. 

On arrival at the building, the keyholder should normally make a visual inspection of the perimeter 
of the building to check for any sign of fire, before entering the building. If there is any sign of fire, 
SFRS should be summoned without delay; the keyholder should not enter the building, but should 
simply await arrival of the SFRS. 

If this inspection reveals no sign of fire, it will normally be safe for the keyholder to enter the building 
to reach the fire alarm CIE (assuming that the CIE is, for example, located in the entrance area of the 
building).  

Thereafter, the procedure to be followed will be very similar to that described above for investigation 

of alarms in which there is only a single nominated person present and no other occupants in the 
building (see above). 
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However, in the case of a lone keyholder, certain points should be stressed, namely: 

• Training of keyholders who are to investigate fire alarm signals, and knowledge of the building 
arising therefrom, should be of an equivalent standard to that required for a lone security 
officer. 

• The risk assessment for the lone keyholder should take into account that, during the time 
required for summoning of the keyholder and their travel to the building, any real fire is likely 
to be larger than that investigated by persons on site when the fire alarm system operates. 
This might preclude investigation of alarm signals from high hazard rooms, in which rapid fire 
development is anticipated within the risk assessment.  

• Again, it is strongly recommended that technological solutions that would assist in identifying 
a real fire should be considered. 

• On arrival at the premises, the keyholder should make contact with an appropriate person 
(e.g. at a control room or similar, or, for example, a line manager) to alert them to their 
presence on the premises. As in the case of, for example, a lone security officer, the keyholder 
should, where possible, remain in continuous communication, or at least in periodic 
communication, with this appropriate person. 

As noted, current practice in transmission of fire signals to ARCs is that, on operation of a fire alarm 

system at a building, a single, general fire signal is transmitted to the ARC,  Given the new UFAS policy 
in Scotland, dutyholders for premises in which people do not sleep should discuss, with their alarm 
system provider or maintainer and/or any company monitoring their fire alarm system at an ARC, 
more technologically advanced arrangements.  

For example, in many systems, it would be possible to transmit a signal triggered by a single smoke 
detector that would be identified at the ARC as an “unconfirmed fire” (to which, for example, a 
keyholder could then be summoned). It would then often be possible to transmit a second signal to 
an ARC, identifiable as a “confirmed fire”, if a second smoke detector operated. (Such an 
arrangement has existed for many years in the intruder alarm industry and has resulted in a 
significant reduction in the number of intruder system false alarms attended by the Police.) 

Similarly, in some systems, it is possible to use different channels of the “alarm routing equipment” 
(which transmits signals to the ARC) for transmission of signals from, say, manual call points or 
sprinkler systems and smoke detectors, so that the ARC could advise SFRS as to whether a signal 
represented a sign of fire. 

Furthermore, where signals from the premises can be triggered only by, for example, multi-sensor 
fire detectors or sprinkler systems, it is important that the ARC is aware of this, so that SFRS can be 
advised accordingly.  
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5. REASSURANCE OF STAFF 

In communicating the SFRS Unwanted Fire Alarm Signals policy to employees of the dutyholder, it is 
important to convey to employees: 

• the background to, and justification for, the policy; 

• the benefits of the policy to the safety of the public (e.g. by ensuring that firefighters are 
available to attend real fires, carry out fire prevention activities, work in ensuring the safety 
of vulnerable people, and to minimise the risk of road accidents); 

• the liaison with the business community on the part of SFRS, prior to bringing the policy into 
force; 

• the broader, extensive consultation with the public in 2021, prior to bringing the policy into 
force. 

Understandably, some employees may feel concern that they are being asked to carry out tasks that 
might place them at risk and that may seem to be a reversal of traditional policies, under which the 
public were instructed to summon the fire and rescue service in the event of fire and evacuate the 
premises.  

Accordingly, it is important for employees to understand that there has been no reversal of advice to 
the public to avoid placing themselves at risk from an actual fire. All that is required of employees is 
that, under certain defined and low risk circumstances, the presence of a fire is confirmed before 
summoning the fire and rescue service.  

It is not, for example, suggested that there is an expectation that the public fulfil the role traditionally 
performed by firefighters (which was never really investigation of fire alarm signals, but firefighting 
action in the event of a fire).  

In this connection, staff should be reassured as to the very minimal risk to employees as a result of 
the new UFAS policy, which is considerably outweighed by the benefits, including benefits to the 

safety of the public, described above.  

This reassurance should include explanation to the effect that (by way of summary of previous 
information): 

• the policy does not affect premises in which people sleep, including dwellings, hotels, 
hospitals, sheltered housing, care homes, hostels, self-catering accommodation, all of which 
represent the premises in which the risk to life is highest in the event of fire; 

• the policy does not apply to alarm signals triggered by manual call points, operation of which 
generally results from a real fire; 
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• the reason that the policy does not apply to devices other than smoke detectors is that heat 
detectors and sprinklers produce very few false alarms, and only operate when there is a 
significant fire; 

• the policy takes advances in technology into account (e.g. it recognises the benefits of multi-
sensor fire detection and the scope for modern systems to identify the occurrence of fire 
signals from two or more smoke detectors); 

• smoke detectors are able to detect a fire when it is very small (which is the reason for their 
propensity to produce false alarms). Accordingly, it is something of a truism that investigation 
of an alarm signal from a single smoke detector is carried out when a fire is still small, presents 
minimal danger and can often be extinguished by portable fire extinguishers. 

• employees should be reassured that there is a legal duty on the part of employers to ensure, 
so far as is reasonably practicable, their safety and also their capability to perform any tasks 
required of them. Accordingly, arrangements for investigation of fire alarm signals are subject 
to a risk assessment.  

The FIA are cognisant of the excellent working relationship between SFRS and the Scottish business 
community. In that connection, SFRS are keen to support the business community through the 
changes that will be necessary following the introduction of the UFAS policy. Local area offices of 
SFRS can be contacted in the event of a need for assistance.  

The FIA also strongly recommend that dutyholders discuss the optimum solutions to address the 
UFAS policy with their fire alarm installer, maintenance company and any company operating an 
ARC to which fire signals are transmitted. 

  

http://www.fia.uk.com/
https://www.firescotland.gov.uk/your-safety/business-advice/concerns-queries-and-complaints/
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5.1 Checklist for dutyholders  

The following checklist is intended to assist dutyholders in taking appropriate action to address the 
SFRS UFAS policy from 1 July 2023. 

1. Are you and relevant staff fully aware of the SFRS UFAS policy? 

2. Are you aware of the circumstances in which, when your fire alarm system operates, SFRS 
will, and will not, attend if summoned? 

3. Have you notified your insurers of the SFRS UFAS policy, particularly if insurers have taken 
into account any facility for automatic transmission of fire signals to an ARC? 

4. Have you nominated a sufficient number of employees to investigate fire alarm signals from 
a single smoke detector? Have you confirmed that these employees are capable of 
performing the tasks required of them? 

5. Have you carried out a risk assessment in relation to investigation of fire alarm signals by the 
nominated employees? 

6. Have you formulated investigation procedures, based on the risk assessment to which 5. 
refers? 

7. Do the investigation procedures address each of the following scenarios (where relevant): 

• investigation of alarm signals when a sufficient number of nominated employees are 
present; 

• investigation of alarm signals when an insufficient number of nominated employees 
are present, but the building is occupied by others; 

• investigation of alarm signals when only a sole nominated person is present in the 
building, which is, otherwise, unoccupied; 

• investigation of alarm signals when no-one is present in the building, but fire alarm 
signals are transmitted to an ARC. 

8. Have appropriate communication facilities been provided for use during investigation of fire 
alarm signals and are they regularly checked and tested? 

9. Have you fully considered, within your risk assessment, safe investigation by lone workers 
and any technological facilities to support their safety? 

10. Have all employees nominated to investigate alarm signals been given relevant training? This 
includes any keyholders who will be required to investigate fire alarm signals outside normal 

working hours. 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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11. Have any third parties who will be required to investigate fire alarm signals (e.g. contract 
security officers) been suitably trained? 

12. Does the training include interpretation of fire alarm control and indicating equipment, and 
information required by the SFRS, as well as procedures for safe investigation of fire alarm 
signals? 

13. Are staff familiar with the correct means of resetting the fire alarm control and indicating 
equipment? 

14. Do all relevant staff know the arrangements for calling out a fire alarm maintenance company 

if required? 

15. Do all staff working outside normal working hours know procedures to follow if the fire alarm 
system operates when no-one is present to investigate fire alarm signals? 

 

6. GLOSSARY OF TERMINOLOGY 

• Addressable fire alarm system 

A fire alarm system in which signals from detectors, manual call points or any other devices 
are individually identified at the fire alarm control and indicating equipment (in contrast with 
a non-addressable fire alarm system, in which only the zone of alarm origin is indicated). 

• AFA  

Automatic Fire Alarm 

• Alarm receiving centre (ARC) 

Continuously manned premises, remote from those in which the fire alarm system is fitted, 
where the information concerning the state of the fire alarm system (e.g. a fire alarm signal) 
is displayed and/or recorded, so that the fire and rescue service can be summoned. 

• Control and indicating equipment (CIE)(also described as “the control panel”) 

The equipment from which fire detectors, etc are supplied with power and which indicates a 
fire alarm signal audibly and visually 

• Coincidence operation (sometimes, wrongly, described as “double knock”) 

An arrangement designed so that a specific output is obtained only when signals from at least 
two independent fire detection devices are present at the same time 

  

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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• False alarm 

A fire signal resulting from a cause other than fire 

• Multi-sensor fire detector 

A fire detector that monitors more than one physical and/or chemical phenomenon 
associated with fire (e.g. heat and smoke) 

• “Sign of fire” 

For the purposes of the SFRS Unwanted Fire Alarm Signals policy, situation in which a person 
has identified circumstances indicative of a fire (e.g. smell of burning, smoke, flames, sound 
of crackling flames, etc) or a fire alarm system has operated in response to a device that is 
known to be any device other than a single smoke detector (e.g. a manual call point, heat 
detector, multi-sensor fire detector, sprinkler head or more than one smoke detector) 

• Unwanted Fire Alarm Signal (UFAS) 

False alarm from a fire alarm system that has resulted in summoning of the fire and rescue 
service 

 

 

 

http://www.fia.uk.com/
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Minute  

 
Meeting held on Tuesday 25 April 2023 at 2pm online using Microsoft Teams 

 

Item Action Agreed Member Target 
Date 

1.  Sederunt   

 L Clark, Director of Estates and Corporate Services (Chair); J 
Quinn, Director of Digital Services; A Carr, Head of Finance; 
Liz Breckenridge, Marketing and Commercial Manager; E 
Campbell, Funding Manager; M McKerlie, Head of Services to 
Support Learners; M Smillie, Head of Student Information 
Services; G McGuire, Senior Curriculum Manager HCCLD; I 
Gordon, Head of Facilities and Environmental Sustainability; 
G Lawson, Health and Safety Manager; J Clarke, Senior 
Curriculum Manager; J Gallagher, Quality Enhancement and 
Development Manager; M Thomson, Cross College Support 
and Administration Manager and; R MacKenzie, Regulations 
and Compliance Manager. 

  

    

2.  Apologies   

 D Smeall, Principal; J Evans, Vice Principal; A Daly, Finance 
and Student Funding Manager; D Shiels, Director of People 
and Culture; E Mitchell, Human Resources Manager; L Lang, 
Engagement Manager and P Brown, Director of Planning, 
Performance and Curriculum.  

  

    

3.   Terms of Reference   

 Members noted the content of the Terms of Reference for 
information purposes.   

  

    

4.  Draft Minute of Previous Meeting held on 24 January 
2023 

  

 The minutes of the meeting held on 24 January 2023 were 
accepted as a true and accurate record of the business 
conducted at the previous meeting. 

  

Item 5 
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Date 

    

5.  Matters Arising from the Minute of the Previous Meeting     

 Item 7 Finance   

 The upgrade of the Sun Accounting system was being 
progressed. It was anticipated that work would be completed 
by mid-June. The upgrade would bring the system up to the 
necessary cybersecurity standard.  
 
It was agreed that a Data Protection Impact Assessment 
(DPIA) be conducted to ascertain any data privacy issues that 
may arise following the upgrade of the Sun System.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

JQ/RM 

 

 Item 8 GDPR/Cyber security   

 L Clark reported that the Cybersecurity Framework had been 
presented to the Board of Management and Audit and Risk 
Committee. 

  

 Item 9a Insurance – Cyber Insurance Renewal 23-24   

 L Clark advised members that securing renewed Cyber 
insurance for the College was likely to become increasingly 
difficult due to the increasing number and level of threats 
globally and the resulting increased demand for cover. 
Consequently, insurance companies were raising the 
threshold for cover significantly.  

  

 Item 10b Estates – Security/Guarding   

 The matter was still being explored and options appraised. IG  

 Item 10c Estates – Campus Panel/Rust Spots   

 A structural engineering company are in the process of 
conducting a full assessment and a final report is awaited. This 
report would be presented to Risk Management Committee 
and the Audit and Risk Committee. 

LC/IG  

 Item 13e Items for information – Martyn’s Law   

 M Thomson confirmed that she was preparing a tabletop 
exercise related to scenarios raised through Martyn’s Law. 

  

 Item 14 AOCB   

 It was agreed that L Clark and M Thomson would liaise with  
D Shiels on the matter of the target staff group for the tabletop 
exercise involving power outage scenarios. 
 
It was agreed that L Clark, I Gordon, G Lawson and P Haslett 
would meet to discuss the issue of vaping across the College.  

LC/MT 
 
 
 

LC/IG/G
L/PH 
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6.  Health and Safety   

a) Health and Safety Committee Minute   

i) 2 November 2022   

 Members noted the content of the Health and Safety minute 
of 2 November 2022 for information purposes. 

  

ii) 25 January 2023   

 Members noted the content of the Health and Safety minute 
of 25 January 2023 for information purposes 

  

 G Lawson alerted members to a change in Covid guidance. 
Anyone displaying symptoms would be required to stay away 
from the College for 5 days.  

 
 
 

 

b) Legal Current Issues Review (LCIR)   

i) February 2023   

ii) March 2023   

 Members noted the content of the February and March 2023 
editions of LCIR for information purposes. 

  

 G Lawson drew member’s attention to the changes in 
responses to fire alarms. Scottish Fire and Rescue Services 
would no longer automatically respond to fire alarms. Instead, 
businesses, including the College, would be required to 
investigate and confirm a fire was in progress when contacting 
the service. L Clark would alert the College insurers to the 
changes. 

 
 

LC/GL 

 

    

7.  Finance   

a) SFC Announcement: Indicative College Funding 
Allocations AY 2023-24 

  

 A Carr confirmed that the College would receive a flat cash 
settlement with no change in the core funding allocation 
compared with the 22-23 figure.  
 
Members noted the content of the SFC announcement for 
information purposes. 

  

b) City of Glasgow: Lessons Learned Report -July 2022   

 Members noted the contents of the Lessons Learned report for 
information purposes. 
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L Clark advised members that, following an audit conducted 
by internal auditors, Henderson Loggie, a College Asset and 
Fleet Management Report had been produced while staff 
training had been provided by herself, A Carr and D Higgins-
Durnan.  

8.  GDPR/Cyber Security   

a) ChatGPT   

 Members discussed growing concerns over the rise of 
Artificial Intelligence, ChatGPT and its potential impact on 
teaching and learning. During discussion, the following points 
were noted: 
 

• ChatGPT represented both a useful tool and a threat 
to teaching and learning; there was a clear danger of 
mass plagiarism;  

• J Quinn would be meeting with Steve McIntosh, 
Regional Chief Information Security Officer (CISO) to 
discuss the matter and would report back to 
members; 

• ChatGPT Zero and Turnitin had emerged as tools to 
combat instances of plagiarism;  

• A College policy/statement on the issue was required; 

• Guidance would have to be issued to all staff and 
students.  

 
Members agreed to return to the matter in due course.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

JQ/ALL 

 

b) QAA Membership: The Rise of Artificial Intelligence 
Software and Potential Risks to Academic Integrity – 
Briefing Paper 

  

 Members noted the contents of the briefing paper for 
information purposes. 

  

c) WorldPay   

 R MacKenzie alerted members to a review of business being 
conducted by WorldPay who provided College credit 
services. WorldPay had issued a series of proformas to be 
completed which, from a Data Protection and Data Privacy 
perspective, demanded data which was considered by the 
College excessive, inappropriate, and non-applicable. 
Responses had been issued to WorldPay and the matter 
continued to be monitored.  

  

9.  Insurance   

a)  Glasgow Kelvin College Liability Renewal Questionnaire 
2023 
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 Members noted the contents of the Liability Renewal 
Questionnaire for information purposes. 

  

b)  Glasgow Kelvin College Property Renewal Questionnaire 
2023 

  

 Members noted the contents of the Property Renewal 
Questionnaire for information purposes. 

  

c) Glasgow Kelvin College Member Collections 
Supplementary Declaration 

  

 Members noted the contents of the Member Collections 
Supplementary Declaration for information purposes. 

  

 L Clark confirmed that all renewal matters had been actioned 
and completed. 

  

    

10.  Estates   

a) PPL-PRS Ltd and Music Licensing Report   

 Members considered a paper, presented to SMT, regarding 
music licensing at the College and the role of PPL-PRS Ltd.  
 
Following lengthy exchanges with PPL-PRS, ongoing since 
2020, the College now had written acknowledgement from 
the PPL arm of PPL-PRS that the College has no 
requirement for a music licence for the public performance of 
music used for educational purposes at an educational 
establishment. The College account has been closed and no 
further invoices have been issued by PPL. The College will 
apply for single licences for events as and when required.  
 
The annual savings on fees and administration are 
substantial. By applying for music licences as and when 
required and, based on typical invoices charged by PPL-PRS 
on an annual basis, the College stands to save in the region 
of £10,000 per annum. By comparison, single event licenses 
cost approximately £125.  
 
While the College has yet to receive a similar 
acknowledgement from PRS, it is clear that PRS has no case 
for insisting on a licence where music is not played in the 
College for non-curricular purposes and/or where only 
royalty-free music is played. 
 
Further detail can be found in the full report. 
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b) Deposit Return Scheme and Reverse Vending Machines 
(RVM) Guide 

  

 Members noted that the Deposit Return Scheme, and the 
required Reverse Vending Machines (RVMs), had been 
paused by the Scottish Government.  

  

c) Move to Digital Currency Consultation   

 Members noted the content of the UK Government 
consultation, regarding the proposed move from cash to a 
cashless society and digital currency, for information 
purposes. 

  

d) Summit News: Cricket Flour   

 L Clark drew member’s attention to a news article regarding 
the increasing use of flour made from crickets in foodstuffs 
worldwide. It was noted that this can cause an allergic reaction 
in people who have shellfish allergens.  Members noted the 
content of the news article for information purposes. 

  

e) Catering Tender   

 L Clark confirmed that two applications to tender for the 
catering contract had been received. Both tenders would be 
considered during May. 

  

    

11.  Human Resources   

 Representatives from Human Resources were unavailable 
for the meeting and no reports had been submitted for 
consideration by the Committee.  
 
L Clark advised members that the Voluntary Severance 
Scheme was progressing.  

  

    

12.  Risk Management   

a) Strategic Risk Register: April 2023   

 Members noted the content of the Strategic Risk Register.  A 
full review of each risk was undertaken, and discussions were 
held.  Some text was provided in relation to recent work 
undertaken or information available and updates were made.  
No scorings were changed.  
 
It was agreed that AI be added to the register.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

LC 

 

b) Draft Risk Management Meeting Schedule 2023-24   
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 Members noted the content of the 2023-24 Meeting Schedule 
for information purposes.  These dates would require to be 
aligned with the Board of Management calendar of meetings 
so would be checked when this was completed in June 2023. 

LC  

c) Team Draft Risk Registers: Summary Team Risk 
Movement April 2023 

  

 Members noted the summary of movement within Team Risk 
Registers from February 2022 to April 2023 for information 
purposes. 

  

d) Project Risk Register: West Relocation   

 Members noted the Project Risk Register, relating to the 
relocation of staff and services from West Campus and 
closure of the main building, for information purposes. 

  

    

13.  Items for Information   

a)  HEFESTIS Newsletters from 13 January 2023 – 13 April 
2023 

  

 Members noted the content of the HEFESTIS Newsletters for 
information purposes. 

  

b) Audit Scotland           

i) 
ii) 

Tackling Child Poverty Briefing 
Inequalities in Scotland: a growing crisis of harms 
 
Members noted the reports from Audit Scotland for 
information purposes. 

  

c) Glasgow City Council: Child Poverty in Glasgow   

 Members noted the report on Child Poverty in Glasgow for 
information purposes. 

  

d) The James Hutton Institute: Scotland’s Climate Future – 
Implications for the Public Sector 

  

 Members noted the report on the implications of climate 
change on the public sector in Scotland for information 
purposes. 

  

e) Volatility, Uncertainty Complexity and Ambiguity (VUCA)   

 Members noted the article on VUCA change theory for 
information purposes. 

  

f) The Herald News Article: Teacher reveals failings causing 
turmoil in Glasgow School 
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 Members noted the content of The Herald news article for 
information purposes. 

  

g) Daily Express news article Vaping e-cigarettes shown to 
be more harmful to lungs than smoking cigarettes – new 
study 

  

 Members noted the content of the Daily Express news article 
on the harm done by vaping for information purposes. 

  

h) Guardian News article: ‘Rapid rise’ in Andrew Tate related 
cases referred to Prevent by schools 

  

 Members noted the content of the Guardian news article for 
information purposes. 

  

i) Computer Weekly News article: Russian spear fishing 
campaign escalates efforts toward critical US, UK and 
European Targets 

  

 Members noted the content of the Computer Weekly News 
article on the increasing threat of spear fishing from Russia for 
information purposes. 

  

j) Protect UK: The Threat from extreme Right-Wing 
Terrorism  

  

 Members noted the content of the Protect UK article for 
information purposes. 

  

k) Guardian News Articles   

i) 
ii) 

Debilitating effects of Pandemic linger on for Britain’s 
Young 
Wellbeing of young people stagnates at all time low post 
pandemic, warns Prince’s Trust 
 
Members noted the content of the Guardian news articles on 
the long-term impact of the Pandemic for information 
purposes. 

  

l) The Prince’s Trust NatWest Youth Index   

 Members noted the content of the Prince’s Trust NatWest 
Youth Index for information purposes. 

  

m) Covid Social Mobility and Opportunities Study (COSMO): 
Health Impacts and Behaviours – January 2023 

  

 Members noted the content of the COSMO Study for 
information purposes. 

  

n) National Fraud Initiative: NFI Matters Publication – Spring 
2023 
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 Members noted the content of the NFI spring 2023 publication 
for information purposes. 

  

o) Mail Online: ChatGPT users’ credit card and personal 
information are leaked after Artificial Intelligence was hit 
by a ‘bug’  

  

 Members noted the content of the ChatGPT article for 
information purposes. 

  

    

14. The Scottish Parliament: Inquiry into the Scottish 
Government’s Public Service Reform Programme 

  

 L Clark drew member’s attention to the Scottish Parliament: 
Inquiry into the Scottish Government’s Public Service Reform 
Programme. It was noted that responses were being 
welcomed by the Parliament from all public bodies or from 
individuals. 

  

    

15. AOCB   

 There were no items raised under AOBC.   

    

16. Impact on Students   

 There were no new data protection issues impacting on 
students as a consequence of the above agenda. 

  

    

17. Equality Management – Equality issues to be considered 
as a consequence of the consideration of the above 
agenda 

  

 There were no new Equality Management issues considered 
as a consequence of the above agenda. 

  

    

18. Risk Management – Risk issues to be considered as a 
consequence of the consideration of the above agenda 

  

 The Strategic/Risk Register would continue to be considered 
in line with the review schedule ensuring risk is managed 
appropriately and in accordance with the Risk Management 
Framework. 
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19. Data Protection – Data Protection issues to be considered 
as a consequence of the consideration of the above 
agenda 

  

 A Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) would be 
conducted to ascertain any data privacy issues that may arise 
following the upgrade of the Sun System. 

 
JQ/RM 

 

    

20. Closure   

 The meeting closed at 3.30pm.   

    

21. Date of the next meeting   

 To be confirmed once the Board of Management calendar of 
meetings is finalised in June 2023 as dates require to align. 
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Foreword   
 
 
I was delighted to be asked by Scottish Ministers to lead this Independent Review of 

the Skills Delivery Landscape. It comes at an opportune moment, as Scotland 

reaches a crossroads in the choices it makes about its future. The transformation 

facing our economy and society is enormous as changing technology, changing 

demographics, and a changing climate act as catalysts for the emergence of new 

industries and the reinvention of others. The opportunity is unique. Our choice is 

either to presume that what has gone before will continue to serve us or, as I 

advocate in this report, to invest now in reshaping the critical, national infrastructure 

that is our learning system so that it can equip our population with the skills and 

knowledge needed to fuel transformation; ensuring Scotland can capitalise on the 

opportunities ahead. 

 
In taking forward this Review, I was clear that it should be evidence-led. It was 

important for me to understand the range of views and perspectives on what is 

working well in the current landscape, and what might need to change. This is why I 

put in place a call for written evidence at an early stage. This was supported by 

conversations with key stakeholders, businesses, users of the system and the 

national public bodies operating in the landscape. Through these discussions, 

webinars and submissions, I feel confident that those who wished to have their say 

have had the opportunity to do so and I want to thank all those who contributed and 

gave their views so freely and openly.  

 
Before I started the work, I believed I knew the skills delivery landscape well having 

engaged with it in my posts as Chief Executive of Scotland Food & Drink and the 

National Farmers Union of Scotland. However, I quickly realised that the system was 

more complex and richer than I had experienced. After seven months of 

engagement, conversations and call for evidence submissions, I now have a deeper 

understanding of this multi-faceted landscape and its various actors and users. My 

eyes have been opened, for example, to the broad and pivotal role that colleges play 

in their regions and the critical importance of careers education in ensuring learners 

can make informed choices about their futures. 

 
I have seen that there is much that is good in the current system and heard how it 

has served Scotland’s needs well over the past fifteen years. However, this was 

never to be a Review with a rear-view mirror, nor an appraisal of past performance. 

My Terms of Reference were clear about the need for recommendations to be 

guided by future need and it is with that intent – to create a system that meets the 

needs of the opportunities and challenges ahead – that I submit these 

recommendations to Ministers. The scale of change I am proposing reflects the scale 

of transformation facing us and the magnitude of the opportunity for both success 

and failure in how Scotland chooses to respond.   
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The lack of consensus in the system means that change will not be easy. It may be 

uncomfortable for many people. My strong advice to Ministers is not to shape 

change based on the views of those with current delivery responsibilities. Instead, 

this change requires a ruthless focus on the users of the system; the people of 

Scotland for whom world-class lifelong learning can be the catalyst to unlock their 

potential and shape Scotland’s economy and communities. 

 
In the face of the challenges ahead, this may be the most important element of 

national infrastructure investment that Ministers could make over the next decade. 

Our skills delivery landscape should aspire to be world-class. It should be an area of 

distinct competitive advantage for Scotland. The recommendations in this report are 

developed to make a significant further step forward on that journey.  

 
 

 
James Withers 

Independent Advisor  
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Chapter 1: Context 
 

The purpose of the Review 

1.1 I was asked by Scottish Ministers to undertake a Review of the Skills Delivery 

Landscape in August 2022. The purpose of the Review was set out for me in 

Terms of Reference (ToR) published by the Scottish Government on its 

website1. This asked that I make recommendations on how the skills delivery 

public body and advisory landscape should be adapted to drive forward the 

Scottish Government's ambitions for a skilled workforce as set out in its 

National Strategy for Economic Transformation (NSET)2 and the work it is 

undertaking to respond to the Scottish Funding Council’s (SFC) Review of 

Coherence and Sustainability3 – namely, the development of a Purpose and 

Principles for the Post-School skills and education system. There is also a 

specific requirement for me, within those recommendations, to be clear about 

what I think should be the future functions, remit and status of the national, 

public body that is currently Skills Development Scotland (SDS). 

 

1.02 It is clear from the ToR that my focus was not to be on the past performance of 

public bodies, but instead on how the landscape needs to change in order to 

give Scotland the best chance of delivering on its ambitions. This is a structural 

question about what we need in the future, not how we improve the individual 

processes or organisations that we have now. As such, I have not started my 

considerations from the basis of merely tinkering with what is here, but on a 

vision of what success could look like and the pillars that would need to be in 

place to deliver that. As a result, the recommendations that I am making in this 

report principally address the questions of ‘who’ and ‘what’ rather than the ‘how’ 

of future delivery. Where I think there is a need for the processes underpinning 

delivery to also be refreshed or adapted, I am signalling this in my 

recommendations but do not consider, given the timescales for the Review and 

the scope of my remit, that I have the information to make specific, detailed 

recommendations in this respect. 

 

The scope of the Review – what is the landscape? 

1.03 Although the focus of the Review has been on the ‘skills functions’ of national 

public bodies and related advisory groups, to inform my perspectives on this I 

have had to build an understanding of the system or wider landscape in which 

those bodies operate. It might be helpful for me to define my interpretation of 

the ‘landscape’ in this context, which I use in this report to talk about the system 

of actors, structures and processes that are in place to enable the smooth 

                                            
1 Scottish Government, ‘Skills delivery independent review: terms of reference’ 
2 Scottish Government, ‘Scotland's National Strategy for Economic Transformation’ 
3 Scottish Funding Council, ‘Coherence and Sustainability: A Review of Tertiary Education and 
Research’ 
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operation of Scotland’s post-school learning and training provision. I am 

purposefully taking a wider view here than just the specific aspects traditionally 

associated with ‘skills development’ on the basis that it is a fundamental tenet 

of this report that there is no separate ‘skills system’ and ‘education system’, 

just a single post-school learning system within which skills and knowledge are 

developed through the learning experiences that take place throughout our 

lives.  

 

1.04 I should caveat the above by noting that, although the focus of my ToR is on 

‘post-school’ (defined as learning and training for learners who are no longer 

members of the school community), this, in itself, isn’t a simple division and 

there are parts of the existing landscape that currently or naturally stretch into 

schools. For the purposes of this Review, in particular, I have considered 

Foundation Apprenticeships (FAs) within scope on the basis that they are 

currently considered to be part of the ‘apprenticeship family’ and their current 

funding and delivery structures involve post-school agencies. This is despite 

FAs being a senior phase qualification that is only available to learners who are 

enrolled members of a school community. Similarly, careers services which 

don’t happen exclusively in schools, but where schools comprise an important, 

formative setting, are within the scope of this Review, given the considerable 

resources within SDS dedicated to them and their key role in informing learner 

choices at all stages of their lives. 

 

1.05 This is undoubtedly a complex system, more so than I had anticipated when I 

commenced my work. There are a lot of different stakeholders, groups and 

interests involved in the development and delivery of post-school learning, and 

there are multiple users of the system whose needs and wants are diverse. It is 

also a system that is highly vulnerable to external pressures from changes in 

the social, political or economic contexts as well as technological and societal 

advances. 

 

1.06 The ToR includes a set of specific functional areas on which I have been asked 

to make recommendations in relation to agency roles and responsibilities. I 

believe that my recommendations fulfil this aspect of the ToR, but it has been 

challenging, at times, to reconcile the level of detail required to settle on a 

specific action with the information that has been available. This is because 

there are areas where I struggled to find any individual or organisation with a 

complete, objective picture of the activity or structures that are already in place. 

Indeed, there were often conflicting views on the current roles, responsibilities 

and purposes of different organisations and activities. 

 

1.07 Organisations and individuals have, perhaps naturally, tended to focus on their 

own role in delivery or part of the landscape rather than looking across the 

system for solutions or opportunities. This approach can be indicative of 
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systems that are fractured or have gaps in the clarity of roles, processes or 

individual parts. This means that, whilst the engagement process and evidence 

gathered have been critical to developing my recommendations, I am mindful 

there is no overwhelming consensus as to what should change, only that 

change is required. On the one hand, the complexity of the system creates a 

sense of confusion for many and a consensus for change. On the other hand, 

the same complexity makes it difficult for stakeholders to identify remedies. As 

such, what follows is very much my interpretation of what I have seen and 

heard, and my judgement on the – sometimes significant – changes that I 

believe are required if the skills delivery landscape is to be optimised and its 

impact maximised. 

 

How the Review was carried out 

1.08 Since the inception of the Review in September 2022, over 80 engagement 

meetings have been carried out, with many hundreds of individuals and 

organisations from across the system – all of which have greatly aided my 

understanding and the subsequent development of my recommendations. This 

included engagement with key delivery bodies such as SDS, SFC, and the 

Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) to understand their existing roles and 

responsibilities, but also with further and higher education providers, 

businesses, enterprise agencies, other public bodies and individuals with a 

keen interest, and expertise, in post-school learning.  

 

1.09 I wanted to ensure that the report and recommendations could have, as much 

as is possible, consensus or buy-in across the political spectrum. As such, I 

wrote separately to the relevant parliamentary committees, and all of the 

political parties, and was particularly grateful to those representatives who met 

with me to share their views.  

 

1.10 Additionally, a Call for Evidence process went live in October until December 

2022 asking for views on the specific areas identified in my ToR. This has 

provided a solid evidence base across the different functional areas and the 

delivery landscape more widely. Alongside this, I also asked my Secretariat to 

host eleven webinars, aimed at specific audiences, that looked for views on 

what was working well within the current system and what needs to change. I 

greatly valued the number and breadth of people and organisations who 

contributed and the thoughtful way in which views were outlined. 

 

1.11 Of course, I was particularly mindful that the future skills landscape must work 

for the people of Scotland and, therefore, I also connected with users of the 

system who provided invaluable insight into what works well, what could 

improve, their own aspirations for the system and other key areas to consider. 
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1.12 To help understand and collate the findings from the Call for Evidence and in 

accordance with the Scottish Government’s Procurement Strategy4, Craigforth 

Consultancy and Research were contracted to analyse the 164 call for 

evidence submissions and the online notes of the webinars. Their full analytical 

report and the responses to the call for evidence are being submitted to 

Ministers alongside this report.  

 

1.13 Everyone with whom I engaged during the course of the Review knew that they 

were participating and, in doing so, have been deemed to have provided 

informed consent to my drawing on the content of our discussions to inform my 

recommendations. However, to protect identities and ensure anonymity, the 

analysis and report do not attribute views to specific individuals or 

organisations. Submissions to the call for evidence were asked to identify if 

they were happy for their responses to be published, and the analysts were 

asked to ensure that direct quotes were only used from those who had 

indicated this permission.  

 

1.14 Furthermore, I have read a variety of written documents including papers, 

strategies and reports directly relating to the operation and purpose of the key 

public bodies falling within the scope of the Review. Many of these are 

referenced throughout this document and have been pivotal in aiding my 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities facing Scotland’s post-

school learning system, linkages to other reviews and reforms, and the learning 

we can take from systems in other countries.  

 

1.15 In this latter respect, it is clear that Scotland is not alone in its considerations of 

how to address the challenges facing the economy and labour market. There 

are examples of post-school education and skills reforms already underway in 

other UK nations which reflect the desire to adapt systems to better respond to 

the evolving needs and demographic and industrial challenges. Beyond the UK 

there are many countries that have long-established philosophies and 

principles that support post-school learning pathways into the labour market. In 

particular, countries like Germany and Switzerland where there is a much 

clearer focus on vocational offers or Singapore which looks to support ‘skills 

mastery’ - a continual mindset to strive towards greater excellence through 

knowledge, application and experience5. 

 

  

                                            
4 Scottish Government, ‘Procurement strategy: April 2021 to March 2023’ 
5 Government of Singapore, ‘About SkillsFuture’ 
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1.16 While it has been important to learn about these varying approaches, I have 

remained conscious that Scotland has its own unique structures and culture 

that have determined how its post-school learning system has evolved and 

which mean I am wary of the feasibility to ‘lift and shift’ approaches from 

elsewhere. As such, I have focused my recommendations on what I think is 

right for Scotland, rather than seeking to replicate international examples.  

 

1.17 Further detail on my methodology can be found in Appendix A. 

 

What does good look like for Scotland’s skills delivery landscape? 

1.18 The task I was set, in conducting this Review, was to ensure that the delivery 

landscape is fit for purpose for meeting Scottish Government ambitions for a 

skilled workforce to support the NSET and the development of the Purpose and 

Principles for Post-School Education, Research and Skills6. Given the forward-

looking nature of these strategies, I have taken a long-term perspective. I have 

asked myself the following questions: in ten years’ time, how will we know that 

we have a successful skills delivery landscape? What will it look and feel like to 

government, delivery agents and, most importantly, users?  

 

1.19 In order to build any system, a vision is essential; the ‘north star’ for which we 

should be aiming. The vision in the NSET is ‘to create a wellbeing economy: a 

society that is thriving across economic, social and environmental dimensions, 

and that delivers prosperity for all Scotland’s people and places’7. The Interim 

Purpose and Principles translates this into a vision for the post-school learning 

system ‘to ensure that people, at every stage in life, have the opportunity and 

means to develop the skills, knowledge, values and attributes to fulfil their 

potential and to make a meaningful contribution to society.’8  

 

1.20 Both visions recognise the importance of individual outcomes within the context 

of wider societal outcomes. To that end, my interpretation of success is that: 

Every individual in Scotland has equitable access to the learning opportunities 

required to reach a positive destination in their working life, collectively ensuring 

Scotland’s economy and society can flourish. 

 

1.21 It is important to note that I am using a wide conception of what a working life 

might be. This is not solely focussed on paid employment but also embraces 

activities such as volunteering in the community, child-rearing and unpaid 

caring responsibilities; in short, all the ways in which individuals contribute to 

society.  

  

                                            
6 Scottish Government, ‘Post-school education, research and skills: interim purpose and principles’ 
7 Scottish Government, ‘Scotland's National Strategy for Economic Transformation’, pg 4 
8 Scottish Government, ‘Post-school education, research and skills: interim purpose and principles’ 
(Section: Interim purpose and principles) 
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1.22 Likewise, by a positive destination I do not mean the set of destinations 

considered as positive by government9. Rather, it will mean different things to 

each individual and should not be defined by government or by societal 

attitudes or norms, no matter how engrained. However, there are certain 

fundamentals which may be common to many peoples’ interpretations of 

success; fair reward for fair work, opportunities to apply a current skillset and 

develop others, a sense of achievement and impact. 

 

1.23 A commitment to equitable access to opportunities requires a post-school 

learning system that enables universal access to the information or support 

needed for any individual to make informed choices. This includes information 

to help them to assess what success means to them, whilst also understanding 

what it means for local communities and economies, and support to help 

individuals identify their strengths and understand how these might be used on 

their journeys to, and through, work.  

 

1.24 To achieve such a vision, we also need a revolution in how we think about 

learning. Learning is not just a process that happens at a specific point in our 

lives. It is the lifelong journey of acquiring skills and knowledge. At various 

points in our lives, we will need to access a formal learning system to support 

our personal and professional development. This formal learning will take place 

for us all in a school, and then in a variety of settings throughout our lives – in a 

college or university, in a workplace or community setting, or online. Wherever 

the learning takes place, it must be delivered with the core purpose of 

equipping the individual with the skills and knowledge required to help them 

reach a positive destination in their working life. 

 

1.25 As our economy and society continue to transform, as we respond to changing 

technology, a changing climate, and changing demographics, a diversity of 

roles will both be created and continue to exist, all of which will need to be 

fulfilled. Businesses and government will need to be key partners in ensuring 

that the workforce needs and opportunities of the economy are clearly identified 

and widely understood. If improved productivity is a key goal, then we need to 

know and communicate where the development opportunities and possible 

destinations are, and, critically, ensure the learning system delivers the broad 

range of learning opportunities and pathways that will make those journeys a 

reality.  

 

  

                                            
9 Scottish Government, ‘School leaver attainment and destinations’ 
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1.26 This means a culture founded on a core principle: all learning that contributes to 

a positive destination has parity of esteem. This culture must pervade every 

facet of our post-school learning system. There is no ‘golden pathway’; no 

learning journey that is more worthy than another. For too long, we have 

fostered a culture in which going to university is seen as the ultimate post-

school achievement with all other options being considered varying degrees of 

second-best. It is possible both to recognise the extraordinary value of our 

university sector in Scotland whilst at the same time stating that that culture 

must now end. 

 

1.27 Culture does not shift easily. But government, education providers and 

businesses must work collectively to embrace this way of thinking and support 

the development of a post-school learning system which reflects this vision for 

success. It will be pivotal to Scotland and its population in achieving its potential 

and critical to developing the diversity of workforce that will fuel our future 

economy and communities. 

 

Structure of the Report  

1.28 The following section of the report, Chapter 2, sets out my analysis of the 

system as it is against the vision above of ‘what good looks like’. Following that, 

in Chapter 3, I set out my take on the ‘pillars for a successful landscape’. These 

are essentially the components that I think are critical if the Scottish 

Government and its partners are to be able to get the best from its post-school 

learning system.  

 

1.29 I have used these pillars to develop and inform my recommendations which are 

set out together with their rationale in Chapter 4. It is important to re-emphasise 

that these represent my interpretation of the best solutions and that, through 

the call for evidence and insight gathering, there is no overall consensus on 

how change can be achieved, only that change is an imperative. This reform is 

about making the current system fit for the future and, given the transformation 

in Scotland’s economy that will transpire over the next decade, it can be of no 

surprise that the delivery landscape must transform too. 

 

1.30 Finally, Chapter 5, is my attempt to set my recommendations in the context of 

the other reviews and reforms that are underway to evidence how I have 

considered those aspects and to add weight to the case I am making for 

structural reform as well as helping to inform the potential next steps for 

implementation. 
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Chapter 2: The current landscape: themes 
 

2.01 This chapter sets out my analysis of the existing landscape against the vision I 

have articulated in the previous chapter of ‘what good looks like’. It has been 

based on my wide engagement with different stakeholders in the post-school 

learning system, the public webinar sessions that my Secretariat ran as part of 

the Review, and the formal, independent analysis of the call for evidence 

submissions and webinar notes.  

 

A landscape of tensions 
2.02 It is important to state at the outset that there are many positive areas of work 

in the skills delivery landscape. At its core, it is driven by motivated individuals 

and organisations with good intent. However, it has become clear in the 

process of this Review that the system must improve and change if it is to rise 

to the challenges facing Scotland’s future economy and society. If a good 

system is one that understands what success looks like and can clearly 

demonstrate its impact, uses its resources efficiently and to best effect, is 

designed with its users at its heart, responds to local circumstance and is built 

on effective partnership working, then the current skills delivery landscape is 

falling short. Very few people I spoke to thought that the status quo was optimal 

and most were calling for a fundamental refocusing and repurposing of the 

system. 

 

2.03 I attribute this to significant tensions that exist, with agencies battling to secure 

their roles and advocate for their distinct parts of the system rather than 

working in collaboration, with a focus on the user, to deliver effective, efficient 

and joined-up public services. There are tensions between the remits and 

philosophies of national agencies, between national and local level delivery, 

between different pathways and programmes, and between the needs and 

demands of different system ‘users’. Institutions and sectors, public agencies 

and providers are often jostling for responsibility, funding and recognition when 

they should be working collectively towards shared goals for the benefit of the 

existing and future workforce of Scotland.  

 

Lack of strategic direction, shared narrative and measures of success 

2.04 My frustration at the current landscape stems from the fact there are a lot of 

good intentions, good ideas, knowledge and expertise and successful initiatives 

or partnerships. However, the whole is not greater than the sum of these parts. 

Despite all these attributes of the system, there is a lack of cohesive approach, 

common purpose or strategic narrative joining them together. This extends to 

the use of basic aspects such as language where often there is no common 

interpretation about what is meant by frequently-used terms leading to a lack of 
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understanding of intent which, in turn, impacts on how interventions are 

designed and delivered.  

 

2.05 Since Skills Development Scotland (SDS) was established in 2008, the 

landscape has been largely left to evolve, with the Scottish Government 

responding to issues or problems with adjustments, rather than wholesale 

reform, despite navigating through some significant changes and challenges in 

the social, economic and political environment. Many of the issues we face now 

have been apparent for some time. In the absence of structural reform, the 

remits of public bodies, groups and actors have also evolved - sometimes 

entirely independently of their own accord and sometimes stretching into the 

same areas of work. This has resulted in competing narratives and approaches 

and duplication of efforts and resources. Consequently, there is a lack of clarity 

about who does what and why, the parameters of success and who is 

ultimately accountable – all of which, in the context of skills planning, were 

identified recently by Audit Scotland10 and attributed, at least in part, to a lack of 

leadership and effective governance.  

 

2.06 Users trying to access or navigate the system – whether individuals or 

employers – struggle to know which of the many entry points to use or which 

narrative to adopt. They expend effort engaging with multiple bodies at different 

levels to try to find the advice they need. I consistently heard that the landscape 

is cluttered and complex. I would contend that it is not necessarily complexity 

that is the problem, it is confusion. Complexity itself isn’t a sign of system failure 

and indeed there are advantages to having diversity of choice and voice within 

a system, particularly when its users are so diverse with a multiplicity of needs 

and desires. However, a lack of clarity is problematic as it means we don’t have 

a whole-system view which impedes the ability to construct and implement a 

coherent strategy. This lack of clarity extends not just to the roles and 

expectations of different actors, but the process for prioritising and agreeing 

finance, the terminology and language that is used, the scope and esteem 

given to different qualifications and pathways, and the data that informs 

decision-making or measures impact. 

 

Complex and fragmented funding environment 

2.07 There is currently around £3.2 billion (based on 23/24 Scottish budget11) 

invested annually in post-school Education and Skills by the Scottish 

Government, which does not include skills and education initiatives in other 

portfolio budgets. This is a substantial sum, a large portion of which supports 

free tuition for higher education and student living costs. I did hear concerns, 

during the course of my engagement, about where and how funding is allocated 

                                            
10 Audit Scotland, ‘Planning for Skills’ 
11 Scottish Government, ‘Scottish Budget: 2023-24’, Table 7.01 
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and, in particular, the balance of funding between different institutions, 

programmes and provision. It was clear to me when commencing this Review 

that, although it is not being driven by efficiency savings, recommending 

changes which would require substantial new public investment would not take 

account of the current fiscal environment and public service reform 

commitments set out in the Scottish Government’s Resource Spending Review 

(RSR)12. The Scottish Government’s policy on tuition fees is well established 

and represents a significant investment in policy and financial terms. Many of 

the conversations I heard reflected the view that there are other interventions, 

beyond first degrees in universities, that equally support learner and economic 

outcomes. However, as long as free tuition continues to be a core policy of 

Ministers in Scotland, extending the scope of financial support beyond those 

pursuing first degrees in universities or to those who already have benefitted 

from free provision, would be challenging. This makes rebalancing the current 

investment in post-school education and skills more difficult. 

 

2.08 However, the main message that I took from conversations with stakeholders is 

that funding is too fragmented, ultimately impeding the ability of providers to be 

flexible to respond to user needs. It seems that there is money flowing through 

the system that could be used to better effect. At present there is a good deal of 

funding from central government arising from project or programme-level 

initiatives, attempting to address different sectoral, place-based, or user 

challenges. Most of these are not long-term programmes and this leads to 

uncertainty, makes forward planning difficult and can create a competitive 

environment within and between delivery agents. Representatives from 

colleges, for example, told me that there were multiple pots of funding available 

to them each with different criteria, aims and reporting requirements. While 

programmes like the National Transition Training Fund (NTTF) or elements of 

the Young Person’s Guarantee (YPG) have helped to fund additional short 

sharp provision to support upskilling and retraining outcomes, this was as a 

‘bolt on’ to core provision and has only been available short-term. As such, 

when these funds have been withdrawn, the gap in core provision remains. 

There is a strong view from institutions about the need to absorb any additional 

funding within existing strategies rather than the creation of new initiatives that 

come with additional, and sometimes overlapping and duplicative reporting 

requirements. 

 

2.09 Even within the ‘core’ offer there are different approaches to funding of 

provision. For example, the funding that flows through colleges and universities 

compared to the funding allocated to apprenticeships. Yet this division is not 

simple. Apprenticeships are also often delivered through colleges and 

universities and, even where the responsibility for funding has shifted between 

                                            
12 Scottish Government, ‘Investing in Scotland’s future: Resource Spending Review’ 
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agencies in recent years, there are still differences in the way funding is 

allocated to these pathways compared to other provision. Therefore, we have 

pockets of spending for different provision, some of which are unhelpfully driven 

by input targets, some by learner behaviours, and all of which appear to run 

contrary to the calls for institutions to deliver and be responsive to local 

economic needs.  

 

Incoherent, disjointed pathways and a failure of language  

2.10 The fragmented nature of funding is mirrored in the qualifications and pathways 

within the post-school system. My Terms of Reference (ToR) was not focussed 

on qualifications and I don’t want to cut across the critical work of Professor 

Louise Hayward who is currently preparing her recommendations for Ministers 

in relation to qualifications and assessment in the senior phase. However, it is 

evident from what I have heard that there is no clarity about the different 

qualifications and pathways available, a view which is reaffirmed by the lack of 

bodies or individuals I have spoken to who have a complete or comprehensive 

overview of the post-school qualifications landscape.  

 

2.11 The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) is a real asset. It 

offers the opportunity to think about learning at different levels and to create 

pathways through those levels. Critically, it maps an often bewildering set of 

different names for qualifications against a single set of attainment levels. I 

have found this framing of the different stages easy to understand and 

accessible. Yet, it appears to be often ignored when thinking strategically on 

post-school learning. In particular, it is an enormous lost opportunity that this 

framework doesn’t form the backbone of how we talk about qualifications. 

Instead, we have poor articulation between different qualifications, a lack of 

clarity about how learners are expected to move in and between the various 

‘products’ on offer, and a disregard for the destination that these pathways are 

headed towards, which for most (if not all) will be the workplace. 

 

2.12 As a result, although the SCQF would suggest that all pathways are created 

equal, it can appear that some are still more equal than others. For example, in 

the senior phase of school, a Level 6 Foundation Apprenticeship (FA) has the 

same attainment value as a Level 6 Higher. Yet I was told by some 

headteachers that they are often not viewed as comparable and that there is 

little consistency in the way that educational institutions will treat them when 

assessing entry requirements for further and higher education. This was also a 

finding of Professor Ken Muir’s recent report13. Parity of esteem, it would seem, 

still remains an illusion in too many cases. 

 

                                            
13 Muir, ‘Putting Learners at the Centre: Towards a Future Vision for Scottish Education’, pg 30 
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2.13 There were numerous calls for more attention, and funding, to be paid to 

‘vocational’ pathways and qualifications as opposed to ‘academic’ pathways. 

However, as reflective of Professor Hayward’s Independent Review of 

Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland Interim Report14 which outlined a 

common view to reconsider the use of ‘academic’ and ‘vocational’ terms, 

language or terminology is critical. A hugely damaging and, in my view, 

completely false division has been created in the learning system, somehow 

suggesting an individual either decides to pursue skills or an education. Terms 

like vocational are often used to apply to apprenticeships and college courses, 

but not professional occupation-focused degree programmes like medicine or 

law. The implication is that skills aren’t being delivered through ‘academic’ 

pathways, and that individuals will only arise work-ready from a more tailored, 

vocational course or apprenticeship. Both these views are patently untrue but 

culturally persist. This false dichotomy between university education and 

vocational learning is inherently problematic. The Graduate Apprenticeship 

(GA), a product with a misleading name, but a huge potential, is a case in point 

as it brings both the world of work and higher education institutions together 

through a single qualification. Yet, the structure of the agency landscape also 

reflects this harmful, false division and fuels its persistence, with the Scottish 

Funding Council (SFC) and SDS each advocating for different parts the system. 

 

2.14 In my view, skills are not something which sit separately to or against higher or 

further education. They are a product of a good learning system. The majority 

of jobs can be done with a set of core ‘meta skills’ (or ‘foundational skills’ or 

‘core skills’ depending which language we are speaking) with employers 

needing to be responsible for providing more specialist on-the-job training. 

Some occupations, however, require a set of more specific technical skills, 

which necessitate specialist training or professional accreditation. Yet there 

doesn’t seem to be clarity about what we mean by vocational and which 

subjects might require this more tailored, technical approach to skills 

development or, indeed, which are better suited to delivery through 

apprenticeships or work-integrated learning, than in an institutional setting. 

 

Absence of national prioritisation and regional flexibility 

2.15 This brings me to skills planning, which was the subject of Audit Scotland’s 

report15 more than a year ago noting the lack of progress that had been made 

on skills alignment – the process by which skills are matched to the needs of 

the economy.  

 

  

                                            
14 Hayward, ‘Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland: interim report’ 
15 Audit Scotland, ‘Planning for Skills’ 
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2.16 Although Audit Scotland has acknowledged action by the Scottish Government 

and its key agencies, it cast doubts on whether the current measures would 

deliver change at the pace and scale required. Trying to match provision to the 

needs of the economy, both now and in the future, is clearly not an easy task, 

particularly in a fast-moving socio-political environment. I have seen the 

progress on some of the pilots that SDS and the SFC are undertaking and it is 

clear that there is valuable work and thinking going on in this space. However, 

having conducted this Review, I too am concerned that the processes in place 

are not optimal.  

 

2.17 Whilst there seems general agreement that skills alignment is necessary to 

bring about a more responsive system, I am not convinced that there is yet a 

collective, shared understanding between partners, including the Scottish 

Government, of what this means and what it entails in practice. At the heart of 

this appears to be a fundamental question about what and for whom we are 

planning and, connected to this, uncertainty about data and intelligence – who 

has it, who collects it, what it can tell us, who is able to access it and how it can 

be used to inform decision-making.  

 

2.18 At a national level - a scale at which it is significantly challenging to plan for 

skills - there is an absence of prioritisation. In an effort to satisfy the wants of 

every sector, we are failing to plan for those which are most integral to 

Scotland’s current and future success. The result is that issues like the 

imperative to transition to net zero still feel out of reach as no one is able to 

articulate the specific skills or occupations that will be required to deliver the 

policies and programmes that are necessary to meet Scotland’s emissions 

reductions targets. There is also confusion about why some sectors or 

occupations might be a priority. Without clarity from a national level about which 

sectors or occupations are a priority and why, investment and resources will 

continue to be spread thinly within the system. At the same time the ‘risk’ 

associated with trying to shape the market is also shared out amongst different 

actors, making it difficult and unlikely to bring about the transformative shift in 

delivery that is needed.  

 

2.19 This confusion at national level bleeds into regional structures where there is a 

similar lack of clarity about what is required and from whom, and a potential 

case of ‘too many cooks’ as national and local partners bump up against each 

other in efforts to identify and plan for local need. Without a collective 

understanding of the ambition for skills planning, it has been difficult for the 

Scottish Government and its national agencies to provide strategic direction 

and then, for want of a better expression, let local actors ‘get on with it’. The 

result is that there is a great deal of activity which is attempting to respond to 

different place-based needs or sector-challenges, but no clear framework for 

regional planning which is predicated on local intelligence and empowers (and 
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trusts) providers to work with employers locally to identify and shape provision 

to meet the needs of the region and to communicate that opportunity to 

potential learners.  

 

Inconsistency of careers advice and education 

2.20 With the complexity of pathways, the lack of understanding of the jobs and 

occupations of the future and the proliferation of agencies and actors, it is 

perhaps no great surprise that not all individuals are able to make smart or 

informed choices about their future careers. This is an opportunity lost. Through 

a frontline careers service, careers advice and education, decision-making can 

be shaped and people can be assisted to make choices that can deliver better 

outcomes for them and for the economy. As directed by Government, there is 

an emphasis on careers services for those who are at risk of not pursuing 

education, rather than those who are already on that path. This could imply that 

those who are headed to college or university, as ’positive destinations’, don’t 

need any advice or guidance. However, we know that there are issues of 

graduate 'overqualification’ or skills mismatching16. We have large numbers of 

engaged learners, but we aren’t necessarily equipping them with the knowledge 

they need to get the most out of their education and, as a result, we aren’t 

using the investment that is going into the system to best effect. 

 

2.21 The same could be said for those looking to change careers or retrain, many of 

whom can and will be willing to put their own investment into their education, 

were they clearer of their choices and opportunities. There are issues with the 

type of provision in the system, in that there is still a lack of short-sharp courses 

which are suitable for those in-work or who have other competing 

responsibilities, but there is also lack of clear information about the 

opportunities that do or will soon exist. Despite the proliferation of web pages 

and initiatives, I didn’t find a single place where I could access all the 

information I might need to show me the pathways towards a potential 

occupation, across different providers and the support that might be available, 

depending on my individual needs.  

 

2.22 Much of what I have heard from business has focused on the current labour 

market pressures of finding people to work in key sectors including a lack of 

potential workers from the EU17. This is a concern, as we know migrants who 

come to Scotland can help to expand our talent pool, raise our productivity and 

alleviate both skill shortage issues and challenges associated with 

demographic changes18. On this basis, whilst I understand the focus that 

                                            
16 CIPD, ‘What is the scale and impact of graduate overqualification in Scotland?’ 
17 IoD, ‘Staff shortages could undermine recovery’ 
18 Scottish Government, ‘A Scotland for the future: opportunities and challenges of Scotland's 
changing population’, pg 53 
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careers services and policies have tended to have on young people, it has 

become equally apparent that there is a clear need to support all learners, 

including those seeking entry or re-entry to the labour market or indeed to 

Scotland, with the right advice to move into and develop their careers.  

 

2.23 The work the Careers Services Collaborative will be leading will, I believe, bring 

some coherence to careers services. However, if we are to get ahead of the 

demographic issues facing Scotland, it is important that careers advice and 

education support everyone to understand their learning needs and the 

opportunities that exist for them in the labour market. Whether real or not, the 

perception that careers services are for those outside or at risk of falling out of 

the labour market, rather than everyone who is trying to navigate it, is 

problematic and damaging. Users that I heard from during the course of the 

Review, including young people, were clear that the current support is 

insufficient.  

 

Complicated business interface and clarity of expectation from employers  

2.24 If confusion is the experience for potential learners then it is not too dissimilar a 

story for businesses who seem equally frustrated by the current landscape. I 

didn’t have to look far to find businesses and sectors who were calling out for a 

greater role in determining how funding should be spent or asking to influence 

the shape of the pathways to their profession, but struggling to know who the 

gatekeepers are and how to influence the system. For example, I heard 

confusion about the role of Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) school 

coordinators and SDS careers advisors; uncertainty about the processes to join 

representative boards such as the Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory Board 

(SAAB), and a lack of clarity on how to influence qualifications. Rightly, industry 

needs to be able to have a role in shaping the landscape, whether that is in the 

standards and qualifications that are being developed, the provision that is 

needed or the advice that is being provided to learners about opportunities. 

That doesn’t appear to be happening to the benefit of most businesses and the 

evidence suggests that, despite most of the Scottish economy being SMEs, the 

system has gravitated towards supporting the bigger and more vocal 

businesses who have the capacity and resources to engage. 

 

2.25 Businesses similarly are unclear about where to go for assistance with 

workforce planning and this is disconnected from the advice and support that is 

available for business development and planning. If you ask a group of 

businesses who they would go to for advice on workforce planning and 

development, you will get a mix of answers including local authorities, business 

gateway, enterprise agencies, the Job Centre and SDS. I know there are 

examples of good practice, for example, in the energy or manufacturing 

sectors. However, by and large, the processes for integrating skills planning 
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and investment into sector and business development are unclear and 

inconsistent and opportunities are being missed to incentivise and lever 

investment from businesses, particularly where government prioritisation or 

ambition is likely to deliver them growth and profit. If the post-school learning 

system is to have the capacity and capability to support Scotland’s ambitions, 

then more investment from the private sector is going to be needed. It is just 

not feasible for a national government and its agencies to provide support to all 

businesses across all sectors. Nor is it realistic to expect a learning system to 

turn out workers who have everything they need to perform in the workplace 

from day one. In this respect, there is a clear role for employers in funding the 

training of employees, their upskilling and attracting talent.  

 

Summary: the case for reform 

2.26 Everything I have set out above points to the need for substantive, structural 

reform of the delivery landscape including a clarification – and in some cases 

rationalisation – of the remits and roles of national bodies. 

 

2.27 One of my immediate observations was the division in the system between 

skills for the economy on the one hand and education for the learner on the 

other. This division exacerbates tensions, harms the journey towards parity of 

esteem and, at worst, stigmatises certain destinations for further learning and 

employment. Scotland cannot afford to allow such preventable harm to 

continue within its post-school learning system. I believe that we cannot 

continue to present these as two diametrically opposed and competing 

ideologies. Skills are quite simply the product of a good education and training 

system. Education doesn’t happen in colleges and universities alone, it also 

happens in workplaces, in communities and in a multitude of other settings 

across the country. Skills are both technical and occupation focused, and 

transferrable and foundational. While we continue to conceptualise this as two 

opposing and competing systems, each spearheaded by a different public 

agency that often ‘lobbies’ for its own part in the system, then we will continue 

to fail to deliver an ‘aligned’ system, one which has skills development 

embedded throughout it and which recognises the broad outcomes and 

benefits of learning. 

 

2.28 I believe the bringing together of responsibility for skills and education, first 

under one Minister and now in a Scottish Government directorate is a good first 

step in addressing this issue, but more is needed if the structures in the system 

are to be prevented from continuing to feed this divide. In particular, the 

functions of SDS appeared to be confusing for many people and organisations 

that I met. I found that it was difficult to characterise or define the body’s role as 

it covered such a wide range of different areas of skills development, including 

the development of standards and qualifications, delivery and funding of 
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provision, careers advice and guidance, employer support and regional and 

sectoral skills planning. While these functions are all essential and integrated 

parts of a ‘skills system’, they all have different audiences and purposes which 

make it more challenging for the agency to set out and communicate its overall 

purpose and performance objectives. In some areas of responsibility, there is, 

arguably, even a potential conflict of interest through risk of unconscious bias 

for an agency that is tasked to provide impartial careers advice while at the 

same time developing, delivering and championing one specific area of 

provision (apprenticeships). Furthermore, there is a perception that there is 

overlap between SDS’s role and other national bodies, including SFC in relation 

to skills planning and apprenticeships, Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) 

in relation to qualifications and standards, and the enterprise agencies in 

providing business support. 

 

2.29 To its credit, SDS has a strong internal culture. Its relationships with its trade 

unions are an exemplar and it clearly values its own people; providing them 

with the platform to help shape the direction of the organisation. That is less 

common that it should be and must be commended. There are excellent 

examples of its close partnership with the business community, particularly with 

larger employers.  

 

2.30 However, this spirit of collaboration is not as evident in how the organisation 

works with the rest of the public sector, with many other agencies commenting 

on a lack of partnership working and collaborative culture. I have no evidence 

that this pattern of behaviour is driven by bad intent. It may well be a symptom 

of duplication of responsibilities and the resulting lack of clarity as to which 

agency is in the lead for different areas of work. However, whatever the causes, 

it has exacerbated the lack of joined-up working across the post-school learning 

system. 

 

2.31 It seems to me that SDS operates first as a business with a remit for engaging 

employers and promoting apprenticeships or work-based training initiatives, 

rather than a public body which has a duty to deliver services in line with 

Ministers’ policy ambitions. As such, it doesn’t always appear that it makes 

decisions or demonstrates behaviours which are focused first on public service 

delivery or the needs of learners. This dynamic is acting as a blocker for 

partnership working, joined-up thinking and delivery across the public sector. 

The changes recommended in this report relating to SDS are designed to give 

the body a crystal-clear focus, in an area of strategic importance to our future 

post-school learning system, where I believe it can have a transformational 

impact. 
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2.32 To conclude my analysis of the current system, I would again point to a crucial 

asset it has; a shared passion and energy to deliver amongst the people at its 

heart. However, without change to the shape of the current agency landscape, 

even with the right policy intent and a clearer leadership, the system is likely to 

continue to be challenged by the same issues it currently faces. 
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Chapter 3: Priorities for the future landscape 
 

Pillars of a successful skills delivery landscape 

3.01 Drawing on the analysis of the current landscape and my vision of what we 

should be aiming to achieve, I have identified the following twelve elements 

which I believe to be essential pillars of a successful post-school learning 

landscape. These are essentially the components that I think are required, but 

which are either currently missing or insufficiently embedded, if the system is to 

be optimised for delivering the ambitions that the Scottish Government has 

articulated in the National Strategy for Economic Transformation (NSET) and 

the Interim Purpose and Principles. They provide a foundation for the set of 

specific structural recommendations relating to agency roles and 

responsibilities, set out in the following chapter of this report.  

 

3.02 In determining the specific elements of the landscape, I have worked from the 

basis that there are principles, and behaviours, that underpin all good public 

service delivery which I should not need to rearticulate here, but which will 

absolutely need to be embedded within the DNA of the post-school delivery 

landscape if we are to successfully bring alive a revitalised and reshaped 

system. These include a duty from all actors to collaborate and work in 

partnership, a user-focused mindset, value for money, an obligation to 

challenge established models, and a non-negotiable commitment to fair work. 

With those behaviours as a foundation, I identify the following twelve pillars of a 

successful post-school learning system: 

 

1. Decisive, national direction and leadership from the Scottish Government 

with a single strategic narrative and language on learning underpinned by 

clarity about the expectations on different actors, clearer remits for national 

agencies and structures of governance which enable performance 

management, decision-making, and accountability, to happen at the right 

level. 

 

2. Parity of esteem for the varied post-school learning and training pathways 

individuals can follow and a refreshed understanding of success which isn’t 

linked to the level of learning undertaken but rather is measured by whether 

an individual has reached a positive destination, for them, post-school. 

Removal of performance measures or input targets for providers which 

incentivise certain pathways over others. 
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3. A national needs-based skills planning process which builds upon 

Scotland’s vision for a wellbeing economy and offers clarity about the sectors 

and occupations where Scotland has national skills requirements (prioritised 

based on strategic policy ambitions, and labour market intelligence) and thus 

where public funding and effort should be focused. Recognition that this will 

require trade-offs and it won’t be possible to prioritise all sectors at a national 

level.  

 

4. Within the context of national priorities, clear regional autonomy for 

identifying local skills needs based on regional economic strategies, and an 

established process for planning provision to better meet those needs. 

Recognition of the role of providers, particularly colleges, local authorities and 

businesses in shaping and leading this process with minimal, light touch, 

involvement from national bodies and government.  

 

5. Streamlined, flexible public funding which prioritises learners and learning 

that will best deliver against intended outcomes and a presumption in favour 

of models of funding delivery that offer best value for public spending. 

Funding which gives providers the flexibility to identify and respond to local 

and regional need coupled with performance frameworks and accountability 

which are based on outcomes and impact, not artificial input targets.  

 

6. The ability for any learner to access financial support for living costs – be 

that a loan, bursary or grant – up to the living wage equivalent, whether they 

are studying full or part time, to ensure funding isn’t a disincentive for those 

already in employment or with other barriers to access upskilling and 

retraining opportunities and develop their journey through work. 

 

7. Clear, coherent and recognisable learning pathways through the Scottish 

Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) with articulation between 

awards at different levels and modularised qualifications that build over time. 

Learning and training pathways and qualifications that are appropriate to the 

sector, occupation or profession that they serve with clear, consistent and 

relevant naming structures which state the level and type of learning. 

 

8. Qualifications and awards that more deeply embed work-integrated 

learning or employability-related skills development in recognition that the 

destination for most people undertaking learning and training will be the 

workplace. Coupled with a standard, universally-offered, digital mechanism for 

learners to evidence and track their development of transferrable, meta-skills 

through all learning and training, alongside a record of qualifications, course 

awards and certificates. 
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9. Embedded careers education and work experience within the school and 

post-school training curriculum enabling all individuals to make more informed 

choices about subjects, qualifications and careers. Advice services that 

support people of all ages, from those transitioning from school to post-school 

destinations to those looking to move or change careers, coupled with 

simpler, fewer and more effective digital platforms which provide information 

about pathways to occupations in one place.  

 

10. Clear consistent opportunities for employer engagement and leadership 

that enable all types of businesses and industries to play a central role in 

shaping and guiding the provision and services in the system at every step – 

from standards and qualifications development to careers advice and 

guidance. Solutions and services that respond to the needs of all businesses, 

including SMEs and start-ups. 

 

11. Businesses that are active partners in workforce development, open up 

opportunities for work experience and apprenticeships and which recognise 

the benefits of upskilling their employees. Workforce planning which is an 

embedded part of business development with employers incentivised or 

required to invest in skills infrastructure to support growth, particularly where 

they stand to gain financially from public investment or prioritisation. 

 

12. Simple, well-signposted engagement routes for both employers and 

learners to access support relating to post-school learning and training so 

every business and individual knows where they need to go for advice and 

can access the information that they need. 
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Chapter 4: Recommendations 
 

4.01 This chapter sets out my recommendations for the structural and operational 

changes that I believe are required to deliver on the pillars of success I have 

identified for the future landscape. These focus on the specific aspects that I 

was asked to consider in the Terms of Reference (ToR) for the Review i.e. 

recommendations for how the public body and advisory group landscape 

should be adapted to deliver on the ambitions for the system including ensuring 

Scotland’s workforce can support the transition to net zero, and that all learners 

have the opportunities to develop the skills they need to equip them for 

rewarding careers, and, specifically, my views on the future remit, functions and 

status of Skills Development Scotland (SDS).  

 

Decisive national direction and leadership  

4.02 The passion of individuals within our skills system to deliver for people of all 

ages should be cherished. It is also clear that there is much good work that is 

already in place at a national and local level which demonstrates partnership 

working and innovation in tackling skills and workforce related issues.  

 

4.03 I am keen that my recommendations do not cut across or diminish instances of 

good practice, but, whilst it is encouraging to see such approaches, it is not 

clear that the current system facilitates their replication or adaption. Indeed, the 

system itself often acts as a barrier to collaboration. One of the main issues that 

emerged through my discussions was the confusion over who does what and 

who has ultimate responsibility for delivery and performance. I have 

distinguished between complexity on the one hand (which can reflect the range 

of interventions to support differing needs) and clarity on the other hand (which 

is needed to avoid duplication, lack of understanding and overlap). 

 

4.04 In the absence of clarity of purpose for the system and a clear definition of 

success, good intent can lead to fracturing of activity, with agencies and other 

actors working at cross purposes. This results in a feeling that the system is 

sub-optimal, and somehow unable to be agile or flexible enough to respond to 

short- and medium-term challenges.  

 

4.05 The ability to define success is also hampered by the fact that there is no single 

agreement on it. Indeed, there are conflicting views, including from national 

agencies, and no single position on how the system could be redesigned to 

improve delivery of outcomes to those who use and rely on it. So, while the 

complexity in the system could be seen as an argument for simplification, it is 

also a barrier to identifying how that can be best achieved.  
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4.06 In short, the landscape has become too fragmented and confused. At best, 

there are overlapping responsibilities, at worst, individual parts of the system 

work against each other. This has been occasionally evident in my own 

engagement with SDS and the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), from which I 

heard very different perspectives on the purpose and vision for the post-school 

learning system.  

 

4.07 This underlines the requirement for decisive leadership and direction; 

something that I think has been absent from the system as the Scottish 

Government has devolved its responsibilities to different agencies, rather than 

bringing all partners together under one coherent narrative. For the system to 

work to best effect, I believe what is needed is significant reform of the public 

body landscape coupled with more decisive leadership from government in 

establishing and communicating a shared direction of travel with greater 

coordination and oversight of activities. This could reverse the fragmented 

culture that has arisen and provide the direction and accountability needed to 

reflect the significant investment that is being made. 

 

 

Recommendation 1 

The Scottish Government must take a clearer leadership role in post-school 

learning policy and stronger oversight of delivery and performance.  

 

Within the context of this Review’s recommendations for reform, it should: 

• set out clearly the remits and expectations of its national agencies operating in 

the post-school landscape thus removing ambiguity and limiting opportunities for 

duplication or divergent narratives, 

• build into the design, statutes and structures of its bodies the expectation of joint 

working within an integrated post-school learning system, and;  

• prepare and publish a clear framework setting out where accountability for 

different functions lies across the landscape.  

 

 

Parity of esteem  

4.08 I have already indicated my belief that all pathways which support a positive 

destination for an individual have equal merit and should have equal status and 

esteem within the system and society. 
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4.09 Structures and language matter, because, in practice, how systems work and 

the way we talk about them can reinforce stigma or serve to counteract their 

intended aims or purpose. Close attention to language and structures are 

therefore fundamental to achieving parity of esteem, by which I mean a shared 

acknowledgement that different pathways are simply different: not better, not 

worse, just different. In other words, and to be blunt, I want to consign to the 

dustbin the outdated view that studying at university is somehow a “better” kind 

of success. It is undoubtedly something to be celebrated: we should be proud 

of Scotland’s university sector and for many it is an important part of their post-

school journey. However, there are multiple potential pathways available 

addressing different learning approaches, using different contexts to provide 

experience, and meeting individual (and economic and societal) needs. 

 

4.10 I have already noted the tensions in the current landscape and the need for 

reform in the structures of our national agencies. Currently, the distinction made 

between educational and vocational routes is outdated, has perpetuated a lack 

of collaboration between key public sector institutions and is hampering the 

coherence of Scotland’s post-school learning system. From my engagements 

with system users and stakeholders, I believe that it has also contributed to 

unhelpful and often unspoken assumptions, including, for instance, that wishing 

to enter the workforce directly after school is somehow a lesser ambition than 

continued study. National policy should recognise that skills are not an 

alternative to education, but an essential product of learning and training, and 

give equal value to the various settings and pathways in and through which 

skills development can occur. 

 

4.11 As I have set out already, my ambition for the post-school learning system is 

that every individual is able to gain the knowledge, skills, experience and 

opportunities to progress through their learning and individual development 

towards the world of work, where it is possible and appropriate for them to do 

so. If an individual has equitable access to learning, reaches a destination in 

the workplace that feels right for them, is fairly rewarded in a role which 

contributes to them living a fulfilled life, then I think that Scotland’s post-school 

learning system will have succeeded. To achieve this, it is critical that the 

Scottish Government puts in place, through its Purpose and Principles work, a 

clearer articulation of the outcomes that it wants to see from the post-school 

learning system. From the Scottish Government downwards there needs to be 

more careful consideration and articulation of the measures and performance 

indicators that we use to determine success and track progress.  

 

4.12 Closely linked with this is the need to establish a shared language. During 

discussions with stakeholders I heard many times that our use of language 

perpetuates false divisions (e.g. speaking of education or work; learning or 

skills) and causes confusion through a lack of clarity in the terms used. There 
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needs to be an agreed, shared language so that all actors in the system can 

work together to reinforce a positive, collaborative approach to ensuring that 

everyone can access the relevant information and all options are understood to 

be equally valid. Ultimately, we need to consider the entire post-school 

landscape as a holistic, integrated learning system which recognises that that 

learning happens in school, colleges, universities, workplaces and elsewhere in 

communities.  

 

4.13 Together with the specific recommendation below, all the recommendations in 

this report are aimed at shifting the structures and processes in the landscape 

towards a single, integrated system which has parity of esteem embedded 

throughout. 

 

 

Recommendation 2  

Through its Purpose and Principles, the Scottish Government should establish a 

single, coherent narrative for what a successful post-school learning system 

looks like and how progress towards it will be measured.  

 

This should: 

• be accompanied by a shared terminology which sets a common strategic 

language and intent. 

• seek to break down the tensions and false dichotomies in the current system, 

and;  

• ensure that policy development, performance measures and programme 

initiatives do not inadvertently drive behaviours which run contrary to the need for 

parity of esteem. 

 

 

Needs-based skills planning processes  

4.14 In my analysis of the current landscape, I identified a fundamental question 

about what and for whom we are planning which I think is critical to developing 

successful approaches for skills alignment. It is, I think, the same point that 

Audit Scotland expressed in its report on the subject in recommending that the 

Scottish Government set out its strategic intent for skills alignment, the 

outcomes it aims to achieve, and how it will measure progress. Suffice to say, I 

don’t think we yet have a satisfactory answer. 

 

4.15 We are told alignment is about ‘matching available skills to needs’ but whose 

needs? Need is not the same thing as ‘demand’, yet they are often conflated. 

Labour market intelligence can only get us so far and when it comes to 

strategic ambitions, there are niche industries with low levels of demand which 

might be as critical to delivering policy intentions as sectors looking for high 
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numbers of new employees. Equally, the market may lag transformation 

ambitions and will require intervention to drive demand to meet needs. 

 

4.16 Understanding the imperative underpinning skills planning should help us to 

identify the structures that are required to support it. At a basic level, I think it is 

very difficult to plan for skills at a national level. Much of the economy operates 

more locally and it is unrealistic to expect national government or its agencies 

to have a role in leading the development (or meeting the needs) of every 

single economic sector or profession. Yet, there are sectors and professions 

that will be integral to the delivery of national policy ambitions, which face 

critical shortages or where there isn’t currently demand in the market, and 

where investment is required to drive and incentivise the workforce. I am 

thinking, in particular, of the changes that might be required to support just 

transition, where government is seeking to play an active role in changing 

market and individual behaviours and shaping a green economy.  

 

4.17 To use resources to best effect, and to ensure funding and provision can be 

aligned to need (not just demand), then there must be a clear articulation of the 

areas that are a national priority. This goes beyond signalling ‘economic 

transformation’ or ‘net zero’ into a specific articulation, aligned to strategic 

policy intentions, of the sectors and occupations that will be critical to their 

delivery and their workforce needs. With this deeper understanding of the 

requirements of critical sectors and occupations alongside an assessment of 

their relative importance in the context of strategic outcomes and ambitions, 

skills action plans will be better placed to more effectively drive delivery and 

guide investment.  

 

4.18 This requires a clear process for prioritisation and for the resulting priorities to 

be articulated and communicated to enable delivery bodies responsible for 

learning and training provision to ensure that their services and parts of the 

system are delivering against those priorities. It is my view, because of its 

strategic role in setting policy ambitions, that this is something that can only be 

done by the Scottish Government, under Scottish Ministers, as it is they who 

will ultimately take decisions about priorities, how funding is aligned to 

ambitions, how incentives are built into the system, and can direct and hold 

agencies to account for their part in delivery. 

 

4.19 Of course, these decisions must not be taken in a vacuum. Good data and 

intelligence will be critical to support and inform decision-making and to enable 

the measurement of impact. I would expect the Scottish Government, in 

developing its approach to national planning to work closely with the National 

Strategy for Economic Transformation (NSET) Delivery Board and Industry 

leadership Groups (ILGs) to ensure that the criteria for prioritisation are 

transparent and well-informed. Although there is currently a reasonable amount 
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of labour market intelligence flowing through the system, it isn’t easily 

accessible to different stakeholders to interpret for their own needs, and there is 

a deficit of quality interpretation or analysis connected to strategic ambitions 

and policy development.  

 

4.20 The intelligence that comes from having oversight will also enable the Scottish 

Government to better manage expectations, particularly where labour market 

challenges are related to other drivers, for example, population growth, 

migration or the political economy. There will, I anticipate, also be efficiencies in 

bringing these functions into the Government. At present, there are resources 

in both SFC and SDS which are committed to skills planning together with staff 

in Scottish Government who are managing the assurance of this work and 

mediating the relationship between the two bodies.  

 

4.21 It is not my intention to underplay or devalue the work that both agencies are 

doing, but I believe, going forward, a more centralised, directive approach to 

national skills planning will enable the prioritisation, direction and accountability 

that is needed. 

 

 

Recommendation 3 

The Scottish Government should be responsible for national skills planning 

and oversight of sector and regional needs, including the collation and 

dissemination of relevant labour market intelligence and data.  

 

Government officials, on behalf of Scottish Ministers, should: 

• establish a transparent process for identifying and communicating national 

priorities for workforce and skills linked to strategic policy ambitions; 

• develop central oversight of national skills needs across Ministerial portfolios to 

ensure there is a comprehensive national picture to inform decision-making and 

prioritisation; and 

• urgently articulate the specific skills requirements associated with the policies in 

the Climate Change Plan and assess these against existing provision in the post-

school learning system, taking a whole-system perspective to ensure that there is 

a cumulative understanding of skills needs of the path to net zero. 

 

The relevant resources, currently in Skills Development Scotland, allocated to skills 

planning should be transferred to the Scottish Government to provide capacity and 

expertise to develop this function. 
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Clear regional autonomy  

4.22 Although I have outlined a case for national skills planning to be delivered 

centrally by Scottish Government, I am strongly of the view that the structures 

and decisions to better support skills planning and delivery of skills provision in 

local and regional economies should not need to be taken or controlled 

nationally. Owing to their place-based nature, partnership approaches that are 

developed locally are likely to be stronger and, in most cases, should be more 

effective at securing buy-in from employers and professional bodies to ensure 

alignment with local skills requirements. A recognition of the need to devolve 

more decision making is an important feature of NSET which has emphasised 

the need to work collaboratively with regions to deliver economic goals. 

 

4.23 However, to enable regional bodies to be responsive to requirements, they 

need more autonomy in decision-making. There is currently too much 

prescription at a national level on post-school skills and learning delivery, 

constraining the ability of local areas to determine what delivery best suits the 

needs of their region. It makes no sense to me, for example, for a national 

agency to be determining how many funded apprenticeship places a local 

college should be allocated and impeding the ability of the college to transfer 

places between different frameworks in response to need. If we accept that 

there are, at a national level, overriding imperatives that the skills system must 

embrace, then beyond these, local areas need the freedom and flexibility to 

decide how funding is utilised, to consider the specific needs of their 

communities, and the planning needed to ultimately support the success of 

local labour markets. 

 

4.24 As noted by the Regional Economic Policy Advisory Group (REPAG) in its 

recent Review of Regional Economic Policy19 there is a local and regional 

desire to use existing structures and enable regional actors to take 

responsibility for local ambition and problem-solving. Yet there are currently 

multiple actors across Scotland with strong local focus in delivering skills 

development – 32 Local Authorities and associated Local Employability 

Partnerships and 30 Chambers of Commerce; 26 colleges and 19 universities; 

multiple local charities and community groups; and local employers large and 

small. Presently, it is possible for each of these bodies individually or 

collectively to bid to a myriad of different funding streams and opportunities, 

each with unique bidding and reporting requirements, to support their skills 

development plans and provision. Layered on top of this are several regional 

groupings, often overlapping with each other, which have coalesced or come 

into being around requirements for Regional Skills Plans or to access specific 

funding opportunities (such as Region Deal funding).  

                                            
19 Regional Economic Policy Advisory Group, ‘Regional economic policy review: paper 2 – the 
regional perspective’ 
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4.25 In my view, Scotland is too small and integrated to have multiple regional skills 

frameworks. The REPAG Review makes a strong case for adhering to the eight 

existing Regional Economic Partnerships (Ayrshire; Edinburgh and the South 

East of Scotland; Forth Valley; Glasgow City Region; Highlands & Islands; 

North East; South of Scotland; Tay) for regional economic planning. Regional 

Skills Plans are a crucial tool, but what I have heard is that these need to be 

more clearly aligned to regional economic strategies and developed not just 

with quantitative labour market data, but also with local intelligence from 

employers and industries operating in local areas. As such, to my mind, it is 

absolutely critical that colleges, business and universities are at the heart of this 

process. 

 

4.26 While the Scottish Government should maintain oversight of regional skills 

planning to ensure that national imperatives – such as the just transition – are 

prioritised and realised, I see Regional Economic Partnerships as the vehicle 

for driving and coordinating regional skills planning as an integrated part of 

regional economic strategies. This would complement the devolution that is 

already happening in how employability support services are delivered through 

No One Left Behind, with a clear focus on national and local government 

working with partners to deliver person-centred and place-based approaches. 

In my engagement with Local Authorities they were clear that there had been 

teething issues in going from national orientated, often bespoke, delivery 

programmes to more tailored local solutions but there was a general consensus 

this was the right way forward to adapt services to local need.  

 

4.27 Several things therefore need to be considered in relation to the local and 

regional landscape: clear structures to ensure the right bodies are involved; 

clear national priorities within which to consider local/regional goals; the 

availability of good, relevant and timely data; simplicity and flexibility of funding; 

and straightforward mechanisms to ensure proper accountability.  
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Recommendation 4 

Linked to Recommendation 3 above, in recognition of the need for a genuinely 

place-based approach to regional and local skills planning, the Scottish 

Government’s new skills planning function should establish a clear template for 

regional skills planning, working with providers, employers and regional economic 

partners and using insights from the Scottish Funding Council Regional Pathfinder 

projects.  

 

This should: 

• be aligned to regional economic strategy and compatible with the 

recommendations of the Regional Economic Policy Advisory Group Review; 

• clearly articulate the roles and expectations of different regional actors in 

identifying skills needs, and aligning these to provision, funding and careers 

education; 

• recognise the central role of providers, particularly the huge potential of colleges 

in planning for and addressing skills needs in their regions; 

• allow for existing Regional Skills Investment Plans, where appropriate, to see out 

their existing term and empower Regional Economic Partners comprising key 

providers, local authorities and employer networks to co-produce future plans; 

• provide for light touch oversight and monitoring by the Scottish Government to 

ensure regional plans are collectively delivering against identified national skills 

and workforce priorities; and 

• ensure that regional planning is underpinned by data, by exploring how regional 

intelligence hubs, based on the Glasgow City Region model, could be established 

in each of the eight regional economic planning areas to supply relevant 

information and analysis to regional and local groups, and coordinate data flows 

with national and sectoral bodies, including from and to the Scottish Government. 

 

 

Streamlined, flexible public funding  

4.28 Public funding rightly comes with an expectation of accountability and the need 

to demonstrate best value for money and effectiveness in its use. As such, 

recommendations on public funding within the post-school learning system 

must also consider issues of reporting, regulation and quality assurance.  

 

4.29 If we begin by acknowledging that there is unlikely to be a significantly 

increased amount of funding flowing into the post-school learning system soon, 

then we need to ensure that what is in the system already is being used to best 

effect. I am not convinced that this is currently the case. Public investment is 

currently too focused on programmes and institutions rather than delivering the 

flexibility across the post-school learning system needed to achieve genuine 
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agility. There is a lack of coherent measurement of quality and impact across 

the landscape as a whole, national targets that constrain flexibility and 

resources that are diverted to managing conflicts or satisfying bureaucratic 

processes. 

 

4.30 Part of the confusion is that there are multiple agencies involved in the funding 

and oversight of the delivery of learning and training provision and their 

processes and requirements, relationships with providers, and measures of 

success, are fundamentally different.  

 

4.31 SDS is positioned as the national skills agency funding and promoting work-

based learning and training, predominantly but not exclusively through 

apprenticeship provision. It funds delivery largely through public service 

contracts to independent training providers, colleges and local authorities. 

Quality assurance in the context of this provision is underpinned by SDS’s own 

quality assurance framework although His Majesty’s Inspectors of Education 

(HMIE), currently based in Education Scotland, undertakes external evaluations 

of elements of the provision. SDS also plays an active role in managing the 

flows of information relating to the performance of apprenticeships including 

employer engagement, promotion of fair work and equalities. 

 

4.32 SFC is legally only able to fund a specific list of post-16 education bodies, 

colleges and universities, to deliver provision. It provides funding for core 

running costs for colleges and universities and assigns funding to different 

institutions for student teaching costs through its credit-based funding model 

(where funding levels differ depending on the type and subject of the course). 

Although its founding legislation suggests it should have regard to ‘skills needs 

in Scotland’, it is unable to intervene too strongly in the specific mix of courses 

or curricula that any provider makes available, and the funding, instead, follows 

the courses and degree programmes chosen by the eligible students. In terms 

of quality assurance, the SFC has a statutory responsibility for ensuring that 

there are processes in place to measure, assess and enhance the quality of 

fundable provision. It uses quality assurance frameworks to deliver this and 

works closely with the HMIE and the Quality Assurance Agency Scotland to 

secure external assurance. 

 

4.33 Adding further complexity to this picture, is the funding that flows into the post-

school learning system through the Student Awards Agency for Scotland 

(SAAS). SAAS’s functions, which sit outside the scope of this Review as not 

exclusively linked to the skills functions set out in the ToR, are to establish 

eligibility for, and administer, living cost loans, bursaries and grants to enable 

learners to access provision. SAAS is also responsible for calculating each 

eligible student’s tuition fee element covered by the Scottish Government’s free 

tuition policy, and paying these funds directly to institutions.  
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4.34 Not only do these various funding arrangements increase the risks of 

inefficiencies, but they often create unnecessary competition between different 

types of providers, contribute to complex delivery environments and impede 

parity of esteem between different types of learning and training.  

 

4.35 To give an example, the Scottish Government’s Flexible Workforce 

Development Fund (FWDF) allows businesses to access funding for upskilling 

their workforce. The Fund is delivered largely through colleges with funding 

allocated by SFC. However, if a business is unable to secure the provision they 

need through colleges, they are redirected to SDS to apply for grant support for 

them to procure the training through an independent training provider. This 

creates a complex interface for providers and employers. The funding sitting 

across two bodies with separate accountability structures then means that 

Scottish Government has to take on overall accountability for the programme, 

which adds another layer of governance and resources into the mix. These 

issues are highlighted in a recent evaluation of FWDF20 which calls for 

simplicity and a reduction in administrative burdens. 

 

4.36 It is a similar story with Foundation Apprenticeships (FAs) where the complexity 

and diversity of funding arrangements, and delivery models, was highlighted in 

the HMIE Review21 as being less than optimal. During my own Review I 

received evidence pointing to FA delivery in Aberdeenshire, where the local 

authority leads delivery with little or no sub-contracting or engagement with 

external providers, as an exemplar of good practice. Indeed, other councils 

were asking how they could have the same. Yet, owing to the delivery model, 

that single local authority receives, through grant funding, almost half of the 

SDS budget for new FAs in a single year. As such, under that model, if all local 

authorities and regions were to attract the same numbers of participants, the 

cost of FA delivery would need to increase significantly. When this is set 

against the fact that the rationale provided by the Scottish Government for 

moving funding for FAs to the SFC was to create a sustainable model of 

funding for the programme, it becomes clear why it is not attainable. Added to 

this, the complexity of two bodies with different reporting methods and success 

measures, it becomes clear that something needs to change. 

 

4.37 What is more, these complex funding arrangements make it far more 

challenging to rebalance investment across the system because it isn’t simply a 

case of realigning budget with one organisation from one line to another. It is a 

case of moving it across organisational structures and governance and 

accountability lines. I have heard very clearly and am sympathetic to the calls 

for more investment in apprenticeships. Work-based learning opportunities 

                                            
20 Scottish Government, ‘Flexible Workforce Development Fund (FWDF): evaluation’, pg 62 - 63 
21 Education Scotland, ‘Foundation Apprenticeship Provision in Scotland: Review’ 
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such as apprenticeships are important. They have capacity for growth and 

deliver on a more work-integrated learning culture we need to embrace. I also 

recognise that the uncertainty over available levels of funding from year to year 

makes them vulnerable to declining commitment from businesses and 

providers. That needs to be avoided. I heard from many stakeholders, for 

example, that establishing multi-year funding assumptions and commitments, 

over a three-year horizon, would help with longer-term planning of provision 

and strategic partnership working. We need more work-integrated learning; 

apprenticeships are a critical vehicle to achieving this and success will mean 

they are more widely embraced. However, if I were to simply recommend ‘more 

funding for apprenticeships’ I’d be doing so knowing that it would be interpreted 

as taking funding away from colleges or universities (even though they are 

often, and should be, involved in delivery) or even from SFC to SDS. I just don’t 

think that this is the answer. 

 

4.38 Instead, it is my contention that we need to start thinking about, and funding, 

delivery of learning and training provision in the round. The money is ultimately 

there to support the learner to develop their skills and knowledge, not to benefit 

the provider, and funding and delivery models and agency structures should be 

developed with this principle in mind. For example, the process and criteria for 

allocating teaching and tuition funding for any individual to undertake a degree 

level apprenticeship (Graduate Apprenticeship (GA)) should be the same as 

providing teaching and tuition funding for that same individual to undertake the 

same qualification through an institution-led course of study at university. The 

attainment level of both types of provision are the same, yet they are not 

currently treated as such in terms of how they are funded or in who is able to 

access funding.  

 

4.39 I recognise that there are differences in apprenticeships compared to other 

types of provision. As well as being learners, apprentices are employees and, 

given the financial investment that employers make, some will argue that 

apprenticeship programmes should serve the needs of the employer first. 

However, while I think there have been benefits in apprenticeships having had 

a separate agency focus while the concept was developed and incubated, their 

continued separation from the wider delivery landscape is now impeding their 

further growth and progression. This is holding them back from becoming an 

embedded part of the post-school learning system and delivering on their full 

potential for meeting employer and learner needs. If, for example, within the 

context of national priorities, we can give freedom for universities to utilise 

funding to deliver degree-level learning, whether that is through full time 

learning or learning as part of an apprenticeship, then the ‘caps’ on GA 

numbers could be removed and employers could see increased numbers of 

learners accessing this route.  
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4.40 At the same time, of course, we need to recognise that there is not an infinite 

amount of money available and that this means there are difficult decisions to 

be taken about how funding is prioritised to deliver outcomes, both for learners 

and for the wider wellbeing economy. Setting out criteria for prioritisation goes 

beyond my remit, but I do believe that to move forward there should be a 

fundamental revision of the way public funding for learning and training 

provision is allocated. Within this, the specific models of funding for different 

types of provision should be carefully considered, including, critically, Modern 

Apprenticeships (MAs) on which I received evidence regarding the inadequacy 

of the current contribution rates and also of the value for money achieved 

through the contracting model.  

 

4.41 Prioritisation should undoubtedly be informed by performance. However, as 

noted above, the complex funding processes and the multiple bodies involved 

in delivery and quality assurance, mean that it is currently difficult to take a 

holistic view across provision. The measures of success and processes of 

quality assurance differ depending on the delivery model and type of provision 

making it challenging to compare outcomes from different investments. 

Addressing the fragmented funding environment and delivery arrangements 

thus offer the opportunity to clarify and bring greater coherence to regulatory 

and quality assurance roles and requirements. 

 

4.42 Prioritisation should also take account of learners, and courses, most in need of 

government support. In the context of optimising the system for upskilling and 

reskilling a number of responses called for a more learner-centred approach to 

funding, for example via a ‘skills wallet’ which learners could access throughout 

their working lives. This is the approach being adopted by the UK Government 

with its Lifelong Loan Entitlement.22 Yet it is difficult to imagine, within the 

context of the current funding arrangements, how the Scottish Government, 

were it minded to develop similar, might begin to explore the costs, feasibility 

and policy implications of such an approach. As such, to ensure that current 

structures do not continue to impede ambitions, the agency landscape must be 

transformed. 

  

                                            
22 Department for Education, ‘LifeLong Loan entitlement: Government Consultation Response’ 
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Recommendation 5 

Scottish Ministers should identify and establish a single national funding body to 

have responsibility for administering and overseeing the delivery of all publicly 

funded post-school learning and training provision. This would bring together the 

responsibility for funding of apprenticeships and training currently remaining in Skills 

Development Scotland with the functions for dispensing funding to colleges and 

universities currently carried out by the Scottish Funding Council. Ministers should 

consider whether this new body should also include responsibilities currently 

undertaken by the Students Awards Agency for Scotland, which sat outside the remit 

of this Review. 

 

The new funding body should be responsible for: 

• allocating and distributing funding for post-school learning and training provision 

in line with Ministerial priorities and policies;  

• managing relationships with all providers in receipt of funding;  

• ensuring that provision is delivering for the needs of learners (including 

apprentices) through reporting against agreed outcomes and measures; 

• embedding commitments to equalities, widening access and fair work within the 

delivery system; and 

• ensuring that any funded provider, whether that is a college, university or 

independent provider, would have sufficient procedures in place to ensure that 

provision could meet the agreed definition and standards of quality as determined 

by a relevant quality assurance framework.  

 

The Scottish Government will need to consider whether it would be appropriate for 

the new funding body to have a statutory duty for ensuring quality assurance and for 

governance of higher and further education institutions, as is currently the case with 

SFC or, to ensure that regulation remains independent, impartial and ensures public 

accountability, whether those functions should sit separately. 

  

Relevant staff and resources from the Scottish Funding Council and Skills 

Development Scotland associated with the funding and delivery of learning and 

training provision, including apprenticeships should move to this new body to support 

its work and ensure the capacity for delivery. 
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Recommendation 6 

Simply transferring all existing funding mechanisms to one body is unlikely to deliver 

enhanced efficiencies or streamlined reporting and application requirements. As part 

of the process for establishing the new body, the Scottish Government should 

redesign the process for how funding for all learning and training provision, 

including apprenticeships, is allocated to ensure it is prioritised to deliver 

strategic outcomes and best value for public investment, defined in terms of 

preventative spend as well as economic return on investment.  

 

The redesigned system of funding should, as a priority: 

• not favour any single type of provision (i.e. have regard to parity of esteem); 

• ensure it caters to national skills priorities and needs; 

• offer flexibility for regional interpretation and empower decision making, in line 

with Recommendation 4 above; 

• simplify the funding streams to providers, meaning they do not compromise 

delivery as they seek to satisfy the administrative burden of different audit and 

reporting requirements; 

• Provide for a multi-year baseline funding commitment to allow greater certainty in 

planning (particularly for apprenticeships where employer commitment is 

essential); 

• promote provision which embeds work-integrated learning and skills 

development, particularly degree-level apprenticeships; 

• consider a colleges and universities first approach to ensure best value from 

public investment; and 

• consider the introduction of mechanisms for employer-contributions where 

provision for certain courses or qualifications hasn’t been identified as a priority 

for public funding but is still considered desirable by industry. 

 

 

Access to financial support for living costs  

4.43 Linking with my statement that all pathways are equally valid, addressing 

different learner needs, there should be explicit recognition in the system that 

life and work journeys post-school are not linear. The recent Report by the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh and Young Academy of Scotland on Tertiary 

Education Futures23 sets out that we are expecting learners to want to 

consume learning differently in the future and that they are likely to make more 

demands of the system.  

  

                                            
23 The Royal Society of Edinburgh and Young Academy of Scotland, ‘Tertiary Education Futures’ 
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4.44 This necessitates us ensuring that funding presents no barrier to those wanting 

to undertake learning and training in more flexible ways, by reviewing caps on 

those who can apply for loan support and ensuring expenses cover the real 

living wage. Although learner support, as a function, wasn’t strictly within my 

remit, it links strongly to the need to optimise the future system for upskilling 

and retraining given what we know about changes in the economy, and the 

need to put measures in place to address inactivity and reduce poverty. 

 

4.45 Many of the call for evidence responses sought flexibility in this space, 

highlighting how systems of support are outdated. The UK Government’s 

response to its recent Lifelong Loan Entitlement consultation24 indicates a 

recognition of similar concerns across all parts of the UK. If we are to provide 

greater opportunity for learners, the funding system needs to have the ability to 

support those who decide they want to undertake further study at any stage of 

life and under any circumstances, be that through part time degree or college 

course, a full-time accelerated retraining programme or other modular 

provision. 

 

 

Recommendation 7 

As part of the redesigned funding process in Recommendation 6,  

• The Scottish Government, should ensure that there is provision in the system for 

those undertaking part-time learning or pursuing certain approved accelerated 

retraining programmes to receive the same pro-rata level of funding support for 

living costs as those in full time education.  

 

 

Clear, coherent recognisable learning pathways  

4.46 In my analysis of the current landscape, I identified the absence of any single 

individual or organisation who appears to have both a strategic view of post-

school qualifications and pathways and the objective ability to influence the 

shape and scope of this element of the landscape. This has resulted in a very 

complex and fragmented post-school offer to learners, particularly in terms of 

what are often considered ‘technical’ qualifications and awards such as some 

Higher National qualifications and apprenticeships. Don’t get me wrong, 

diversity is a good thing. Learners should have choice, but the focus on awards 

or qualifications as individual ‘products’ and the various actors involved in their 

development and approvals has led to a melee of qualifications which don’t 

appear, collectively, to constitute clear pathways. The exception is, perhaps, in 

the university sector where the control that institutions exert over the design 

                                            
24 Department for Education, ‘Lifelong Loan Entitlement Government Consultation Response’ 
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and awarding of degrees has ensured clear pathways within that part of the 

system but, arguably, at the expense of integration within the wider landscape.  

 

4.47 As with other parts of the system, I attribute this to both a lack of clear intent 

and confusion in the roles and responsibilities of national agencies. Without a 

collective sense of what is trying to be achieved from post-school qualifications 

and awards, decisions are driven by various different actors based on their own 

philosophies or interests. This appears to be most clear in the gulf between the 

desire for employer-led innovation which I understand underpins the approach 

to apprenticeship development being pioneered by SDS, under the direction of 

the Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory Board (SAAB), and the more cautious, 

quality-driven and learner-centred approach taken by the Scottish Qualifications 

Authority (SQA) in both its awarding and accreditation functions. These 

divergent approaches have, arguably, impeded Scotland’s commitment to 

important aspects of the system such as the imperative to modernise the 

National Occupational Standards (NOS) that underpin vocational qualifications 

and apprenticeship frameworks. It has also led to uncertainty, for example, 

about who decides which qualifications should be prioritised for development 

and under what criteria. 

 

4.48 This is holding us back from ensuring that qualifications and pathways 

accurately reflect the needs of industries now, and in the future. It is critical that 

employers are able to hire a workforce with, or with the potential to learn, 

requisite skills for the occupation or role. This means that relevant industries 

must be involved in the process of defining the standards that will underpin 

technical qualifications and apprenticeship frameworks, and also work with 

providers to ensure all qualifications and awards make the most of 

opportunities for work-integrated learning and the development of meta-skills. I 

have heard positive things, in this respect, about the concept of the Technical 

Expert Group (TEG) approach that SDS has developed for agreeing new 

standards to underpin apprenticeship frameworks. However, I am clear that the 

employer role must not come at the expense of the quality of provision to, or 

experience of, the learner or apprentice. Nor should it create a two-tier system 

of standards and awards which add further complexity and inconsistency to the 

landscape, damaging the parity between different pathways.  

 

4.49 For this reason, my view is that there needs to be a single national public body 

with clear responsibility for overseeing the post-school qualifications landscape 

including all publicly-funded qualifications and awards; working with the 

university sector to ensure consistent articulation with the qualifications for 

which it is responsible, and developing, where appropriate, new technical 

pathways and apprenticeships clearly underpinned by a single set of NOS. 

Such an agency must operate in line with Scottish Ministers’ strategic ambitions 
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and offer clarity about the processes for prioritising, developing, approving or 

accrediting and regulating new qualifications in Scotland. 

 

4.50 Post-school pathways and qualifications must also support the needs of 

learners who may want to learn at a different pace and by different means to 

upskill or retrain. Full-time degree courses are undoubtedly beneficial, however, 

there must be more flexibility to suit learners of all stages in life. Modular 

courses should now be embraced, allowing for individuals to build and gather 

qualifications and skills throughout their life. There are opportunities across the 

system to condense or reformat existing curricula into shorter, sharper courses 

to facilitate upskilling and reskilling and to ensure that these are a core part of 

the provision on offer, based on national and regional needs. Equally, 

modularisation offers opportunities to better link university curricula within the 

wider provision landscape, especially through use of the Scottish Credit and 

Qualifications Framework (SCQF), for more effective and consistent recognition 

of prior learning. This could facilitate more direct entry routes to later stages of 

degree courses, reducing the risk of individuals re-taking existing learning and 

saving public money in the process. Success here might include a person who 

can start their learning at college, but transition into an apprenticeship or into 

university as they build their skills and qualifications. Finally, modularisation 

could also ensure that learners who do not wish – or are not able – to complete 

a four-year degree course could leave earlier with recognised qualifications 

earned up to that point. 

 

4.51 The need for, and benefits of, modularisation have been recognised already. 

For example, the SFC Review recommended that SFC pilot a National Micro-

credential Framework and delivery plan to develop a comprehensive approach 

to certifying modular courses, although we are still to see the outputs from this 

work. As with many system-wide issues, success is currently impeded by a 

combination of lack of clarity of purpose and flexibility of finance: at present the 

inflexibility of funding models have constrained course developments, and the 

impetus to pursue modularisation does not seem to have a clear home within 

the agency landscape. 

 

4.52 To enable such a flexible system to be created across all learning and training, 

there needs to be a greater coherence to post-school pathways, and greater 

parity for equivalent qualifications at the same SCQF attainment levels. I find 

the current naming structures for qualifications and awards, particularly in 

relation to apprenticeships, to be varied and confusing and a barrier to 

achieving parity of esteem. For learners, parents and guardians, and employers 

they must be bewildering. At best, they place undue emphasis on certain 

learning routes. At worst, they actively and negatively stigmatise important, 

valuable routes for learning.  
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4.53 For example, through my engagement, I have heard how an FA isn’t actually an 

apprenticeship as it doesn’t have the critical ‘earn as you learn’ principle, and 

that there are negative connotations in the word ‘foundation’ in a senior phase 

context. I agree. An FA is essentially a senior phase qualification which 

includes in-built work experience. Calling it an apprenticeship sets it apart from 

other senior phase qualifications that are well recognised, like Highers, even 

though the two sit at the same level on the SCQF. From where I am standing, 

this has arisen because two separate bodies have had responsibility for the 

design and development of different parts of the same curriculum and, 

ultimately, this arrangement has impeded the ambition to embed vocational 

qualifications into the senior phase. For the philosophy behind FAs to be 

realised, then, in my view, the processes for design, delivery, and funding – and 

indeed the name of the qualification – need, as much as possible, to mirror 

those for the equivalent subject-based senior phase qualifications.  

 

4.54 Similarly, GAs have huge potential in supporting an individual into work whilst 

providing an alternative way to gain Level 9-11 qualifications. Yet the name 

suggests they are aimed at individuals who have already graduated, rather than 

those seeking to study degree-level qualifications. It’s not clear if this is the 

reason why in the academic year 21/22, 57% of enrolments to GAs have been 

taken up by individuals who are 25 and over and 81.8% of new starts were 

already in-work with their employer25, but it certainly would appear to be a 

barrier in promoting that pathway as an alternative for school leavers or those 

undertaking first degrees. This is a missed opportunity. I heard compelling 

evidence that many learners felt societal pressure to enter the workforce 

quickly after leaving school rather than undertake further study. For these 

learners, GAs offer a good compromise; a route through which they can 

combine earning with study towards degree-equivalent qualifications. I 

therefore believe degree apprenticeships could also play a critical role in 

widening access to learning. 

 

4.55 The process for developing GAs is likewise not integrated or aligned to that for 

other university-based qualifications. I heard a lot about the potential of GAs, 

including from universities, but this was coupled with frustration from providers 

that they don’t have more influence over the early development and shape of 

the qualifications. To my mind, if we want GAs to be seen as an alternative 

route to other degree courses, then there needs to be consideration of how 

universities can take more ownership of their design and development to give 

them confidence in the product and to build direct relationships with employers. 

 

                                            
25 Skills Development Scotland and Scottish Funding Council, ‘Graduate Apprenticeship Report’, 
(Age: Table 4, pg 10; Employee: Figure 5, pg 26) 
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4.56 The SCQF comprehensively maps qualifications against the various learning 

levels, enabling clear comparisons of each pathway and, crucially, providing 

learners a simple way to understand and chose a route that is right for them. It 

is therefore one of my greatest frustrations that its implementation and 

articulation is not widespread and that it fails to be the catalyst it could so 

clearly be in defining a common language to describe each qualification 

according to the level of learning being delivered. I also believe that it can 

usefully support the facilitation of modularised and flexible learning which, as I 

have set out above, I consider to be critical to meeting Ministers’ ambitions of a 

system that supports upskilling and retraining opportunities.  

 

4.57 Additionally, the work that has been undertaken with Skills Recognition 

Scotland to map the skills and qualifications of migrants within the SCQF is 

extremely important. There is an ongoing risk that the skills of those who have 

come to settle in Scotland from elsewhere continue to be both under-

recognised and under-utilised. This is a waste of critical human resource for an 

economy already facing skills shortages. The SCQF provides a solution to this 

particular need and, importantly, this work goes beyond what many other 

countries have done to recognise prior learning. The SCQF should be 

appreciated as the asset that it is. 

 

4.58 It is therefore my view that the SCQF must be comprehensively embraced, and 

our language adapted to describe all qualifications according to their place on 

the Framework. A better utilisation of the SCQF in defining post-school 

qualifications and pathways would enable colleges, universities, employers and 

parents to better understand the value of the qualifications and the potential 

learning journeys that are available.  

 

4.59 I am aware that Professor Ken Muir in his report on the future of the reform of 

school system similarly recognised the potential of the SCQF to play a more 

central role in the future of education in Scotland. On this basis, he 

recommended that the SCQF Partnership (SCQFP), the independent charitable 

body that oversees the framework, should be brought into the proposed 

national agency for Scottish education in order that its framework and staff 

could play an enhanced role in planning learner journeys and providing greater 

parity of esteem.  
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4.60 In their response, the Scottish Government welcomed the recognition of the 

value of the SCQF and accepted that the embedding of the Framework within 

the education system should be further strengthened. However, they rejected 

the recommendation to merge the SCQFP with the new education agency on 

the basis that it would present significant risks, particularly through the loss of 

the Partnership’s independent and non-sectoral status which it said was central 

to its ability to ‘broker a holistic approach across the learner journey’26.  

 

4.61 Given the central role of SCQF to the whole learning system in Scotland from 

schools to post-school, I can understand why the education body, with its focus 

on school education, may not have been considered the appropriate home for 

the Partnership. However, it still stands that if the potential of the SCQF is to be 

realised with a more central role at the heart of learner pathways, then bringing 

the functions of the SCQFP more central to the administration of the system, 

should be considered. To my mind, the body has two central functions which 

don’t easily fit within any single body, but which could, separately, be better 

embedded within the new landscape that I am proposing. 

  

                                            
26 Scottish Government, ‘Putting learners at the centre: response to the independent advisor on 
education reform's report’, section: wider implications. 
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Recommendation 8 

Scottish Ministers should ensure that the new qualifications body, currently being 

established, has a clear remit for national oversight of the post-school 

qualifications landscape and for the development of all publicly funded post-school 

qualifications and awards, including Scottish Vocational Qualifications, 

apprenticeship frameworks and the underpinning National Occupational Standards. 

 

Taking account of outcomes of Recommendation 9 below: 

• The existing processes for developing, approving and accrediting all publicly-

funded post-school qualifications, and the authorities responsible, should be 

agreed and set out clearly; 

• Where processes require adaptation or enhancement, new end-to-end processes 

should be established and clearly communicated;  

• Where appropriate, for example, in relation to technical qualifications and 

apprenticeships, processes should build on the employer-centric approach to 

development pioneered by Skills Development Scotland through the Technical 

Experts Group process, but incorporate providers and learners to ensure the 

resulting standards and qualifications or awards meet the needs of all system 

users; and 

• The Apprenticeship Approvals Group should remain as the vehicle for approving 

apprenticeship frameworks while the Scottish Government considers its 

composition alongside wider accreditation and approval processes. 

 

Relevant resources in Skills Development Scotland which are associated with 

standards and frameworks and the development of apprenticeships should move to 

the new qualifications body to support this work. This should include the secretariat 

responsibility for the Apprenticeship Approvals Group.  

 

Ministers may also want to consider whether there are functions within the Scottish 

Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership which could be merged into the 

new qualifications body to reduce the potential for duplication, and to reinforce the 

important role of the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework at the centre of 

Scotland’s vision for qualifications and learning pathways. 
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Recommendation 9 

The Scottish Government should carry out a comprehensive audit of post-school 

qualifications and pathways with a view to rationalising and refining publicly 

funded qualifications to produce clearer articulation between qualifications and 

awards, and greater clarity about the purpose and opportunities of different options. 

 

This audit should: 

• include consideration of how post-school qualifications can be developed into 

clear pathways which give learners options and flexibility to pursue and transfer 

between subject-based routes underpinned by meta-skills, or more, occupational-

focussed routes underpinned by specific technical skills and knowledge; 

• using the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework as a foundation, look at 

how qualifications and pathways are named and communicated to ensure these 

have respect to the need for parity of esteem and to ensure they accurately 

reflect the type of opportunity they present; 

• identify actions to expedite the modularisation of qualifications and curricula to 

benefit retraining and upskilling; 

• clarify that Foundation Apprenticeships, as a school only senior phase 

qualification, will no longer be treated as a post-school qualification, and ensure 

that work to enhance and redesign that qualification results in its design, name, 

funding and delivery arrangements being treated in the same way as the 

equivalent subject-based senior phase qualifications; 

• explore how the National Occupational Standards Strategy can be prioritised and 

adequately resourced, so that occupational standards are updated and can be 

used with confidence to underpin relevant qualifications; and 

• consider how existing skills frameworks can be condensed into a single national 

framework, agreed with providers and industry to ensure that there is a consistent 

language which captures the common skills and knowledge required for the 

workplace. 

 

 

Qualifications and awards that more clearly contain work-integrated 

learning or employability-related skills development 

4.62 I’ve already set out very clearly that we need to move beyond characterisations 

of any ‘golden pathway’, but equally that the current dichotomy between 

academic and vocational is inherently problematic and false. I’ve also noted my 

reluctance to simply recommend more investment in apprenticeships as a 

solution, given the current culture of a divided learning system alongside the 

challenges that current structures of funding and delivery, and indeed of 

qualification design and development, create.  
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4.63 However, assuming that the agency structures are better defined, that the 

pathways are clear and well-articulated, then I am comfortable making the clear 

assertion that we need all qualifications and courses to enable learners to 

develop relevant skills, as well as knowledge, that they will use when they enter 

the workplace. Therefore, as many as possible should contain work-integrated 

learning opportunities. 

 

4.64 This doesn’t just mean ‘more apprenticeships’, which are excellent for the 

opportunities they offer to ‘earn while you learn’ but aren’t the only form of 

work-integrated learning out there. These could be modules that are co-

developed with businesses, degree programmes or college-courses than 

include sandwich-years in industry or skills learned through coursework. 

Whatever the solution, I believe those designing and delivering qualifications 

need to ensure that the acquisition of knowledge and skills is not taking place 

without an eye on the purpose that most people will be undertaking that 

learning – to get a job that represents a positive destination for them. Learning 

in the workplace will not only assist with current and ongoing workforce 

shortages, but it will provide experience and learning that simply cannot be 

replicated in the ‘classroom’.  

 

4.65 The greater presence of work-integrated learning opportunities should be 

coupled with a mechanism for learners to track the development of technical 

and meta skills, as well as qualifications, throughout their careers. In her interim 

report on qualifications and assessment in the senior phase Professor Louise 

Hayward has suggested that there should be a broadening of the evidence 

collected to include skills and other competencies i.e. that qualifications could 

comprise three elements – subject, personal pathways and learning in 

context27. She has also suggested digital approaches that enable learners to 

gather and present achievements consistently regardless of the educational 

setting within which they were based, and the introduction of a senior phase 

leaving certificate as a means of drawing together more aspects of learning into 

a single form. I would fully support these ideas and suggest that the methods 

developed for school leavers should be expanded to enable people to carry a 

digital record of their qualifications and skills throughout their working lives. 

 

4.66 In operationalising this, it will be important to ensure that post-school 

qualifications and their assessment are also designed to capture the breadth of 

learning across skills and experiences that a person will need to take forward 

into further learning, or into the workplace. These should be appropriate to the 

subject and type of qualification, but should be tied to consistent language, 

including categories of meta-skills and technical skills, to enable learners to 

evidence their learning towards the competencies for employment. This isn’t to 

                                            
27 Hayward, ‘Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland: interim report’, pg 26 
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say that every person leaving education will be ready for work from day one. 

Employers will still be expected to train and support new entrants in specific 

roles, but it should encourage curriculum providers to rebalance the emphasis 

between theoretical and practical learning in course content, and will enable 

individuals to demonstrate a more-rounded picture of their experience and 

skills. 

 

 

Recommendation 10 

Following on from the direction of Professor Hayward’s interim report: 

• The Scottish Government, with relevant partners, should scope and 

commission the design of a digital training record which learners can use 

throughout their lives to build and evidence their development of different skills, 

competences and qualifications gained through learning. In time, with digital 

capability increasingly expanding, this record could directly link to careers 

services and highlight career pathways opened by the skills, competencies and 

qualifications held in the digital record. Developments in this area beyond 

Scotland, such as the European Digital Credentials for Learning, should be 

considered in terms of alignment to support labour mobility.  

 

 

Embedded careers education and work experience 

4.67 The importance of having the right information, advice and guidance for 

learners and the necessity for that advice to be in tune with the needs of the 

current and future labour market have been constant themes that have arisen 

in my engagement. Indeed, if we are to have a successful post-school learning 

system that arms the individual with informed choices and provides the learning 

opportunities to make those options a reality, then careers advice and 

education are pivotal. What is more, balanced and high-quality careers services 

have an important part to play in achieving the parity of esteem between 

learning choices that I want to see embedded in the fabric of the system.  

 

4.68 With this in mind, I have some reservations about whether the term ‘careers’ 

fully represents or captures the varied journeys that individuals will have in their 

working lives. There can be a perception that, when we refer to a career, we 

are talking about some linear trajectory of ever-increasing job responsibilities 

and remuneration; that somehow, a career journey is a description for the “high 

flyers”. In the context of this Review and my perspective on how the future post-

school learning system must be built, I want to define ‘career’ as encapsulating 

the entirety of a person’s working life, irrespective of what form that takes or at 

what stage it occurs. This is critical to ensure the language used reflects the 

idea that all learning is of equal value and that Scotland needs a wide diversity 

of roles fulfilled.   
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4.69 At present, SDS delivers careers information, advice and guidance nationally in 

Scotland’s secondary schools and through a network of public touchpoints, with 

more than half of its employees supporting delivery, while colleges and 

universities largely take responsibility for its delivery in those institutions. The 

third sector also plays a vital role in specialist provision, particularly for those 

who face additional barriers to access learning or employment. This includes 

MCR Pathway Coordinators who support young people who face 

‘disadvantage’, ENABLE Group who help individuals with additional support 

needs, the Prince’s Trust and many more. Sector skills councils also bring their 

own specific expertise to delivery. This plurality of provision is largely to be 

welcomed and it is important if we are to reflect the needs of different cohorts of 

learners. In particular, it is vital that equality, diversity and inclusion continue to 

be core outcomes of a careers system. It is also worth noting here the steps 

that have already been taken to make careers advice more coherent most 

clearly through the focus on career management skills and the development of 

the Careers Education Standard28.  

 

4.70 The beginning of an individual’s development of skills starts at a young age and 

can be determined by the advice they receive and their own experiences. 

Therefore, to achieve more experiential and quality careers services, it is 

absolutely critical that employers are willing to support the education of 

potential future workers, whether that is through the provision of work 

experience and volunteering opportunities or via engagement with local 

secondary or tertiary education institutions. Industry has a key and unique role 

to play in shaping the work experiences and career choices of learners. The 

Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) programme29, jointly owned by 

COSLA and the Scottish Government, has been in place since 2014 with a 

focus on providing support to young learners, and has played a role in 

connecting industry with education. Building on DYW and the Young Person’s 

Guarantee (YPG), I want to see more work experience and “taster” experiences 

in schools and colleges and the opportunity for business to be more fully 

engaged in showcasing the work they do to its future workforce. Although the 

school curriculum is not strictly within my remit, in the context of careers, I am 

strongly supportive of learners, including those in early years, building 

knowledge of different workplaces and work-related experiences and believe 

that there should be concerted efforts across all institutions and businesses to 

support this ambition. 

 

4.71 More recently, this has included the introduction of DYW school coordinators 

aimed at increasing the opportunities for young school learners to be exposed 

to work experience and employer offers at a local level. Whilst the introduction 

                                            
28 Education Scotland et al., ‘Developing the Young Workforce Career Education Standard (3-18’) 
29 Scottish Government, ‘Developing the young workforce: Scotland's youth employment strategy’ 
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of school coordinators is clearly well intended and welcomed by many, I have 

heard in some cases that there is a lack of clarity in the landscape about the 

purpose of DYW and, specifically, the distinction between the school 

coordinators and SDS careers advisor posts. Having spoken to some of those 

involved I believe that these are distinct, yet complementary, roles. The former 

focuses on career education and experience and the latter on professional 

advice and guidance. This interplay will be an important fulcrum of how the 

system can work together to support young learners in their journeys. As such, 

to create cohesion, avoid confusion and ensure that there is a holistic approach 

to careers advice and education, along with, critically, the necessary capacity to 

deliver it, I believe that both roles should continue to work closely together in 

individual schools and ultimately, structurally, be part of the same organisation. 

 

4.72 If, as NSET states, investment in skills over people's lifetimes is critical to our 

future productivity and success and a ‘career’ encapsulates the entirety of a 

person’s working life, it is clear that we cannot solely focus on young people or 

those in school or college. More is needed to ensure all learners, regardless of 

age - whether that be for those who face additional barriers, the armed forces 

community and veterans or those looking for a career change –have access to 

high quality, impartial support to move closer to, and through, the workplace. I 

believe that this support must extend beyond information or advice received in 

schools, further and higher education settings. Instead, it should become a 

structural part of the learning system, and an embedded resource within local 

communities. Indeed, through my engagement, I heard the important role 

communities can play in supporting those removed from educational settings 

and beyond. The Community Learning and Development sector (CLD) is an 

important aspect of this. By supporting all individuals to make positive changes 

in their lives and in their communities30, CLD can help support the lifelong 

journey of acquiring skills and knowledge.  

 

4.73 It is encouraging to see the changing nature of careers advice, and how it will 

be delivered in the future, acknowledged within the Careers Review31. That 

work has brought together the range of partners who are involved in delivery of 

careers services into the Careers Services Collaborative and has recently set 

out its plans for implementation alongside a proposed national governance 

model for careers services. Clearly, the Collaborative will play a key role in the 

future delivery of careers services, some of which I have already mentioned, 

and as such, will be pivotal in helping to meet the challenges of the future that I 

have outlined. 

 

                                            
30 Scottish Government, ‘Strategic guidance for community planning partnerships: community learning 
and development’, pg 3 
31 Skills Development Scotland, ‘Skills and experiences to grow and succeed in a rapidly changing 
world’ 
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4.74 Indeed, the representation of so many partners in the Careers Services 

Collaborative is a welcome recognition that learners will need advice at all 

stages of their journeys and through a variety of institutions. It also aligns with 

what I have heard in my engagements – that we must draw upon the full range 

of people who support learners, including parents and carers. This will continue 

to be an important area and I hope that the Collaborative will give due 

consideration to how the all-age offer for different cohorts can be further 

strengthened to support their individual needs and the skills shortages we are 

currently facing. 

 

4.75 Similarly, I do see the need for greater consistency of approach on careers 

development across all organisations and initiatives that has been highlighted 

by the Careers Review. Only through achieving this will we ensure services are 

delivering for all users of the system including, critically, those who are already 

committed to pursuing further study to ensure that they make well-informed 

choices. However, if services are to expand to capture groups not already 

receiving routine advice then, in the context of constrained finances, there will 

need to be consideration to how people access information and advice 

differently. In my discussions with users, it was clear that the way information 

was presented and who it was presented by was an important factor in shaping 

their decision-making.  

 

4.76 One of the ten recommendations (recommendation seven) from the Careers 

Review outlined the importance of enhanced digital services and online tools 

being developed that present information about the world of work in an inspiring 

and accurate way. I think this is critical. My World of Work, developed by SDS, 

equips learners with some digital tools to support their career progression, but 

could continue to be adapted to provide impartial information about the 

pathways towards an intended profession or, what occupations an individual 

might be able to do with their existing skills set. However, I do not 

underestimate the importance of 1-1 advice and, as such, in-person support 

must be a central facet to how services are delivered. I recognise that future 

services and delivery of information will have an increasing digital focus. That is 

welcome and it is important that learners are able to access information in a 

way that suits their own needs and requirements. However, digital vehicles 

should be seen as tools, not comprehensive delivery solutions. 

 

4.77 In coming to recommendations on careers I have been acutely aware of my 

ToR, the work of Professor Hayward on a new model for Qualifications and 

Assessment, and not looking to re-do the detailed work of the Careers Review. 

However, I have also been asked to make recommendations on the roles of 

national public bodies, and specifically on the future remit and functions of SDS 

within the wider delivery landscape, of which careers is an integral part. Such is 

the importance of getting this right and the potential for embedded careers 
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education to be instrumental in transforming the prospects of the entire post-

school learning system, I believe that there should be a body that has a 

singular focus on this part of the system with a focus on advice at all stages of 

a learners journey. Such a body should support the Careers Services 

Collaborative, working with and across key partners in schools, colleges, 

universities, workplaces and communities to ensure that careers education and 

experience (not just advice and guidance) is an integrated part of people’s 

lives; helping them to make informed choices about learning and training.  

 

4.78 My previous recommendations to this point have largely focused on 

rationalising functions that are currently undertaken by SDS with respect to 

‘skills’ into a landscape of public bodies supporting an integrated post-school 

learning system which has skills development embedded throughout. This 

would leave the remainder of the body, currently known as SDS, to take up this 

important careers mission. Indeed, there are strong foundations from which to 

build in the organisation’s existing services, alongside a real opportunity to 

drive careers services towards future business needs and equip learners with 

all the skills they need to develop and thrive. In doing so, it will be critical that 

services are designed and built around the needs of the individual, the potential 

learner, and that the advice and services offered are impartial; reflecting the 

variety of pathways available to that person. 
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Recommendation 11  

Skills Development Scotland should be substantively reformed and recast as 

the national body for careers education and promotion with a focus on providing 

impartial advice, guidance and information to people in Scotland of all ages about 

careers, jobs and learning and training pathways and available support.  

 

Reshaping and broadening the work of the existing Skills Development Scotland’s 

careers services, the body should: 

• focus on building high quality local partnerships to support employability and 

education services, including continuing the Scottish Government’s PACE 

service 

• have a core mission to embed careers support and information within 

communities, educational settings and workplaces to benefit those of all ages 

and stages seeking to access learning and training opportunities, including those 

who are in work and looking to upskill or retrain; 

• Support the Careers Services Collaborative to improve the quality of careers 

advice and provision in Scotland;  

• Incorporate responsibility for the School Coordinators, currently part of DYW and 

introduced by the SG under the Young Person’s Guarantee, to encourage and 

boost work-experiential learning; and 

• Ensure a continued focus on learners with barriers to the workplace through 

managing the relationship with third sector organisations, sector skills bodies, 

and partnerships who support their needs (e.g. MCR Pathways, Lantra, 

ENABLE, the Princes Trust). 

 

The body should have a status and constitution which is appropriate to retain 

independence and objectivity in the delivery of careers services, but which offers 

clear accountability. It is my view that this should be a different status to Skills 

Development Scotland as presently constituted which does not have any founding 

legislation and is a Public Company Limited by Guarantee as this would not be the 

appropriate status for the agency with its redefined focus on careers. 

 

The Scottish Government may also wish to consider, whether there are functions 

currently undertaken by the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 

Partnership with respect to promotion of the framework that could be merged into the 

reformed careers body to reduce the potential for duplication and reinforce the 

important role of the Scottish Credit and Qualifications at the centre of learner 

pathways. 

 

 

  



55 
 

Clear, consistent opportunities for employer engagement and leadership  

4.79 Throughout my engagement, I have heard that the system is difficult for 

businesses to access and influence. Businesses have likewise been critical of 

how “work ready” learners are when they complete their courses of learning 

and employers feel they are not always getting what they need in terms of 

skills. I maintain that industry is key to all aspects of skills development from 

identifying regional and national needs to informing provision, shaping the 

content of standards and qualifications, investing in workforce development and 

providing careers advice and opportunities so people can make more informed 

choices. Industry must have a role to play throughout the system and the 

Scottish Government should consider and define how best industry can support 

all these different functions of post-school learning development and 

incorporate this into the processes and governance structures underpinning the 

different functions, and into ethos of all of its national bodies. 

 

4.80 There are, of course, already examples of employer leadership in parts of the 

system. The SAAB, for example, has done excellent work in influencing the 

shape of apprenticeships in Scotland ensuring that they are valued by 

employers. However, SAAB has a narrow focus on apprenticeships. There are 

many more opportunities for this type of employer-centric process and 

leadership to be embedded more widely as part of our post-school learning 

system. We need industry to have a clear route to influence provision in every 

part of the system, not just apprenticeships. I have already highlighted above 

how I think the work that SAAB has done with SDS to design a process for the 

development of standards and frameworks through TEGs is a good example of 

an employer-centric approach developed for apprenticeships that could be 

widened to encompass all occupational standards and technical qualifications.  

 

4.81 To ensure that there is a consistent vehicle for employer engagement and 

leadership, and that businesses are able to speak with a collective, 

representative voice at a national and local level, I think the infrastructure of the 

DYW employer-led regional groups, who already act as a strong conduit 

between industry and education, offers an unrealised resource. Given my 

recommendation on greater flexibility to plan for and invest funds based on 

regional circumstance and need, the business voice within regional structures 

is going to be critical. My view is that the DYW groups are a vehicle that could 

be further strengthened, refocused on wider workforce issues and aligned to 

Regional Economic Partnership structures, therefore becoming an embedded 

resource in each region, supporting businesses to connect with providers and 

learners. These groups already have their own budgets and aligned 

performance indicators as well as established relationships with business and 

are well placed to develop truly employer-led activity. With input and direction 

from their employer boards, they have the potential to provide a conduit for 
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businesses to input into regional skills planning and careers services, thus 

driving investment and advice towards areas of need.  

 

4.82 With the regional groups and boards creating important employer-led 

infrastructure at a local level, the DYW National Employers Forum, using 

intelligence from its regional boards, could then be positioned to offer a 

mechanism for employer and industry advice in relation to national skills 

priorities and strategic policy direction. Responding to the complex nature of 

existing entry-points and the sometimes duplicative requirements on 

businesses, there were multiple calls in my engagement for a national 

Employer and Industry Advisory Group or Workforce Board, which could 

provide a single vehicle for industries to feed in their views directly to 

Government. Linked to NSET Delivery structures, it is my view that the DYW 

National Employers Forum could be repositioned to fulfil this function; taking 

learning from the experience of SAAB but widening its remit across all aspects 

of skills and workforce development to strengthen the role of employers in the 

whole, rather than a single aspect, of the system.  

 

4.83 It will, of course, be important that these groups are representative of the range 

of employers in the Scottish economy. Like the majority of actors within the 

landscape, a large proportion of employers remain unaware of who to interact 

with and how to influence the system. This is a particular challenge for smaller 

businesses who may not have the capacity or time to engage proactively. It is 

not feasible nor reflective to rely on a select group of employers, many of whom 

are large businesses, in a country predominantly made up of SMEs. It is 

important that a range of business views, including SMEs and start-ups, are 

able to influence the shape of services to support their needs. A lack of 

meaningful engagement with a broad sample of Scotland’s businesses risks a 

consistent mismatch between skill and employer needs.  

 

4.84 The evidence I received pointed to the role of representative groups and 

bodies, including the ILGs, industry boards, Trade Unions and the 

underutilised, but important role of professional and membership bodies in this 

respect. These bodies exist to promote and oversee the needs of their 

professions and are involved in learning and training through continuing 

professional development, in setting standards for their members, and work 

with providers with respect to accredited course provision. They seem well 

placed to act as the collective voice of the businesses that make up their 

occupations. I would also highlight the importance of Trade Union bodies in 

ensuring that ‘industry’ voice takes account of not just the needs of employers, 

but employees.  
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Recommendation 12: 

Having paved the way for wider employer leadership in the system, the existing 

Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory Board should be wound down in its current form, 

and a network of regional employer boards and a national employers forum 

should be established building on the employer-led infrastructure of the Developing 

the Young Workforce Network, with a refreshed and expanded remit.  

 

At a regional level, the Network should: 

• be aligned with the existing Regional Economic Partnership structures, with a 

remit for providing critical insight into regional skills planning and provision and 

supporting businesses to connect with education and training providers and 

learners; 

• identify priorities, delivery and performance indicators based on collective 

challenges and insights, rather than exclusively focussing on young people; and 

• be supported by regional groups which should continue to administer budgets 

provided directly by the Scottish Government to support employer-led activity with 

autonomy to work independently with local and regional partners.  

 

At a national level, the National Employers Forum should: 

• continue to have oversight of the regional structures; 

• be constituted to provide an important conduit for feeding employer insights and 

perspectives into national strategic policy and delivery; and 

• be led by a Chair and Vice-Chair appointed by Ministers with explicit 

responsibility for ensuring that there is a representative voice amongst their 

members.  

 

The network should be open to employers that adhere to the fair work principles. The 

secretariat function for the National Employers Forum should be managed by the 

Scottish Government to ensure that it can adequately influence wider national 

strategy across all parts of the system. 

 

 

Businesses as partners in workforce development 

4.85 From my own career experience, and indeed from my discussions with 

industry, it is clear that businesses have a key role to play not just in advising 

government on current and future workforce needs, but supporting the 

development of, and investment in, a talented work-pool, particularly as we face 

demographic and labour market challenges. To do this effectively, it is essential 

that all businesses, regardless of scale or maturity, are thinking about learning 

and workforce development as an integrated part of their business planning 
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processes and committing resources to developing this aspect of their 

strategies.  

 

4.86 Each year, businesses invest hundreds of millions of pounds into workforce 

training and development and this has benefits for their own organisations and 

by extension their workforce. Many large-scale employers are required to pay 

the UK Government’s Apprenticeship Levy. There is no doubt that the Levy has 

tainted the view of some large businesses in Scotland in relation to post-school 

learning due to a lack of transparency about where the money goes and how it 

is utilised. I have sympathy with the Scottish Government in this respect as it is 

a tax which was imposed upon businesses in Scotland despite the devolved 

nature of the apprenticeship system. However, I can also see how some 

businesses feel that they are losing out or paying twice for the costs of training 

apprentices. In this respect, I would hope that that my proposal at 

Recommendation 6 with regard to how funding is prioritised across learning 

provision could deliver reassurance to businesses that the investment that they 

are making through the UK Levy is being reinvested here in supporting 

workforce and learner development that will directly benefit them. 

 

4.87 Notwithstanding that, the support from Scotland’s business community to the 

learning agenda is hugely welcome and shows recognition of the benefits of 

investing in skills development. Businesses have also shown their willingness 

to commit and support at times of acute need. For example, business support 

for the YPG outlined a willingness to commit to the creation of job opportunities 

and training for young people during and beyond the pandemic. Over 800 

organisations of all shapes and sizes signed up to deliver the Guarantee32. In 

return, businesses were able to access future talent bringing fresh ideas and 

innovation to their workforce. It is that partnership approach that I would like to 

see embedded more widely where Government, its stakeholders and 

businesses can work towards a common ambition with shared reward. 

 

4.88 Yet, I still believe that that more can be done for industry to play a consistent 

role alongside the public sector in ensuring that Scotland’s people have the 

skills and experiences that they need to be successful members of the 

workforce and that the system itself is financially sustainable. This is both about 

ensuring that there are high-quality opportunities for learners to engage in 

work-integrated learning, including in Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Mathematics (STEM) related occupations, as they progress on their journeys to 

work, and that there is sufficient investment in learning provision that meets 

national and regional needs.  

 

                                            
32 ‘youngpersonsguarantee.scot’ 
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4.89 On the latter, with public funding under enormous strain and the business 

community facing a more volatile trading environment, now is the time to look 

again at how funding can be best leveraged into the system to support 

economic growth ambitions. In my view, we must think creatively about how we 

secure the sustainability of the system through increased, business investment, 

in particular from businesses that stand to gain most from prioritisation or direct 

public investment. For instance, Government grants and contracts now rightly 

mandate Fair Work practices. This approach could be expanded, requiring 

relevant grantees or loan recipients to demonstrate how they are actively 

supporting workforce development through the provision of learning 

opportunities or match-funding, and how they are building workforce planning 

into their business plans, in a manner that is proportionate to the size and 

maturity of the enterprise.  

 

4.90 Going a step further, I would also encourage the Scottish Government to work 

with the relevant agencies and partners to consider how business investment in 

the post-school landscape can be culturally embedded into the development 

and expansion of key sectors and supply chains. I’m also thinking, in particular, 

of areas like ScotWind where the Scottish Government is hoping to play a 

major role in the reduction of not just Scottish but also UK and European 

emissions through the exporting of renewable electricity by leasing Scottish 

waters. What is to stop those consenting and licensing regimes including a 

requirement, as through the land-use planning system, for investment to 

support post-school learning provision to deliver the people that will be needed 

to make this ambition a reality?  

 

4.91 A barrier to developing approaches like this, in my view, is that the 

responsibility for supporting the economic growth of key sectors and 

development of Scotland’s businesses sits with the Scottish Government and 

its three enterprise agencies33, but the responsibility for engagement with 

businesses on workforce planning and skills sits with SDS. Given the nature of 

my ToR, I am coming to this issue through the lens of skills development and 

the changes that are required to make roles and responsibilities clearer. To my 

mind, we need to reunite these important issues by bringing those functions 

together within the same body so that conversations about economic and 

business development, particularly in areas which are being shaped nationally 

by government policy and ambition, don’t happen in isolation from 

consideration of the potential workforce requirements, and resulting asks, of the 

post-school learning system.  

 

                                            
33 Scottish Enterprise (SE); Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE); South of Scotland Enterprise 
(SOSE) 
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4.92 In more clearly integrating these functions, I believe that there would be scope 

to better support businesses to feed in their intelligence to inform future 

requirements (which in turn can ensure that funding is prioritised to support 

those needs), and for innovation in how we leverage funding back into the 

learning system to ensure those industries that are profiting from government 

prioritisation pay that forward to support the next generation of businesses. As 

the Regional Economic Policy Advisory Group (REPAG) report highlights, 

NSET sees the enterprise agencies as playing a key role in strategic national 

development. In this respect, it would make sense for them when providing 

advice on economic growth and investment, and supporting businesses with 

their development plans, to also be helping and encouraging those enterprises 

to plan for their future workforce by identifying their needs, and ensuring that 

they are aligning investment towards skills development. 

 

4.93 To be clear here, I do not think it would be helpful for the enterprise agencies 

themselves to have a role in funding skills programmes or interventions as this 

would cut across and undermine the role of the single national funding agency. 

Instead, it is my contention that if national and regional skills planning functions 

are working effectively, there should be little need for sticking plasters. Aligned 

to this, there is no doubt that current workforce shortages are a huge strain and 

cause of concern for the business community. The new Skills Recognition 

Scotland process to validate the skills of migrants to Scotland34, and the Military 

Skills and Qualifications tool developed by SDS and SCQFP to help veterans 

enter the civilian workforce35, model innovative thinking on how to recognise 

and value the transferrable skills these groups already possess and can help to 

alleviate some of the pressures in the current labour market. However there is 

still much that needs done to consider short term pressures, not least 

engagement at UK Government level on issues of immigration policy.  

 

4.94 It is also important that we distinguish between labour shortages and skills 

shortages. The reality is that in a tight labour market, businesses will need to be 

creative and courageous in building the attractiveness of job offers and 

conditions in sectors that are struggling to find employees. I have indicated 

before that this can’t always be for national government to do, so how 

businesses use the employer infrastructure I am recommending at regional and 

national level to work in partnership with local actors and other employers will 

be critical to their success.  

  

                                            
34 Skills Recognition Scotland home page, ‘https://skillsrecognitionscotland.com/’ 
35 My World of Work, ‘Support for Armed Forces and Veterans’ 
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Recommendation 13 

Responsibility for supporting businesses with skills and workforce planning 

should clearly sit with the three enterprise agencies as an embedded and 

integrated part of business and economic development support.  

 

The enterprise agencies should: 

• provide a clear message to all businesses looking for help to identify their skills 

needs that the first point of contact on workforce planning issues is your 

enterprise agency; 

• work closely with the Scottish Government’s new skills planning function and 

Regional Economic Partners including the network of employer-led boards, to 

ensure that, businesses with identified workforce needs that are not readily being 

met through existing services, are able to feed these in through national and 

regional skills planning processes to inform provision; and 

• consider how existing programmes like Skills for Growth should be adapted to 

better support SMEs and start-ups to identify their workforce needs. 

 

To deliver on this important remit, the enterprise agencies may need to broaden their 

approach, which could also require additional resource. Relevant resources currently 

in Skills Development Scotland involved in supporting new and emerging enterprises 

with skills planning should be redeployed to the enterprise agencies to support this 

function. 

 

 

 

Recommendation 14 
The Scottish Government’s new national skills planning function should work with the 

enterprise agencies and other relevant partners to ensure that public sector growth 

investment for priority sectors (e.g. through seed investment or licensing and 

consenting regimes) becomes conditional on business investment in their current 

and future workforce. This should include a focus on business providing 

opportunities to embed work-based learning into school, college and university 

subject courses as well as direct investment back into the system. 
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Simple, well-signposted engagement routes  

4.95 In taking forward my engagement I heard from a range of businesses up and 

down the country, from multinational companies to SMEs, almost all of which a 

felt that navigating the range of interventions available and the different 

stakeholders or potential sources of information, was challenging, 

overwhelming and disempowering. This uncertainty was also picked up by 

CIPD in research that indicated most businesses are unaware of what funding 

options and offers that were available to them36. Whilst it was acknowledged 

that Find Business Support and other similar initiatives had helped signpost the 

range of interventions available there was still confusion over where to go to for 

advice and guidance. 

 

4.96 Likewise, from my conversations with learners including young people and 

apprentices, it is apparent that they there is an abundance of information 

available - through platforms like My World of Work, Apprenticeship.scot, the 

YPG website, the Green Jobs Academy, university and college websites - but 

not a single touch point which could support the navigation and interpretation of 

the material in a way that is meaningful for each individual. Careers services 

were not seen as a universal entry point, ultimately creating challenges for 

learners trying to make informed choices.  

 

4.97 Key to the future success and smooth operation of the delivery landscape is 

better communication and clarity for users of this system about where they 

need to go for advice, information or to make their views heard. In my various 

recommendations I have set out: how new national and regional skills planning 

processes, supported by a network of employer-led boards, should be 

underpinned by business intelligence, and strategic policy ambitions, to inform 

the prioritisation of funding for provision; how the new qualifications body with a 

clearer focus on post-school qualifications should devise clear processes for 

employers, alongside providers and learners to shape the development of 

standards and qualifications; how a new national careers body should act as 

first point on contract for any potential learner seeking information about 

available learning pathways and the funding support available to them; and 

how the businesses looking for workforce planning advice, regardless of size or 

maturity, should be routed through the enterprise agencies.  

 

4.98 With these processes established, it will be for the Scottish Government to 

ensure that all learners and businesses looking for advice or information are 

aware of the different routes into the system. My perspective is that although 

businesses often say they want a single door or ‘one stop shop’ the reality is 

that they want to know which door they need to knock on and then they want 

tailored and high-quality advice to follow. This shouldn’t be difficult to do. Using 

                                            
36 CIPD, ‘Gaps and opportunities: employer views on skills policy in Scotland.’ 
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digital platforms, either aligned to the Scottish Government’s own website, or 

through the new careers body, the different entry-points for different system 

users should be set out clearly and updated regularly. 

 

4.99 Engagement routes are equally important for learners already in the system to 

ensure that their wellbeing is supported and they can influence the shape and 

quality of provision. I am particularly conscious of the dual status of apprentices 

in this system, where they are both student and employee. I heard from 

apprentices how they struggled to have their voices and opinions listened to 

within the system. Although there are currently various initiatives for 

apprentices including the SAAB Apprentice Engagement Group, the National 

Society for Apprentices and the Apprenticeship Fair Work Coordinator funded 

by the Scottish Government in Unite, I think there is scope for clearer 

mechanisms to support the needs of apprentices and to encourage them to 

share experiences and feed in views. 

 

 

Recommendation 15 
Having set out its plans for reform, the Scottish Government must clearly map, 

communicate and promote the entry points for different system users.  
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Chapter 5: Reforming the landscape 
 

5.01 In this Chapter, I draw together how I believe the recommendations that I have 

set out will deliver on the ambitions of the National Strategy for Economic 

Transformation (NSET) and Interim Purpose and Principles, in line with my 

Terms of Reference (ToR), and demonstrate how they will also facilitate the 

delivery of wider ambitions and recommendations arising from the numerous 

policy and reform-related reviews which have dependencies with the post-

school learning system. 

 

Delivering for the wellbeing economy  

5.02 As per the ToR for the Review, I was asked to deliver recommendations that 

would optimise the landscape for delivering Ministers ambitions for a skilled 

workforce as set out in the NSET. The Skilled Workforce programme in the 

NSET is currently focused on three core projects – to adapt the system to make 

it more agile, to support and incentivise people and employers to invest in skills 

and training, and to expand Scotland’s available talent pool to give employers 

the pipeline they need37. Within this are a number of constituent actions, 

including commitments to a new Lifetime Skills Offer and to develop a skills 

guarantee for those in high-carbon sectors, which I believe will be far more 

challenging and costly to deliver without the changes I have proposed. 

 

5.03 I said at the outset that this was a Review about who and what, rather than the 

how things are done. I can’t emphasise enough the importance of getting the 

structures and balance of responsibilities within the system right, alongside an 

agreed vision for success and a shared language. A well-structured and 

governed agency landscape will ensure that all the different parts of the 

landscape are working together in pursuit of shared goals, will be able to 

measure performance more effectively, and respond with evidence-informed 

action. It’s clear to me that the present system isn’t serving the interests of 

businesses, learners or providers. It is not offering best value for public 

investment, and it needs to change.  

 

5.04 My proposals for Scottish Government to take the lead with respect to national 

skills planning (Recommendation 3), for greater regional autonomy aligned to 

regional economic policy (Recommendation 4), underpinned by a new 

infrastructure for funding and delivery (Recommendations 5 and 6), coherent 

qualifications pathways (Recommendation 8 and 9), an employer-led 

infrastructure which can support regional planning and investment, and feed 

into national policy (Recommendation 12), and a renewed role for the 

enterprise agencies with respect to workforce planning as an integrated part of 

                                            
37 Scottish Government, ‘Scotland's National Strategy for Economic Transformation’, pg 40-41 
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business development (Recommendation 13), will, I believe, provide the basis 

for the system to deliver on its ambitions for responsiveness and agility.  

 

5.05 Next to this, the changes I have recommended in relation to parity of esteem 

(Recommendation 2), financial support (Recommendation 7), qualifications and 

pathways development (Recommendations 8 and 9) including a new digital 

training record that learners can take with them throughout their working lives 

(Recommendation 10), a single agency focusing on embedding careers advice 

and education throughout Scotland’s communities (Recommendation 11) and 

close working between the enterprise agencies and businesses to better tie 

public funding to increased investment in post-school learning 

(Recommendation 13) will provide a platform for learners and employers alike 

to invest in skills and training. 

 

5.06 In terms of an expanded talent pool, getting the system right for learners in 

Scotland has been the principal focus of my work, but the proposals that I am 

making with respect to regional planning (Recommendation 4), qualifications 

which recognise prior learning (Recommendation 9), careers services which 

provide a universal service for all people including those looking to enter or re-

enter the labour market in Scotland (Recommendation 11), and employer-led 

infrastructure (Recommendation 12) should provide a greater basis for 

understanding the sectors and regions where talent from outside Scotland 

should be a priority, making targeted intervention more effective and possible.  

 

Supporting wider Reforms 

5.07 Throughout the report and recommendations I have been conscious that the 

work I am taking forward does not stand alone, nor is there a shortage of 

related Reviews taking place. Indeed, given the structural nature of my Review, 

I am aware of the particular potential for my recommendations, where 

appropriate, to positively support the implementation of the recommendations 

arising from a number of those other reviews. In this respect, I have considered 

carefully the interaction of my recommendations with the findings developed as 

part of the Careers Review, Professor Muir’s Report on Education Reform and 

Professor Hayward’s Interim Report on Qualifications and Assessment. I have 

likewise paid close attention to the output from the Fair Work Convention’s 

Inquiries into construction38 and hospitality39, the Land-Based Learning 

Review40, and the Regional Economic Policy Review. 

 

                                            
38 Fair Work Convention, ‘Building Fair Work into the Construction Industry - Fair Work Convention 
Construction Inquiry Report 2022’ 
39 Fair Work Convention, ‘Hospitality Industry Inquiry’ 
40 Commission for the land-based learning review, ‘Commission for the land-based learning review: 
report to Scottish Ministers’ 
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5.08 As part of my engagement programme I met with the various review leads to 

discuss synergies and dependencies. In some instances, we worked together 

in our engagement with stakeholder groups, for example, running a joint 

session with business organisations which I know was welcomed as enabling 

them to better see and understand the interconnectivity between the different 

reviews and the opportunities that a holistic programme of reform could deliver. 

 

5.09 Part of my remit was to ensure that Scotland’s workforce can adequately 

support the just transition to net zero. During my Review the Scottish 

Government’s Energy Strategy and Just Transition Plan41 was published for 

consultation, and the recommendations of the Just Transition Commission in 

response to that Plan42 highlight some of the critical issues, and opportunities in 

relation to coherent planning and delivery of the necessary ‘green skills’. These 

chime with the evidence I heard and my recommendations; helping to 

emphasise the importance of prioritising at a national level the sectors that will 

be integral to delivering that imperative. I believe that my recommendations on 

skills planning at both national and regional levels (Recommendations 3 and 4) 

will allow for a better focus on the development of this crucial area, coupled 

with new processes for funding (Recommendations 5 and 6) and qualifications 

(Recommendations 8 and 9) which will ensure that the skills needs of the 

pathway to net zero are articulated and given sufficient priority.  

 

5.10 On a similar note, the reforms I’ve proposed to skills planning, and to agency 

responsibilities and structures, I believe will help to deliver the ambitions in the 

Commission for the Land-based Learning Review which recommends the 

adoption of nature-based learning in schools and colleges as well as changes 

to the development of apprenticeships. Their contention that “you can’t be what 

you can’t see” struck a particular chord with my emphasis on embedding work-

integrated learning and careers experiences across curricula from early years 

onwards and the creation of a body with a singular focus on careers advice and 

education (Recommendation 11) should help to achieve this. The recognition 

that some of us learn better in nature-based, practical environments is also 

entirely consistent with parity of esteem for different pathways.  

 

5.11 In the context of wider education reform, whilst my focus has been primarily on 

post-school learning system, when considering the scope of this Review, there 

are areas where I have necessarily strayed into school education recognising 

the importance of continuity between the programme of school-level reform and 

my own ambitions for a single, integrated learning system. In this respect, it 

was encouraging to see the depth of user engagement that was part of the 

national discussion on education and I look forward to seeing the themes and 

                                            
41 Scottish Government, ‘Draft Energy Strategy and Just Transition Plan’ 
42 ‘Just Transition Commission - letter to Cabinet Secretaries: 14 April 2023’ 
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findings that emerge. It stands to reason that the future vision for school 

education should go hand in hand with what a successful post-school learning 

system looks like. A single careers body working to embed careers advice and 

education throughout communities could be well-placed to work with schools to 

take forward relevant points arising from the national discussion. 

 

5.12 Together, the other reports and the recommendations I have suggested will be 

reliant on a flexible and adaptive careers system that can support learners with 

the advice they need to make informed choices. I was very clear that I wanted 

my thinking to build on the Careers Review rather than duplicate any work 

already delivered. The ten recommendations, made by the Review, for change 

and the testing of recommendations for the delivery of an all-age service are 

important steps for the future delivery of careers advice. My recommendation 

for a single, national body with a sole focus on this critical part of the learning 

system (Recommendation 11), should, I believe, facilitate the delivery of their 

recommendations and underpin the work of the Careers Services Collaborative, 

developed through the Careers Review in bringing to life the required services 

for the benefit of learners and employers alike. 

 

5.13 Similarly, recognising the important role of a nationally-funded qualifications 

body that spans both the school-level and post-school qualifications 

(Recommendation 8) will be critical in developing learner pathways. I have set 

out already how the Interim report of the Independent Review of Qualifications 

and Assessment in Scotland being led by Professor Hayward has some clear 

crossover with my thinking on how the skills landscape can be recast. There 

are several areas in Professor Hayward’s Interim Report, and the outline 

principles she has set out, where I feel there is an opportunity to meaningfully 

take forward proposals that can help bring about a user-focused approach to 

post-school learning.  

 

5.14 The proposed new approach outlined by Professor Hayward that looks at 

establishing “a better and more clearly defined integration of academic and 

vocational qualifications”43 is something that came through strongly in the Call 

for Evidence. This approach would help to shape the parity of esteem that I 

think is crucial to the future delivery of the skills system. I have already touched 

on how the idea of a senior phase leaving certificate that will allow a range of 

forms of learning to be recognised, valued and articulated could also be 

extended out to become a component part of a learner’s collection of skills and 

experience (Recommendation 10). Allowing prior learning and experiences to 

be more clearly valued and articulated has the potential to be an invaluable tool 

not only for the learner but for employers wanting to better understand the 

qualities a potential employee has.  

                                            
43 Hayward, ‘Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland: interim report’, pg 26 
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5.15 Here I want to, again, specifically highlight Foundation Apprenticeships (FAs) 

which have to date been centred in the post-school delivery landscape, but 

which I believe for their philosophy to be successful must become an 

embedded part of the senior phase with equivalent processes for funding and 

delivery to ensure senior phase learners have options to pursue technical 

Highers with integrated work experience alongside the more traditional subject-

based Highers. I have made this clear in Recommendation 9 in relation to post-

school qualifications. 

 

5.16 As I submit my recommendations to Ministers, it will be for the Scottish 

Government to continue to make the relevant links and synergies between the 

implementation of my recommendations and wider reforms or reviews that are 

underway across its different departments and portfolios. I think it will be 

critically important, in particular, that the public body landscape continues to be 

conceived as a single, integrated system to ensure there is a network of 

agencies each with its own well-defined set of responsibilities and a duty to 

work together in pursuit of Ministerial ambitions for enhancing learners lives, 

skills and experiences on their journeys to the workplace.  
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Summary of Proposed Reforms 
 

I have set out, in this report, fifteen recommendations to Ministers, five of which are 

key structural recommendations aimed at rationalising and improving the agency 

landscape, and the remaining ten of which are operational recommendations which 

relate to the governance structures and processes which will help, based on that 

critical agency infrastructure, to build a new integrated post-school learning system 

which has skills development fully embedded within it. 

 

The five structural recommendations are: 

 

• To move responsibility for national skills planning from Skills Development 

Scotland (SDS) and Scottish Funding Council (SFC) to the Scottish 

Government. (Recommendation 3) 

• To establish a new single funding body, which brings together responsibility 

for all post-school learning and training funding functions from SFC, SDS and, 

potentially, the Student Awards Agency for Scotland (SAAS). 

(Recommendation 5) 

• To give the new qualifications body a clear remit for overseeing development 

and accreditation of all publicly funded post-school qualifications and the 

underpinning skills frameworks and occupational standards. 

(Recommendation 8) 

• To substantively reform SDS to focus on the development of a national 

careers service, with a mission to embed careers advice and education within 

communities, educational settings and workplaces across Scotland. 

(Recommendation 11) 

• To give the enterprise agencies a clear remit for supporting businesses with 

workforce planning as an embedded and integrated part of business 

development and planning. (Recommendation 13). 

 

Together, the implementation of these five recommendations would establish the 

public body landscape which I think is needed to underpin and enable the changes 

to governance and processes that are required for the system to deliver on Ministers 

ambitions. Therefore, although they are separate recommendations, collectively they 

form a package of public service reform, which, in my view, would need to be 

implemented in full.  
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Figure 1: Potential Future Public Bodies Landscape 

 

I have quite purposefully, and in line with my Terms of Reference (ToR), approached 

the Review with a focus on functions rather than the current remits of existing 

agencies. This has enabled me to look beyond the status quo and propose what I 

think is a rational reorganising of the landscape which will reduce confusion and 

duplication and generate efficiencies. While I have sought to develop a clearer 

delineation of responsibilities within the public bodies, I am aware of the interrelated 

nature of the different parts of the post-school learning system. In establishing the 

public body landscape, it will therefore be critical that collaboration is built into the 

design of the bodies and that they are all able to operate both in line with their own 

specific remits, and together towards shared ambitions for the system. 

 

I recognise that the reforms will require structural changes to bodies, including 

through primary legislation. I am also aware that they will impact on the people 

working in those organisations. For that reason, they will take time to implement and 

require careful consideration by Ministers and specialists on the practicalities of 

bringing them into reality. Without access to legal and HR expertise, this has been 

beyond the scope of my Review. 
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These five structural recommendations are supported by my further ten operational 

recommendations which are focused on the governance and processes that I think 

need to be improved within the system and which will be critical in establishing the 

remits and responsibilities, culture and behaviours of this reformed agency 

landscape and providing clarity to wider actors in the system about their roles and 

expectations. 

 

These operational recommendations are:  

 

• New culture of leadership from Scottish Government (Recommendation 1). 

• Define success and end the division in language and philosophy 

(Recommendation 2). 

• Establish areas of strategic workforce opportunity and need and empower 

regional partners to develop their own solutions (Recommendations 3 and 4).  

• Build a new model of funding for post-school learning provision, with simplicity 

and parity of esteem as core values (Recommendation 6). 

• Provide funding options for living costs for those who want to study part-

time/flexibly (Recommendation 7).  

• Review post-school qualifications, using SCQF as a foundation, to create 

clear learning pathways underpinned by a universal skills framework and 

occupational standards and to drive further modularisation (Recommendation 

9).  

• Develop a new, national, lifelong and digital training record to chart skills 

development through life, connecting into a revitalised careers service 

(Recommendation 10). 

• Expand the remit of the existing DYW network to establish a national 

employer board and a series of regional employer boards which put employer 

views at the heart of skills planning, national strategy and the development of 

post-school learning system. In doing so the Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory 

Board (SAAB) should be wound up (Recommendation 12). 

• Explore greater private sector investment in the post-school learning system 

and, in particular, in the provision of in-work learning opportunities 

(Recommendation 14). 

• A new, clear map should be developed to direct users into the system 

(Recommendation 15).  

 

Again, although these are individual recommendations, they are intended to support 

a holistic vision for the future landscape, and I would encourage Ministers to see 

them as such. Implementing one recommendation in isolation will be unlikely to 

deliver the system-wide change that is required. 
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I have not, during this Report, set out any expectation around the potential 

timescales for implementing these changes, recognising that many will be contingent 

on the timetable for the wider reforms of the agency landscape. However, I do want 

to highlight five of the above recommendations which I consider should be short-term 

priorities for Ministers and should be developed in parallel to the wider agency 

reforms. Developing the purpose and principles; establishing new skills planning 

processes; determining a new model for funding; carrying out an audit of post-school 

qualifications; and establishing the network of employer boards, although all distinct 

projects in their own right, collectively will establish the procedural infrastructure 

under which the new public bodies should operate and enable the implementation of 

the remaining wider recommendations. Importantly the outcomes of these will also 

provide much-needed clarity to key stakeholders about how things are going to work 

in the future and in turn help to create a more accessible and tailored approach to 

those who rely on the system for their learning needs. 
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Conclusion 
 

I want to conclude by reiterating and emphasising that there is a lot to celebrate in 

our post-school learning system. There is good work, good intentions and actors 

within the existing delivery landscape should feel proud of what they have achieved, 

particularly in the face of recent significant and unprecedented challenges arising 

from the UK’s exit from the EU, the pandemic and the current cost of living crisis.  

 

However, for too long the different parts of this system have been left to evolve and, 

for all the reasons I have outlined in this report, I do not believe that the current 

landscape is working to best effect for those who use and rely on its services. It is 

my view that substantial change is required to ensure the system is fit for the future. 

For the reasons I have set out I believe, in the context of wider education reform, the 

challenges of a tight fiscal environment, rising living costs, and the need to act now 

to ensure a just transition, that the time is right to make those changes. 

 

My case for substantial change is not the same as saying that the current system, or 

those involved in its delivery, have failed. This Review wasn’t about how well we 

have done, but about what we need to do now to face the future. I am painfully 

aware that structural change can be challenging for many people especially when it 

impacts on the remits of organisations, the jobs that people are doing and the 

processes we are used to following. It will create uncertainty for individuals, and it 

will take time to implement. For this reason, it will require strong, decisive leadership 

from the Scottish Government, a clarity of focus and an unwavering commitment to 

the north star vision of what we are seeking to achieve.  

 

With that in place, a system could emerge which has clarity of purpose, roles and 

responsibilities, offers flexibility and accountability and, crucially, gives learners of all 

ages what they need to define and achieve their own success in the careers path 

that is right for them. By setting out pillars of a successful future landscape, it is my 

hope that I have put in place the bones of that vision around which Government and 

partners can now coalesce to work together to build a new system. This will ensure 

that the considerable resource that goes into this space can be utilised to best effect, 

creating a new national infrastructure which delivers for Scotland’s people and 

economy.  
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Appendix A: Methodology 
 

The Independent Review of the Skills Delivery Landscape was enacted 

independently of the Scottish Government and all other institutions. However, in 

accordance with the Terms of Reference, a wide engagement programme was 

conducted to hear directly from interested stakeholders and inform the 

recommendations of the Review. The engagement, as determined by the 

Independent Advisor, has been summarised below. 

 

Principles of Engagement 
Throughout all aspects of engagement, the Independent Advisor and supporting 

secretariat adhered to the Principles of Public Life in Scotland. This included acting 

with objectivity, openness, honesty and respect, and upholding and acting in 

accordance with the law and public trust. 

 

Engagement Programme 

Individual stakeholder meetings 
To ensure an evidence-led approach, a range of stakeholders across the skills 

system were consulted. Consideration was given to those situated in urban areas, 

but also to those based across rural areas and islands - recognising the unique 

experiences and challenges of each. 

 

Over 80 meetings were held between September 2022 and April 2023 to understand 

elements of the system - and to formulate thinking in line with what was set out in the 

Terms of Reference. This involved agencies and staff in skills delivery including 

Skills Development Scotland and the Scottish Funding Council, enterprise agencies, 

businesses and industry groups, users and those within the post-16 education 

sector. 

 

The purpose of these conversations was to understand individuals’ and 

organisations’ views and perspectives of what is working in the system and what 

might need to change. Participants understood that the information would be used in 

the Review to inform my recommendations, but to protect anonymity, views were not 

attributed to specific individuals or organisations within the Independent Advisor’s 

report. 

 

Public online sessions and engagement with users of the system 
Users of the system were also able to contribute to this process via a series of 11 

public webinars (hosted November until December 2022) which catered to following 

audiences:  
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• Apprentices 

• Businesses and Employers  

• Equalities / Third Sector Organisations 

• Further Education Providers 

• Higher Education Providers 

• Independent Training Providers 

• Local Authorities 

• Public Sector Bodies 

 

A separate set of youth engagement meetings were similarly arranged throughout 

the period of the Review to gain insight from young people who use services.  

 

Call for Evidence  

The ‘Skills Delivery Landscape Independent Review: call for evidence’ ran from 28 

October until 23 December 2022, providing a robust process to gather evidence from 

interested parties. The call for evidence was published on the Scottish Government’s 

consultation hub, Citizen Space, and asked 23 questions revolving around the scope 

of the Review. The questions can be found in consultation document attached in 

Appendix B. Respondents were able to answer any question – whether all or part of 

them. 

 

For those unable to access Citizen Space, submissions were made to the dedicated 

Skills Delivery Landscape Review mailbox. This included background documents 

that individuals wished to share for reference. 

 

Each submission required the completion of a respondent information form to 

determine publication and communication preferences. Only submissions that 

selected ‘publish’ (with or without name) were made public alongside this report. 

 

To guarantee an objective and holistic process, and in accordance with the Scottish 

Government’s Procurement Strategy, Craigforth Consultancy and Research were 

contracted to analyse the 164 call for evidence submissions and the online notes of 

the public webinars.  

 

To ensure the Independent Review’s recommendations were evidence-led, the 

contractors maintained weekly contact and provided emerging findings. Their full 

report has been published alongside this document. 

 

Literature Review 

In addition to engagements, the Independent Advisor and supporting secretariat 

perused a variety of reports, insight documents and general publications regarding 

Scotland and international skills systems and other linked policies - many of which 

are referenced in Appendix C: Bibliography. Stakeholders across the skills delivery 
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landscape also provided background documents which were reflected upon. Those 

shared in confidence as draft reports or personal reflections have not been included 

in the bibliography. 

 

Considerations 

Whilst it was not possible to identify and interact with every party within the skills 

system, communications were broadcast through various networks to encourage 

participation of the public webinars and the call for evidence process. The ‘Skills 

Delivery Landscape Review mailbox’ was also open to individual requests and 

correspondence. 
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Appendix B: Call for Evidence Questions 
 

Question 1: If there was one thing you would like to see change in how our skills 

landscape is structured and delivering, what would it be?  

 

Question 2: Thinking about the vision in the Terms of Reference for a system that is 

simple, people-focused and built on collaboration, how well are we doing against that 

vision just now? Can you provide specific examples of:  

a) success in the work of public agencies or the private/third sector; or  

b) elements that don’t work, are confusing or need to be improved?  

 

Question 3: Thinking about the different national agencies and partners involved in 

skills delivery, are there areas where more clarity is required about roles and 

responsibilities or where you think the balance of responsibilities should be 

changed?  

 

Question 4: Thinking about how our economy and society is changing and the 

Scottish Government’s ambitions for a skilled workforce as set out in NSET, do you 

have any evidence on where the current skills and education landscape needs to 

adapt or change and how it could be improved? Please provide evidence to support 

your answer.  

 

Question 5: Can you provide any evidence of skills structures in other places that are 

delivering outcomes in line with Scotland’s ambitions which Scottish Government 

should look to in achieving its ambitions? 

 

Question 6: Do you have any evidence relating to the outcomes of the current 

funding and delivery of apprenticeship programmes (Modern Apprenticeships, 

Foundation Apprenticeships and Graduate Apprenticeships) in terms of either 

outcomes for learners and/or the needs of employers?  

 

Question 7: The Terms of Reference sets out an ambition for apprenticeship 

programmes to be an embedded part of the wider education system to ensure that 

there are a range of different pathways available to learners. Do you have any views 

or evidence on how changes to the operation of apprenticeship programmes could 

support this ambition?  

 

Question 8: Apprenticeships are often described as being ‘demand-led’. Do you have 

any evidence about how process for developing and approving apprenticeship 

frameworks responds to skills priorities? Please include suggestions of how the 

development process could be enhanced.  
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Question 9: SAAB and AAG are described as employer-led groups. Do you have 

evidence on the benefits or risks of employer leadership in apprenticeship 

development or the impact it has on outcomes for apprentices and/or employers? 

Please include suggestions for how the governance of apprenticeship design and 

delivery could be strengthened. 

 

Question 10: Do you have any evidence on how the current arrangements for NOS 

are delivering against the intended ambitions of the NOS Strategy?  

 

Question 11: The NOS Strategy positions NOS as the foundation of vocational 

training and learning in Scotland. Do you have any evidence to support how changes 

to the delivery landscape for developing and championing NOS could support this 

ambition? 

 

Question 12: Do you have any evidence to demonstrate how the existing delivery 

arrangements for upskilling and reskilling, including the specific funding 

programmes, are impacting on intended outcomes for learners and/or industry and 

sectors?  

 

Question 13: Do you have any evidence about what measures, if any, should be in 

place to understand the quality of national skills programme delivery funded by 

public investment through independent training providers?  

 

Question 14: Thinking about the government’s ambition to optimise the existing 

system for upskilling and reskilling throughout life, do you have any evidence to 

support how changes to the delivery landscape could help to achieve this ambition? 

 

Question 15: Thinking about the overall ambition to ensure that the skills and 

education system is aligned to local, regional and national skills priorities, what 

aspects of the current delivery landscape are working well to support this ambition?  

 

Question 16: The Auditor General recommended that the Scottish Government take 

urgent action to deliver improved governance on skills alignment. Do you have any 

evidence to support whether the current arrangements are likely to deliver progress?  

 

Question 17: The NSET sets out a vision for a system which is agile and responsive 

to future needs, where labour market insights can inform strategic provision 

planning. Do you have any evidence to indicate how changes to the delivery 

landscape could better deliver this vision?  
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Question 18: Skills Development Scotland currently leads and coordinates 

approaches for Skills Investment Plans for sectors and Regional Skills Investment 

Plans. Do you have any evidence to demonstrate the success of this approach or to 

support the impacts of SIPs on sector skills outcomes or RSIPs on regional 

outcomes?  

 

Question 19: One of the major challenges and opportunities facing the economy is 

the just transition to net zero. Thinking about the current delivery landscape, how 

well is it structured to deliver this ambition? 

 

Question 20: Do you have any evidence to inform how the new Careers by Design 

Collaborative could be embedded within the wider education and skills system and 

delivery landscape to enable the recommendations of the Careers Review to be 

taken forward to ensure people can access the advice, information and guidance 

that they need? 

 

Question 21: Alongside Careers information, advice and guidance, do you have any 

evidence to demonstrate what additional support young people, including those from 

marginalised groups, might need to develop their skills and experience to prepare 

them for the world of work? Please include details about who you think should be 

responsible for providing this support. 

 

Question 22: Do you have any evidence about how the current arrangements for 

employer engagement in skills and education are supporting delivery of Scottish 

Government’s ambitions and outcomes?  

 

Question 23: Thinking about the different aspects of the system in which employers 

have an interest, and the existing mechanisms for feeding into policy and delivery, 

do you have any evidence to support how changes in the delivery landscape could 

improve the partnership working between Scottish Government, its public bodies and 

employers? 
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Appendix D: Glossary of Terms and List of Abbreviations 
 

Note: in the absence of a shared lexicon this is how I have understood and used 

these terms.  

 

apprenticeship A paid work opportunity which combines on-the-job 

training with study towards a nationally-recognised 

qualification. Apprentices are both paid employees of the 

company they work for and students of their training 

provider. 

apprenticeship family In Scotland ‘the apprenticeship family’ is used to refer to 

Foundation Apprenticeships (FAs), Modern 

Apprenticeships (MAs), and Graduate Apprenticeships 

(GAs). 

career The entirety of a person’s working life, irrespective of what 

form that takes or at what stage it occurs. 

enterprise agencies Three agencies: Scottish Enterprise (SE); Highlands and 

Islands Enterprise (HIE); South of Scotland Enterprise 

(SOSE) 

learner Anyone undertaking any type of study or training, of 

whatever duration. 

lifelong learning  Acquiring skills and/or knowledge by experience, study or 

being taught throughout a person’s life-course. 

parity of esteem The principle that all learner pathways into work should be 

considered equal. 

pathway A learning route – usually one of many - that an individual 

takes to achieve a positive destination in their working life. 

post-school learning  Any and all learning and training undertaken by learners 

who are not members of a school community. 

positive destination (in working life)This will mean different things to each 

individual. Certain fundamentals are likely to be: fair 

reward for fair work, opportunities to apply a current 

skillset and develop others, a sense of achievement and 

impact.  

provision A course of learning. 

regional Applying at a level between local and national.  

reskilling Learning undertaken to change occupation or sector. 

Used interchangeably with retraining. 

senior phase Scotland’s school curriculum from S4 to S6 (from around 

ages 15 to 18). 
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skills: meta skills  Attributes or competencies which a learner can develop, 

the application of which is transferrable to various work or 

community situations. Often used interchangeably with 

foundational skills / core skills / transferrable skills.  

skills: technical skills  Attributes or competencies which necessitate specialist 

training or professional accreditation. Often used 

interchangeably with aspects of meta/core/etc skills noted 

above.  

skills alignment The alignment of the skills and knowledge of the potential 

workforce to economic and societal needs. 

skills planning The process by which skills provision is planned to 

achieve skills alignment. 

vocational Relating to a particular occupation or profession. 

work-integrated learning Learning that enables the student to put into practice in 

the workplace the skills and knowledge that they are 

acquiring. 

working life I am using a wide conception of what a working life might 

be: not solely focussed on paid employment, but also 

embracing activities such as volunteering in the 

community, child-rearing, unpaid caring responsibilities, 

etc. - in short, all the ways in which individuals contribute 

to society. 

upskilling Learning undertaken to improve or increase skills 
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List of Abbreviations  

 

CIPD Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 

CLD Community Learning and Development 

COSLA Convention of Scottish Local Authorities 

DYW Developing the Young Workforce 

EU European Union 

FA/FAs Foundation Apprenticeship(s) 

FWDF Flexible Workforce Development Fund 

GA/GAs Graduate Apprenticeship(s) 

HMIE His Majesty's Inspectors of Education 

HR Human Resources 

ILGs Industry Leadership Groups 

MA/MAs Modern Apprenticeship(s) 

NOS National Occupational Standards 

NSET National Strategy for Economic Transformation 

NTTF National Transition Training Fund 

REPAG Regional Economic Policy Advisory Group 

REPs Regional Economic Partnerships 

RSR (Scottish Government's) Resource Spending Review 

SAAB Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory Board 

SAAS Student Awards Agency for Scotland 

SCQF Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 

SCQFP SCQF Partnership 

SDS Skills Development Scotland 

SFC Scottish funding Council  

SMEs Small or Medium Enterprises 

SQA Scottish Qualifications Authority 

STEM Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

SVQs Scottish Vocational Qualifications 

TEG Technical Expert Group 

ToR Terms of Reference 

UK United Kingdom 

YPG Young Person's Guarantee 
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Foreword 
 
Any review of qualifications and assessment that seeks to make a positive difference 
to the lives of learners has to begin by asking bigger questions. What does it mean 
to be an educated citizen in Scotland in the mid to late 21st century? What would it 
mean to be qualified for that? What knowledge, skills and capacities will learners 
need to thrive? Only then can you begin to think about the kinds of qualifications that 
will support learners in the next stage of their lives, whether that is in education, 
employment or in the voluntary sector. 
 
It is a sobering thought that young people entering Early Years just now may still be 
working at the end of this century. By then the world will be a very different place.  
We know that; but what is less certain is how quickly the world will change. Recent 
events have given us an insight however, into just how fast the pace of change may 
be. The opportunities offered by Artificial Intelligence technologies are almost 
overwhelming but so are the threats. The impact of Artificial Intelligence is one that 
learners of the future will live with and the skills they will need to cope must now be 
part of the future of education and of qualifications. What is certain is that societies 
will continue to change at pace and Scotland, will need a flexible, agile qualification 
system to support all learners into what will undoubtedly be a less certain future. The 
questions we are asking of our qualifications and assessment system are being 
asked by countries across the world. 
 
The title of this report, It’s Our Future, has its genesis in a statement made by a 
learner frustrated by feeling that learners had little say in decisions being taken about 
qualifications that would impact on them and affect their future and that of their 
friends. In recent years, qualifications and assessment in Scotland have been 
contentious. Traditionally, Scotland’s qualification system has been highly regarded 
but there have been increasing concerns about the impact of three years of high 
stakes assessment on learners in the senior phase. In future, we need to be sure 
that every learner leaves education with a sense of achievement, linked to a positive 
future pathway. As a nation committed to the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC,-1989), that must be our goal. That is our best hope for 
a future society that is stable, happy and prosperous for all of us. It is all of our 
futures. 
 
So, what do learners need for the future? The findings of the Independent Review 
suggest that learners need opportunities to study in depth subjects or Programmes 
of Learning. However, they and Scottish society will need more than that. Learners, 
schools, colleges, employers and universities told us that learners need opportunities 
to develop the knowledge and skills they need as they progress beyond school and 
college. The ability to work together, to use knowledge to tackle problems, to think 
creatively, to persevere are examples of the skills learners will need in life. In 
addition, qualifications should provide learners with opportunities to show who they 
are: what makes each person individual, their interests and wider achievements, the 
contributions they make to communities or to society more broadly; and how every 
learner might be supported to make good decisions about what they might do next. 
These are the achievements recognised in the Scottish Diploma of Achievement. 
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This is not the Hayward Review, although I have heard it called that; it is the 
Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment carried out by the 
Independent Review Group. Membership of this Group was diverse, and each 
member worked closely with an extended Collaborative Community Group. I cannot 
thank them enough for their dedication and their support throughout the process.  My 
thanks also go to schools and colleges across the country who responded to the 
three phases of the Review and to those who welcomed us as we visited and shared 
so many examples of exciting projects and experiences. I also thank the many 
organisations and individuals who offered their views through the public consultation.  
My thanks are also due to both Cabinet Secretaries with whom I have worked, the 
education spokespeople from across the political parties in Scotland and to the 
members of the Education, Children and Young People and Skills Committee. Most 
of all I would like to express my grateful thanks to members of the Secretariat who 
have worked so tirelessly through this major Independent Review. Every person 
involved has kept learners at the heart of discussions. 
 
Thinking about the future of Qualifications and Assessment had not been an easy 
task. Twenty years ago, Curriculum for Excellence set out to bring qualifications and 
assessment into better alignment with the four capacities: successful learners, 
confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens. It succeeded 
only in part. The findings from the National Discussion (Campbell & Harris, 2023) 
suggest that the capacities are still relevant but that our qualification and assessment 
system does not yet align with the aspirations. This report from the Independent 
Review Group provides a unique opportunity to make things better. To give every 
learner in Scotland the best possible life chance and, to quote a member of 
Independent Review Group, Professor Graham Donaldson, to avoid qualifications 
being a drag anchor on innovation.   
 
Qualifications and assessment are powerful. So often that power is reported to be 
negative. If their power can be harnessed as a force for good, the possibilities are 
exciting. This report is just the beginning. If we have the courage to take this chance, 
if we are prepared to work together to make it happen and to ensure that change is 
properly resourced, future generations of learners in Scotland will be grateful. For 
those of us who work in education, this is our chance to release the creative potential 
that exists within Scottish education. 
 

 
 
Professor Louise Hayward on behalf of the Independent Review Group 
 
From IRG members 
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Peter Bain, Headteacher, Oban High,  CCG School Leaders.  
 
“This report has brought together an orchestra of evidence and opinion, all 
highlighting that the narrow subject based, heavily exam dependent status quo is not 
in the interests of our learners, our employers, our society. We need learners who 
have been given time and support to attain a wealth of knowledge, skills and 
experiences, and who are ready to take their place in the workplace, in society 
(either directly or via FE/HE).” 
 
“A Scottish Diploma of Achievement, ensuring the acquisition of both academic and 
professional subject knowledge through the Study element; learning in context 
through the Project element; and being able to demonstrate wider achievements no 
matter the environment though the Person element, will ensure our learners will 
better be prepared to take their place in society. However, to ensure the success of 
this SDA the IRG/CCG model should be maintained. It is an inclusive model, and 
has engendered a degree of trust across all those involved. The ultimate success of 
the SDA will depend on employers and universities seeking it as their principal 
requirement for interview or entry to courses and jobs.” 
 
Jo-Anne Baird, Professor, University of Oxford, CCG, Qualifications and 
Assessment. 
 
“Many learners, teachers and parents think the educational experiences of young 
people are dominated by exams. These reforms respond to the need for more 
diversity in the assessment system, to better fit the needs of the modern world.”  
 
Tracy Black, Director CBI in Scotland, CCG Employers. 
 
“Businesses understand that qualifications and subjects studied are just one piece of 
the jigsaw when it comes to benchmarking a young person’s skills and 
achievements. Employers also want to see the candidate behind the grade. The 
CBI’s 2022 Education and Skills survey highlights this: attitudes and aptitudes for 
work were the most prized skills in both graduates and school leavers, alongside 
core skills and relevant work experience. The proposal of a Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement represents an important conduit for communicating these different 
skills to employers by providing a holistic representation of the skills, competencies 
and behaviours individuals have already demonstrated and can offer to business. 
This will ultimately help ensure that school leavers can transition into the workplace 
with full evidence of what they have achieved”. 
 
Andrea Bradley, EIS General Secretary, CCG, Teachers and Lecturers. 
 
“The education that Scotland provides for its young people and adult learners has 
always been about much, much more than a set of qualifications but somehow we 
have allowed qualifications to become the instrument of measurement of how well 
educated individual learners are, and of how well our schools, colleges and our 
Education system is educating them. Not only does this miss out so much of what 
matters within a good education, it misses out many learners, all of whom matter too. 
At last, we have an opportunity, through the Scottish Diploma of Achievement, to 
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better reflect the broader purposes of education in positively shaping people and 
lives, not simply measuring or counting learners’ achievements but fully recognising 
and valuing them. We need to grasp this opportunity with both hands.” 
 
Ruby Cardie MYSP,  CCG, Young People. 
 
"The future of qualifications and assessments must centre learners and our wider 
world, because not only do qualifications stick with us forever, but the skills gained 
from them do too.  I am really grateful to have had the opportunity to represent 
learners with Beinn and Mo in the independent review of qualifications and 
assessments in Scotland. As young people, our contributions were taken really 
seriously by the independent review group due to our current, first-hand experience 
of Scottish qualifications and assessments. At the monthly meetings with the IRG, 
we advocated for a rights-based approach to learning in line with the UNCRC, which 
is gladly reflected in the review. 
  
It was also important to hear the views of other young people. Before becoming a 
member of the IRG, I took part in the Scottish Youth Parliament’s winter one-day 
event that focused on educational attainment and as part of this, I was consulted on 
the first stage of the review alongside other MSYPs. I felt as if our views were 
genuinely listened to and am glad that our response was well reflected in the results 
of the consultation, which included responses from learners within schools and 
colleges - including my own - up and down the country. I facilitated later 
consultations on stage two of the review, where we heard the views of young people 
on the Diploma. As part of the stage two consultations, we talked to the collaborative 
community group of young people and the Scottish Youth Parliament, in addition to 
hosting a young people’s engagement evening that allowed a wider demographic of 
Scottish learners to be included in the review. 
  
As members of the IRG, our views were not only heard but played an active role in 
the outcome of the review. This is the heartening result of the learner-centred 
process of the Independent Review on Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland.” 
 
Chris Chapman, Professor, University of Glasgow, CCG, Change Processes. 
 
“The review of qualifications is a potential game changer for Scottish education. If 
the ideas and recommendations in the report can make their way through the system 
into schools and classrooms then all Scottish learners are likely to get a better 
education and have their achievements more appropriately recognised.” 
 
Graham Donaldson, Advisor, Author of Teaching Scotland’s Future and 
Successful Futures (Wales) CCG Policy Alignment. 
 
‘This report addresses longstanding issues relating to the role of qualifications. Its 
potential will only be realised if we fully support necessary professional learning for 
teachers as they rise to the challenges of its realisation’ 
 
Andrew Findlater, DHT Charleston Academy, CCG Teachers. 
 
“The Review of Senior Phase Qualifications and Assessment has been an ambitious 
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yet pragmatic process deeply rooted in what is best for the next generation of 
Scotland’s young people. Implementation plans have been carefully considered to 
ensure the profession has appropriate support that leads to sustainable change.” 
 
Beinn Grant, MYSP, CCG ,Young People. 
 
“I can’t describe how incredibly grateful I am for the opportunity to have been 
involved in Prof. Louise Hayward's Independent Review Group on Qualification and 
Assessment as one of two representatives for Young People. Having been involved 
in the process from the start I know how challenging it has been to bring together 
people from every aspect in our society to co-design one collective vision for how 
Qualifications, and Scottish Education as a whole, should work.  
   
Throughout the process Louise and other IRG members were actively seeking our 
input and making us feel heard. She consistently encouraged open dialogue, 
creating a space where we could freely express our ideas, concerns, and 
suggestions. Louise’s genuine interest in our perspectives has been incredibly 
empowering and has reinforced my belief that Young People can and should be 
meaningfully involved in decision-making processes. Something that is unfortunately 
uncommon for Young People, like myself, to find in many reform and regulatory 
spaces.  
   
I also want to acknowledge the Secretariat Team, my fellow MSYP Ruby Cardie, and 
our amazing SYP staff member Mo Whelton for their unwavering support, hard work 
and dedication. Together, along with our community collaborative groups, we have 
spent a year working on the proposed models for change and the new Scottish 
Diploma of Achievement; a model which I truly believe will keep the UNCRC at its 
heart as it supports the young people of the future on their own learner journeys. It’s 
vital, however, that opportunities for widespread collaboration and youth involvement 
like this aren’t a one off chance but rather the new norm for reforms in Scotland.” 
 
Douglas Hutchison, Executive Director of Education, Glasgow City Council, 
CCG Local Government 
 
“Change in the education system is a challenge because we need to balance the 
needs of those in the current system with the pressing need for change.  The report 
strikes the right balance between much needed reform now while pointing over the 
horizon to the ongoing and more radical change we need.  It is now up to all of us in 
the system to deliver a more inclusive way of accrediting young people’s learning 
with the right qualifications.” 
 
Ken Muir, Author of the Muir Report, CCG Policy Alignment 
 
“Putting Learners at the Centre: Towards a Future Vision for Scottish Education, 
elicited clear messages from practitioners and stakeholders about the need for 
cultural and mindset change, as well as structural change, in Scottish education. A 
critical driver in making these changes relates to the future of assessment and 
qualifications; how we can ensure they are responsive in the context of constant and 
significant change; and how certification recognises and values the wide and 
ongoing achievements of all learners.  What is proposed in the Hayward report is a 
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major step towards ensuring Scotland has a modern assessment and qualifications 
system that delivers for all learners and is truly fit for the future.” 
 
NPFS & Connect, Cheryl Burnett and Patrick McGlinchey, CCG Parents 
 
"NPFS and Connect are grateful for the opportunity to contribute parent/carer 
perspectives to the Review and look forward to working toward implementing 
positive changes which will empower all learners to make the most of their learning 
journeys in the future" 
 
Jonathan Powles, Professor, Pro Vice-Chancellor (Learning, Teaching & 
Students), CCG Universities  
 
“Universities Scotland L&T group met last week and remain very content with the 
direction of travel.   
 
Universities are very supportive of the proposals to broaden the body of evidence 
that can be used that learners are ready for university study.  As society changes, 
university study changes with it, and the university students of the future will need to 
master not only specialist  subject knowledge, but also weave together that 
knowledge in increasingly uncertain, changeable and complex contexts.  Above all 
they will have to master the art of learning itself, so as to be effective contributors to 
Scottish society, industry, our professions, culture and polity.  The proposed Scottish 
Diploma of Achievement will provide an excellent foundation for learners as they 
complete the university degrees of the future.”   
 
Mark Priestly, Professor, University of Stirling, CCG Curriculum, Pedagogy, 
Assessment and Qualifications. 
 
“I very much welcome the directions in qualification reform signalled by the Hayward 
report. The move to a longer study period, personal development and an 
interdisciplinary project, alongside subject specialism, goes a long way towards 
establishing a qualifications system that rewards broad achievement while 
incorporating rigorous study. It is to be hoped that this renewed approach will 
address some of the endemic problems associated with current qualifications, 
including formulaic teaching and the two-term dash. I am confident that it provides 
the foundations for the development of the knowledge and skills necessary for 
navigating the complexities of modern society, including changing workplaces. One 
word of caution – we also need to address the culture where attainment is a high-
stakes issue for schools, or we risk muting the positive effects of the proposed 
reforms.” 
 
Pauline Radcliffe, Chief Executive SCQF, CCG SCQF Partners. 
 
“As Scotland’s National Qualifications Framework the SCQF has, throughout its 22 
years of its existence, supported learners and their guidance givers to plan and 
navigate their learning pathways, championing diversity of choice, quality and parity 
of esteem in the way in which education providers and employers recognise learning 
achievement, in whatever setting learning might take. I’m delighted that this Review 
has clearly highlighted equity and inclusion as priorities in the implementation of 
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curriculum and assessment reforms and the central role of the SCQF in promoting 
learning programmes that support young people’s full development potential”. 
 
Joe Smith, Lecturer, University of Stirling, CCG Curriculum, Pedagogy, 
Assessment and Qualifications 
 
“The current system of one-year qualifications distorts the curriculum in the senior 
phase. Such short courses lead to assessments which reward hoop-jumping and 
memorisation and give no time for students to develop deeper knowledge and a love 
of their subject.   
 
These proposals promise to take knowledge seriously. By encouraging the study of 
subjects across two-years of the senior phase, we can develop appropriate courses 
with valid assessments. Teachers will have time to explore their subjects in more 
depth, rather than always teaching with one eye on the test. 
  
The proposal for an interdisciplinary project is to be welcomed too.  Combined with 
longer courses of subject study, the project is an opportunity to do interdisciplinarity 
in a rigorous way.  No big problem can be tackled from a single disciplinary 
perspective, but we do need rigorous disciplinary knowledge to tackle them. The 
project allows students to see the disciplinary contributions of their subjects and will 
help students understand how the knowledge and expertise developed in their 
subject studies have real-world application.” 
 
Edward Sosu, Reader, University of Strathclyde, CCG Equity. 
 
“Evidence of learner achievement should be based on experiences supported by the 
educational system rather than solely defined by a learner’s family circumstances. 
This was a key focus throughout the review and exemplified by the call for Personal 
Pathways to be an entitled experience at school rather than activities undertaken 
outside school.” 
 
Gordon Stobart, Professor IoE, Author of the OECD Stobart Report, CCG 
Qualifications and Assessment. 
 
“We live in a rapidly changing world. Education systems are having to adjust to this, 
and internationally we are seeing changes to the way students learn and what they 
learn. While Scotland has led the way in this with its Curriculum for Excellence, its 
historic assessment system has limited the changes in senior secondary education. 
Professor Heyward’s Independent Review Group has sought to better align the 
Scottish examination system with these contemporary needs. It offers a powerful 
way forward for assessment in Scotland.” 
 
Ken Thomson, Principal Forth Valley College, CCG College Principals. 
 
“It is really forward thinking to recognise vocational qualifications as professional and 
technical SCQF levelled qualifications alongside national qualifications giving all 
learners recognition of their learning and skills. A real bonus for their future 
opportunities.”  
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“Scottish colleges have long since utilised continuous assessment through all levels 
of qualification to evidence the skills and competence of learners. The introduction of 
the SDA gives recognition of skills alongside academic achievement and provides an 
excellent career pathway for learners. Through developing and sharing the delivery 
of specialised subject areas in school college partnerships and with industry support, 
a position unique across the UK, we really are talking about a truly integrated 
educational system in Scotland to the benefit of all learners.” 
 
Mo Whelton, SYP, CCG Young People. 
 
'I was delighted to support our MSYPs throughout this journey in reviewing Scottish 
qualifications and assessments. I would like to thank Professor Hayward for putting 
young people's participation at the heart of this work and truly focusing on what is 
best for all learners when thinking of the future of Scottish education.” 
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1. Introduction 
 
Qualifications and assessment matter. They are important to learners as they 
provide evidence of their progress through education. They impact positively or 
negatively on confidence and self-esteem. They matter as learners move beyond 
compulsory education, when the qualifications they achieve, and the letters or 
numbers associated with them, determine opportunities, which doors to the next 
stage of their lives open or close. They matter to parents and carers. They matter to 
teachers, schools, lecturers and colleges who care deeply about the learners with 
whom they work. They matter to employers, universities, colleges and the voluntary 
sector who use qualifications to make decisions about which learners to appoint to 
which job or to select for which courses. Thus, qualifications and the way in which 
they are assessed, matter to individuals, communities and wider Scottish society.  
 
The title of this report, It’s Our Future, has its genesis in a learner feeling frustrated 
that they had little say in decisions being taken about qualifications that impact them 
and affect their future and that of their friends. Making sure that all learners leave 
education with a clear idea of what they have achieved, linked to a positive future 
pathway, is our best hope of a future society that is stable, happy and prosperous. 
As a nation committed to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC,-1989), that must be our goal. 
 
In October 2021, the then, Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills, Shirley-Anne 
Somerville, announced an Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment.  
The Independent Review was established for four main reasons.  
 

• Society is changing very quickly, and Scotland should look to the future and 
consider whether our current qualifications and assessment system is fit for a 
potentially very different future.   

• The international COVID-19 pandemic which highlighted dissatisfaction with 
Scotland’s qualifications. Following the cancellation of examinations in 2020 
and 2021, and the alternative approaches taken to National 5, Higher and 
Advanced Higher qualifications, there was public concern about fairness and 
widespread dissatisfaction with results and perceptions of inequity.   

• The evidence emerging from two OECD reports (OECD, 2021, Stobart, 2021) 
indicated a need for change in the Senior Phase. 

• A longer-term dissatisfaction within Scotland about differences between the 
original intentions for Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) qualifications and 
learners’ experiences of them. 

 
This Independent Review is concerned with Senior Phase qualifications in schools, 
colleges and wider educational settings. The focus is predominately learners aged 
15-18 in all educational settings, but the Review also considered possible 
implications for home educated learners and for adult learners who study courses 
which fall within the Review’s remit.   
 
When the Independent Review was commissioned, no-one could have anticipated 
what would happen during the review period. The Review began as a forward-
looking investigation: how might qualifications and assessment evolve to ensure that 
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every learner in Scotland gets the best possible life chance? The Review recognised 
that learners now entering education would still be working at the end of the 21st 
century. Given the speed of societal change, qualifications and assessment should 
be fit for the future.  
 
However, by the conclusion of the Independent Review, the anticipated level of 
change had been further accelerated by the impact of Artificial Intelligence (AI). AI 
will change society, but how the potential of these technologies can be used to 
improve rather than to damage societies is work in progress. The potential impact of 
AI makes this Independent Review even more important. Future qualifications and 
assessment will have to support learners, and Scottish society, in a world that will be 
very different from the one we currently inhabit. Equally, we must accept that the 
pace of change will increase and Scotland's approach to qualifications must be 
flexible and adaptable if it is to be able to respond. 
 
The new approach to qualifications and assessment proposed in this report has 
been debated extensively by communities across Scotland (see Chapter Two). 
Extensive attempts have been made to stimulate discussions across communities 
and to try to include those whose voices have too often been missing from policy 
decision making. No proposal for change to qualifications and assessment will ever 
be universally supported, but the ideas contained in this report have been subject to 
extensive debate and the model proposed has been developed collaboratively. It is 
hoped education in Scotland will build from this process and, in addition, learn from 
the models developed in the National Discussion (2023) and the Career Review 
(2023) to build a more inclusive approach to the future design and development of 
policy and practice.    
 
The independence of this Review is crucial. Advice on the future of qualifications and 
assessment in Scotland has to be impartial, developed from evidence and debated 
openly. The ideas contained in this report, if accepted by the Cabinet Secretary for 
Education and Skills, Jenny Gilruth MSP, are the first stage in a longer-term 
development process. The cross-community collaborations developed in this Review 
should continue and learners, teachers and lecturers across the country should be at 
the heart of the change process.   
 
Too many previous innovations in Scotland have faltered because insufficient 
attention was paid to the implications of how ideas might be put into practice and to 
the manageability of the timescale over which they were put in place. At this time, 
ensuring that change is appropriately supported is particularly important. The fallout 
from the COVID-19 pandemic and the impact that it had had on learners, teachers 
and families has been profound. It is remarkable that, even in such challenging 
times, there has been an almost unanimous call for qualifications and assessment to 
change. 
 
 

1.1 The Current Context in Scotland 
 
Scotland has a proud tradition of subject based study in secondary schools. Highly 
qualified teachers lead a wide range of subject options. Subject communities are 
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strong and some subjects in some areas have extensive and supportive group 
networks. 
 
Education settings across Scotland offer a range of Scottish Qualifications Authority 
(SQA) National Qualifications from National 1 to National 5, Highers and Advanced 
Highers. Some independent schools offer English qualifications, such as GCSE and 
A Level. Increasingly, in partnership with colleges and employers, a range of 
vocational, technical and professional qualifications, are offered to learners, for 
example Foundation Apprenticeships, Higher National Certificates and Diplomas, 
National Progression Awards and Personal Development Awards. School/college 
partnerships are more challenging in rural areas without easy access to a local 
college, although in some areas, college staff offer vocational, technical and 
professional courses in schools.  
 
In addition, some learners have opportunities to engage with a wider array of 
experiences and awards in school and college and in communities which offer 
valuable learning experiences and development of skills, competencies, attitudes 
and dispositions. These include, for example: The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, The 
Prince’s Trust, The John Muir Award, Young Enterprise Scotland Company Award 
(Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) level 6), Award in STEM 
Leadership (SCQF levels 4,5,6 Scottish Schools Educational Research Centre 
(SSERC), The Caritas Award and Awards Scheme Development Accreditation 
Network (ASDAN) programmes. Not all awards are linked to the SCQF framework, 
but all offer valuable opportunities for learners. 
 
There are many different options available supported by an Awards’ Network of 
providers eager to work with schools and colleges to promote broader opportunities 
for every learner. Opportunities vary across the country and learners have a number 
of ways in which they can and should be supported to show what they have 
achieved. All learners are different; some prefer to learn in a school environment, 
some enjoy college, and some excel in community-based learning. 
 
Based on these programmes, Scotland has sophisticated networks of pathways 
which learners can take to progress through the system from school to further and 
higher education and to employment. While there has been a considerable increase 
in the breadth of qualifications that young people take in schools most learners also 
take subject based national qualifications.  
 
Qualifications are set within the SCQF which comprises qualifications across levels 
1-12. The level of a qualification shows how difficult the learning is. However, not all 
qualifications at the same level are of the same value. Each qualification in the 
SCQF framework has a number of credit points. Credit points describe the amount of 
learning necessary to achieve a qualification or learning programme at an SCQF 
level. Therefore, different courses on the same SCQF level may be very different in 
the demands they make of a learner. 
 
 
Read more about the SCQF Interactive Framework here.  
 
 

https://scqf.org.uk/about-the-framework/interactive-framework
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1.2 Qualifications and the Economy  
 
Qualifications have a major role to play in the economy. Most learners after school, 
college or university move into the workplace and workplaces are changing fast. The 
World Economic Forum (2020) called this “a defining moment”. They argue that 
society has the tools at its disposal to respond to the jobs of tomorrow; technological 
innovation, the means to reskill and upskill. However, they caution that the efforts to 
put in place the strategies to support people “lag behind the speed of the disruption” 
They call for a “reset” as society sits at the crossroads between work tasks 
performed by humans and those undertaken by machines and algorithms. The 
changes about to take place, they suggest, can lead to fairer, more just societies or 
to “lost generations of adults and youth who will be raised into growing inequality, 
discord and lost potential.” 
 
Just now, there is a window of opportunity. Qualifications should help learners to be 
ready to respond to current economic needs and shape future economic 
requirements. There is a strong relationship between a qualified workforce and 
economic growth in a period of huge uncertainty. And there is a strong relationship 
between a prosperous society and one able to provide high quality public services to 
all of its citizens. The World Economic Forum (2020) identifies top skills and skill 
groups which employers see as rising in prominence. These include critical thinking 
and analysis, problem-solving, and skills in self-management, active learning, 
resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility. To be qualified for the future, these are 
skills that learners should have opportunities to develop, and qualifications should 
recognise their achievements in them.  

 
In such a fast-changing landscape, any qualification and assessment system that is 
fit for the future will have to be sufficiently agile and flexible to be able to respond 
quickly to change. There is work to be done by businesses and The Government to 
identify future skills needs and The Government should work closely with businesses 
to consider possible implications. Countries around the world are thinking about how 
best to support learners for future change. For example, in Estonia, primary school 
age children study robotics. Qualifications and assessment systems that are well 
aligned to a relevant, empowering curriculum will help to ensure that learners in 
Scotland have high-quality options available to them.  
 
 

1.3 A Changing Society 
 
The current system of qualifications and assessment has served many learners well. 
However, future learners will move into a less predictable environment than learners 
from previous generations. Skills Development Scotland (SDS), (2022) describe the 
scale of anticipated change. 
 
“The world is experiencing a historic transformation in how people work, where they 
work and even why they work. The skills we each need to enter and progress in work 
are changing too. As we face an unpredictable and rapidly evolving future, 
continuing to develop the right skills in response to this change will be critical for us 
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all. The COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly impacted the economy, labour market and 
society and new economic challenges are emerging.” (SDS, 2022) 
 
Scotland is not alone in facing these challenges. OECD (2020) argues that 
globalisation and rapid changes in technology are increasing the pace of social, 
economic and environmental challenges internationally. Many of the challenges, also 
have opportunities for human advancement but for that potential to be realised, 
“citizens must be equipped to handle them via a high quality and appropriately 
designed education.” (OECD, 2020) 
 
Many other jurisdictions are considering changes to their qualifications and 
assessment system (see Chapter Three). Scotland’s system must keep pace with 
this change. 
 
Since the publication of the SDS report (2022) that heralded a “historic 
transformation”, even greater changes are underway. Recent developments in AI 
have been described as “The Industrial Revolution for Human Intellect’” (Soral, 
2023). The speed of change is increasing. ChatGPT had 1 million users 5 days after 
its release. To put that in context, it took Netflix 3 ½ years to reach 1 million users, 
Twitter 2 years and Facebook 10 months (Ahmad, 2023).   
 
By May 2023, Geoffrey Hinton, a leading figure in the creation of AI voiced concerns 
about what he perceived to be increasing risks emerging from the development of AI 
that could outperform humans. In an interview with the BBC (BBC News 2 May 
2023), Hinton argued that AI, a digital system, was very different from human 
intelligence. Each individual AI Chatbot can learn separately but can share its 
knowledge with all other Chatbots. He compared it to being akin to having 10,000 
people were when one person learned something that knowledge was immediately 
known by all 10,000 people. Still in its early stages, the impact of what AI might 
mean for future employment is already being seen. On 1 May, IBM’s CEO, Arvind 
Krishna, announced that they expect to stop employing people for roles that AI could 
undertake in the coming years.   
 
The implications of AI for qualifications and assessment have been of particular 
interest to those who work in education. Reactions to the impact of AI on 
examinations and coursework have been varied. Schools Week (Booth, 2023) 
reported that in a statement to ASCL (Association of School and College Leaders) in 
England 10th March 2023, Dr Jo Saxton, the Chief Regulator at OFQUAL (The Office 
of Qualifications and Examinations) argued that AI bots like ChatGPT made 
invigilated examinations more important than ever and suggested that if she were 
running a centre, she would have students undertake coursework in examination 
conditions. On the other hand, the CEO of the International Baccalaureate (IB) 
proposed learning to live with AI, neither banning its use nor changing the nature of 
the IB programme which includes coursework. He argues:  
 
“The IB believes that AI technology will become part of our everyday lives - like spell 
checkers, translation software and calculators. We, therefore, need to adapt and 
transform our educational programmes and assessment practices so that students 
can use these new AI tools ethically and effectively.” 
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The potential implications of AI on Scottish education will be discussed in greater 
depth in Chapter Four. However, it is beyond doubt that significant changes are 
already underway across society. No matter how effective our previous approach to 
qualifications and assessment may have been, it would represent a significant risk if 
we were to assume that what has served Scotland well in the past will continue to 
serve Scotland well in the future. 
 
 

1.4 The Impact of COVID-19 
 
The impact of COVID-19 on National Qualifications was a major driver for this 
Review. Hayward et al, (2023) report that when the pandemic struck in session 
2019–2020 schools were closed, and it was not possible to run the national 
examinations, alternative ways of gathering evidence for qualifications had to be 
found quickly to limit potential harm to learners. The SQA asked teachers and 
lecturers, supported by national guidance and local authorities, to provide both 
estimated grades (A, B, C or D) and a rank order for learners taking National 5, 
Higher and Advanced Higher courses. SQA moderated these estimates using an 
algorithm based on historical attainment data and examiner judgement. This process 
of moderation resulted in twenty-six percent of grade estimates being changed 
(Hayward et al, 2023)  
 
The planned process for the award of qualifications included an appeal opportunity, 
where schools and colleges could provide evidence to challenge any downgraded 
decision. However, that did not happen. Consequently when learners received their 
provisional results, on 4 August 2020, there was a public outcry. The use of historical 
data was seen to have discriminated against learners in less advantaged areas. 
Responding to public concern, The Scottish Government directed SQA to reinstate 
teacher or lecturer estimates.  
 
Following the problems with the 2020 qualifications, The Scottish Government 
commissioned an Independent Rapid Review (Priestley et al, 2020). Priestley’s 
Review made a number of recommendations of interest to this Review including the 
need for greater transparency, enhanced collaboration and engagement (particularly 
with young people), a proportionate system for moderation and a move to a digital 
system. 
 
The continuation of the pandemic throughout 2020–2021 resulted in the cancellation 
of examinations in 2021. The experience of the previous year led to the development 
of a different approach, the Alternative Certification Model (ACM). Teachers and 
lecturers were asked to provide evidence to inform grading judgements, for example 
student performance on classwork or assignments. The timetable for implementation 
of ACM was short. Teachers and learners were told about using ACM in February 
ahead of grading in May. Moderation was carried out by schools, colleges and local 
authorities. SQA sampled evidence as a further layer of quality assurance.   
 
Teachers reported workload issues related to what were perceived to be intensive 
moderation processes and short implementation timelines. However, many, though 
not all, learners liked the approach. Many teachers indicated support for ACM but 
noted that a longer lead in time would have made it easier to adapt.   
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“Pupils that experienced the ACM model liked it. They would like 50/50 split for 
continuous assessment and a final exam, so that everything didn’t rely on your 
performance on one day.” – Kings Park Secondary School (Staff and Learners) 
 
Coping with the crisis of a pandemic is not a model for change, but the qualifications’ 
model in Scotland, and indeed across the UK, was not sufficiently robust to deal with 
the impact of COVID-19. Other countries with different approaches to qualifications, 
for example, where learners were building credit over time and/or where a significant 
element of internal assessment contributed to the overall award, suffered far less 
disruption. In Scotland, the COVID-19 experience undermined confidence in the 
system of qualifications. Examinations that traditionally had been regarded as fair 
and equitable were perceived to discriminate against those who faced the greatest 
socio-economic challenges.   
 
Although the extent to which the qualifications process during COVID-19 had been 
inequitable was disputed, the belief that the qualifications system had discriminated 
against learners from disadvantaged backgrounds persisted and undermined trust.  
In response to widespread concern about National Qualifications, a planned OECD 
Independent Review of CfE (OECD, 2021) was extended to include a particular 
focus on qualifications in the Senior Phase (Stobart, 2021). 
 
 

1.5 The OECD Reports and the Case for Change 
 
Two OECD reports on Scottish Education were published in 2021. The first report, 
Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence - Into the Future (2021) recognised Scotland as 
one of the first countries to design a curriculum that looked to the needs of learners 
and Scotland as a society in the 21st century. Nearly 20 years on: 
 
“CfE continues to be a bold and widely supported initiative, and its design offers the 
flexibility needed to improve student learning further.” (OECD, 2021)   
 
However, they suggested, work was needed to realise the potential of CfE in the 
Senior Phase: 
 
“The structure, learning practices and assessment approaches in the Senior Phase 
also need adapting to be consistent with CfE’s Vision, and to allow for the smooth 
curriculum experience promised from 3 to 18.”  
 
The second OECD Independent Review was undertaken by Professor Gordon 
Stobart, Upper-secondary education student assessment in Scotland: A comparative 
perspective (2021). He sought to understand the causes for the perceived 
‘misalignment’ between curriculum and assessment in the Senior Phase and to 
identify where change could lead to improvement.   
 
Achieving Highers has been a shorthand in Scotland for high attainment for more 
than a century, sometimes described as the ‘gold standard’ of educational 
achievement. Many people in Scotland, for example, parents and employers, 
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remember their own experiences in education and use those as a benchmark for 
current practices.   
 
In cultures influenced by the traditions and values of UK curricula, qualifications are 
often seen as being synonymous with examinations (Stobart, 2021). National 
qualifications are commonly described as “the exams” even although before COVID-
19, they included a range of approaches to assessment in addition to an external 
examination, for example, projects, essays, oral interaction, artefacts. In other 
jurisdictions, traditions are different. Some countries have very few formal 
examinations (see Chapter Three).  
 
Building from these evidence sources, Stobart (2021) an internationally renowned 
assessment academic who has worked in research, policy and practice, made five 
recommendations for change to post-16 education in Scotland: 
 

• explore the replacement of examinations at age 16 by a school 
           graduation certificate; 

• develop a more resilient upper-secondary assessment system; 

• seek better alignment of assessment with curriculum and pedagogy 
      through broadening the forms of assessment; 

• systematically investigate students’ perceptions and views of assessment 
arrangements and;  

• further develop the role of technical, vocational and professional qualifications 
in broadening the curriculum. 

 
These recommendations helped form the Terms of Reference for this Review. The 
Review’s response to the Terms of Reference is presented in Chapter Six. 
 
The range of purposes qualifications are asked to serve, the importance to 
individuals, institutions and wider society, and the fact that ideas about them are 
deeply embedded in the culture of a society, make qualifications notoriously difficult 
to change – in Scotland, across the UK and internationally. Very careful 
consideration has to be given to planning for change if and when change is 
necessary. (See Chapter Five). 
 
“Assessment systems usually change gradually. The brake on any radical change 
may, in part, result from a social reluctance to change an established system. When 
a system has been in place for generations, parents, policy makers and teachers are 
familiar with it and value it – even when it may no longer be fit-for-purpose.” (Stobart, 
2021, p30)n 
 
 

1.6 Curriculum for Excellence and the Senior Phase in 
Schools and Colleges 
  
The view of Scottish education that the OECD presented, was familiar to many who 
work in education. Qualifications and assessment in the Senior Phase have become 
very different from what had been envisaged in the early days of CfE. Building the 
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Curriculum 5: a framework for assessment (2011), provided the original national 
guidance on assessment and qualifications. 
  
“The curriculum in the Senior Phase should be designed to meet the Principles of 
curriculum design and the entitlements set out for all learners in Building the 
Curriculum 3 and should include the four aspects of the curriculum (the ethos and life 
of the school as a community, curriculum areas and subjects, interdisciplinary 
learning and opportunities for personal achievement).” (p16) 
  
The original intentions of CfE were clear. In Scottish schools and colleges, 
curriculum areas, subjects and programmes of study are the building blocks of 
education. They represent different ways of viewing the world and are an essential 
part of education in Scotland for all learners. CfE, as conceived, recognised the 
central role that subjects play in education but argued for more. The curriculum as 
experienced by every learner should include opportunities to study curriculum areas 
and subjects in depth but should also include engagement with the school as a 
community, opportunities to discover how learning connects across different areas of 
the curriculum and opportunities to individualise learning through personal 
achievement. What were described as “next generation qualifications” offered by 
SQA and other providers, should reflect the values and aspirations of CfE.  
  
The original design of the new qualifications attempted to provide closer alignment 
between the curriculum and qualifications. The original National Qualifications were 
designed to gather evidence on what learners knew and understood and their skills 
and competences. Qualifications included a broad range of approaches to 
assessment. Ways of gathering evidence differed subject by subject: for example, art 
and design included a folio of work and physics a scientific project. Decisions about 
the nature of the qualification were taken by panels of subject specialists, based on 
what they perceived to be the best way to demonstrate learners’ achievements in the 
subject. Skills and competences were built into the programmes of study and 
recognised in the awards. However, SQA also had to revisit the design of CfE 
qualifications due to workload issues in schools. 
 
The Priestley report (2020) following the COVID experience of 2019 reported a very 
different learner experiences in the Senior Phase from those originally envisaged by 
the developers of CfE qualifications. These findings have subsequently been 
supported by evidence emerging in the Review from learners, parents and 
employers. Many learners’ experiences of CfE were entirely subject-focused. They 
had little awareness of the skills being developed through their qualifications and few 
had opportunities to engage in learning across subjects. They reported many of their 
learning experiences in the Senior Phase as repetitive and formulaic. It seemed to 
them that it was less important to demonstrate what they knew or understood than to 
use specific terms in an answer or to follow a predetermined pattern of response, for 
example, make a statement, back it up with a quotation and write a sentence 
referring to the statement and quotation. Many learners reported high levels of 
stress.  
  
Similar findings were also reported in the Muir Review (2022) and in the National 
Discussion (2023). Angela Morgan (2018) in her review Support for Learning: All Our 
Children and All Their Potential’ expressed concern about: “the narrative around 
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achievement’ and comments that ‘the system should be set up to recognise the 
particular achievements of children and young people which goes beyond SQA 
qualifications.” (Morgan, 2018, p114) 
 
Morgan (2018) reported that learners with Additional Support Needs (ASN) often 
found accessing alternative assessment arrangements difficult and that these factors 
combined to have a negative impact on their wellbeing and their educational 
experiences. Some learners suggested that the system for them was not sufficiently 
challenging. 
 
“If I’m being honest I didn’t feel very challenged academically in high school” 
Learner, SNAP – (Scottish Network for Able Pupils). 
  
Headteachers reported that the evidence gathered to judge the quality of education 
in schools, accountability metrics, were driving behaviours in schools. Schools felt 
judged not by how well they were serving the needs of every learner but by how 
many learners achieved National 5 and Higher qualifications. Learners, it was 
reported, were at times advised to take qualifications that would be more valuable for 
school metrics than those best suited to their strengths. Learners constantly referred 
to being over-examined. Indeed, many teachers, learners and parents expressed 
concerns about the three consecutive years of examinations in the Senior Phase. 
 
Teachers reported a sense of constant pressure to “get through the curriculum” in a 
series of “two-term dashes”. There was little satisfaction amongst some teachers and 
learners with qualifications as taught and learned in the Senior Phase, little sense of 
deep learning in schools and classrooms, only a sense of people in a system driven 
to find ever more efficient ways to predict and practise for examinations. All learning 
involves practice and making sure that learners understand how examinations work 
and how to perform well in them is important, but, taken to extreme, it will dominate 
learning and teaching, narrow the curriculum and demotivate learners. That is the 
current position in Scotland as reported by large numbers of learners, teachers and 
parents and carers.  
 
The approaches taken to assessment in colleges and universities have changed 
radically in recent years. Examinations are part of the landscape, but many courses 
now are heavily weighted towards alternative ways to gather evidence of 
achievement, for example, essays, projects (individual and group), oral assessment, 
self and peer assessment, poster presentations. Employers, use a wider range of 
ways to gather evidence of employee learning such as; digital on-line responsive 
assessment, group tasks, augmented reality. In Early Years, in primary and in the 
early years of secondary education, a broad range of approaches to assessment are 
used to support learning and build progression. In some ways, it is upper secondary 
education in Scotland that is out of kilter. 
 
 

1.7 Summary 
 
There is a convincing case that the current system of qualifications and assessment 
in Scotland needs to change. Evidence to support this position includes: 
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• analysis of the future of society in Scotland in a global context where the pace 
of change will require a more flexible system of qualifications and assessment 
to allow the education system to be able to respond to fast changing 
circumstances; 

• the recent experience of COVID-19, the significant challenges faced by the 
system in responding to the pandemic and questions of fairness that arose 
from results; 

• national research and international reports on Scottish education emphasising 
the gaps between the aspirations of the curriculum in Scotland and learners’ 
experiences particularly in National Qualifications. Other countries 
have recognised similar issues and have been implementing reforms to their 
qualifications systems; 

• reviews and reports that question whether the current system serves all 
learners equitably and adequately recognises and values their wider 
achievements and; 

• gaps identified by employers between the current skill base of learners exiting 
the Senior Phase and the skills required to help the economy to grow and 
broader society to thrive.  

 
The Independent Review set out to explore how Scotland might best respond to 
these challenges. As part of the wider Reform process in Scotland, the Muir Report 
(2022) identified how the education system in Scotland should change to support 
learners and teachers more effectively. Entitled, “Putting Learners at the Centre”, the 
report highlighted the need for Scottish Education to recognise what mattered most; 
learners and the quality of their educational experiences. All systems and structures 
should have the wellbeing of learners as their core concern in the context of the 
purposes articulated in Article 29 of the UNCRC, (1989). However, for that to 
happen, Muir (2022) argued that the education system in Scotland had to change. 
There is; 
 
“the need for significant cultural and mindset change at all levels. This needs to be 
based around a shared Vision signed up to by all stakeholders which gives absolute 
primacy of focus on individual learners and their diverse needs.” (Muir 2022, p14). 
 
These themes became the starting point for this Independent Review: the need to 
identify a future qualification and assessment system that would serve learners and 
Scotland as a society well and be undertaken in a way that would signal a change in 
culture. That would mean putting learners at the centre and developing, amongst all 
stakeholders, a shared Vision for the future of qualifications and assessment.   
 

Recommendation 1: Change Qualifications and Assessment in the Senior Phase in 
Scotland. Change must be carefully planned and resourced.  

   
 

1.8 Outline of this report  
 

• Chapter Two of this report describes the ways in which the Independent 
Review sought to involve all communities with a stake in the future of 
qualifications and assessment. 
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• Chapter Three looks beyond Scotland to consider how other countries are 
tackling the challenge of developing qualification and assessment systems 
that are fit for the future and how practice elsewhere might relate to the 
Scottish context.  

 

• Chapter Four drawing on the wide range of sources of evidence described in 
previous Chapters, presents the Vision and Principles for the future 
qualifications and assessment in Scotland and proposes a new approach.   

 

• Chapter Five sets out a route map for how the Scottish education system and 
Scottish society more generally might move from current practice to a new 
system. This part of the Report identifies the contributions that different 
communities can make to the realisation of the Review’s Vision and Principals 
and identifies the resource implications of change. 

 

• Chapter Six lists recommendations for the future of qualifications and 
assessment in Scotland. 
 

Not everyone will agree with everything in this report. However, what is 
recommended commands wide support within and beyond the Independent Review 
Group. 
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2. Changing the Culture of Education in Scotland: 
Methodology of the Review 
 

2.1 The Integrity Model of Change 
 
The Putting Learners at the Centre Report (Muir 2022) advocated for cultural change 
in Scottish education. First, in accordance with the UNCRC (1989), learners should 
be at the heart of decision making. Second, that Scotland’s educational aspirations 
would be realised only if all communities were willing to work together. Professor 
Muir recognised that deep and meaningful change would be possible only when it 
was recognised that the success of any reform depends on the actions of all those 
who are connected to it. In an effort to follow the recommendations of Professor 
Muir, this Review has developed an engagement strategy designed to ensure 
meaningful opportunities for all interests to contribute to the work.  

 
The approach to engagement underpinning this Review is based on the Integrity 
Model of Change (Hayward & Spencer, 2010) that pays attention to three 
overlapping and interacting areas:  
 
Educational Integrity - the need to ensure that what is done will lead to  
better educational opportunities and better life chances for every learner, for example, 
is informed by policy, practice and research.   
 
Personal and Professional Integrity - the importance of ensuring that everyone 
who has a role to play in making the innovation successful is involved in its design 
and development, recognising and valuing the crucial role that each will play.   
 
Systemic Integrity - the need to ensure that the various parts of the system are 
aligned to support the reform. Learners, parents and carers, The Government, the 
national agencies, professional associations, local communities, teachers, education 
providers, colleges, employers and universities, all have to actively support the 
change process if the reform is to be successful.  
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Figure 1: The Integrity Model of Change 

 
Any innovation that seeks to lead to change that is deep, meaningful and sustainable 
has to pay attention to a number of features. Often change focuses on what has to 
change and, of course, that is crucial. However, it is equally important to consider 
why the change is important, how it might be achieved and when it might happen, for 
example, what a pragmatic and manageable timeline would look like. In the context 
of this Review, the case has to be made that changing qualifications and 
assessment is important for both individual learners and for Scottish society as a 
whole.  
 
Finally, for change to be sustainable, the Review has identified what needs to be 
different in the wider educational system to support the innovation in practice 
including in respect of data collection, inspection and Initial Teacher Education (ITE).  
 
The design of the Independent Review sought to address each of the three 
dimensions of the change model.  
 
 

2.1.1 Educational Integrity 
 
First, to build Educational Integrity, the Independent Review began its work with a 
focus on learners. The first task of the Review was to develop a statement of a 
possible Vision and Principles for the future of Qualifications and Assessment in 
Scotland. Colleagues from the Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP) and from the 
Children’s Parliament worked with us to develop a draft statement of Vision and 
Principles as the starting point for the Review.   
 
Three phases of engagement followed. The first phase of engagement sought views 
on the development of a shared Vision of what qualifications and assessment in 
Scotland should seek to achieve. Linked to the Vision, the Independent Review also 
sought views on proposed Principles. The draft Vision and Principles were discussed 
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by the IRG and the CCGs (described in the next section). A discussion pack, 
including video, a background paper and survey were sent via Local Authorities to 
every school in Scotland and directly to every college. Responses were 
independently analysed, and the findings used to revise the draft Vision and 
Principles. 
 
The Vision and Principles were used to inform the design of the reformed 
qualifications and assessment system. In addition, it is proposed that they become 
the touchstone for the reform. To avoid the recurrence of previous problems with 
innovation in Scotland, where practice over time became different from the original 
reform intentions, the Vision and Principles should be used over time to monitor the 
relationship between ideas and enactment. 
 
The second phase of engagement, using the Vision and Principles as the starting 
point, sought feedback on options that would help define the parameters of a 
possible new approach to qualifications and assessment in Scotland. This phase of 
engagement sought views on a range of issues including: 
 

• whether or not evidence of learners’ achievements should be gathered only 

for successful learners or more broadly to include achievements across the 

other three capacities of CfE, confident individuals, effective contributors and 

responsible citizens; 

• the balance between assessment based in an education setting and external 
assessment; 

• the use of technology to enable new approaches to assessment and 
qualifications and as a means of recording achievements and;  

• whether or not there should be an award at the end of the Broad General 
Education (BGE).  

 
Again, topics were discussed in detail in the IRG and in CCGs. A second discussion 
pack with a supporting video, background paper and PowerPoint presentation was 
sent directly to all schools and colleges. In response to problems arising from Phase 
One, where the distribution process to schools had worked better in some parts of 
the country than others, in Phase Two discussion packs were simultaneously sent to 
local authorities and directly to every school and college, to ensure that all 
practitioners had the opportunity to contribute to thinking about the future direction.    
As part of Phase Two the Review also issued a public consultation.  
 
The responses to the second phase were again independently analysed and the 
findings used to develop the model that became the focus for discussion in Phase 
Three. 
 
The third phase of the Review sought views on a model for future qualifications and 
assessment in Scotland. The Phase Three model was designed to be consistent with 
the Vision and Principles agreed in Phase One and with views expressed on the 
parameters established following Phase Two of consultation. Respondents in the 
third phase were asked to consider the extent to which the model was consistent 
with the agreed Vision and Principles and, crucially, to identify the practical steps 
that would be needed for this, or an adapted, model to be successful in practice.   



 

28 
 

 
During the three phases of the Review, members of the Review team visited schools 
and colleges across Scotland to engage directly with learners, teachers, lecturers, 
school leaders and college principals. In total 21 visits to schools and colleges were 
undertaken (see Appendix Six). 
 
The findings from all three phases of the Review inform the recommendations in this 
report. 
 
 

2.1.2 Personal and Professional Integrity: roles and 
responsibilities 
 
Within the Integrity Model of Change, for the reform to have personal and 
professional integrity everyone who has a role to play in making the innovation 
successful should be involved in its design and development. This recognises and 
values the crucial role that each will play in making the innovation successful. The 
development of the IRG and CCGs, the engagement with schools and colleges and 
the public consultation were all intended to be vehicles to promote personal and 
professional integrity within the Independent Review. 
 
IRG has been the core of this collaborative Independent Review. The IRG operates 
as a matrix model. 
 
On one side of the matrix, three distinct groups of participants were involved in the 
Independent Review: 
  

• those for whom qualifications matter most including individual learners and, as 
appropriate, parents or carers; 

• those involved in the design, development and offering of qualifications-
educational professionals, including teachers and lecturers, school and 
college leaders and local and national policy-makers and; 

• those who use qualifications such as colleges, employers and universities.  
 
On the other side of the matrix were research-based CCGs each focused on an 
aspect key to the Independent Review. The purpose of these groups was to ensure 
that the work of IRG is informed by leading-edge thinking. They included national 
and international researchers and leading educational thinkers. One group focused 
on Equity, the need to ensure that any proposals would pay attention to the 
implications for every learner. A second concentrated on Curriculum, Assessment 
and Qualifications and how we might promote strong alignment between them. The 
third group advised on the evidence base for Qualifications and Assessment to make 
sure that the thinking of the Review was well informed. The fourth group considered 
Change Processes, advising on evidence to inform recommendations to support the 
process of change. The fifth group advised on Policy Alignment, given the number of 
reviews and reforms in Scotland, recently completed or in process, how we would 
ensure that the review of qualifications was well aligned with them. 
 
All the groups and themes listed above are crucial to the success of a qualifications 
and assessment system that is both credible and practical.  
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Each member of the IRG linked with a broader group of members from their 
community. IRG members worked with 13 core CCGs and a number of allied 
discussion groups. For example, within IRG, there were three groups from 
professional practice. One focused on the Profession, whose CCG included teacher 
professional organisations and members who worked with learners from a wide 
range of communities and had specialist expertise in, for example, race, socio-
economic disadvantage, carers, able pupils. A second also concentrated on 
engaging directly with classroom teachers, a third engaged with school leaders and 
a fourth with college principals.  
 
The number of CCGs increased over the course of the Independent Review as 
interest grew in the topics and sub-topics under discussion. For example, in the 
original CCG plan, there was one CCG that brought together employers from 
national and global companies. During the course of the Review the employer 
community was extended to include allied discussion groups for public and third 
sector employers and one for small and medium employers (SMEs). A number of 
other allied CCG groups were created during the course of the Review.  
 
Each CCG included a wide range of participants to promote an inclusive and 
participatory approach to the Independent Review. The aim was to have an 
Independent Review process that embraced the diversity of Scotland’s learners and 
communities. There was a further feature of IRG that was different from the common 
pattern of committee membership. IRG members did not seek to represent their own 
organisations, but instead each acted as a facilitator to stimulate communication 
between IRG and their wider communities on how a future qualification and 
assessment system in Scotland might best support all learners in all educational 
settings. 
 
A key responsibility of IRG members was to facilitate wider community engagement.  
Each IRG member brought together individuals from their extended community to 
form a CCG. Through their CCGs, IRG members debated issues and gathered views 
from individuals and groups to reflect the diverse make-up of their communities.  
This was a more straightforward process in some communities than in others (see 
Appendix Five). However, we believe that more than 400 people from a wide range 
of communities were engaged meaningfully in the three phases of consultation. 
 
The relationship between IRG and CCGs was iterative. Ideas considered in IRG 
were discussed with CCG members and evidence and insights from the CCGs was 
brought back to the monthly IRG meetings to form part of the wider evidence 
gathering process. The three phases of the consultation process provided the 
structure for engagement with the CCGs. 
 

2.1.3 Systemic Integrity 
 
Systemic Integrity is the third part of the Integrity model that is crucial to the success 
of any process of reform. In Scotland, a wide range of organisations have to align to 
support the process of change in any innovation. The Government and all political 
parties, national agencies and organisations, HMIE, teacher and headteacher, 
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professional organisations, local policy communities, ITE, colleges, employers and 
universities, all have contributions to make to support the change process if the 
reform is to be successful.  
 
In addition to the IRG and CCG meetings, we met with key individuals from groups 
and organisations across Scotland, as well as with strategic committees to explore 
the contributions that each might make to support the introduction and the longer-
term change process to ensure attention was paid to systemic integrity. A list of 
meetings, events and visits can be found at (Appendix Six).  
 
 

2.2 Evidence from the Review Process: Phase One – 
Consultation on the Vision and Principles 
 
As previously discussed, the draft Vision and Principles developed in partnership 
with the SYP and the Children’s Parliament were discussed in IRG and CCG 
meetings and became the basis for Phase One of the engagement. Responses were 
received from CCGs, allied discussion groups and 221 responses were received 
from schools and colleges. Many of the responses from schools and colleges were 
based on group discussions with multiple teachers/lecturers and learners, and these 
responses were submitted on behalf of the group. The feedback from Phase One 
was independently analysed and the report is available here. 
  
In summary, the evidence from the Phase One consultation supported the 
fundamental ideas in the draft Vision and Principles statements. However, there was 
advice to simplify the language and to sharpen statements. The language of both the 
Vision and Principles was amended, and the number of Principles was reduced to 
sharpen the ideas. It was agreed that the Vision and Principles should be used as 
the basis for the design of future qualifications and assessment and as a touchstone 
to check the relationship between Vision and practice over time.  
 
The redrafted Vision and Principles informed the second phase of the Independent 
Review, where options, consistent with them, were explored.  
 
  

2.3 Evidence from the Review Process: Phase Two - 
Engagement on the Options for Change 
 
Phase Two of the Independent Review began in October 2022 and closed in 
January 2023. There was also a public consultation. The consultation for this phase 
explored options to help define the parameters of a possible new approach to 
qualifications and assessment in Scotland.   
 
IRG discussed the possible options in detail and held discussions with their CCGs.  
In addition to feedback from IRG, CCGs submitted detailed views and more than 700 
responses were submitted from the public consultation. As with Phase One, the 
responses were independently analysed by the Lines Between, and their report of 
the analysis is available here. In summary, the main issues raised were: 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-data-analysis-phase-1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/qualifications-assessment-review-consultation-analysis/
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2.3.1 The Need for change 
 
Discussions in the IRG, CCGs, other Convener led meetings the Independent 
Review has undertaken and in school/college visits suggested almost universal 
agreement on the need for change in qualifications and assessment and in how they 
are used in the Senior Phase. This finding was supported in the responses from 
almost all consultees responding to the broader public consultation including schools 
and colleges. 

 

2.3.2 Types of evidence that reflect learner achievement 
 
There was a broad agreement across communities that gathering evidence on 
learners’ progress and performance in subjects or curricular areas should remain an 
important part of qualifications. However, across communities there was recognition 
of the need to go beyond individual subjects/curricular areas. For example, learners 
should have opportunities to demonstrate skills as they use knowledge from across 
subjects/curricular areas in real life contexts. Further, learners should have 
opportunities to have recognised broader evidence of their achievements socially, 
culturally and economically. Many learners held a strong view on this broader view of 
recognising their achievements. 

“We need to think radically rather than retrospectively here. We need to look at the 
different subject areas and how best to demonstrate learning in each area and 
understand that this should look different for each subject. We need flexibility within 
our assessment system rather than working to a system of when the SQA design 
and set exams. We need to value all learning and we need to realise the digital 
opportunities available to enable us to assess learning.” – (CCG member, Teaching 
Profession) 
 
Although there was a desire for a broader range of achievements to be recognised, 
the ways in which the four capacities were described were perceived to be 
problematic. A number of respondents suggested that the four contexts for learning 
as presented in the refreshed narrative for CfE would offer a better framework for 
qualifications and assessment. (The Scottish Government, 2019) 
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Figure 2:  CfE Refreshed Narrative 

 
There was also significant support for a broader range of approaches to 
qualifications. Learners in Scotland were perceived to be over-examined. Many of 
those taking National Qualifications, had high stakes examinations in three 
consecutive years, in S4, S5 and S6.  
 
“Scotland may consider ‘de-cluttering’ the historical diets of examinations during 
upper-secondary years S4-S6, and reflect on when and why Scottish students 
should take examinations, and consider alternative ways to acknowledge the end of 
compulsory schooling.” (Stobart 2021, p 41) 
 
“Do we actually need exams to gauge learning and progression? Assessment can do 
the same job and every does need assessed to demonstrate their knowledge.” – 
(BOCSH, Headteachers) 
 
“Teachers’ attribute much of the pressure and workload placed upon themselves and 
on learners to the repeated “two-term dash” and the accompanying “examination 
rehearsal” which leaves little room for creativity, depth, breadth or enjoyment of 
learning in the Senior Phase.” – (EIS)  
 
Although pre-COVID-19, almost all National Qualifications included a variety of 
coursework tasks, consultation responses focused on the significant amount of time 
spent on rehearsal for high stakes examinations, for example prelims, past papers, 
rehearsal of approaches to question responses. The idea of two-year learning 
programmes was attractive to many. However, they argued for an appropriate ‘safety 
net’, an exit point for learners who decided that they wanted to end their progress in 
a particular subject at the end of the first year.  
 
Overall, CCGs supported a move towards progressive courses over two years, and 
the accumulation of course credits throughout the Senior Phase. More broadly, while 
there is support for a move away from the three separate single year cycles of 
examinations in S4, 5 and 6, the suggestion that learners would only be presented 
for external examinations when they exit a subject caused concern.  
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“This would appear to suggest that a pupil studying English through to S6, for 
example, would only be examined in that year. That would appear to introduce even 
higher risk to an already high-stakes system.” – (NASUWT) 
 
 

2.3.3 Ways in Which Evidence Should Be Gathered and Assessed 
 
There was broad agreement that evidence of learners’ achievements in different 
areas should be gathered and assessed in different ways. For example, in all 
subjects, approaches to evidence gathering should include a balance of internal and 
external assessment including examinations (graded or ungraded) and, as 
appropriate, projects, assignments, oral assessments, performances and practical 
work. Each subject should identify methods of assessment that would be best 
matched its. Alternatively, evidence of learning in wider contexts, for example being 
part of a school play, or playing in a band, or supporting younger children’s reading, 
or having a school leadership role should be gathered in very different ways perhaps 
involving learners in self-reflection or witness statements to verify their contribution. 
Fundamentally, the approaches to gathering evidence and the ways in which 
evidence is assessed should be appropriate to the nature of the activity. 
 
“Most staff were in favour of the use of continuous assessment (with external 
verification sampling), exams at point of exit only (where relevant – i.e. not Practical 
Woodworking etc) and on greater use of digital technology and oral assessments.  
How much would be weighted towards continuous assessment is an important 
consideration – this must be available for all subjects as currently Maths relies purely 
on the external exam, and this isn’t helpful.” – (Kings Park Secondary School – 
Learners and Staff)  
 
There was strong support for a wider range of assessment approaches to be 
introduced. For example, there was evidence that day to day practices in schools in 
relation to qualifications had become formulaic. It was reported that a great deal of 
learner time was spent on rote learning and examination rehearsal. In addition, 
commonly the content of courses and the full range of knowledge and skills relevant 
to deep learning in a subject area was narrowed to focus on what was assessed. It 
was the view of some that we spoke to that the qualifications system was driving all 
work in the Senior Phase, an unsatisfactory position in which the examining and 
awarding body was in effect determining the curriculum. Whilst it was recognised 
that neither rote learning nor examination rehearsal are intrinsically unhelpful, these 
elements have become dominant. It was suggested that an approach such as open 
book examinations, oral tests and structured observations of activities should be 
used more widely to broaden the opportunities for learners’ experiences to be better 
balanced. 
 
There was further agreement about the need for a better balance between school-
based evidence and external examination. However, what that better balance might 
look like was unclear. There were differing views about what school-based 
assessment might mean. For some, school-based assessment meant a series of 
shorter tests similar to end of module assessments. Those who argued for this 
model suggested that it reduces the stress of a single end of course examination. It 
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was noted that within the college system, continuous assessment and internal and 
external moderation was commonplace. 
 
“Assessment should be a good balance of continuous internal assessment and 

external assessment.” – (Windsor Park School and Sensory Service) 

Those who argued against it suggested that this approach led to a higher 

assessment burden and resulted only in a series of high stakes experiences. For 

others, school-based assessment meant gathering naturally occurring evidence as 

part of learning and teaching. A collection of such evidence would then be 

moderated to ensure comparability of standards within and across schools and 

colleges. While it should be noted some learners do prefer examinations, a 

significant number of people from across communities argued for different 

approaches to assessment being available to allow learners to have the best chance 

of demonstrating their achievements. For example, some learners thrived on the 

deadlines imposed by examinations whilst for others the stress of examinations 

limited their potential to demonstrate their achievements. For those learners, the less 

stressful environment of evidence gathered as part of learning and teaching was 

perceived to improve their performance. Learners often spoke of the stress of 

examinations and the negative impact it had on their ability to demonstrate their 

knowledge, skills and understanding. 

“We need to ensure fairness and consistency in any model of assessment and 
examination, while ensuring we provide the less able an opportunity for them to 
evidence their achievements. I think it is a good idea to move away for the rigid pass 
and fail system. I really like the idea of teacher / continuous assessment and less 
exams.” – (CCG member, Employers) 
 
Although the idea of a greater emphasis on ongoing assessment was broadly 

welcomed, retaining confidence in the assessment system was recognised as being 

crucial. There was strong agreement that processes should be established to ensure 

comparability of standards and that this was a national issue, i.e., one where there 

should be a national plan. The approach to moderation should be proportionate and 

not overly bureaucratic. Some argued that additional internal assessment could 

present a potentially unhelpful increase in teacher workload pressures and that 

workload was an issue that could not be ignored. It would be important to identify 

what teachers should stop doing if new practices were to be adopted. Adding to 

existing workload was not an option.    

“It would have to be collected in a fair, transparent, reliable, verified, and consistent 

manner.” – (University of St Andrews) 

While information on learners’ out-of-school achievement would be valuable if 

dependable, it should not be collected by teachers as this would provide added 

pressure to an already heavy workload. 

“It should not be for teachers to judge any intrinsic value of such activities. The role 

for teachers here is to make opportunities available to record out-of-school or in-

school achievements based on what the learners see of value.  Encouragement and 
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direction would be the contribution of teachers here.” – (CCG member, Teaching 

Profession) 

Home educators highlighted issues noting it was very challenging for home educated 

learners to access qualifications and in particular the facilities needed to sit an 

examination. There was a plea to address this problem. 

“I think when home educators are still paying taxes for local services then any 
reasonable support should be made available for home educated children seeking 
either practical subjects or qualifications. There should be attempts to offer a 
blended approach for young people who struggle to attend full time for good 
reasons.” (CCG member, Parents and Carers) 
 
 

2.3.4 How Evidence Should Be Presented 
 
Greater use of technology  
 
There was broad agreement that technology must play an increasing part in 
qualifications and assessment. The design of new qualifications and assessment 
should assume the use of technology. However, the pace at which learners could 
benefit from the potential of technology, depended on how quickly the education 
system could address issues of access, dependability and flexibility of IT systems 
and the level of skill in the use of technology amongst professionals in learning, 
teaching and assessment. The different IT systems in local authorities are perceived 
to create levels of complexity that are not conducive to the creation of a coherent 
national system. It was argued that the system could learn lessons, both positive and 
negative, from the introduction and use of GLOW. The need for a system specifically 
designed for the delivery of qualifications was seen as a major priority. The idea of a 
technology-based profile of achievements was perceived to be the natural solution 
for future learners to present their achievements.   
 
Some respondents argued that a technological solution was the only possible way to 

present evidence of learners’ progress and achievements. They referred to the 

reasons behind the failure of the previous National Record of Achievement (NRA). It 

had become a bureaucratic exercise largely because of its paper and folder-based 

approach.  

“I agree that as much information as possible should be gathered however there 

should be a system in place to ensure that pupils are not disadvantaged by a lack of 

opportunity outside school or a lack of parental communication regarding out of 

school learning experiences.” – (Kibble)  

While there was some support for creative thinking about the use of technology and 

its capacity as a time saver, school infrastructure was commonly perceived to be 

outdated. It was argued that technology would be a key strategy to re-engage 

learners for whom the existing largely paper and pencil system felt out of date.  

Some respondents noted a greater potential for cheating provided by a digital 

system. 
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“Exams should be digitally produced, and the pupils should type their answers. This 

would remove many issues like scanning exam scripts and trying to read pupils' 

writing.” – (Individual, Public Consultation – Phase Two)  

 

2.3.5 Leaving Certificate  
 
Responses highlighted the value of a leaving certificate or graduation certificate as a 
useful way to recognise a broader range of achievements. This approach had the 
potential to include wider community achievements, and to give value to the 
achievements of learners, some of whom may not demonstrate what they are able to 
achieve in a school context. This approach was perceived to be more consistent with 
the aspirations of CfE and the cultural shift needed to achieve these. 
 
A leaving certificate was recognised as being a way to offer a more complete picture 

of every learner. Offering information on a broader range of achievements was 

argued to be more consistent with the kinds of information learners wanted to offer 

and employers wanted to receive. Some respondents identified that this approach 

was consistent with existing practices in a number of high performing countries 

internationally.   

“A leaving certificate is very common in many international and comparable 
education systems, and they are regularly used in our admissions process to assess 
wider skills and competencies. We welcome the consideration of a leaving certificate 
available as part of the Senior Phase, potentially include a broader range of 
evidence of achievements than subject-based qualifications.” – (University of St 
Andrews) 
 
“We welcome the consideration of a leaving certificate available as part of the Senior 
Phase, potentially include a broader range of evidence of achievements than 
subject-based qualifications.” – (Children in Scotland) 
 
However, concerns were expressed that the additional workload involved in 

gathering evidence would not be acknowledged and the time needed would not be 

made available for teachers. A few respondents suggested that there was a danger 

of repeating what was already on an SQA certificate (even if not always recognised) 

and how, if not properly designed, this approach could disadvantage the most 

vulnerable students who could not achieve all the requirements.  

“This would be more information and data gathering that would land at a teacher’s 

desk at the expense of delivering high-quality lessons in class.” – (Individual, Phase 

Three Consultation)  

 

2.3.6 Certification at BGE  
 
Views varied as to the value of the introduction of a certificate at the end of the BGE. 

Some argued that this could bring greater focus and purpose to BGE. Others argued 
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that the gathering of information to support a certificate at this stage was a pointless 

exercise.   

“I think this would definitely be advantageous as the jump from BGE and Senior 

Phase can seem daunting to pupils particularly our young people who may have 

gaps in their learning and have experienced negative experiences of education in the 

past. To have a sense of achievement at the end of the BGE phase could motivate 

pupils to achieve more in the Senior Phase. Less able pupils may not experience the 

success of attaining an award in the Senior Phase so this could boost confidence.” – 

(Kibble)  

 

2.3.7 General Issues 
 
In response to the open question, education professionals firstly raised the need to 

tackle a number of problems: unnecessary bureaucracy, outdated and inadequate 

technology, workload pressures, national agencies that were perceived to be 

unresponsive, the need to maintain the integrity and validity of the qualifications 

system and a degree of uncertainty in interpreting the CfE capacities.  

Secondly, they emphasised the importance of system change to support any new 

approach to qualifications, for example, data and accountability measures (the most 

common response), inspection processes, relationships within and across national 

agencies, initial teacher education, continuing professional learning and professional 

standards (Priestly et al, 2023). 

It was interesting to note how many of the issues raised in Phase Two of the 
consultation reflected ideas that were part of the original Vision for CfE. The concern 
to reflect a broader range of learners’ achievements, the desire to reduce the 
number of examinations taken by individual learners, the concern not to introduce 
high stakes assessment at too early a point in the learning process, for example., as 
outlined in Building the Curriculum 3. A further area of commonality can be found in 
the original CfE desire to offer a wider range of approaches to gathering evidence, 
for example, Building the Curriculum 5 notes – “Learners should be engaged in all 
aspects of assessment processes and be afforded an element of choice and 
personalisation in showing that they have achieved the intended outcomes.” 
 
The evidence from the analysis of the Phase Two consultation, together with the 
revised Vision and Principles from Phase One, were used to design a model that 
became the basis for the third phase of consultation with communities across 
Scotland.  
 
 
 

2.4 Evidence from the Review Process: Phase Three – A 
New Model for the Future of Qualifications and 
Assessment in Scotland 
 

https://education.gov.scot/media/0cvddrgh/btc3.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/bwxg5wma/btc5-framework.pdf
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Phase Three engagement took place from 3 March until 31 April. The initial 

timescales for the engagement were 3 March to 7 April, but this was extended 

following a request for more time from teachers’ Professional Associations.  

 

An independent contractor, Progressive Partnership, was commissioned to 
undertake an external analysis of Phase Three responses based on the original 
timescales. Following the extension, the contractors were able to extend their 
analysis of responses that were received up until 14 April. This totalled 365 
responses via the School and College survey and detailed submissions from 17 
CCGs and allied discussion groups. Responses received between 15 April and 31 
April were analysed by the Independent Review Secretariat using the coding 
framework developed by Progressive Partnership. This comprised 120 responses of 
which 90 were received via the School and College Survey and 30 were received by 
email.  
 
During Phase Three the Review invited views on a Scottish Diploma of Achievement 

(SDA) and its three components. Views were sought via the CCGs and invited from 

every school and college in Scotland. Both respondent groups were asked the same 

questions. CCG views were elicited through meetings facilitated by the link IRG 

member and views from schools and colleges sought through an online survey, the 

“School and College Survey”. This survey was emailed to every secondary and 

primary school and college in the country along with supporting documentation. The 

School and College Survey and supporting documentation was also sent to 

independent schools, to the Grant Aided Special Schools (GASS) and to units 

providing secure care to young people aged under 18 in Scotland.  

 

Views of Respondents Overall, there were varied views on the Diploma. In general, 

the responses from the CCGs tended to be more positive than the responses 

received through the School and College Survey. There are a number of possible 

explanations for these differences, including: 

 

• The profile of the CCGs differed to the School and College Survey. Most 
of the responses received via the School and College Survey were received 
from school communities, rather than colleges, and the majority of these were 
from secondary school teachers. The CCG responses comprised a far 
broader range of stakeholders and whilst this included teacher groups it also 
included learners, parents and carers, universities, Directors of Education, 
College Quality Managers, employers, researchers and policy professionals. 
See the full list of CCG membership (Appendix Four).   

 

• The method of engagement was different. A deliberative consultative 

process was adopted with the CCGs, which meant they had greater access to 

information about the Review via their IRG link member, opportunities to ask 

questions and time to reflect during and between each of the three phases.  

The School and College Survey was not always accompanied by a group 

discussion and while it was suggested by the Review that educational settings 

discuss the proposals before responding, it was left up to each setting to 

determine if/how to do this. The act of discussing as a group prior to 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2023/03/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-scotland-interim-report/documents/phase-3-briefing-paper/phase-3-briefing-paper/govscot%3Adocument/phase-3-briefing-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2023/03/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-scotland-interim-report/documents/phase-3-briefing-paper/phase-3-briefing-paper/govscot%3Adocument/phase-3-briefing-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2023/03/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-scotland-interim-report/documents/schools-college-pack/schools-college-pack/govscot%3Adocument/schools-college-pack.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/groups/independent-review-of-qualifications-and-assessment/
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completion may have resulted in more nuanced responses, with those 

completing the online survey only potentially either coming cold to the 

proposals or feeling that they could be more direct.  

 

• Nearly all who participated in the CCG discussions participated in all 

three phases of the Review: there were many more responses to the Phase 

Three School and College Survey than the Phase One survey, which 

indicates that some respondents to the Phase Three School and College 

Survey did not participate in all three phases.  

 
 

2.4.1 The Scottish Diploma of Achievement 
 
While many respondents were positive about the objectives underpinning the 
Diploma and its three components, there was also concern about how the model 
would work in practice. There were concerns voiced in respect of equality, 
particularly in relation to the Personal Pathway component.  
 
“The Diploma as suggested, we feel, reflects many of the original aspirations of 
Curriculum for Excellence; aspirations which in some ways have not been attained 
over the course of the last 20 years. In that respect, the opportunity to achieve these 
aspirations through the introduction of a diploma is laudable. However, we feel that 
there are real concerns over practicalities, and over the kind of culture change 
necessary to allow such a development to be successful”. – (Cults Academy) 
 
“Equity is an issue again. Less affluent young people will not get as many 
opportunities.” – (Kyle Academy, Extended Leadership Team) 
 
In general, the CCGs welcomed the overall Diploma proposal. The Learner CCG 
was particularly enthusiastic. 
 
Many of the respondents in the School and College Survey also welcomed the 
proposals for the Diploma. The main reasons given, include: 
 

• would showcase the full range of learners’ achievements;  

• would provide a more rounded picture of learners’ achievements and 
would therefore be beneficial to future employers and universities;  

• achievements and certification would align with the learner’s aspirations 
and next steps in their education/employment and; 

• would offer opportunities to reflect the attainments of all learners, not just 
the most academic. 

 
 

2.4.2 Subject Studies 
 
In general CCGs, and those responding via the School and College Survey sought 
further detail around the mechanics of the Programmes of Study component and 
how it would work in practice. There were some concerns in respect of equality in 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-data-analysis-phase-1/
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relation to teacher assessment and the possibility of teacher bias. This was 
particularly evident in, although not limited to the CCG concerned with Equity.  
 
“Increased diversity in the education workforce - and among professionals who are 
involved in designing, developing and grading qualifications and instruments of 
assessment - is a way of avoiding bias in assessment, given the useful diversity in 
perspectives and lived experience which this brings with it.  It remains the view of the 
DiTPEW group that the diversity of staff not only in the teaching profession but also 
in the national agencies with strategic responsibility for assessment and 
qualifications should be promoted.” – (AREP - Diversity in the Teaching Profession 
and Education Workforce sub-group) 
 
In the main, CCGs agreed with the proposals set out in the Programmes of Study 
including the suggestion to reduce the amount of external assessment in the Senior 
Phase. Overall, CCGs supported a move towards progressive courses over two 
years, and the accumulation of course credits throughout the Senior Phase. 
  
There were differing views among respondents in the School and College Survey in 
respect of the proposals on the Programmes of Study. Although many responses 
were positive, a greater proportion had reservations. Overall, teachers responding 
via the School and College Survey tended to be critical of proposals under 
Programmes of Study, whereas learners responding via the survey tended to be 
positive. Interestingly, teachers involved through the CCGs were largely positive, 
albeit they did raise concerns around potential workload and resourcing. The 
Learners CCG was very positive. 
 
Teacher workload was a key theme of responses received through the School and 
College Survey. Teachers were concerned about the impact of increased workload 
in moving towards more continuous assessment as well as the additional support 
and training required to ensure the profession was prepared for such a change. 
 
We like the idea of there being the opportunity for diversity in approach to 
assessment. Concern about the implication in school especially surrounding the 
workload implications of the accrual of evidence. Consistency a concern – will there 
be exemplification and clear criteria to support teacher judgement? Assessment 
needs to remain robust. Workload concern. Important to retain formal tests for some 
subjects. Will there be a narrowing of curriculum for example if a subject pathway 
doesn’t go beyond level 5? Or are they going to change the curricular areas? Is the 
two years S4/5 or S5/6? – (Garnock Community Campus) 
 
Retention and recruitment of teachers and teaching support staff was also 
acknowledged as a contributing factor to teacher workload issues with one 
respondent noting that this would need to be addressed as part of wider changes in 
order for any new system to be implemented effectively.  
 
The issues raised in consultation had a number of implications for the 
recommendations from this Review (see Chapter Six)  
 

• More detail on the mechanics of the Programmes of Study should be 
provided without allowing the detail to become prescription. 
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• There was support for a reduction in external assessment, the option of 
progressive courses over two years and credit accumulation.  

• There would be a need for a national approach to moderation, to build 
confidence in standards across the country to allow the advantages of 
classroom assessment to be realised whilst ensuring that no learner would 
be disadvantaged. 

• Professional learning about bias should be an essential component of 
moderation and should draw on the expertise of the increasingly diverse 
teaching population. 

• There should be specific reference to resource implications including 
workload. 

 
 

2.4.3 Project Learning  
 
In general respondents were positive about the objectives underpinning the Project 
Learning component but were concerned about how the model would work in 
practice and further detail was sought. There were some concerns in respect of 
equality.  
 
The CCG discussions on the Project Learning component were positive overall, with 
learners especially enthusiastic. The key benefits identified included:  
 

• learners would develop skills for future careers; prepare for employment, 
university and for adult life;  

• learners would have opportunities to explore (new) areas of interest and;  

• learners could connect and transfer learning and skills into other areas of 
study and demonstrate what they had learned in an applied setting. 

 
All the CCGs supported the component in principle, but they all indicated concern 
around its practical implementation and sought further information. Concerns were 
also raised around how best to assess this component with many of the respondents 
indicating that some form of assessment, verification or endorsement would be 
required. 
 
Some respondents through the School and College Survey, in particular learners 
and colleges, were very positive about this element of the model, with respondents 
mentioning the key benefits from undertaking project work around a topic of personal 
interest as motivating learners, developing skills in a range of disciplines, and 
encouraging innovation and creativity. Other respondents via the School and College 
Survey, while typically welcoming the proposals, felt that more detail was required, 
especially in relation to implementation and assessment. This was particularly the 
case for teachers. Some respondents, largely teachers, noted that past experiences 
of interdisciplinary learning (IDL) in schools have not always been successful.  
 
“The qualifications and assessment system should lead to the development of  
skills - there is a challenge here that we are focused on knowledge and not the 
application of it.” – (Colleges Scotland) 
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Many respondents both in the CCG discussions and the School and College Survey 

commented that the proposal demands additional skills from secondary teachers 

who have often been trained to teach a single subject, and that support for new 

teachers through initial ITE and ongoing support for all teaching staff through 

continuing professional development (CPD) would be essential. 

“There has to be appropriate training and time for staff to ensure they understand the 

nature of the changes and prepare for these changes.” – (Shetland Islands Council 

Children's Services Directorate) 

There were concerns about equality across all respondent groups. Respondents 
wondered whether some educational settings would be better placed to offer 
opportunities to their learners than others; schools in urban areas were seen to be at 
an advantage as were schools in more affluent areas. Concerns were also raised 
about how this element might be more challenging to complete for learners with 
ASN.  
 
“Focusing on skills and competencies could disadvantage learners with ASN in 
areas such as communication however (it) could absolutely flourish in practical areas 
and IT.  It definitely needs recognised especially for home educated children with 
ASN.” - Parent / Carer 
 
The issues raised in consultation had a number of implications for the 
recommendations from this Review (see Chapter Six)  
 

• support for the proposal across a wide range of communities, in particular 
learners; 

• need for further detail as part of recommendations in particular on proposals 
for assessment; 

• important to understand why previous attempts to introduce project work 
across subjects had been difficult and to learn from those experiences; 

• important to build in time and support for staff and in ITE to develop this 
strand of the SDA and; 

• a need to ensure that opportunities were equitable across the country and for 
all learners 

 
 

2.4.4 Personal Pathway 
 
Overall, respondents generally supported the principle of the Personal Pathway but 
indicated concerns around how it would be implemented and delivered in practice. 
Significant concerns were raised in respect of equality across all respondent groups. 
 
“I do understand the concerns around equity, but I suppose I think about it, young 
people with greater access to opportunities through school or out of school will still 
have that access, whether a light is shown on it by the use of a diploma or not.  
When learners come to write their personal statements or job applications or 
complete CVs, they'll be able to bring that richness of opportunities. Rather than shy 
away from that, does this challenge us as a system to create greater equity of 
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access of opportunities for young people in a better engagement with young people 
to help them understand how their role, perhaps as a young carer or in undertaking 
activities out of school. We are allowing them to acknowledge the kind of skills that 
are going to be really significant in their future, and could actually maybe be richer 
than somebody who's got access to lots of clubs and activities.” – (CCG member - 
Public & Third Sector Employers) 
 
“Teachers were worried that the finances of individual families would overly influence 

outcomes, and that some pupils would be able to secure the relevant badges of 

attainment while others would have fewer opportunities to accrue the needed cultural 

capital.” – (NASUWT) 

 
The CCGs largely welcomed the Personal Pathway stating that: 

• it would promote achievement beyond academic subjects; 

• could be particularly valuable for learners for whom academic learning was 
not an area of strength;  

• could give learners the opportunity to broader their learning, reflect on that 
experience and to evidence it and; 

• would give a rounded and holistic picture of a learner. 

 
“The EIS welcomes an inclusive approach to recognising young people’s 
achievements, including those achieved outside a formal educational setting. For 
many learners, such achievements can be among their most valued and 
transformational accomplishments. Such an approach would have the potential to 
have real utility for learners in further understanding their own learning to inform 
future choices; and could correlate well with other elements of the SDA.”– (EIS) 
 
Users of qualifications (employers, universities, colleges) were particularly positive 
about it noting that it, offered a way to learn more about the learner, and possibly an 
opportunity to distinguish between several applicants with the ‘same’ subject 
qualifications.  
 
“Again, welcome this and often when interviewing young people for their first role 
when they talk about their leisure pursuits, sporting achievements, clubs and 
volunteering this is when they are much more passionate and speak with real feeling 
about the subject.” (CCG member, Employers)  
 
Many of the responses received via the Schools and College Survey were positive 
for similar reasons. It would: 
 

• encourage learners to recognise the skills they are developing in everyday 
life; 

• encourage learners to take responsibility for their own learning via 
participation in extracurricular activities; 

• enable learners to contribute more to the community and volunteer in different 
organisations, and they can be recognised for their achievements; 

• allow learners to fully consider what they want to do when they leave 
education; 
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• provide an opportunity to reflect on achievements, but from a wider 
perspective than just their grades and; 

• offer an opportunity to appreciate and celebrate different cultural literacies. 
 

There was a broad agreement amongst all respondent groups that the Personal 
Pathway component should be validated but not graded. However, there were 
significant concerns about equality amongst all respondent groups with many 
commenting that the component could exacerbate existing inequality since learners 
from affluent/socially advantaged backgrounds may have greater access to 
extracurricular activities and opportunities. Almost all the respondents highlighted 
equalities issues, noting for example that learners in disadvantaged areas and rural 
areas lack access to the same opportunities as city learners from affluent families.  
 
“If they take part in any clubs, for lots of young people it can be a challenge engaging 
with clubs, meeting new people etc so if they are actively involved in clubs it should 
be recognised. Taking part in any sponsorship activities and volunteering out with 
school. It would also be good to recognise work placements and the achievements 
within them.” – (Kibble) 
 
Many respondents thought measures should be put in place so that those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds could benefit from the opportunities offered by the 
Personal Pathway. However, many felt addressing systemic inequalities would be 
challenging and very resource intensive, with some concluding that on balance it 
might not be successful.  
 
It is worth noting that since the public consultation was issued, and in response to 
feedback during Phase Three of the Review, the proposed Personal Pathway 
Component in the Diploma has been amended. The focus of the Personal Pathway 
component is not on the number of experiences the learner has undertaken but on 
what an individual has learned through an experience i.e., the reflection.  
 
The issues raised in consultation had a number of implications for the 
recommendations from this Review (see Chapter Six)  

• Support in principle for the Personal Pathway. Identified as a positive way to 
offer a more rounded, personalised picture of a learner and to offer all 
learners wider opportunities to demonstrate achievements. 

• Concerns about equity must be addressed. The proposal did not create the 
inequity but it did highlight its existence.  

• Personal Pathway should be validated but not graded. 

• The focus of the Personal Pathway should not be on the number of 
experiences but on what an individual has learned, for example, their ability to 
reflect on what they have learned. 

 
 

2.4.5 Parity of esteem 
 
Parity of esteem across qualifications is a longstanding aspiration of Scottish 
education. Respondents were asked: to promote parity of esteem across all 
qualifications, academic or technical and professional, should all qualifications at a 
particular SCQF level have the same name? 
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Many CCG responses were supportive of this proposal although some stressed that 
language changes can only go so far in changing attitudes and perceptions of the 
relative merits of academic and technical, vocational and professional courses. 
  
“The name of an individual course matters less than the integrity and professional 
level of that course. For example, it is understood that Level 6 Games Design is not 
as hard as Level 6 Computing; that Level 6 Photography is not as challenging as 
Level 6 Art. Teachers are looking for parity between courses at the same level. They 
are also keen to ensure pupils at all levels are able to attain and that schools are not 
trying to force pupils to sit in a class which is academically rigorous when that is not 
for them”. – (NASUWT) 
 
Just over two-fifths of the respondents in the School and College Survey simply 
replied ‘yes’ in response to this question. Some felt that qualifications differ in terms 
of level, rigour and degree of challenge. Others felt that the name should also reflect 
the type of achievement and whether the qualification is academic, technical or 
professional. 
 
“No. The title of the qualification should relate to the knowledge, skills and 
assessment approaches within it. Highers have credibility due to the connection with 
a robust and credible assessment approach. Employers and education/training 
providers will want to understand what the learner has demonstrated they can do 
and the title of the qualification relates to this. Whilst the same name/title would be 
more inclusive, there is positive work underway in most schools relating to parity of 
esteem within the SCQF framework. This can be achieved whilst still recognising 
different qualifications contain different demands.” – (Mearns Castle High School) 
 
“Overwhelmingly positive response to this. Many schools are now SCQF 
Ambassadors as they believe this is really important. Definitely support same name 
for the same level.” – (Eastwood High School) 
 
 

2.4.6 Reflections on the process 
 
The Review was designed to engage all those with an interest in qualifications and 
assessment from the earliest stages of the design. The Review process included an 
extensive range of communities, including learners throughout the process. Having 
the range of communities within IRG was very positive. All IRG members were given 
the opportunity to see the issue of qualifications through the eyes of different groups, 
learners, parents, teachers and lecturers, schools and colleges, local and national 
policy makers, national organisations, employers and universities. The thematic 
groups brought different evidence to discussions. The IRG recognised that there 
were bound to be tensions and openly discussed the issues, with the aim of reaching 
a design that best meets the needs of Scotland. It is testament to the commitment of 
all those in the IRG, that despite the highly challenging nature of the conversations 
and the often-competing views, people stuck with the process and worked through 
problems.   
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Having two members of the SYP in the IRG who have recent experience of the 
Senior Phase ensured the IRG kept a clear focus on learners being at the centre of 
the Review. 
 
Perhaps most importantly, members of IRG knew the communities with whom they 
worked and how best to engage with them. They were able to tailor communication 
from the Review to the specific needs of their community and they had contacts 
within it that made the Review process more effective and better targeted. The 
quality of feedback received was rich because of their involvement. 
 
The model embodies collaborative working. However, there are areas where further 
work needs to be done if education in Scotland is to draw on the creativity and 
expertise of all those involved in the process. First, despite the wide range of 
approaches the Review adopted to engage with classroom teachers and to bring 
resources to their attention, we are aware that not all had the opportunity to 
contribute. The engagement of all teachers in policy development remains an issue 
for the sector. It will be crucial that this is addressed if reform of qualifications and 
assessment further to this Review, is to be successful in practice.    
 
Parental engagement is another area where our collective practice needs to 
improve. The IRG members who organised the parental CCG could not have been 
more pro-active. Supported by a grant from Scottish Government, they adapted 
materials, constructed surveys, held meetings and thought creatively about how best 
to involve parents. In addition, some, but not all, schools involved parents in their 
consultation process. Despite this we retain the sense that not all parents have had 
the chance to engage with the Review. This is another area where a good start has 
been made but there remains much to do. 
 

Recommendation 2: Continue the process of cultural change  

Scotland should retain the structure of the Independent Review Group and allied 
Collaborative Community Groups as a key method of engagement, as the country 
introduces and develops new approaches to qualifications and assessment. It should 
also build on this Review’s attempts to involve every school and college in the 
country, learn from where it worked well and how that learning should influence 
future consultations. 
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3. Reform in Scotland and International 
Comparisons 
 

3.1 Overview 
 
In Chapter One, we explained why this Review was commissioned. In the previous 
Chapter we described how we undertook the Review and what we learned through 
the three phases of engagement.   
  
In the first part of this Chapter, we look at what we might learn from our experience 
of CfE reform. In the second part of this Chapter, we discuss some of the 
approaches to qualifications and assessment in other jurisdictions.   
 
 

Reform in Scotland 
 
  

3.2 Learning from education reform: Curriculum for 
Excellence and the Senior Phase in Schools and Colleges.  
  
The mirror that the OECD Independent Reviews (OECD, 2021, Stobart, 2021) held 
up to the Senior Phase experience in Scotland was familiar to many who work in 
education. Qualifications and assessment in the Senior Phase had become very 
different from what had been envisaged in the early days of CfE. Building the 
Curriculum 5a framework for assessment (2011), provided the original national 
guidance on assessment and qualifications.  
  
“The curriculum in the Senior Phase should be designed to meet the Principles of 
curriculum design and the entitlements set out for all learners in Building the 
Curriculum 3 and should include the four aspects of the curriculum (the ethos and life 
of the school as a community, curriculum areas and subjects, interdisciplinary 
learning and opportunities for personal achievement).” (p16).  
  
CfE, at its outset, was regarded as a leader in the field for countries seeking to 
design curricula fit for the 21st century (OECD, 2021). However, it was not without 
critics (Priestley & Humes, 2010), and it began to be enacted in practice, gaps began 
to emerge between the original intentions and what was happening in schools and 
classrooms. Many of the ideas that have emerged about the future of qualifications 
and assessment during this Review are very similar to those that were proposed in 
the early days of CfE. As part of the Review, we asked a number of people who had 
been involved in the original development of CfE why they believed this had 
happened. Several reasons were suggested: 
 

• Insufficient attention had been paid in CfE planning to what would happen 
after the publication of the documentation. 

• The original plan for CfE had been to continue to involve schools and 
teachers in developing ideas over time but the financial climate changed and 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/btc5-framework.pdf
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the kinds of collaborative development that had been intended were no longer 
possible. 

• The intention to leave the curriculum as open as possible to allow teachers to 
design programmes to meet the needs of their own students led to requests 
for clarity.  Responding to requests led to the generation of vast quantities of 
guidance (over 20,000 pages) Too much guidance is as bad as too little. 

• Teachers felt that all of the responsibility for putting CfE into practice was 
theirs. When they asked for support, more guidance was developed.  What 
teachers wanted was practical support, for example, examples of classroom 
materials for them to adapt to meet the needs of their learners, time to 
develop ideas and practices working with colleagues in school, opportunities 
to explore practice across schools. 

• The introduction of the qualifications in the Senior Phase later in the 
implementation process was well intentioned. This decision was intended to 
provide the space for schools to think about the curriculum before assessment 
and qualifications. In reality it had resulted in many secondary schools paying 
little attention to CfE, arguing that they had to wait to see what the 
qualifications looked like before thinking about teaching and learning. This, it 
was argued, had led to the position where CfE was seen by some as the Early 
Years and primary curriculum. 

• The task of building shared national standards was underestimated and 
moderation processes became too bureaucratic. 

• The opportunities for those beyond schools and colleges to understand CfE 
were variable. Parents and employers, in particular, were unsure of what to 
expect of CfE and what really mattered in qualifications. 

• The decision to have an external component to N5 but not to N4 was well 
intentioned. However, in the Scottish context where examinations have been 
such a strong part of the education system over time, the decision had led to 
a perception amongst many parents that N5 was the qualification they wanted 
their children to achieve. This led to many young people taking courses that 
did not meet their needs. 

 
There are lessons to be learned from that experience for this Review. These include: 
 

• There has to be a plan for moving beyond the ideas in this document.  

• Careful consideration has to be given to the nature of professional learning. 

• Resources developed collaboratively with teachers should be available for 
teachers to adapt to reflect the needs of their learners. 

• Resource implications have to be acknowledged. 

• Roles and responsibilities, nationally and locally, have to be agreed and linked 
clearly to supporting teachers and learners. 

• The importance of teachers developing and sharing standards should be 
recognised as an issue of equity - teachers must have a shared 
understanding to be able to give learners accurate feedback. 

• Practices should focus on learning and actions should be agreed to ensure 
that they do not become bureaucratic. (Priestley et al, 2023) 

 
CfE recognised the central role that subjects play in education but argued for more 
than knowledge of subjects. The intentions of CfE state that the curriculum as 
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experienced by every learner should include opportunities to study curriculum areas 
and subjects in depth but should also include engagement with the school as a 
community, opportunities to discover how learning connects across different areas of 
the curriculum and opportunities to personalise learning through personal 
achievement. What were described in the document as ‘next generation 
qualifications’ as offered by SQA and other providers were intended to reflect the 
values and aspirations of CfE.   
  
The nature of CfE as outlined above is such that formal qualifications were unlikely 
to be able to meet all of the CfE requirements. However, the original design of the 
new qualifications provided a closer alignment between CfE and qualifications than 
the current qualifications. The original National Qualifications were designed to 
gather evidence on what learners knew and understood and their skills and 
competences. Qualifications included a broad range of approaches to assessment.   
Ways of gathering evidence differed subject by subject, for example, art and design 
included a folio of work and physics a scientific project. Decisions were taken by 
panels of subject specialists, based on what they perceived to be the best way to 
demonstrate learners’ achievements in the subject. Skills and competences were 
built into the programmes of study and recognised in the awards.  
  
However, the Priestley report (2020) following the COVID-19 experience of 2019, 
reported a very different learner experience in the Senior Phase from that envisaged 
by the developers of CfE qualifications. These findings have subsequently been 
supported by evidence emerging in this Independent Review from learners, parents 
and carers and employers. Section 1.11 above describes some of Priestley’s key 
findings and concerns referred to be Morgan (2018) and Muir (2022), including the 
prevalence of “two term dashes”, repetitive and formulaic learning experiences, lack 
of challenge for some learners, limited development of broader skills, little or no 
cross-subject learning and stress and negative impact on wellbeing caused by the 
intense focus on examinations. These findings have subsequently been supported by 
evidence emerging in this Review from learners, parents and carers and employers. 
  
Many learners spoken to as part of this Review reported high levels of stress caused 
by the overt focus on examinations.   
  
“Instead of one exam, the SQA should give smaller assessments throughout the 
year which is less stress. Assess on units instead of the whole topics together.” – 
CCG member – (CCG member, Intercultural Youth Scotland)  
   
“I find exams really hard mentally so I think a good balance between coursework and 
exams would definitely benefit more people as I know there are people who prefer 
exams too!” – (CCG member, Scottish Youth Parliament)  
  
Similar findings were also reported in the Muir Review (2022) and in the National 
Discussion (2023). Angela Morgan (2018) in her review of Support for Learning: All 
our Children and All their Potential also expressed concern about “the narrative 
around achievement and attainment.”  
  
Angela Morgan further reported that learners with additional support needs often 
found accessing alternative assessment arrangements difficult and that these factors 
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combined to have a negative impact on the wellbeing and educational experiences 
of young people. 
 
“Many MSYPs shared their experiences of technology as learners with additional 
support needs and felt that the use of laptops was extremely helpful.” – (CCG 
member, Scottish Youth Parliament)  
  
“As a parent of a child with dyslexia, using digital technology would put her more on 
an equal ground.” – (Individual, Phase Two consultation) 
  
During the Review many Headteachers reported that the evidence gathered to judge 
the quality of education in schools, accountability metrics, was driving behaviours in 
schools. Schools felt judged not by how well they were serving the needs of every 
learner but by how many learners achieved National 5 and Higher qualifications.  
Learners, it was suggested, were at times advised to take qualifications that would 
be more valuable for school metrics than qualifications best suited to their strengths.  
Learners constantly referred to being over-examined. Teachers reported a sense of 
constant pressure to “get through the curriculum” in a series of “two term dashes”. 
There was little satisfaction amongst teachers or learners with qualifications as 
taught and learned in the Senior Phase, little sense of deep learning in schools and 
classrooms, only a sense of people in a system driven to find ever more efficient 
ways to predict and practise for examinations. All learning involves practice and 
making sure that learners understand how examinations work and how to perform 
well in them is important, but, taken to extreme, it will dominate learning and 
teaching, narrow the curriculum and risked demotivating a high percentage of 
learners.  
 
 

3.3 Learning from International and UK Contexts 
 
In addition to reflecting on our own history and previous attempts at reform in CfE,  
the Review looked beyond Scotland. Our research involved a rapid desk-based 
literature review of a small number of existing comparative studies. This was 
followed by a series of informal meetings with individuals with experience of 
education systems in other jurisdictions. Our objective in this was to expand our 
understanding of what qualifications and assessment practices might be possible, 
i.e., approaches that were already in practice in other high achieving countries and 
might, therefore be possible in Scotland, if the circumstances are conducive.   
 
We were aware that assessment systems are products of a country’s culture, history, 
traditions and economic system and for these reasons what works in one country 
may not in another. As Stobart (2021) states, “student assessment systems are 
essentially a social, rather than scientific, process which reflects the history and 
culture within which they occur.” We were, therefore, not seeking to identify a system 
that could be imported into Scotland.  
 
The Review looked at several existing international comparative reviews of 
education systems, including Gordon Stobart’s Upper-secondary education student 
assessment in Scotland (2021), SQA’s ‘Comparative study of organisational 
structures in high performing jurisdictions and how they support successful, 
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assessment, curriculum, and qualifications’ (2023). Sharon O’Donnell’s report for the 
National Council for Curriculum Ireland ‘Upper Secondary Education in Nine 
Jurisdictions (2018) and Geoff Masters’ Review of High Performing Countries (2022).  
 
Stobart’s report looked at nine systems which he indicated shared resemblances 
with Scotland’s. These included: England, Hong Kong, China, Ireland, Wales. 
Stobart also looked at France, New Zealand, Norway, Ontario and Queensland, 
which he noted had “instructive differences” to Scotland. The SQA report looked at 
practice in 11 jurisdictions: Norway, Finland, British Columbia, Wales, Ireland, 
England, New South Wales, New Zealand, France, Iceland and Singapore. (SQA, 
2022). O’Donnell’s (2018) looked at the following nine jurisdictions: England, Finland, 
France, Ireland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Ontario, Queensland and Sweden.  
 
Informal meetings were also held with individuals with experience in the following 
jurisdictions: Canada, Denmark, Ireland, New Zealand, Norway, Queensland, 
Singapore and Wales.  
 
It is important to note the limitations of this aspect of the Review. The purpose was to 
provide a flavour of practices taking place beyond Scotland. Some of the key 
messages arising are summarised below. 
 
 

3.4 The role of external assessment in upper secondary 
 
“In comparative terms, Scottish upper-secondary school students are more 
frequently examined than those in other jurisdictions. This is a consequence of the 
tradition of offering three suites of examinations (National 5; Highers; Advanced 
Highers) during secondary years S4, S5, and S6.” (Stobart, 2021)  He notes further 
that “This is examination loading not found in other jurisdictions.” (Stobart, 2021)   
 
In this quotation, Stobart points to the frequency of external examinations in Scotland 
but also to the reliance on external examinations rather than other forms of 
assessment such as teacher led and internal assessment methods. 
 
At present, the role of teachers in National Qualifications in Scotland is largely 
confined to assessment of SQA specified coursework, which is assessed by them, 
submitted to SQA and then subject to moderation. Further, although coursework is a 
feature of most NQ courses in the Senior Phase, in some subjects its weighting is 
relatively small, compared to the weighting of the external examination (Stobart, 
2021). 
 
The role of teachers in upper secondary in Scotland can be contrasted with the role 
of teachers in lower secondary and in primary schools, where they are entrusted to 
make on-going assessments of their pupils’ progression and achievements. 
Scotland’s upper secondary school approach to teacher assessment can also be 
contrasted with that in many other jurisdictions including Norway, Sweden, Ontario, 
New Zealand and Queensland where teacher assessment in its different forms, 
plays a much more central role in qualifications and assessment. 
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In Norway for example 80% of a student’s award is based on in-school assessment 
(Stobart, 2021) and “teachers are seen as the key experts not only in instructing but 
also in assessing their students” (OECD, 2011). Students only undertake external 
examination in Norwegian, other subjects are subject to examination in an 
examination lottery, whereby approximately 20% of learners sit each subject 
examination. No student takes more than two examinations.  
 
Sweden also has a system of teacher assessment, which can be used as a basis for 
entry into university (O’Donnell 2018) Stobart calls these systems “high-trust” 
systems, where teachers have a great deal of autonomy in deciding the ways in 
which evidence can be collected. Evidence from assessment approaches such as 
portfolios, coursework, teacher observation is used to form a composite grade. 
 
 

3.5 Leaving certificates and subject based qualifications 
 
“Scotland, unlike many jurisdictions, does not provide a school leaving certificate but 
issues subject-based qualifications. Students who have had limited success in their 
examinations may therefore have little to show for their school achievements.” 
(Stobart, 2021) 
 
As Stobart indicates, many assessment systems internationally have a senior 
secondary curriculum which brings together a number of components into a final 
diploma. These systems sometimes also have a certification process for students 
who fail to meet the requirements of the national qualification.  
 
These awards are packaged differently, and decisions are taken as to the number of 
components, their focus and the relative weightings (for example, examinations, 
social contributions, practical projects, orals). Often, they will allow learners to 
combine flexibly traditional academic subjects and technical, vocational and 
professional subjects. 
 
For example, in New Zealand the National Certificate of Educational Achievement 
(NCEA) is the main secondary school qualification. The NCEA is a credit-based 
system, where learners earn credits towards the achievement of their certificate. 
Credits can be earned through traditional academic as well technical, vocational and 
professional subjects. Learners can also continue to accumulate credits after they 
have left school through structured workplace learning” (O’Donnell, 2018). 
 
In Ontario, students must obtain 30 credits to achieve a Secondary School Diploma. 
The Ontario Secondary School Certificate is available to students who earn a 
minimum of 14 credits and students who leave school before fulfilling the 
requirements for a Diploma or Certificate may be granted a Certificate of 
Accomplishment. Students have the flexibility to choose from vocational and 
academic study and can gain credits in skills training centres (O’Donnell, 2018). 
 
 

3.6 The importance of skills in upper secondary 
assessment 
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Masters (2022) from the Australian Council of Educational Research, undertook a 
three year study of five learning systems in locations identified in international 
surveys as ‘high performing’. The study identified a number of common themes 
across the five jurisdictions one of which was an increased emphasis on skills and 
the need for a skills framework whether that be the OECD’s (21st century skills), the 
UNESCO’s (transversal skills) or the EU’s (general competences). Although the 
terms of these frameworks may differ, the underlying concepts are very similar. Each 
puts greater emphasis on supporting students’ use of knowledge and skills, for 
example, applying knowledge in different contexts, creative thinking, problem 
solving, team building, being entrepreneurial. These are similar to the types of skills 
referred to in the Withers’ Review (2023). Withers also proposes a single skills 
framework (Recommendation nine). 
 
In Norway, changes to their curriculum have included building competences and 
attributes such as critical thinking and creativity. In Wales, Curriculum for Wales 
which launched in 2020 set out key goals for every learner with a focus on 
developing skills and experiences (Stobart, 2021). 
 
Alongside each of these curriculum reforms, there have been changes in 
assessment approaches. Stobart reflects that translating these ambitions for greater 
focus on skills and attributes has been challenging in practice.  
  
“Many jurisdictions around the world found challenges in how to translate these 
aspirations into their upper-secondary school assessment policies. The new 
curriculum intentions are often hard to align with historic assessment practices that 
are embedded in that society.” (Stobart, 2021). 
 
 
Project work in upper secondary assessment 
 
In a number of jurisdictions including Finland and Sweden and in Baccalaureate 
systems, upper secondary assessment includes an element of project work. There 
are different rationales for the inclusion of a project element, but common reasons 
included a desire to give learners an opportunity to apply learning in real life contexts 
and to develop skills necessary for the ‘real world’ as well as showing preparedness 
for work or further study. The interest in Project Learning is also evident in Scotland 
where the Review’s proposals (see Chapter Five) have been broadly welcomed. 
 
In Finland, what they refer to as  project-based learning’ has been mandatory for 
schools since 2016. (Symeonidis, & Fohanna, 2016) Learners from the age of seven 
are required each year to undertake a “phenomenon-based” project on a holistic 
topic such as energy, climate change, migration. Learners explore the topics through 
a range of practical ‘real-life’ scenarios and through a range of disciplines. This 
approach can be contrasted with traditional approaches to learning and teaching, 
centred on discrete subjects like geography, history and mathematics.  
  
A second example, with a different focus, is the Extended Essay in the International 
Baccalaureate (IB). The IB states that the aim of the Extended Essay is for learners 
to gain skills in:  
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• formulating an appropriate research question; 

• engaging in a personal exploration of the topic;  

• communicating ideas and;  

• developing an argument.  
 
(International Baccalaureate, 2022)  
  
An example of an optional project approach can be found in England, where the 
Level 3 Extended Project Qualification offers learners the opportunity to undertake a 
stand-alone project on a topic of their choice. Learners have flexibility in terms of the 
final output: some learners choose to write a dissertation, others create an artefact 
(for example, a poster, blog post or video) or performance. The Extended Project 
Qualification is taken by around 40,000 learners in England each year and is teacher 
assessed. (AQA, 2023) 
  
Each of these examples offers extensive learner choice within a common framework 
where criteria are defined but can be met in a wide range of ways.   
 

3.7 Flexible pathways in upper secondary 
 
Many countries offer flexible pathways in terms of combining academic and 
vocational programmes. O’Donnell states that examples of this practice can be seen 
in Finland, France, Ireland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Ontario and Queensland. 
(O’Donnell, 2018)   
  
“The credit-based systems in Finland, New Zealand, Ontario and Queensland allow 
students the flexibility to combine academic and vocational study and so successfully 
complete upper secondary education. In England, students can combine the study of 
academic and vocational qualifications in the same upper secondary study 
programme. In Ireland, students following a Leaving Certificate programme, can 
combine vocational/ technical and academic subjects; some complete the Leaving 
Certificate Vocational Programme as a result.” (O’Donnell, 2018) 
 
 

3.8 Learning through public engagement 
 
A number of jurisdictions also include an element of student service. For example, in 
Ontario, since 1999 learners wishing to obtain a high school diploma must complete 
at least 40 hours of community service. The Ottawa-Carleton District School Board 
states that the purpose of the community involvement is to promote community 
values by:  
  

• helping students understand how they can make a positive difference in their 
environment;  

• having students contribute to their community;  

• increasing student awareness of community needs;  

• discovering the role students can play in making their communities better 
places in which to live and work;  
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• developing a positive self-image and a greater sense of identity in the 
community and;   

• providing a possibility for exploring career opportunities.  
·    
(Ottawa-Carleton District School Board, 2023)  
  
The history of ‘service learning’ is well established in the United States (Kraft, 1996). 
It is also a feature of the International Baccalaureate. The Creativity, Activity, Service 
(CAS) is a mandatory element of the IB diploma where students must complete a 
project related to these three concepts.   
 
 

3.9 Lessons in reform 
 
Scotland is far from alone in considering changes to its qualification and assessment 
system. Masters (2022) argues that ‘nations around the world recognise the urgency 
of transforming school education’. Like Scotland, other nations realise that 
successful societies in future will be those which have actively prepared for change.  
  
“To ensure that a much larger proportion of the population achieves the levels of 
knowledge, skill and competence required for effective engagement in modern 
societies and workplaces. In today’s knowledge-based economies, the levels once 
attained by a relatively small percentage of the population must now be attained by 
almost all” – (Masters 2022, p2) 
  
Masters (2022) sought to understand what actions were being taken by countries 
explicitly seeking to build world class education system. The five jurisdictions he 
studied were: British Columbia, Estonia, Finland, Hong Kong and South Korea. It 
was interesting to note that even although these countries are identified currently as 
high performing, they are all in the process of re-designing their school learning 
systems. Their rationale for change is very similar to the rationale for change that 
underpins this Review. They identify two main challenges;  
  

• the need to prepare learners more effectively for future life and work and;  
• to ensure that every learner “learns successfully, achieves high standards and 

leaves school well prepared for the future” (p4)  
  
Masters (2022) identified a number of common themes across the five jurisdictions.  
First, he states that each recognised that their curricula, including pedagogy and 
assessment have to change. They recognise that learners will need to approach 
knowledge, skills and attributes differently if they are to thrive in the uncertainties of 
the future.  For example, learners will need to be able to judge the quality of 
information online; they will have to understand how to differentiate between more or 
less dependable evidence. More broadly, they will need the skills to tackle major 
challenges to our existing ways of life, for example; climate change and the 
protection of the environment, the role of science in society and how to protect 
democratic institutions and processes.  
  
Masters (2022) also notes that, although all five jurisdictions are sometimes 
described as high equity, the picture is more complicated. They may be more 
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effective than most in reducing the number of learners who perform at low levels of 
achievement, but the achievements of 10-15% of their learners remain below the 
minimally acceptable OECD level with an additional 20% achieving only that minimal 
level. In all five nations or states, there remains a strong relationship between learner 
achievements and socioeconomic circumstances. The relationship between poverty 
and achievement is an international challenge. In these high achieving contexts, the 
gap between the most advanced 10% of 15-year-olds and the least advanced is four 
to five years, one third of their lifetime.  
  
Changes in the curricula of these countries are being paralleled by changes in 
approaches to qualifications and assessment. According to Masters (2022), they 
recognise that traditional ways of assessing students’ learning may be appropriate if 
the aim is to have learners demonstrate what they know and are able to do in 
individual subject areas. However, competencies and attributes such as critical 
thinking, problem solving, or resilience will require different approaches to 
assessment. Competences and attributes are progressive, and learners will make 
progress during school and beyond. Assessing competences and attributes has to 
take a progressive, developmental approach. In all five jurisdictions, changes to 
assessment are being undertaken in parallel with the jurisdictions’ more traditional 
assessment approaches.   
  
Masters (2022) states that each of the five jurisdictions is also aware of the potential 
washback effect of assessment processes and how these can undermine curricular 
reform, particularly when assessment is used for purposes of selection. He cites 
South Korea as an example of a country where the impact of washback is 
particularly strong. In South Korea, entry to university is highly selective. This has a 
washback effect on what happens in classrooms, as the examination becomes the 
driver for what is taught and learned rather than the broad curriculum. To avoid this 
effect, some jurisdictions have removed end of school examinations and use only 
teacher assessment, others have integrated other assessment approaches. For 
example, Estonia has introduced a creative cross-curricular project and Hong Kong 
has developed a student learning profile, where students summarise their 
achievements beyond formal courses. All five jurisdictions have introduced more 
student-centred approaches to learning and teaching.  
  
Whilst recognising the importance of subjects as the building blocks of most curricula 
internationally, countries also acknowledge the importance of having learners 
transfer and apply their knowledge into other areas or disciplines. Some identify the 
motivational impact on learners of having them use and apply the knowledge, skills, 
capacities and values they have been developing in individual subject areas to tackle 
a global challenge.   
  
The five countries examined by Masters (2022) are changing qualifications and 
assessment in different ways, but they are all changing.  
 
 

3.10 Summary 
 
Many of the issues being explored in a Scottish context are also reflected in 
developments underway in a number of other jurisdictions. The importance of having 
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a qualifications and assessment system that provides learners with the maximum 
opportunity to demonstrate their achievements is a common theme across a number 
of jurisdictions, including Scotland. A further theme being considered is the 
importance of learner choice, both in learner pathways and choice within tasks. The 
awareness of the increasing importance of skills and using knowledge in context also 
resonates with thinking in Scotland. Finally, the CAS example from the IB and the 
Ontario service model are consistent with the desire in Scotland to reflect the wider 
community-orientated aspirations of CfE. 
 
 

Recommendation 3: Work in partnership with countries with similar aspirations to 
Scotland to develop Qualifications and Assessment. 

Learn from experience within Scotland but also be outward looking.  Seek to learn 
with other nations with similar educational aspirations to build a Qualifications and 
Assessment system that will remain fit for the future. 
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4. The Scottish Diploma of Achievement  
 

4.1 Introduction 
 
Evidence emerging from this Review presents a convincing case to change the 
current system of qualifications and assessment in Scotland. The first phase of 
engagement led to a shared view of what is desirable: a Vision for the future of 
qualifications. The review of CfE helped us to identify what actions this Review 
should take to avoid the mistakes of the past. The engagement with countries 
internationally helped us to identify what is possible: what practices already exist in 
practice elsewhere. The evidence from the second and third phases of engagement 
shaped the structure of the proposed new approach to qualifications and 
assessment, the Scottish Diploma of Achievement (SDA), and identified what would 
be necessary to make it work in practice; what is practical.   
 
In this Chapter, we make recommendations for the SDA and in the next Chapter we 
consider practical implications. 
 
 

4.2 The Vision and Principles: the Future of Qualifications 
and Assessment 
 
The Vision  
 
The proposed Vision for the future of qualifications and assessment in Scotland is 
for: 
 
An inclusive and highly regarded Qualifications and Assessment system that inspires 
learning, values the diverse achievements of every learner in Scotland and supports 
all learners into the next phase of their lives, socially, culturally and economically.  
 
It is a system which will recognise the achievements of all learners, including those 
who are highly able and those who have severe and complex learning difficulties. 
Qualifications should be highly regarded by learners; they are their qualifications. 
Colleges, employers, universities, and the voluntary sector should also hold them in 
high regard. The SDA will offer a better base for selecting candidates.  
 
The SDA is designed to inspire learning. It will offer learners a wide and flexible 
range of opportunities to build knowledge and to develop skills in areas of interest 
and significance to them (through Programmes of Study). It will allow learners to 
apply their knowledge and skills to support their progress beyond school or college; 
in life, learning and employment (through the Project Learning). It will recognise, 
value and promote learners’ individual achievements (through the Personal 
Pathway). The SDA will help learners to grow socially, culturally and economically. 
Having a qualification system where every learner thrives will help to create a more 
equitable and prosperous society in Scotland, a society that will work for all of us, 
regardless of the personal characteristics of learners gaining the qualifications.  
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“We need a framework for neuro-divergent young people. If we want to value the full 
range of achievement we need to value the learner. One learner told us:  
“As an autistic person I would have loved this – I’m a bit sad I’m not getting to go 
through this system. It’s not about giving concessions and exceptions but embracing 
everyone.” – (CCG member, Learners) 
 
The Principles 
 
In addition to the Vision statement, the Review sought views on Principles that 
should be used to inform the design of the qualification and assessment system. To 
promote good alignment between the Vision and Principles and practice over time, 
the Principles offer a structure for reviewing policy and practice. If practice is 
reviewed on a regular basis against the Vision and Principles, any problems 
emerging can be identified at an early stage and appropriate action taken allowing 
the system to learn from its own practice.   

The Principles are: 

Scotland's qualifications and assessment system should: 

1. Recognise, value and promote the rights and achievements of every learner. 

2. Reflect the Scottish curriculum whilst being responsive to the changing needs 
of individual learners and of society, creating a positive and sustainable future 
for learners, their communities and the wider world. 

3. Develop and maintain an appropriate range of approaches to assessment 
including through digital mechanisms. 

4. Be clear, coherent, credible and easily understood as part of a lifelong 
learning journey. 

5. Be adaptable and subject to regular review using the Vision and Principles as 
a touchstone against which change can be tested. 

6. Ensure that all groups* with a stake are involved in future decisions related to 
design, implementation and practice. 

*This should include learners, parents/carers, teachers/lecturers, national bodies, 
colleges, employers, universities and the voluntary sector. 

While all parts of the Vision and Principles statement are important, we would like to 
draw attention to Principles 1 and 2.  Principle 1 is a commitment that the 
achievements of every learner should be ‘recognised, valued and promoted’. We 
believe the Diploma, with its three constituent parts, provides a flexible platform for 
all learners to present their achievements. All means all: learners who are 
neurodivergent or have ASN including, those who are highly able those who 
combine school experience with college learning, those who are home educated, 
and those whose achievements come through employment. The inclusive nature of 
the Diploma is explored further in the next Chapter and in Appendix One which 
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details learner journeys based on a range of common interactions with the Senior 
Phase in Scotland.  
 
The findings of The Scottish Government’s recently completed National Discussion 
are consistent with the Vision and Principles offered in this Review. Their findings 
suggest that learners expect greater personalisation in their experience of the Senior 
Phase and wider education system. The National Discussion and our own work also 
make clear that there is an expectation that “that learning should be recognised in a 
variety of ways that accommodate different learning pathways and options that 
learners choose.” 
 
The National Discussion (2023) also argues that: 
 
“Educating Our Future requires a Scottish education system that is proactive, 
flexible, integrated, and upholds the rights of all children and young people. A future 
Scottish Education system will offer high-quality teaching and learning, different 
learner pathways, alternative routes to success and a range of appropriate 
assessments that reflect the unique talents of each learner, supports their ambitions, 
and meets the needs of a changing world.” (National Discussion, 2023) 
 
The sense of responsiveness to the needs of individual learners is core to the 
recommendations of this Review and our second Principle reinforces the findings of 
both the National Discussion and Putting Learners At The Centre (Muir 2022) by 
stating that Scotland’s system of qualifications and assessment must “reflect the 
Scottish curriculum whilst being responsive to the changing needs of individual 
learners and of society, creating a positive and sustainable future for learners, their 
communities and the wider world.” We believe the Diploma has the potential to take 
forward this aspiration. 

 
Recommendation 4: Adopt the Vision and Principles proposed in this Review into 
policy and practice. Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland should be aligned 
with the Vision and Principles.  
 
These should be used as the basis for regular review to ensure that ideas and 
practices remain aligned.  
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4.3 The Scottish Diploma of Achievement (SDA) 
 
The Diploma has been designed to reflect more of what we value in learning and 
what will be of greater value to learners as they move forward in their lifelong 
learning journey. It offers learners the opportunity to have a broader range of 
achievements recognised, all crucial for their future successful progression.  
 

 
Figure 3: The Scottish Diploma of Achievement 

 
 
Programmes of Learning 
In-depth study of individual areas of the curriculum, subjects and vocational, 

technical and professional qualifications, will remain a fundamental part of 

qualifications. However, the new approach to qualifications should go further to 

improve alignment with CfE.  

Project Learning 
Learners should have opportunities to demonstrate how they can use knowledge 

from across subjects/technical and professional areas to tackle challenges. These 

kinds of experience are closer to those learners will have beyond school or college, 

for example being able to work as part of a team, to investigate, to solve problems 

and to look for creative solutions.  

Personal Pathway 
Learners are individuals and should have opportunities to demonstrate their 
individuality- the courses they choose, the projects they undertake, their interests, 
their contributions and aptitudes. Together, these combine to help learners make 
good decisions about what they might do next. This wider, more personalised 
information will provide colleges, employers and universities with a better evidence 
base to inform their decisions about which students or employees are likely to be 
best suited to which course or job.  
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4.4 Why these three areas? 
 
Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment should be a coherent whole (Wyse et al, 
2016). The curriculum identifies what matters. In the context of the Senior Phase, 
Priestley (2019) argues that when planning for learning, the first question should not 
be “What subjects should we teach?” but rather “What is important, what matters?”. 
After curriculum, what matters is pedagogy, the approaches to learning and teaching 
used to engage learners with the curriculum and to promote their learning. From 
there, assessment seeks to discern the progress learners are making in what 
matters, and how that evidence might be used to inform their further progress in 
learning. Qualifications represent the formal recognition of that learning for many, 
though not all, learners.   
 
What matters should be the focus for learning and teaching, for assessment and for 
qualifications. The crucial question for qualifications is not what can we most easily 
measure. The question for programmes of study posed previously, should become 
the question for qualifications: what knowledge, skills and attributes should an 
educated person have to be able to thrive in a modern, complex democratic society?’   
 
Currently, the curriculum in Scotland is defined as  
 
“the totality of all that is planned for children and young people from early learning 
and childcare, through school and beyond. That totality can be planned for and 
experienced by learners across four contexts: 

• Opportunities for Personal Achievement 

• Interdisciplinary Learning 

• Ethos and Life of the School as a Community 

• Curriculum Areas and Subjects” 
 
(Education Scotland, 2023) 
 
The evidence from Phase Two of the Review suggested that across communities, 
qualifications and assessment should relate more closely to the CfE curriculum and 
to the contexts for learning. The SDA reflects this desire to extend the breath of 
qualifications and assessment to reflect the Scottish curriculum. 
 
Programmes of Learning 

• Curriculum Areas and Subjects 

• Vocational, Technical and Professional courses 
 
Project Learning 

• Interdisciplinary Learning 
 
Personal Pathway 

• Opportunities for Personal Achievement 

• Ethos and Life of the School as a Community 
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The three areas of the SDA, Programmes of Learning, Project Learning and 
Personal Pathway bring together the knowledge, skills and attributes that citizens 
need in a modern, complex democratic society.  
 
In Appendix One we have exemplified what the SDA could look like in practice. We 
have purposely provided a wide, though not exhaustive, range of examples. These 
examples were developed in partnership with educational settings and key 
stakeholders. 
 
Recommendation 5: Adopt the Scottish Diploma of Achievement (the Diploma) as 
the new approach to qualifications and assessment. The Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement  should contain three elements: Programmes of Learning, Project 
Learning and the Personal Pathway 
 

Recommendation 6: Use the Scottish Diploma of Achievement as a graduation 
certificate for all Senior Phase educational settings  
 
The following criteria should be used as a starting point for further development of 
the Diploma: 
 

• All learners must be offered the chance to experience learning in all elements 
of the Diploma. This should be viewed as an entitlement.  

• The overall Diploma should not be graded. It should be awarded when 
achievements are recognised in each element, Programmes of Learning, 
Project Learning and the Personal Pathway. 

• Within the Diploma, courses within Programmes of Learning if currently 
graded will continue to be graded. Project Learning will not be graded but 
projects will be linked to the different levels of the SCQF framework with 
different credits. The Personal Pathway will not be graded. 

• The Diploma will be awarded at point of exit and will include achievements 
gathered to that stage. It will include, qualifications, awards, credit 
accumulated and learner reflections on their personal learning through the 
Personal Pathway. 

• The three elements of the Diploma should not be weighted. All elements are 
important as evidence of breadth of achievement.  

• The Diploma, and the evidence within it, will move with the learner to be built 
on in college, employment, university and the voluntary sector. 

• If a learner does not show evidence of learning in all three elements, the 
Diploma will not be awarded. They will leave with a record of what they have 
achieved. It will be possible to undertake learning at a later stage to allow for 
the award to be made.  

• All elements of the Diploma should be accessible to Gaelic Medium Learners. 

• All learners should have a digital profile to allow them to record achievements 
in Programmes of Learning, Project Learning and Personal Pathway. The 
profile will be owned by the learner. The Qualifications Body will regulate the 
information about achievements in Programmes of Learning and Project 
Learning. The Personal Pathway will be entirely in the control of the learner.  

• The digital profile must be fully accessible for all learners and available in 
Gaelic and other minority languages. 
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It is important that issues of data ownership and security are considered carefully 
and learners must retain ownership of their Personal Pathway and its contents. The 
Review commends the initial work by Education Scotland in this area and would 
recommend that, if the concept of the Diploma is adopted, work in digital profiling 
and in digital security should be accelerated.  
 
While this was not examined in detail as part of this Review, we believe there may 
be opportunities to rationalise the landscape of digital tools/profiles across the 
education sector and it would be worth considering how a new profile would relate to 
existing systems including Glow and My World of Work. It would also be useful to 
consider wider developments taking place beyond Scotland in profiling, particularly 
approaches that have been subject to trials in schools and colleges, for example, the 
work of Rethinking Assessment.  
 
 

4.5 Programmes of Learning 
 
As is currently the case, the Diploma will require learners to study in depth defined 
Programmes of Learning including National Qualifications (levels 1 to 7), National 
Certificates, Foundation Apprenticeships, National Progression and Skills for Work 
Awards. Most of a learner’s time in the Senior Phase will be focused on building and 
then deepening their knowledge, understanding and skills in these areas. Learning in 
general courses (subjects) and/or in technical and professional (vocational) 
programmes in college, remains crucial. These are the fundamental building blocks 
of education in Scotland.   
 
Studying Programmes of Learning is a crucial element of the SDA and will depend 
on the expertise of subject-based educators and vocational, technical and 
professional experts in educational settings. The existing links between schools, 
colleges and community learning have brought a richness to the offer for learners 
through a broad range of experiences. It is likely that the offer to learners will 
continue to expand as opportunities for in-depth study on-line expand.   
 
Online courses are already part of the education landscape in Scotland. Universities, 
nationally and internationally, have a wide range of courses available online that 
offer challenging opportunities for learners with particular interests and aptitudes. 
Courses such as these allow learners to progress at their own pace and are likely to 
become an increasingly important part of the future landscape. In addition, e-Sgoil or 
an alternative virtual campus (for example, Highland Virtual Campus) allows learners 
to undertake SQA awards. Approaches such as this may be of particular interest to 
schools and colleges where the curriculum offer is more restricted because of 
difficulties in location or in teacher recruitment. 
 
Schools and colleges should be creative as they seek to ensure that all learners 
have access to a broad and balanced offer.  
 
The current approach to qualifications in schools in Scotland in the Senior Phase has 
attracted strong criticism. A key issue in Scottish education is what is known as the 
“two-term dash”. (Priestley et al., (2020) reported that;  
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“Young people would like to see achievement captured throughout the year, rather 
than the ‘two term’ dash towards examinations (in particular for Higher).” (p39) 
 
The idea of a “two term dash” was a consistent theme throughout the Review. It was 
used to illustrate concern for a system of learning and teaching that in years four to 
six of secondary school focused less on quality and depth of learning but was almost 
entirely driven by preparation for examinations.   
 
Examinations are one approach to gathering evidence. For some purposes, 
examinations work well, but as with all methods of assessment, they have 
limitations. The evidence from recent investigations (Stobart, 2021) and Priestley et 
al,(2020) suggests that in Scotland, to increase validity, i.e., the relationship between 
what is important in the curriculum and what is part of the qualification, the balance 
between coursework and external examinations should be reconsidered. For 
example, Stobart (2021) argues that Scotland has too many examinations, for many 
learners, three sets of external assessment in three years.  
 
Before COVID-19, most SQA National Qualifications included a mix of assessment 
methods. Qualifications were designed to assess all four capacities. However, the 
perception is that now the focus is on one capacity, Successful Learners.  
 
A second issue raised consistently throughout the Review was that of progression.  
The relationship between National 4, National 5 and Higher in subjects across the 
curriculum was perceived to be problematic. There were also concerns about SQA 
course specifications being the main source of curriculum guidance in national 
qualifications in the Senior Phase. 
 
 

Recommendation 7: Include the Programmes of Learning element as a prerequisite 
for the award of the Diploma. All learners should be offered a broad range of courses 
including academic, vocational, professional and technical courses. It is an 
entitlement. 
 
The Review recommends that the learning, teaching and assessment of 
Programmes of Learning can be strengthened by adopting the following actions. 
These actions should be undertaken collaboratively by teachers, including subject 
specialists, and learners, local authorities/Regional Improvement Collaboratives 
(RICs), national agencies and academics: 
 

• Review Course Specifications to ensure that there is a strong relationship 
between what matters in the curriculum, pedagogy, assessment and 
qualifications  
 

• Improve progression between Broad General Education and the Senior 
Phase and within the Senior Phase. Curriculum for Excellence should provide 
progressive experiences for learners. Throughout the Review concerns were 
expressed about the extent to which there was clear progression within subjects. 
The articulation between BGE and Senior Phase was perceived to lack 
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coherence as was the relationship between National levels 4 and 5 and between 
National 5 and Higher in a number of subject areas. 

 

• Broaden the range of assessment methods for National Qualifications in 
the Senior Phase. The range of approaches to assessment should reflect what 
matters in the curriculum. The decision about which approaches to assessment 
to select should be based on how best to gather evidence of a learner’s 
achievements in what is important in each programme of learning. More 
classroom-based assessment offers better opportunities to improve validity. 
Including a variety of approaches to assessment in a qualification also recognises 
that learners respond differently to different approaches. For example, some 
learners will be able to demonstrate greater achievement if asked to describe 
what they know or have done in an oral examination than if asked to write a 
response. For other learners, the opposite is true. Self and peer assessment, 
where learners have to think about their own and other’s learning can help to 
deepen learners’ understanding of progression and how they can become 
autonomous self-regulating learners who know how to improve their performance 
and how to support others. It can give teachers evidence of how deeply a learner 
understands the focus of study. The range of methods used will differ for each 
programme of learning and should be a matter for subject groups that include 
classroom teachers. We note that a mixture of approaches to assessment was 
present across programmes pre COVID-19. Digital opportunities to broaden the 
range of approaches to assessment should be pursued as a matter of urgency 
 

“The practice of placing a strong emphasis on teacher-based assessment has a 
range of advantages. Teachers have multiple opportunities to observe students over 
time and performing a variety of tasks, including team work, oral performance and 
extended projects, and in this sense their observations have higher validity than a 
one off examination would have.” (OECD, 2020) 
 
“High school examinations are essentially an out-of-date 19th and 20th century 
technology operating in a 21st century environment of teaching and learning. Digital 
technology is transforming our capacities for self-assessment, peer assessment, 
shared assessment and continuous assessment. Assessment and examinations can 
now be more continuous, rather than episodic. They can provide capacities for 
continuous self-assessment and self-directed progression in learning. They can 
enable transparent sharing of assessments with pupils, parents and professional 
colleagues that will lead to timely teacher assistance and intervention.” (ICEA, 2020)  
 

• Reduce the number of examinations in the Senior Phase. Examinations are 
one important way of gathering evidence however the current system has too 
many examination points. We propose that there will be no external examination 
at SCQF levels 1- 5. Assessment will be internal only. External examinations, 
alongside internal assessment, will remain part of National Qualifications at 
SCQF level 6 Higher and SCQF level 7 Advanced Higher We believe this will 
result in a reduction in pressure on learners and staff in education settings and 
will promote opportunities for greater depth in learning. This will open up a range 
of possibilities, for example, SCQF Level 6 Higher courses will be progressive 
across 2 years. If a learner decides to end their study of a course in S4, they will 
leave with the credit they have accumulated. If they have earned sufficient credit 



 

67 
 

to be awarded a level 4 or 5 award, their coursework will be externally validated, 
and the award made.  A learner will not be deemed to have exited if study 
continues in fifth and sixth year. 

 

• Retain examinations where they are an important part of the assessment 
methodology.  Review existing examinations to reduce susceptibility to 
question prediction and over-rehearsal. This may involve a reconsideration of 
the kinds of questions asked, the range of options available in examination 
papers and the assessment methods used. However, these actions alone will not 
change the current culture around examinations. For the culture to change, there 
will also have to be changes in pedagogy in schools and classrooms, but the 
actions proposed will help and will act as a stimulus for change. 

 

• Increase flexibility by modularising courses in Programmes of Learning. 
Programmes of Learning should be organised into modules to allow learners 
maximum flexibility to build credit as they progress through courses. It should be 
possible for modules from different types of award to be combined. For example, 
modules at National 5 should also be able to contribute towards a National 
Certificate at Level 5. Wherever possible, evidence of achievement should come 
from normally occurring assessment tasks as part of learning and teaching rather 
than from the introduction of additional summative assessment tasks. We 
recognise that further work will be required to move towards a modularised 
approach. 

 

• Create more time for learning and teaching. The removal of external 
assessment in S4 will create more time for learning and teaching across S4 and 
S5. For example, credit will be accumulated across a two-year period for learners 
taking courses at SCQF level 6 Higher. Be vigilant to make sure that the time 
released is used for learning and teaching. Bureaucracy is created, it is not a 
naturally occurring state. 
 

The sixth year of school offers opportunities to extend and to deepen the range of 
activities undertaken in the SDA. Learners in sixth year will be able to continue to 
undertake a range of programmes consistent with their individual progression. For 
some learners this may include a broader range of National courses or other 
achievement awards. For other learners, courses may be at SCQF levels 6 or 7 or 
contribute to Foundation Apprenticeships or National Progression Awards. Education 
settings should continue to work with learners to explore future options to identify 
their future learning pathway. The system should be flexible. For example, if a 
learner wishes to undertake a one year Chemistry - SCQF level 6 - Higher in sixth 
year, this should remain possible. In addition, the other two elements of the Diploma, 
Project Learning and Personal Pathway offer significant new opportunities for 
learners in S6 to extend and deepen their profile of activities. For example, the 
Project is linked to the SCQF framework. This framework could allow learners to 
undertake a project at or beyond level 7, offering a level of challenge beyond that 
traditionally offered in schools.  
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4.6 The Personal Pathway  
 
One of the key Principles of the Review is to value a broader range of achievement 
beyond acquisition of subject or technical, vocational and professional qualifications. 
This element of the Diploma allows a more personalised picture of a learner to 
emerge. This is a crucial part of building personalisation and choice into the Senior 
Phase.  
 
One of the strongest themes to emerge in the Review from learners was a desire to 
personalise qualifications. The Personal Pathway provides a way to encourage and 
celebrate the interests, learning, skills and achievements of every learner. The 
opportunity for an individual to reflect on their learning is a key skill for all learners.  
Wider learning opportunities to include a degree of learner choice, can make a 
significant contribution to other forms of learning, for example, improving motivation, 
building strong relationships. The potential for wider learning opportunities to 
enhance a learner’s commitment to education more generally should not be 
underestimated.  
 

Recommendation 8: Include the Personal Pathway element as a prerequisite for the 
award of the Diploma. It is an entitlement and must be available to all learners. This 
is an issue of equity. It must be flexible for all learners, recognising the importance of 
personal choice and should focus on what learners have learned about themselves.  
 
 
The Personal Pathway should encourage and celebrate the interests, 
competences and achievements of every learner 
 
The Personal Pathway offers learners opportunities to personalise their profile, to 
select aspects of their experiences that reflect their interests, the contributions they 
make to society and their career aspirations for employment.  
 
The Personal Pathway should be owned by the learner and promote 
personalisation and choice. It is the learner who decides what information is 
contained within the Personal Pathway. 
 
Within this part of the Diploma, learners may reflect on what they have learned from  
 

• Contributions they have made to the school or college as a community or to 
communities beyond their education setting. 

 

• Cultural activities they have taken part in or led, for example, music, art, 
drama, Gaelic culture, sport, wider cultural activities, for example, language 
learning. 

 

• Strategies they have developed to promote their own well-being and how they 
support the well-being of others. 

 

• Activities they have taken part in to support them in decisions about what they 
may wish to do post school or college, for example, their exploration of 
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possible careers, enterprise activities they have undertaken or approaches to 
entrepreneurship they have explored. 
 

• Activities or achievements of which they are particularly proud. 
 
The Personal Pathway should aim to include social, cultural, economic and 
well-being aspects. In many cases learner experiences will integrate a number 
of these aspects.  
 

• The focus in the Personal Pathway is not on gathering experiences, but on 
what an individual has learned through experience.  

 
Personalisation and choice are likely to become an increasing feature of education in 
the future. Learners’ experiences in education will become increasingly flexible and 
personalised. Teachers will be asked to mentor learners, to help to guide them 
through a complex learning environment. Through the Personal Pathway, learners 
will be supported to reflect on their learning across all three elements of the Diploma 
and on what they are learning about themselves.  
 
Appropriate professional learning opportunities in coaching and mentoring will be 
necessary for those who would wish to take on these new roles, for example. 
teachers, lecturers, parents/carers, youth workers, schools, colleges and other 
settings that provide education and may be in the positions of supporting a learner 
on this pathway. This should include action in ITE. 
 
Dedicated resources should be made available to support this aspect of the 
development and system leadership will be required for it to become embedded in 
Scottish education. This should include a digital platform that will allow a learner to 
gather evidence of achievement. 
 
To ensure that the importance of this area of work is recognised, is well co-ordinated 
and has status, a promoted post should be established for those leading this work in 
schools and colleges.   
 
To support the development of their Personal Pathway, learners should have 
supported opportunities to self-reflect on the skills and attributes they have 
developed. These discussions should take place across an academic year and 
throughout the Senior Phase 
 
Schools and colleges already offer a wide range of experiences for learners beyond 
courses. Having this as part of the SDA, recognises the importance of this part of the 
curriculum for learners and builds it as an aspect of education to which every learner 
is entitled. Learners should be supported to self-reflect on the skills and attributes 
they have developed. This will be essential in preparing for transition to employment, 
volunteering or to further or higher education. Learners should have opportunities for 
reflective personal discussion across an academic year and throughout the Senior 
Phase. 
 
The Personal Pathway will not be graded but evidence contained within it will 
be subject to authentication processes. 
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4.7 The Importance of Equity in the Personal Pathway 
 
Although there was a great deal of support for the idea of a Personal Pathway and a 
recognition of the importance of introducing a more personalised aspect to 
qualifications, significant concerns were raised about how the Personal Pathway 
might be made equitable. The IRG and CCGs spent considerable time debating 
issues of equity. We came to the conclusion that the inclusion of a Personal Pathway 
would shine a light on existing inequality rather than create more inequality.  
 
“I do understand the concerns around equity, but I suppose I think about it, young 
people with greater access to opportunities through school or out of school will still 
have that access, whether a light is shown on it by the use of a Diploma or 
not. When learners come to write their personal statements or job applications or 
complete CVs, they'll be able to bring that richness of opportunities. Rather than shy 
away from that, does this challenge us as a system to create greater equity of 
access of opportunities for young people in a better engagement with young people 
to help them understand how their role, perhaps as a young carer or in undertaking 
activities out of school. We are allowing them to acknowledge the kind of skills that 
are going to be really significant in their future and could actually maybe be richer 
than somebody who's got access to lots of clubs and activities.” – (CCG member - 
Public & Third Sector Employers) 
 
There were two options. We could remove the Personal Pathway from the Diploma 
which would leave the situation where some learners had few, if any, opportunities to 
learn in this personal space or we could keep it and tackle the issue of equity. We 
chose the latter. Making sure that every learner in Scotland has opportunities to 
engage in social, cultural, well-being and economic activities is a crucial part of what 
it means to be educated in Scotland. This should be an entitlement for every learner. 
 
 

4.8 Enhancing Decisions on Future Pathways 
 
Within the Personal Pathway learners should have opportunities to consider what 
future pathways they might follow post-school/college. Colleges, employers and 
universities emphasise the importance of the contribution made to education by the 
components of the Personal Pathway. For example, learners should be able to 
reflect on their learning and their wider achievements. This might include their 
interests, the ways in which they contribute to their communities or to broader 
society and the thinking they have done about the kinds of future study or 
employment that might best build on their skills and aptitudes. Universities 
commented that the Personal Pathway was a way of bringing together the different 
aspects of the SDA. 
 
There are new opportunities to enhance all learners’ career experiences. The Career 
Review (Smith, 2023) proposes a new approach to the career ecosystem, from 
information, advice and guidance, to brokerage and careers education, to support 
learners, schools and colleges in this process. This includes opportunities to  
develop skills in entrepreneurship. Stewart & Logan (2023) focus in particular on 
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women, commonly underrepresented in this field. These opportunities should be 
taken. 
 
The challenge of obtaining opportunities for all learners in workplaces was one 
commonly raised during the Review. Technology offers opportunities for virtual 
workplace experiences through augmented reality. However, actual location in the 
workplace provides a powerful experience and one that will help learners make 
better informed decisions about future study or employment. 
 
Building a system where every learner has access to workplaces cannot be the 
responsibility of a few employers. Many SMEs nationally are involved in working very 
positively with schools and colleges and a number of large employers in the private 
and public sectors have high quality programmes that offer work experience. 
However, for this to become a national offer, work needs to be done to widen the 
base of those involved. Having workplace opportunities is good for learners. It also 
offers opportunities for employers, for example, where staff have opportunities to 
develop and expand their mentoring skills.  
 
Learners’ choice of what to apply for post school, college, university or employment 
would be better informed by having opportunities to reflect on their learning from a 
personal perspective. Mentoring conversations will improve the quality of future 
decisions, if learners are encouraged to think about their reasons for choosing 
courses or subjects, how these link to the projects they choose to undertake and 
how their interests and experiences relate to the decisions they take about future 
Pathways. 
 
If experiences for the Personal Pathway are to be available for all learners, the 
opportunities available for careers guidance and related workplace experiences 
would have to be increased significantly. It is beyond the remit of the Review to 
make a formal recommendation but it would be a sensible step to bring together the 
Government, educationalists, business and industry to identify how careers advice 
and workplace experiences might be available for every learner in the future. 
 
 

4.9 Project Learning 
 
In this area of the SDA, learners have the opportunity to use the knowledge and skills 

they have developed in their Programmes of Learning, to tackle a significant question 

or a problem that is important to them. Through this experience, learners will have 

opportunities to develop skills that are essential for their future progress. 

“Skills are the global currency of the 21st century in which working life will become 

increasingly networked. Work will be increasingly variable and done on a project basis 

with contributors with complementary skills working in teams. These skills require 

development through a change of classroom practice and should be developed at all 

levels throughout education.” (RSE, 2023) 

The importance of integrating knowledge and skills was a dominant theme in the 
Review. The new model recognises the increasing importance in society of learning 
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across different areas of the curriculum and proposes the inclusion of Project 
Learning in the Diploma.  
 
 

4.10 What do we mean by Project Learning? 
 
Project Learning will provide an opportunity for learners to bring together different  
experiences in an area that is of relevance and real interest to them. It will be part of 
the educational experience of every learner. The Vision for the future of qualifications 
and assessment states that the system should be inclusive.  Project Learning will, 
therefore, be for all learners though the experience will be different for different 
learners.   
 
Some learners may tackle a global challenge, one that they see as crucial for the 
future of society, for example, climate change, artificial intelligence or conflict. This 
aligns with recent work in learning for sustainability.  
 
They will tackle an area that is too broad or complex to be dealt with adequately by a 
single subject. The description of this approach to Project Learning has much in 
common with what is commonly described as Interdisciplinary Learning (IDL).  
Subjects are not disciplines but they are the way learners in secondary schools 
encounter different areas of academic study.   
 
The Royal Society of Edinburgh highlights: 
 
“Interdisciplinary learning (IDL) cannot be properly understood without a clear 
understanding of the nature, benefits and limitations of disciplines.” (RSE, 2023).  
 
Drawing on their learning in individual subjects, learners will focus on a project which 
invites them to mobilise knowledge, methodologies and concepts from a range of 
subjects to bring different perspectives to the project they are tackling.   
 
“Disciplines may also be inward-looking and fail to address new and relevant real-
world problems, whereas major new insights and breakthroughs increasingly occur 
in interdisciplinary areas.” (RSE, 2019)  
 
For other learners, the project may be concerned with a more local challenge where 
learners bring together different areas of their curriculum to tackle a problem that 
matters to them, for example, how to challenge misconceptions of disability.  For 
learners with severe and complex learning needs, Project Learning may be designed 
on an individual basis. 
 
However, for all learners Project Learning will enable them to use knowledge and to 
develop skills, for example, critical thinking, problem solving, application of 
knowledge, creativity, teamwork and leadership.  
 
The national curriculum body, SQA, is currently undertaking work in this area. They 
shared the definition they are currently using  Interdisciplinary Learning: ambitious 
learning for an increasingly complex world. 
 

https://education.gov.scot/media/mkomulen/interdisciplinary-learning-thought-paper.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/mkomulen/interdisciplinary-learning-thought-paper.pdf
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“Interdisciplinary Learning is a planned experience that brings disciplines together in 
one coherent programme or project. The different disciplines plan and execute as 
one. These disciplines might fall within one curricular area (for example. languages, 
the sciences) or between several curricular areas. IDL enables children and young 
people to  
 
● learn new knowledge or skills, and develop new understanding of concepts;  
● draw on prior knowledge, understanding and skills and;  
● transfer and apply that collective knowledge to new problems or other areas of 
learning.”  
 
This is different from learning, for example, which takes place when several 
disciplines or subjects are linked up through a common theme or topic, but the 
student’s experience and educator planning is discreet, or separate in each 
discipline or subject. This can be referred to as multi-disciplinary learning.” 
 
The National Qualifications Body, SQA, has a wide range of courses that could 
support work in this area. There are exciting examples of ‘next generation’ Higher 
National qualifications, and these should form part of future discussions about 
Project Learning. 
 
During the Review we heard conflicting views as to whether the term interdisciplinary 
learning or multidisciplinary learning should be used. Some people believed that 
neither term was helpful. There remains work to be done in Project Learning to 
develop a language with which everybody is comfortable. 
 
The new national bodies for the curriculum and qualifications should work together 
with partners, including teachers, lecturers, employers, and universities to develop 
examples of what Project Learning could look like in practice in different contexts.  
 
Work currently underway with the National Co-design IDL group led by Education 
Scotland would be an effective starting point to support the more intensive work as 
needed. In particular, we understand the work being done by schools in the North 
East of Scotland with the Wood Foundation as part of the Excelerate Programme 
provides Project Learning. 
 

Employers and learners are strongly supportive off the proposal to have Project 
Learning as part of the SDA (as indicated in the Review’s Interim Report). Employers 
place particular value on people who are able to demonstrate the skills that would be 
shown in Project Learning and learners are keen to build these skills and carve out a 
degree of independence in terms of how a project could be taken forward. Similarly, 
these meta-skills are the basis of graduate attributes that learners moving on to 
university will have to develop as part of their courses. 
 
 

4.11 Project Learning in Practice 
 
During the visits we made to schools and colleges, we saw a wide range of different 
education projects and programmes. We were impressed by the level of enthusiasm 

https://www.thewoodfoundation.org.uk/developing-young-people-in-scotland/excelerate/
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for these projects amongst learners and staff and learners’ achievements were 
impressive. 
 
However, ideas of project and IDL have been part of the discourse of Scottish 
education since the inception of CfE. Yet, not every learner in Scotland has such 
opportunities. Given the importance of this area to learners, colleges, universities 
and employers, it is crucial that we make these opportunities available for all learners 
in the Senior Phase. To make sure that the importance of this aspect of the Diploma 
is recognised, time should be made available for this work and teachers, as 
appropriate, should be supported to develop the skills to engage with more open 
enquiry. The recent Sixth Form Matters (2023) report noted that: 
 
“Many jurisdictions have introduced the option for students to do a major project as 
part of their certificate programme, initiatives that are not dissimilar in intent to the 
EPQ in England. In practice these initiatives are more a work-around than a solution. 
If unexamined, these options are sometimes judged as second tier. If examined, 
students can find in them a familiar and often unappealing organisation of the 
learning process, with subject matter defined by syllabuses, delivered within 
timetables designed for academic study, and taught and assessed by teachers 
trained in academic subjects.” (Sixth Form Matters 2023) 
 
This paragraph forms a suitable warning. This part of the SDA must be maintained 
as a priority, time must be given to support learning and teaching in this area and 
both learners and educators must be empowered to make this element of the SDA a 
rewarding experience.  
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Recommendation 9: Use descriptions of knowledge progression and the universal 
skills framework, in the recently published Skills Review (Withers, 2023), if accepted, 
to inform the design of Project Learning in the SDA. They should also be used as the 
basis for assessment.   

 

Recommendation 10: Include the Project Learning element as a prerequisite for the 
award of the Diploma. It is an entitlement and must be available to all learners. 

 

• Project Learning should be an identifiable and distinct part of the curriculum, 
building on programmes of study. Individual learners must be allowed to apply 
their knowledge and skills across subjects to tackle a challenge. Project 
Learning can be undertaken through a mixture of group and individual work. 
However, it should be individually assessed.  

 

• Project Learning should take place throughout the Senior Phase. A learner 
could choose to investigate a new project each year or build on the same 
project as they progress through the Senior Phase. The level of challenge 
should steadily increase and achievement should be linked to SCQF levels 
and credits to demonstrate progression. While the focus of this Review is on 
the Senior Phase it may be beneficial to promote Project Learning in both 
primary schools (where it already exists in a range of forms) and in BGE so as 
to support learners for the type of experience to come. 

 

• Project Learning will be internally assessed within educational settings, with 

external verification built into the process to ensure shared standards across 
the country. Processes will be rigorous but light touch. 

 

• There will be flexibility and different pathways within the Project element to 

promote inclusion particularly for learners with additional support needs, 
learners who are neurodivergent, learners who are highly able and those who 
may be educated at home. While some learners may undertake complex, 
long-term enquiry into major global issues, for learners the project element of 
the Diploma may involve drawing together educational experiences to help 
build confidence, for example; in terms of communication or independent 
travel.  

 

• The focus of a project investigation should be chosen by the learner. We 
acknowledge it may be necessary to start with a more defined offer in the 
early stages of the Project element of the Diploma. Examples will be 
developed collaboratively by teachers and lecturers, local authorities, 
researchers, national agencies and learners. These examples will be made 
available to schools across the country for them to adapt to their own 
circumstances. 

 
In discussing the inclusion of Project Learning within the Diploma it has been 
suggested that this could reduce subject choice in schools or diminish the 
importance of subjects. The Review does not propose a reduction in the importance 
of Programmes of Study nor that time spent on learning in them needs to change. 
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Different schools and colleges will find different ways to do this. Schools and 
colleges already involved in this kind of activity have adopted a number of strategies. 
Some build it into existing arrangements for timetables; others suspend the timetable 
for one afternoon per week. Some schools suspend the normal timetable for a week 
at key points in the school year to allow the space to be created for collaborative, 
problem solving activities.  
 
There are further possibilities. For example, some practitioners suggest that a move 
away from an external examination at National 5 and a reduction in terms of the 
weighting of final external examinations in Higher and Advanced Higher courses will 
help create time in schools that will allow Senior Phase learners to undertake 
meaningful Project Learning. Others have suggested that a reduction in focus on 
examination preparation and use of the parts of the school year normally set aside 
for prelims and study leave could help to create time. One further opportunity raised 
with us, is to explore the flexibility around time offered within the SCQF framework.  
 
There is work to be done by those with expertise in the organisation of time in 
education settings  to find creative ways to approach this and to provide as examples 
for others to consider. 
 
 

4.12 Parity of Esteem  
 
For many years Scottish education, in common with many other countries 
internationally, has debated how best to achieve parity of esteem between general 
pathways (sometimes called academic), and professional and technical pathways 
(sometimes called vocational). This debate has carried on through this Review. 
Although we recognise that parity of esteem has been a long-term aspiration in 
Scottish Education, it has been difficult to achieve because lack of parity is 
commonly a consequence of views that are deeply ingrained in society. This Review 
firmly rejects the assertion that a successful Senior Phase experience should be 
measured only in terms of the completion of National Qualifications. We all learn 
differently, and we all have different goals. Our belief, as reflected in the Review’s 
Vision and Principles, is that a very broad range of achievement should be 
celebrated in the award of the SDA. 
 
We recognise the importance of language in this debate. Many individuals and 
organisations with which the Review has engaged argued that the continued use of 
the term ‘Higher’ influences behaviour across the education system. There is a 
strong perception that society expects both individual and school success to be 
measured in the number of Highers achieved and this skews the breadth of 
curriculum offered and undoubtedly weighs heavily in the choices learners make. 
This view is reflected in the Review’s Phase Three engagement where over two-
fifths of respondents, mainly from schools and colleges, simply said ‘yes’ to the 
question ‘should all qualifications at the same level have the same name’. 
 
Changing the language around the award of ‘Highers’ will not, in itself, change the 
way in which different types of qualification are viewed but, it was argued, it would 
send a strong signal that different qualifications taken by learners at the same SCQF 
level with the same credit points are equally highly regarded. However, it is also 
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important to recognise that any change in respect of the language of qualifications 
must be weighed against the risk of undermining existing awards and damaging the 
currency of Scotland’s overall approach to qualifications. National Qualifications, and 
the Higher in particular, are well regarded nationally and internationally. 
 
We recognise how challenging it is to tackle parity of esteem. There is no ‘silver 
bullet’ that will change society’s collective understanding about the relative value of 
qualifications. Alongside other recent reports (Withers, 2023), (Muir, 2022) we 
recognise the importance of the SCQF Partnership in helping learners, education 
settings and employers to understand the relative value of the complex range of 
qualifications available in Scotland. Our central recommendation in this area is that 
Scotland builds on the language of SCQF level to help provide a better 
understanding of different qualifications and how they relate to one another.  
 
Putting Learners at the Centre (Muir, 2022) recommended that the SCQF 
Partnership should be brought into the proposed national agency for Scottish 
education in order that its framework and staff could play an enhanced role in 
planning learner journeys to provide greater parity of esteem. In responding to this 
recommendation The Scottish Government welcomed Professor Mur’s recognition of 
the value of the SCQF in driving forward a cohesive learner journey from early years 
to postgraduate study. They also accepted his premise that SCQF should be more 
strongly embedded within the education system. In proposing a change to the way in 
which qualifications are described, this Review seeks to begin to address the long-
standing issue of parity of esteem. This proposed change will also help to strengthen 
the position of SCQF within Scottish education. It is supportive of the direction of 
travel suggested by Muir and the stated position of The Scottish Government. 
However, further work on the SCQF framework is required, particularly on the 
relationship between different qualifications within the same level. This work should 
be undertaken in partnership with key stakeholders in the field. 
 
Recommendation 11: Enhance Parity of Esteem between types of qualifications by 
recognising as equal all qualifications at the same SCQF level with the same credit 
points 
 

• Scotland, should use the SCQF Level followed by name of the qualification in 
promotional literature and in recording of results. 
 

• All references to qualifications in promotional materials for learners, parents and 
carers and in information about subject choices, learner pathways and career 
opportunities should follow the same pattern: 

 

o SQF Level, Name of Award and Provider, Subject or Programme, Grade 
(as appropriate). 

 

• All owners of programmes, offering qualifications/awards in the Senior Phase 
should be expected to certificate these in a standard format. 
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• Academic, vocational, professional and technical qualifications should all be 
included within the Programmes of Study element of the Diploma.  

 

o The inclusion of academic, professional and technical qualifications within 
the Programmes of Study element of the Diploma is, in itself, a strong 
driver for change as a Diploma will include all qualification types under a 
single award. 

 

• Ensure due attention is given to developing all three elements of the Diploma. 
The content of the Diploma will represent the individual achievement of all 
learners and will illustrate much more that the completion of programmes.  

 
 

5. Assessment Information Technology and 
Artificial Intelligence  
 

5.1 Assessment and Information Technology 
 
The advances in information technology since the beginning of the 21st century have 
been significant, and these advances have been mirrored by advances in 
assessment. We have encountered a range of innovative assessment approaches 
as part of this Review: assessments that adapt to the responses of learners to 
provide more personalised assessment; real time assessment, where learners 
receive feedback as the work is being assessed augmented; reality where 
assessment is undertaken through simulation; the use of apps to have learners  
respond throughout a lesson and provide information on class responses. The range 
of innovative approaches to assessment is ever expanding and offer new ways to 
assess and to examine progress and achievement.  
  
Ofqual’s (2020) Report Online and on-screen assessment in high stakes, sessional 
qualifications notes, “There is a broad body of research examining the potential 
benefits and challenges of implementing online and on-screen assessment in 
different contexts.”  Ofqual suggest that there are three barriers currently preventing 
greater use of digital assessment including variation in IT provision in schools and 
colleges (range and access to devices/broadband speed), implementation 
challenges (national or local implementation/mandatory or voluntary adoption) and 
ensuring fair treatment of all students (managing the impact of different software and 
devices). While the report was written pre-pandemic and reflects the context in 
England, it provides a useful base from which to consider how digital assessment 
could be better established in Scotland where the barriers are likely to be the same. 
  
Ofqual suggests a range of actions which may help overcome barriers in this area a 
number of which are relevant to the Scottish context and resonate closely with the 
findings of this Review. Possible actions suggested by Ofqual include: 
  

• Jurisdiction wide initiatives led by a sponsoring national or regional 
government or awarding organisation, often in collaboration – which feature: 
investment in school/college infrastructure and online or on-screen systems, 
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well considered risk appetite including an acceptance that things may go 
wrong, and system leadership. 

• A vision that assessing on-screen or online matches wider societal changes 
and needs, including those of students and employers and that the anticipated 
benefits justify the investment and required appetite for risk. 

• Significant engagement and communication activities with key stakeholders, 
often inviting early adopters to play an influential part in the roll out of 
programmes or pilots. 

• Clear advice and support for teachers, IT support staff, examinations officers 
and invigilators on expectations of them prior to and on the day of the 
assessment. 

  
To maintain consistency, fairness and continuity in respect of digital assessment a 
coordinated national approach appears to be essential. We also note Ofqual’s 
suggested need to communicate clearly the benefits of a change while also 
supporting the those responsible for learning, teaching and administration of the 
assessment itself. A fair national approach, clear communication of change and 
support for the education workforce will all be key in a move to digital assessment 
and indeed the broader reform of qualifications and assessment in Scotland. 
 
 

5.2 Artificial Intelligence 
 
Earlier in this report we discussed the potential of AI to disrupt current qualification 
practices and society more broadly. We highlighted the different reactions to the 
potential impact of AI on coursework. Opinions range from those expressed by the 
head of Ofqual, England’s chief examination regulator who argued that AI bots could 
lead to the end of coursework with invigilated examinations becoming more 
important; to the position taken by the CEO of the IB who proposed that we should 
learn to live with AI. The IB would not ban the use of AI or change the nature of the 
IB programme which includes coursework. He positioned AI as an addition to 
existing technologies, such as spell checkers, translation software and calculators. 
The task for educators, he argued, was to support learners to use AI tools effectively 
and ethically. 
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5.3 Artificial Intelligence: unsettling or transformational? 
 
AI in the form of Large Language Models (LLM) such as ChatGPT has inspired both 
shock and admiration amongst those impressed by the apparent capability of the 
technology. Earlier in this report we outlined ways in which this new technology 
exemplifies the nature and speed of changes in societies across the world. AI has 
also raised questions about the knowledge, skills and competences learners will 
need to be qualified as citizens able to participate in a mid to late 21st century 
democracy. We also discussed the difficulty of making accurate predictions about 
the future and therefore, the importance of having an adaptable, flexible system for 
qualifications to allow timeous adaptations to be made as required.  
 
When a potentially disruptive technology, such as the AI large language models, is 
first introduced it can be difficult to assess its potential impact, essentially to separate 
authoritative comment from views and reactions. In May 2023, the Institute of 
Electrical and Electronic Engineers (IEEE) published an interview with Rodney 
Brooks (authority on AI, Faculty member of MIT, Carnegie Mellon and Stanford 
University) (Zorpette, 2023). The IEEE is an authoritative voice as the world’s largest 
professional organisation for Engineering and Applied Sciences.  
 
The article is entitled, “Just Calm Down about ChatGPT-4 Already”. Brooks argues 
that ‘all rapid and pivotal advances in technology have a way of unsettling people. 
He is not as fearful as others of recent developments in AI. He argues that there is a 
danger that we mistake performance for competence.   
 
“We see a person do something and we know what else they can do, and we can 
make a judgment quickly. But or models for generalising from a performance to a 
competence don’t apply to AI systems.” 
 
LLM, he suggests are better than search engines, but they have a fundamental 
problem. They provide answers with confidence but the answers are commonly 
inaccurate. He is sceptical about whether the next generations, GPT-5 or GPT-6 will 
make significant progress because the LLM has no underlying model of the world, it 
simply correlates language, for example, predicts the next word. 
 
“What the large language models are good at is saying what an answer should 
sound like, which is different from what an answer should be…..I think it’s going to 
be another thing that’s useful.” 
 
 

5.4 AI: Truth, Fake News and 21st Literacy 
 
How to know whether or not text is dependable is not an issue that has arisen only 
with ChatGTP. The rise of social media and the impact of ‘fake news’ has troubled 
societies for some time. Concerns about the ever-increasing challenge of how to 
know whether or not you can trust what you see, hear or read are now being 
reflected in the practices of major organisations. For example, the BBC, in May 2023 
launched BBC Verify with the following justification: 
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“The exponential growth of manipulated and distorted video means that seeing is no 
longer believing. Consumers tell us they can no longer trust that the video in their 
news feeds is real. Which is why we at the BBC must urgently begin to show and 
share the work we do behind the scenes, to check and verify information and video 
content before it appears on our platforms. And as AI weaponises and turbocharges 
the impact and consequences of disinformation, this work has never been more 
important.” 
 
These changes in whether or not we can trust what we see or what we read are 
evident in text produced by AI. Current LLM may produce text that sounds 
convincing but contains inaccuracies. Other technological advances raise similar 
problems. This is a crucial issue for the future of education. To be literate in a mid to 
late 21st century society, means more than being able to read and write. Being 
digitally literate and understanding how to check whether or not a source is 
dependable or a response accurate, will be fundamental skills for citizens in all 
democratic societies and will be a major responsibility of education systems.  
 
 

5.5 AI: Implications for Qualifications and Assessment 
 
There are implications for the curriculum in schools and colleges. Learners and 
teachers/lecturers, will have to learn how to use these tools, for example, how to 
write good prompts and to understand what LLM are good at and their limitations. 
There are also implications for assessment and qualifications. Different kinds of 
tasks will be needed in coursework. For example, a learner could be asked to 
generate a ChatGTP answer and the coursework task would be to check the 
accuracy of the response or to consider how  AI generated responses might be 
improved. ChatGPT-4 is the AI tool that has attracted most attention but since its 
release, numerous others have followed that generate images or sounds, computer 
code and video. There is the potential to use them to have learners generate a far 
wider variety of forms of evidence of learning than the methods we currently use 
most commonly, for example, essays. 
 
Teachers and learners have already been experimenting with ChatGPT. Some 
teachers have reported that lesson plans can be produced in a fraction of the time 
taken traditionally. Others have used ChatGPT to evaluate papers and have reported 
that it provided detailed and useful feedback very quickly. Websites are already 
beginning to emerge with lists of how to use AI to help teachers and learners, for 
example, Ditch that Textbook As with all resources, these need the critical, 
professional eye of the teacher, but they offer the potential to allow teachers to 
spend more time on supporting learning rather than on more bureaucratic activities. 
 
There are also likely to be implications for the ways in which we judge achievement.  
For example, assessing a learner’s work might, in future, be undertaken with the 
learner present. Learner would be judged on their descriptions of the process and 
how the output was achieved rather than judging the output alone. 
 
One of the most common challenges emerging from AI is the fear that its use will lead 
to cheating in coursework. However, cheating is not a new concern. Coursework, and 
the potential to cheat, has always been a source of concern in high stakes 

https://ditchthattextbook.com/ai/
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assessment sometimes reflected in dramatic newspaper headlines. For example, on 
the 14 January, 2021, the Scottish Sun ran a headline, “Qualification Fraud: 
Coronavirus Scotland: Lockdown ‘allows school pupils to cheat on SQA coursework’ 
with fears parents are doing it”. Although the text of the article is a little more 
balanced, the headline is stark. 
 
During the Review, a number of respondents raised the issue of parental support 
with existing coursework as an issue of equity. There were perceptions that learners 
from socially advantaged communities were more likely to be supported at home 
than learners who came from less advantaged circumstances. In the current context, 
teachers are aware of the dangers that coursework could be undertaken by 
someone other than the learner. They know the learners with whom they work and 
the kinds of performance they would expect from each learner. They spot, for 
example, when coursework is not consistent with classwork produced by the learner. 
The same approaches that teachers use currently to ensure that coursework is 
authentic will help detect AI generated coursework. Some argue that, if all learners 
have access to AI, it might even help to level the playing field. Coursework tasks 
undertaken in education settings is one strategy to promote greater authenticity. 
 
 

5.6 AI: A Common Approach Across Education 
 
These issues about how best to live with AI are debates that are currently underway 
in colleges and universities and the strategies outlined above are ways in which they 
intend to tackle the current challenges of AI. It would be helpful if there were 
common approaches to the use of AI across all education contexts. 
 
When technology is new, how it will ultimately be used is open to debate. Mitchel 
Resnick (2023), Professor of Learning Research at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) suggests that for AI, just as with all previous technologies, for 
example, personal computers or the internet, decisions have to be taken about if, and 
how, the new technology should be integrated into the learning environment. He 
advocates beginning from first principles, decisions about what kind of education we 
want for our learners and our society. We then design the uses of the new technology 
to be consistent with our values and vision. 
 
Scotland’s educational values are those inscribed on the mace in The Scottish 
Parliament, “wisdom, compassion, justice and integrity”. The country’s commitment to 
the Children’s Rights as articulated in the UNCRC, put learners at the heart of 
education. Every learner matters. These values sit well with Resnick’s argument that 
given the uncertainties of the future, all learners need opportunities, ‘to think 
creatively, engage empathetically, and work collaboratively, so that they can deal 
creatively, thoughtfully, and collectively with the challenges of a complex, fast-
changing world’ (Resnick, 2023).  
 
Resnick (2023) suggests that, at present, the future is ours to write. AI has the 
potential to have a negative impact on learning to constrain learner agency: AI 
systems could become traditional tutors, setting learner goals, giving information, 
asking questions and assessing performance. Or they could be designed to help 
learners build agency; setting their own goals and expressing their own ideas. The 
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latter approach, he argues, would help build initiative, confidence, motivation and 
creativity. The skills they will need as future citizens.  
 
Resnick (2023) argues that if the pandemic has taught us anything, we have learnt 
how important relationships are. AI systems can provide useful feedback but they 
cannot build the relationships with learners that good teachers do, getting to know 
learners, their motivations, their concerns. Good teaching involves knowing how to 
build mutually supportive communities of learners where learners feel that they 
belong. 
 
AI could enhance learning, by supporting project-based, interest driven learning 
experiences by providing students with the understanding of how to use AI tools as a 
resource to support the creative learning process. Resnick (2023) argues that AI 
systems should be seen as a new category of educational resource. He proposes 
that as educationalist, we should develop a set of guiding principles to design and use 
AI systems ‘to engage young people from diverse backgrounds in creative, caring 
and collaborative learning experiences. We should: 
 

o support learners as they engage in design projects and navigate the 
creative learning spiral; 

o ensure that learners feel a sense of choice and control in the learning 
process, enabling them to develop their interests, their ideas, and their 
voices; 

o supplement and support (rather than replace) human interaction and 
collaboration; 

o provide opportunities for learners to iterate and refine their ideas and their 
creations and; 

o take into account the different needs, interests, and aspirations of learners 
from diverse backgrounds, especially those from marginalised and 
vulnerable communities. 

 
However, at present AI is insufficiently regulated and future security will depend on 
governments internationally acting now to build in safeguards for future generations of 
AI. 
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Recommendation 12: Establish a cross sector commission on education on Artificial 
Intelligence. 

 

• As a matter of urgency, Scottish Government should convene and lead a 
cross sector commission to develop a shared value position on the future of 
AI in education and a set of guiding principles for the use of AI. 

 

• The use of AI LLM, such as ChatGPT, should not be banned but learners and 
teachers/lecturers must be supported to make best use of them. AI offers the 
potential to reduce administrative burdens and to lessen the time taken for 
other teaching tasks. All opportunities to do that should be taken. 

 

• Coursework should remain an integral part of qualifications but existing tasks 

should be reviewed to ensure that they are compatible with the new context 
created by recent developments in AI. 
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6.  The Scottish Diploma of Achievement: 
Realising the Potential 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 
Change happens when people make it happen. Our Vision for qualifications and 
assessment, and the commensurate improvement in life chances for every learner in 
Scotland, will only become reality if communities work together to make it real.  
 

Recommendation 13: Create a national plan to make the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement a reality for all learners in all educational settings.  

 

• A national plan should be agreed for the introduction and development of the 
Scottish Diploma of Achievement to turn ideas into a reality for all learners in 
all educational settings. This plan should include resource implications. 

 
Throughout this Review, we have heard people from all communities ask for change 
to qualifications and assessment but also to culture. In a joint think piece with the 
Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES), Chapman (2019) presents 
a model that helps to describe the changes to be made if the cultural shift that 
everyone believes will lead to a better system is to happen. 
 

 
Figure 4: Chapman (2019) 
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During the Review, we have seen evidence of all perspectives represented in this 
matrix. Those who are fatalistic, believe that despite the extensive engagement 
undertaken during the Review process and the political interest that underlines the 
commissioning of the work, nothing will change; or if anything does change, it will be 
for the worse. Some people feel trapped in hierarchical cultures, often highly 
bureaucratic establishments and organisations, angry, feeling that their expertise is 
not well used. Some state their commitment to reform but find only problems in any 
change proposed; others are passive, they do not complain, they conform. We have 
heard from people who see themselves not as part of a wider educational system 
concerned for the welfare and progress of every learner but as individuals, belonging 
to an educational establishment where they feel that their principal concern has to be 
for the reputation of their school and how well it compares with other schools or for 
the need to protect their organisation.  
 
We have also encountered many schools, colleges, individuals and organisations 
where there is a strong sense of excitement about learning and a determination to 
enhance every learner’s opportunities. In these schools, colleges and organisations, 
where everyone in the establishment has the chance to be involved in 
developments, there is an energy that is evident in everything that happens.  
Learners, teachers, lecturers, parents/carers and leaders all have more rewarding 
experiences.  
 
When people spoke with us about changing the culture, almost without exception 
that meant moving towards a more egalitarian culture, where within and across 
organisations, people learn together with a shared purpose, to improve the life 
chances of every learner in Scotland. In the context of qualifications and 
assessment, that is our Vision. There is a great deal of creativity in Scottish 
Education, the change process should be designed to release that creativity. 
 
 

6.2 An Inclusive Approach to Change 
 
One theme emerging through the work of this Review has been the desire across 
communities for more collegial, more empowered ways of working. The focus of 
activity should be to provide high quality learning experiences for all learners and for 
everyone involved, Teachers, lecturers, headteachers, principals, local authorities, 
RICs, national agencies, universities, employers and the voluntary sector should 
each ask what contribution they can make to ensure the Vision for qualifications and 
assessment real for every learner in Scotland.  
 
Each has a part to play in bringing the Vision to life. It is important that each 
individual and every organisation is clear about their contribution to the realisation of 
this. Identifying roles and responsibilities is an essential part of building on expertise 
and avoiding overlap. However, for some colleagues, collaborative ways of working 
may be new and support and encouragement may be required if all are to feel 
confident in different ways of working. 
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“Professional learning might be needed for some teachers to be able to participate in 
co-creation of assessment approaches - this the legacy of years of top-down 
decision-making” – (CCG member, Teaching Profession)   
 

Recommendation 14: Development the national plan and the wider process of 
change in ways that are inclusive and collegial.  
 

• It should be based on the Vision and Principles, must involve all those with an 
interest in qualifications and assessment and have a clear indication of how 
different communities will contribute to making the ideas in the Vision a reality 
for every learner in Scotland. 

• It is critical that all communities have opportunities to develop an 

understanding of the new approach to assessment and qualification system in 
Scotland. There should be opportunities for all involved in qualifications and 
assessment to discuss this report and to consider how the Vision and 
Principles might be put into practice in their context. 

• The plan should include a review cycle (Recommendation 4) where evidence 
is gathered from policy and practice to explore the relationship between ideas 
and practice and, where these start to diverge, to take appropriate action. This 
formative approach to review should be undertaken in partnership by 
practitioners, policy makers and researchers.  
 

Recent publications have highlighted the need for cultural change. Changing from a 
culture that is hierarchical to one that is more collaborative and empowering. Many 
schools, colleges and organisations are inclusive and collaborative. Leaders 
constantly seek to improve the culture by working collegially with learners, teachers 
and parents. However, the evidence from this Review and from other recent reviews 
suggests that this is not universally the case. Muir (2022), reported that young 
people he interviewed were often dissatisfied with their education and raised 
“profound questions of the culture that exists in some parts of the system”(p12).  
Priestley et al (2023) reported that a strong culture of performativity in schools which 
was having a negative effect on the Senior Phase. Many schools, the researchers 
reported were “encouraging the instrumental selection of content and/or organisation 
of curriculum provision to maximise attainment in the Senior Phase”. (p9) 
 
The plan for change discussed in this Chapter is neither top down nor bottom up. It is 
an inclusive approach that is built on mutual respect and collaboration. 
This approach will depend on all those who want to improve learners’ experiences of 
qualifications and assessment being willing to work together. No contribution from 
any community is more important than any other. Change comes from the power of 
communities collaborating in the interests of all learners, not only for the learners in 
their schools, colleges or communities. In this Chapter we identify the kinds of 
contributions that different communities can make to ensure that the Vision becomes 
a reality for every learner in Scotland.  
 
Scotland is a country where, historically egalitarianism has been valued. The 
principle of equally valued contributions based on collaborative approaches is a 
strong theme in policy documentation. Yet, Humes (2023) argues that significant 
change is required if statements about collaboration and empowerment in policy 
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documents are to become practice. He is critical of what he perceives to be a pattern 
of activity in Scotland where reform is associated with changing structures. That, he 
argues, is insufficient.  
 
“Cultural reform is arguably more important than simply changing structures, but it is 
not easy to achieve and takes time. Many observers, inside and outside the world of 
education, perceive the system as authoritarian (despite the use of a soothing 
rhetoric of ‘empowerment’).” (p25)  
 
Similar concerns about the challenges facing Scottish Education were reflected in 
Chapman & Donaldsons’ (2023) analysis of the future for Scottish Education. They 
suggest that: 
 
“while there are many good examples of collaboration, there can be a ‘hidden’ sense 
of competition compounded by the desire to hide differences or ‘variations’ in 
performance, irrespective of their nature or source.” (p7)  
 
They describe the Scottish educational system as being at a crossroads and urge us 
to “up our game if today’s young people are to thrive in an increasingly complex and 
challenging world.” 
 
This Review offers an opportunity to improve future qualifications and assessment in 
Scotland and to undertake that task in a more collaborative, empowering way. In 
planning for successful cultural change in qualifications and assessment, the 
reported experiences of learners, the impact of accountability systems, the need for 
more equitable power relationships and the challenge of building an education 
system that is collaborative rather than competitive are themes that should be at the 
heart of the process if change is to lead to improvement. 
 
However, the context for the Review of qualifications and assessment in Scotland is 
complex. The effects of the pandemic remain profound on learners, teachers and on 
wider society. We have to begin the process of change from where the system is, 
rather than where we would like it to be. There are global challenges, for example, in 
climate change and a protracted war in Europe. The financial climate is more 
challenging than it has been for many years and many families across Scotland are 
facing hardship as inflation soars. However, the speed at which society is changing 
(Chapter One) means that we have to find ways to ensure that qualifications and 
assessment are right for future learners and for wider society.  
 
The proposals in this report are not cost neutral, so change has to be carefully 
managed, linked to the capacity of the system and the resources available. The 
phases for change outlined in this Chapter are a proposal. Whether or not it is 
realistic will depend on the resources available. The timeline should be kept under 
review to reflect changing circumstances, positive or negative. If the timeline is too 
fast, the system may not be able to respond. If it is too slow, momentum will be lost. 
 
 

6.3 Planning for the Future of Qualifications and 
Assessment in Scotland 



 

89 
 

 
One of the first tasks of the change process should be opportunities for learners, 
teachers, parents/carers and lecturers across Scotland to discuss the proposals for 
changes to qualifications and assessment. Discussions should begin from the Vision 
and Principles, what the proposed changes seek to achieve and why they matter. It 
is important that links are made across the various parts of the broader education 
reform process to allow all those involved to see the bigger picture, and how the 
proposals fit within it. As changes to qualifications and assessment have implications 
for wider society, a communication strategy should be developed to raise awareness 
across communities of the proposals for change (see below). 
 
The Importance of beginning with and maintaining a focus on purpose: Vision 
and Principles 
 
The idea of having a Vision, a clear purpose of what an innovation seeks to achieve, 
is commonly part of the early stages of the development process. However, too often 
after the initial introduction, the Vision is set aside, and the focus of attention moves 
from why the innovation matters to what should be done, how it should be done and 
when it should be done. When that happens, the sense of purpose can become 
disconnected from the actions being taken.  
 
The Vision and Principles (Chapter Five), the purpose of the reform, should be the 
starting point when taking forward recommendations from this Review. All 
communication should begin with purpose, why qualifications and assessment are 
changing and what the reform seeks to achieve. People need space and time to 
make sense of ideas. For example, in educational settings, there should be 
opportunities for learners, teachers and, as appropriate parents and carers to 
discuss the Vision, before considering the SDA as a whole and its three components 
parts. People need time to consider ideas and to reflect with colleagues on what the 
SDA would look like in their context if the Vision were to be in practice. 
 
A Plan to phase change 
 

Recommendation 15: Introduce the Scottish Diploma of Achievement in phases. 
 
The introduction of the SDA should be in a series of three overlapping phases. The 
phases should first, create the conditions to support successful change, second, 
make changes to create the new qualification, and third, embed the qualification 
across the system. Each phase should have a plan to support the enactment of 
ideas in practice in ways that empower communities.   Resource implications should 
be clearly identified. The plan for the phased introduction of the Diploma should be 
discussed and agreed by the start of session 2024-25.  
 
We acknowledge that there are dependencies including other changes envisaged in 
The Scottish Government’s wider education reform programme and the availability of 
resources to support these changes.  
 
It will be key that educators are well prepared to lead and to put the SDA into 
practice. Learners and other communities must be involved in the process and 



 

90 
 

understand the significance and reasons why the system is taking this direction of 
travel.  
 
The details of implementation are out with the scope of this review. However, the key 
features of each phase should include the following:  
 
Phase One: Creating the Conditions for Scottish Diploma of Achievement 
(2023-27) 
 

• place learners interests at the heart of every decision during the process; 

• develop an implementation strategy for the three phases, including a 
communications plan to raise awareness of the SDA across all IRG 
communities. This should include consideration of the digital infrastructure 
requirements and the opportunities and challenges afforded by AI; 

• commissioning of an independent longitudinal evaluation of the design, 
implementation and early impact of SDA; 

• build collaborative networks where every organisation has a clear 
understanding of the roles each will play in the design and development of 
the SDA; and 

• invest in professional learning to support implementation. 
 
Phase Two: Creating the Scottish Diploma of Achievement (2026-30) 
 

• design and develop different parts of the Diploma with collaborative 
networks of educational settings;  

• review and revise National Qualifications;  

• put system-wide professional learning in place to support the Diploma into 
practice; 

• implement national moderation plan and build system capacity to put it into 
practice and; 

• develop and trial e-portfolio and digital infrastructure. 
 
Phase Three: Embedding the Scottish Diploma of Achievement (2028-32) 
 

• first cohort of learners are awarded the SDA; 

• all educators confident and competent in supporting recognition of learners 
achievement to be recognised through SDA; 

• all learners in Scotland working towards SDA; 

• review and refinement of systems and processes based on early findings 
from independent evaluation and; 

• system-wide confidence in SDA. 
 
Recommendation 16: Make time available for staff in Education. Education staff 
need time to access professional learning, to collaborate and to engage with the 
changes being proposed. Given the unique needs of the GME sector professional 
learning tailored to help support the Diploma for Gaelic speaking learners and 
educators is crucial.  
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Education staff must have time to access professional learning, collaborate and 
engage with the changes being proposed, for example, 

• It will be crucial that educators are confident to engage in meaningful Project 
Learning and to guide individuals in respect of the Personal Pathway. It is 
likely that support in these areas will be needed for a range of groups who 
may be involved in elements of the Diploma – this may include teachers, 
lecturers, parents/carers, youth workers, school, colleges and other settings 
that provide education. 

• The creation of a Personal Pathway element of the Diploma will require 
teachers, and others, to help learners identify opportunities and then support 
them to reflect on learning they have undertaken. While developing skills in 
this area should be an important part of the overall professional learning offer, 
we further recommend that dedicated resources should be made available to 
support this aspect of the Diploma. Strong system leadership will be required 
for it to be embedded in Scottish education.  

• Professional learning that brings together curriculum design, learning, 
teaching, assessment and qualifications must be accessible for all educators 
working in the Senior Phase. This must support better understanding of the 
importance of learner voice, progression in learning, task setting, feedback 
and moderation processes.  

• Staff in national bodies also need time to work with others to review and 
develop courses, to trial new approaches and to establish new systems that 
are rigorous but light touch. To enable progress to be made to the 
recommendations in this Review in a reasonable timescale, existing 
commitments may have to be reviewed and a limited number of clear priorities 
agreed.  
 

 

6.4 Introducing the new approach to Qualifications and 
Assessment 
 

Recommendation 16: Develop a long-term engagement and communication strategy 
 
The new approach to qualifications and assessment should be supported by a long-
term engagement and communication strategy. It should be developed with different 
communities to meet their needs and its impact evaluated.  
  
Communication is an essential part of any reform. The wide range of individuals and 
groups involved in qualifications and assessment make it particularly important that 
the communication plan recognises this, and that communication is targeted to 
reflect the needs of different communities. For example, the culture of qualifications 
in Scotland is deeply embedded, steeped in the traditions of generations of people 
who have gone through school and whose expectations are that the current 
experiences of learners will be similar to their own. The communication strategy 
should consider creatively how to explain the changes to wider society. For example, 
in Ireland during the reform of their Junior Cycle, they created short, explanatory 
videos that were shown on television and in cinemas see, explanatory video. 
 

https://ncca.ie/en/resources/orla-junior-cycle/
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The communication strategy should be long-term. It should aim to begin when 
parents/carers make contact with Early Years settings and build through primary 
schools where connections can be made between practice in early years and 
primary education and the achievements that will be recognised as learners progress 
in the Senior Phase towards the SDA in educational settings. 
 
Communication is not the same as dissemination. Communication means engaging 
with individuals and communities. The IRG and the associated CCGs included a 
wide range of members from different communities, all of whom could be part of the 
communication strategy. It is those closest to each community who best understand 
the needs of their community. They understand what will work and what will not. It 
will be important that approaches to communication are planned with communities. 
Asking members of the CCGs to share information about the SDA with their 
community could also be an effective way to communicate. 
 
The impact of approaches to communication should be evaluated and evidence from 
the evaluation used to influence future communication.  
 
 

6.5 A National Model for Supporting the Profession in 
Sharing Standards  
 

Recommendation 18: Build a national strategy for standards. 

• There should be an agreed national plan to build and sustain local and national 
standards for qualifications and assessment.  

• Training in how to avoid bias should be an essential part of the strategy and 
should involve teachers from Scotland’s increasingly diverse workforce. 

• The strategy should be developed collaboratively by policy makers, practitioners 

and researchers.  

• Current quality assurance processes should be reviewed to ensure that they are 
dependable, but not overly bureaucratic. 

• As a matter of urgency, digital solutions to labour intensive, paper-based quality 
assurance systems should be introduced.  

 
It is crucial that every learner in Scotland who undertakes the Diploma is treated 
fairly. The SDA places greater emphasis on the professionalism of teachers and their 
professional judgement. To ensure that teachers’ judgements are consistent across 
the country, a system to share standards through local and national collaboration will 
be required. This will be a central feature of building qualifications that are highly 
regarded. Colleges already have established moderation processes built up over 
many years that may offer useful examples of how to make moderation manageable. 
 
Building a strong understanding of national qualification standards amongst teachers 
is important for qualifications to be dependable. It is, however, just as important as 
an issue of equity. Commonly, teachers work in one school, or a small number of 
schools where their understandings of progression are based on the learners with 
whom they work. Some may have experience of national standards, for example, in 
working as a marker with SQA, or have experienced professional learning. However, 
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beyond qualifications, having teachers who understand standards, matters to 
learners.   
 
Standards should exist within a strong progression framework. To build a good, 
practical understanding of standards, teachers need appropriate opportunities to 
discuss examples of pupils’ work at different national standards. They then need 
opportunities to share and discuss examples of their own learners’ work with peers 
and to learn about factors that can interfere with good judgement, for example, 
unconscious bias. These experiences will deepen teachers’ understandings of 
standards and will not only ensure more dependable judgements but will feed back 
into improved classroom practice. For example, better understandings of standards 
will reduce the potential for teachers to underestimate the standard, offer feedback 
based on that and inadvertently disadvantage learners. 
 
Teachers must have a good understanding of standards and be able to use them in 
practice if all learners are treated fairly. To make sure that learners are to be treated 
fairly no matter who is their teacher or what school they attend, schools will need to 
work with others in moderation activities. Effective moderation requires a national 
system where national agencies, local authorities, teachers, headteachers and 
researchers agree fit for purpose approaches to moderation. Approaches to 
moderation should recognise the importance of teacher professional judgement and 
build capacity through an appropriate balance of peer support and proportionate 
national processes. Processes should be fit for purpose and not overly bureaucratic. 
Bureaucratic approaches are created; they are not inevitable. Fairness for learners 
should be the core of the process.  
 
Building confidence in teachers’ professional judgement is crucial and takes time.  
There are resources available on the SQA website to support the process of sharing 
standards in examinations, coursework and on key factors in developing an 
equitable system, such as, addresses issues of bias. These offer a starting point to 
explore national standards. Training in how to avoid bias should be an essential part 
of the strategy and should involve teachers from Scotland’s increasingly diverse 
workforce. 
 
However, there is more to be done. Urhahne & Wijnia (2021), having analysed 
international research evidence on teacher judgement over a period of 40 years, 
suggest that how dependable teachers’ professional judgement  depends on the task 
they are undertaking. The researchers differentiate between relative and absolute 
judgements. Where teachers are making relative judgements, for example, judging 
whether one piece of work is better than another to produce a rank order, the 
accuracy of their judgements is high. When making absolute judgements, for 
example, the difference between teachers’ predicted scores and learners’ actual 
achievements, teachers tend to over-estimate performance. The evidence suggests 
that teachers find estimating the performance of learners making less progress more 
challenging than learners who are high performing. Developing a sound 
understanding of how bias (race, gender, class and disability) can impact teachers’ 
professional judgement is crucial if every learner is to have a fair assessment. 
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6.6 The Scottish Government, the National Education 
Bodies and Local Government 
 
The Scottish Government, new national education bodies and local government 
should play a prominent role in leading the reform of qualifications and assessment 
in ways that clearly signal a commitment to cultural change. Plans for developing the 
SDA should be developed and put into practice collaboratively to recognise and 
value the contribution of every participant.   
 
Recommendation 19: The Scottish Government and the new national education 
bodies should model cultural change. 
 

• As the SDA is developed and introduced, the Scottish Government and the 
new national education bodies should model cultural change by working 
collaboratively in ways that recognise and value the contribution of every 
participant. 

 

Recommendation 20: Embed Qualification and Assessment developments clearly 
and explicitly within the wider reform agenda. 

• The Scottish Government must, as a matter of urgency, communicate a clear 
narrative that shows how the developments in qualifications and assessment 
are an integral part of the wider reform agenda.  

• The Scottish Government should establish collaborative structures to take 
forward the development of the SDA that mirror those developed during this 
Review to ensure that all those with an interest in qualifications and 
assessment continue to be part of the strategy for its realisation. 

 
 

6.7 The New Qualifications Body 
 

Recommendation 21: Design the new national qualifications body to work in 
partnership with learners, teachers, policy and research communities to:  

• Develop a flexible modular approach to National Qualification courses to allow 
learners to build credit over time towards qualifications and to enable the 
system to respond with agility to the changing needs of individuals, society 
and the economy. 

• Extend the range of assessment methods within National Qualifications and 
identify what other actions might be taken to reduce the potential for rote 
learning and enhance the learner experience. 

• Rationalise the existing range of courses to create a clear, coherent offer for 
learners, parents/carers, schools, colleges, employers and universities. 

• Build a new approach to qualifications and assessment that has public 
confidence, is highly regarded nationally and is rigorous but not overly 
bureaucratic. 
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The new qualifications body has the opportunity to make a significant contribution to 
promote high standards of personal achievement for every learner, and to the 
development of a more collegiate culture.   
 
The current Examination Authority, SQA, has staff with highly specialised knowledge 
and skills in qualifications design and development. The organisation offers a wide 
range of internationally recognised qualifications, extending far beyond the more 
widely used National Qualifications. Within that broad profile, there are examples of 
courses that could provide a helpful starting point for some of the more innovative 
aspects of the SDA, for example, Project Learning.  
 
The wide range of qualifications available in the SQA catalogue can be contrasted 
with the smaller range of courses that are accessed by learners in schools and 
colleges. SQA already has plans in place to rationalise the extensive range of 
courses on offer, particularly where courses developed to meet historical demand, 
have similar content. We would support that decision and believe that it would help 
clarify the purpose of ‘families’ of courses, reduce the time spent on course 
bureaucracy and help to reduce the complexity for learners, parents and carers, 
colleges, employers and universities. 
 
 

6.8 The New Curriculum Body and the New Qualifications 
Body 
 
The new national bodies have opportunities to work collaboratively to support the 
profession in the introduction of the SDA, drawing on the different but 
complementary expertise across the two organisations. The current curriculum 
agency, Education Scotland has staff with significant expertise in collaborative 
professional learning. Professional learning will be a crucial part of building the SDA. 
Researchers in different universities in Scotland also have significant international 
expertise in the processes of change. The new national curriculum body has an 
opportunity to draw together expertise in professional learning from across research, 
policy and practice communities to develop a national network to work with schools 
and colleges across the country to in taking the Diploma forward. 
 
There are important tasks to be undertaken to bring the ideas in the Diploma to life. 
For example, the new curriculum body in partnership with the new qualifications 
body should work with learners, teachers, (including subject specialists), policy and 
research communities to improve course progression between the BGE and the 
Senior Phase, and within National Qualifications offered in the Senior Phase. There 
should be a golden thread running through curriculum, progression, assessment and 
qualifications. Good models of progression are central to qualifications that are 
progressive. 
 
A second priority lies in Project Learning. Although many schools and colleges 
engage in Project Learning within courses or across subjects or programmes, for 
others it is less familiar. There is little point in every school and college developing 
similar resources to support Project Learning, what some teachers have described 
as ‘reinventing the wheel’. National bodies working with local authorities/RICS and 
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researchers have a key role to play in working with school and college leaders and 
teachers and lecturers to develop and to examples of Project Learning that can be 
shared across the country for educational settings to adapt to suit their own 
circumstances. 
 
Third, national agencies have a major role in helping to build and to sustain national 
standards to take forward the national strategy for standards (Recommendation 17). 
 

Recommendation 22: Ask the new curriculum body, in partnership with the new 
qualifications body to work with learners, teachers, policy and research communities 
to: 

• Improve course progression between the Broad General Education (BGE) 
and the Senior Phase, and within National Qualifications offered in the Senior 
Phase. 

• Co-construct and to trial examples of Project Learning in different educational 
establishments across the country. These examples should be made 
available to schools and colleges nationally for teachers/lecturers to adapt to 
their own circumstances.  

• Work with local authorities, schools, colleges, teachers and lecturers to build a 
national moderation system that is rigorous but proportionate. 

 
 

6.9 The Independent Inspectorate 
 
HMIE have the potential to be powerful agents to support the introduction of the 
Diploma. For example, inspectors can support its development by identifying, 
sharing and promoting practices that are key to its effective introduction, for 
example, working across subjects, mentoring learners in personal learning. 
 
In addition, HMIE are employed as professional evaluators. In addition to their 
Inspection Programme, working with researchers, policy makers and practitioners, 
teams could be built to undertake regular formative evaluation of the SDA as it 
develops in practice. The earlier potential problems are identified, the easier it is to 
take action to bring ideas and practice into closer alignment. 

 

Recommendation 23: Ask the Independent Inspectorate (HMIE), to work in 
partnership with learners, teachers, policy and research communities to:  

• Ensure the process of inspection effectively supports the introduction of the 
SDA in ways that are consistent with a collaborative, empowered culture. 

• Review practice with researchers and practitioners as the SDA develops and 
to identify if gaps are emerging between intentions and practices. The 
evidence emerging from these reviews should be used formatively to identify 
actions to re-align the process. 

 
 
 

6.10 Embedding the Scottish Diploma of Achievement as 
Expected Practice. 
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Over time, it is important that the Scottish Diploma of Achievement becomes the 
norm in all educational settings in Scotland. Initial Teacher Education (ITE) and the 
General Teaching Council in Scotland (GTCS) have major roles to play in that 
process.  
 
 

6.11 Initial Teacher Education and the Teaching 
Qualification in Further Education 
 
ITE has a crucial role to play in the introduction of the new approach to Qualifications 
and Assessment. ITE is, for most new teachers, is the first in-depth contact they 
have with teaching as a profession.  
 
In ITE there are opportunities to build in new practices as part of the role of being a 
teacher. Students who study subjects and also work in interdisciplinary contexts in 
ITE will expect to do the same in schools. Student teachers who have opportunities 
to develop mentoring skills with learners will be able to use those skills with their own 
classes and as part of the Personal Pathway. Student teachers who are introduced 
to curriculum, pedagogy, assessment and qualifications as a whole will build that 
understanding into their practices. When introduced to Assessment, for, as and of 
Learning, they can build expertise in task design, feedback and moderation 
processes. These experiences will provide student teachers with the attitudes, 
knowledge, and skills needed for effective transition into schools. They will also 
provide schools with increasing numbers of teaching staff who are well placed to 
support the introduction of the new SDA. 
 
The Teaching Qualification in Further Education (TQFE) also has a significant role to 
play in setting expectations for lecturers in colleges about the nature of their role.  It 
will be important for TQFE providers to review their programmes and to include the 
three aspects of the SDA to ensure that FE lecturers are able to support all learners 
as they work towards the Diploma. 
 
The GTCS have responsibility for setting entry criteria to the profession and 
professional standards for teachers. They also ensure that teachers are committed 
to ongoing learning by requiring teachers to complete a process of Professional 
Update. The new approach to Qualifications and Assessment will require a shift in 
balance in their roles and responsibilities. The GTCS can support this different 
balance by reflecting these changes in the standards and their exemplification. It 
would be particularly important to ensure alignment between changes in ITE and the 
related professional standards. While we understand that the Professional Standards 
have recently been reviewed, we are of the view that they should be updated as 
necessary if the Diploma is to be introduced.  
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Recommendation 24: The SDA should become expected practice for teachers: 

• Teacher Education Institutions should work with the GTCS to review their 

programmes to ensure that newly qualified secondary school teachers and 
college lecturers are well-prepared to work with the different elements of the 
SDA.  

• TQFE providers should review their programmes to ensure that college 
lecturers are well-prepared to work with the different elements of the SDA.  

• As part of their review cycle, GTCS should reflect the need for all secondary 
teachers to work with the SDA in their Professional Standards.  

 
 

6.12 Colleges and Universities 
 
The success of the SDA will depend significantly on its use by colleges, universities 
and employers. As indicated previously in this report, qualifications in Scotland are 
an important currency for learners. Qualifications are used to select learners for 
courses or for interview. In discussion, a number of employers spoke of the limited 
nature of evidence existing qualifications offer and argued that a broader range of 
evidence including the skills developed by learners would help them to make better 
decisions. Universities, likewise, now pay significant attention to graduate attributes. 
These are closely linked to the evidence being requested by employers. Learners 
also wanted to have opportunities to personalise their qualifications and assessment 
profile, to offer to colleges, universities and employers a better sense of who they are 
as individuals including their broader achievements. 
 
The three elements of the SDA offer a wider range of evidence for colleges, 
employers and universities to use to support better decisions about admissions to 
courses and programmes.  
 

Recommendation 24: Encourage colleges, employers and universities to use the 
wider evidence base provided by the SDA as the basis of decisions they take when 
selecting students or employees. 
 
 

6.13 National monitoring and accountability systems  

One of the most common complaints we heard during the Review related to the 
negative impact on schools, teachers and learners' of data gathering for monitoring 
and accountability purposes.  

The gathering of data on National Qualifications as the principal measure of 
attainment in schools was identified as having significant, unintended washback 
effects. Schools perceived themselves to be judged on this measure alone rather 
than on the broad range of qualifications they offered to meet the needs of all 
learners. National Qualification performance is the evidence used by newspapers to 
create league tables. The league tables are perceived in some communities as 
evidence of school effectiveness yet on the whole, they reflect the socio-economic 
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circumstances of schools. By providing only a partial picture of what goes on in 
schools, they also contribute to problems of parity of esteem. If National 
Qualifications are the evidence used to judge performance, then they must be what 
really matter. The Scottish Government has taken steps to try to broaden the 
evidence it gathers. However, the unintended consequences remain in the system 
which suggests the need for further review. 

For example, many argued in the Review that some schools, concerned to improve 
their metrics, advise learners to take courses that would improve school metrics 
rather than meet the needs of learners. It was also reported that publishing this data 
often had an impact on schools who were low in media generated league tables, 
undermining confidence in the school in its community and leaving hard working 
learners and teachers dispirited. 

Recommendation 26: Require national monitoring and accountability systems to 
gather information on the breadth of achievements recognised within the SDA. 
Insight and the National Improvement Framework (NIF) should be updated to reflect 
success as envisaged in the SDA. 
 
There are alternative approaches for gathering data to inform local and national 
policy that do not have a negative washback effect on practice. National surveys 
offer policy makers a way to gather evidence that will give them high quality data but 
will not drive unintended consequences of the kind described earlier in this report. 
Scotland previously ran a national survey, the Scottish Survey of Achievement. This 
survey was conducted over time in different areas of the curriculum whilst also giving 
information on literacy and numeracy. Local authorities also had the option to opt for 
an enhanced sample to be gathered within their authority. This provided authority 
level data that could be compared against the national picture. 
 
Surveys also have the advantage of being able to address specific questions of 
interest to policy makers, for example, about the performance of specific 
communities or groups of learners.  
 
Although it is beyond the remit of this Review to make recommendations on 
alternative approaches to national monitoring and accountability, we would urge The 
Scottish Government to consider alternative survey based approaches. 
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7. Recommendations 
 
In this final chapter, we bring together all of the recommendations from the IRG. 
These recommendations provide a framework to take qualifications and assessment 
forward in ways that will ensure that our qualifications and assessment remain highly 
regarded in these fast-changing times. The SDA offers the potential for a future that 
would offer better chances to every learner is Scotland and would position Scotland 
as a society better able to respond flexibly and creatively to whatever the future 
might hold. 
 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
Recommendation 1: Change Qualifications and Assessment in the Senior Phase in 
Scotland. Change must be carefully planned and resourced.    
 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
Recommendation 2: Continue the process of cultural change. Scotland should 
retain the structure of the IRG and allied CCGs as a key method of engagement, as 
the country introduces and develops new approaches to qualifications and 
assessment. It should also build on this Review’s attempts to involve every 
educational establishment in the country, learn from where it worked well and how 
that learning should influence future consultations. 
 
CHAPTER THREE 
 
Recommendation 3: Work in partnership with countries with similar aspirations to 
Scotland to develop qualifications and assessment. Learn from experience within 
Scotland but also be outward looking. Seek to learn with other nations with similar 
educational ambitions to build a qualifications and assessment system that will 
remain fit for the future. 
 
CHAPTER FOUR 
 
Recommendation 4: Adopt the Vision and Principles proposed in this Review into 
policy and practice. Qualifications and Assessment in Scotland should be aligned 
with the Vision and Principles.  
 
Recommendation 5: Adopt the SDA as the new approach to qualifications and 
assessment. The SDA (the Diploma) should contain three elements: Programmes of 
Learning, Project Learning and the Personal Pathway. 
 
Recommendation 6: Use the SDA as a graduation certificate for all Senior Phase 
educational settings.   
The following criteria should be used as a starting point for further development of 
the Diploma: 

• All learners must be offered the chance to experience learning in respect of all 
elements of the Diploma. This should be viewed as an entitlement.  
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• The overall Diploma should not be graded. It should be awarded when 
achievements are recognised in each element, Programmes of Learning, 
Project Learning and the Personal Pathway. 

• The Diploma will be awarded at point of exit and will include achievements 
gathered to that stage. This will include, qualifications, awards, credit 
accumulated and learner reflections on their personal learning through the 
Personal Pathway. 

• The three elements of the Diploma should not be weighted. All elements are 
important as evidence of breadth of achievement.  

• The Diploma, and the evidence within it, will move with the learner to be built 
on in college, employment, university and the voluntary sector. 

• If a learner does not show evidence of learning in all three elements, the 
Diploma will not be awarded. They will leave with a record of what they have 
achieved. It will be possible to undertake learning at a later stage to allow for 
the award to be made.  

• All elements of the Diploma should be accessible to Gaelic Medium Learners. 

• All learners should have a digital profile to allow them to record achievements 
in Programmes of Learning, Project Learning and Personal Pathway. The 
profile will be owned by the learner. The Qualifications Body will regulate the 
information about achievements in Programmes of Learning and Project 
Learning. The Personal Pathway will be entirely in the control of the learner.  

• The digital profile must be fully accessible for all learners and available in 
Gaelic and other minority languages. 

 
Recommendation 7: Include the Programmes of Learning element as a prerequisite 
for the award of the Diploma. All learners should be offered a broad range of courses 
including academic, vocational, professional and technical courses. It is an 
entitlement.  
 
The Review recommends that the learning, teaching and assessment of 
Programmes of Learning can be strengthened by collaboratively taking forward the 
following actions: 

• Review course specifications to ensure that there is a strong relationship 
between what matters in the curriculum, pedagogy, assessment and 
qualifications. 

• Improve progression between the BGE and the Senior Phase and within the 
Senior Phase in schools and colleges.  

• Broaden the range of assessment methods for National Qualifications in the 
Senior Phase including increased opportunities for classroom assessment.   

• Act to reduce the number of examinations in the Senior Phase and involve 
only internal assessment at SCQF Levels 1-5.  This will open up a range of 
possibilities, e.g., for SCQF Level 6 Higher courses to progress across two 
years. 

• Where appropriate, retain external examination. Current examinations should 
be reviewed to reduce susceptibility to question prediction and over-rehearsal. 

• Increase flexibility by modularising courses and Programmes of Learning.  
This will allow learners to build credit as they progress through courses.  
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• Create more time for learning and teaching. These proposals offer the 
potential for there to be more time for learning and teaching. Be vigilant to 
make sure that the time released is used for that purpose. 

 
Recommendation 8: Include the Personal Pathway element as a prerequisite for 
the award of the Diploma. It is an entitlement and must be available to all learners.  
This is an issue of equity. It must be flexible for all learners, recognising the 
importance of personal choice and should focus on what learners have achieved.   
 
This element should: 

• Encourage and celebrate the interests, competences and achievements of 
every learner. 

• Be owned by the learner, promote personalisation and choice. 

• Support learners to self-reflect on the skills and attributes they have 
developed.  

• Focus on what an individual has learned through an experience rather than on 
the number or location of experiences. 

• Subject to authentication processes but not graded. 

• Aim to include social, cultural, economic and well-being aspects. In many 
cases learners’ experiences will integrate a number of these aspects. 

• Include a reflective, personal discussion which should be undertaken across 
an academic year and throughout the Senior Phase. 

 
Supportive structures should be established to support the development of this area 
of the Diploma. This should include professional learning and to ensure that the 
importance of this area of work is recognised, is well co-ordinated and has status, a 
promoted post should be established for those leading this work in schools and 
colleges. 
 
Recommendation 9: Use descriptions of knowledge progression and the universal 
skills framework, in the recently published Skills Review (Withers, 2023), if accepted, 
to inform the design of Project Learning in the SDA. They should also be used as the 
basis for assessment.  
 
Recommendation 10: Include the Project Learning element as a prerequisite for the 
award of the Diploma. It is an entitlement and must be available to all learners. 
 

• Project Learning should be an identifiable and distinct part of the curriculum, 
building on Programmes of Study. Individual learners must be allowed to 
apply their knowledge and skills across subjects to tackle a challenge. Project 
Learning can be undertaken through a mixture of group and individual work. 
However, it should be individually assessed.  

• Project Learning should take place throughout the Senior Phase. A learner 
could choose to investigate a new project each year or build on the same 
project as they progress through the Senior Phase. The level of challenge 
should steadily increase, and achievement should be linked to SCQF levels 
and credits to demonstrate progression. While the focus of this Review is on 
the Senior Phase it may be beneficial to promote Project Learning in both 
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primary schools (where it already exists in a range of forms) and in the BGE 
Phase so as to support learners for the type of experience to come. 

• Project Learning will be internally assessed within educational settings, with 
external verification built into the process to ensure shared standards across 
the country. Processes will be rigorous but light touch. 

• There will be flexibility and different pathways within the Project element to 
promote inclusion particularly for learners with ASN, learners who are neuro-
divergent, learners who are highly able and those who may be educated at 
home. While some learners may undertake complex, long-term enquiry into 
major global issues, for other learners the project element of the Diploma may 
involve drawing together educational experiences to help build confidence, for 
example in terms of communication or independent travel.  

• The goal of a project investigation should be chosen by the learner. We 
acknowledge it may be necessary to start with a more defined offer in the 
early stages of the Project element of the Diploma. Examples will be 
developed collaboratively by teachers and lecturers, local authorities, 
researchers, national agencies and learners. These examples will be made 
available to schools across the country for them to adapt into their own 
circumstances. 

 
Recommendation 11: Enhance parity of esteem between types of qualifications by 
recognising as equal all qualifications at the same SCQF level with the same credit 
points: 

• Scotland, should use the SCQF Level followed by the name of the 
qualification in promotional literature and in recording of results  

• Academic, vocational, professional and technical qualifications should all be 
included within the Programmes of Study element of the Diploma 

• Due recognition is given to all elements of the Diploma as an award that 
illustrates much more that the completion of programmes.  

 
Recommendation 12: Establish a Cross Sector Commission on Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) 

• As a matter of urgency, Scottish Government should convene and lead a 
cross sector commission to develop a shared value position on the future of 
AI in education and a set of guiding principles for the use of AI.  

• In the interim, teachers and learners should be supported to use AI, to take 
advantage of opportunities to reduce bureaucratic tasks. Coursework tasks 
should be reviewed. 

 
CHAPTER FIVE 
  
Recommendation 13: Create a national plan to make the SDA a reality for all 
learners in all educational settings.  

• A national plan should be agreed for the introduction and development of the 
SDA to turn ideas into a reality for all learners in all educational settings. This 
plan should include resource implications. 

 
Recommendation 14: Develop the national plan and the wider process of change in 
ways that are inclusive and collegial  



 

104 
 

• It should be based on the Vision and Principles, must involve all those with an 
interest in qualifications and assessment and have a clear indication of how 
different communities will contribute to making the ideas in the Vision a reality 
for every learner in Scotland.  

• It is critical that all communities have opportunities to develop an 
understanding of the new approach to assessment and qualification system in 
Scotland. There should be opportunities for all involved in qualifications and 
assessment to discuss this report and to consider how the Vision and 
Principles might be put into practice in their context. 

• The plan should include a review cycle (Recommendation 4) where evidence 
is gathered from policy and practice to explore the relationship between ideas 
and practice and to take appropriate action. This formative review should be 
undertaken in partnership by practitioners, policy makers and researchers. 
 

Recommendation 15: Introduce the SDA in phases. 

• The introduction of the SDA should be in a series of three overlapping 
phases. Space should be created to enable staff, learners and parents/carers 
to engage with the Vision and Principles and to be involved in the 
development of the Diploma. The plan for the phased introduction of the 
Diploma should be discussed and agreed by the start of session 2024-25.  

 
Recommendation 16: Make time available for staff in Education. Education staff 
need time to access professional learning, to collaborate and to engage with the 
changes being proposed. Given the unique needs of the GME sector professional 
learning tailored to help support the Diploma for Gaelic speaking learners and 
educators is crucial.  
 
Recommendation 17: Develop a long-term engagement and communication 
strategy. 
 
Recommendation 18: Build a national strategy for standards. 

• There should be an agreed national plan to build and sustain local and 
national standards for qualifications and assessment.  

• Training in how to avoid bias should be an essential part of the strategy and 
should involve teachers from Scotland’s increasingly diverse workforce. 

• The strategy should be developed collaboratively by policy makers, 
practitioners and researchers.  

 
Recommendation 19: The Scottish Government and the new national education 
bodies should model cultural change. 

• As the SDA is developed and introduced, the Scottish Government and the 
new national education bodies should model cultural change by working 
collaboratively in ways that recognise and value the contribution of every 
participant. 

 
Recommendation 20: Embed Qualification and Assessment developments clearly 
and explicitly within the wider reform agenda. 

• The Scottish Government must, as a matter of urgency, communicate a clear 
narrative that shows how the developments in qualifications and assessment 
are an integral part of the wider reform agenda.  
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• The Scottish Government should establish collaborative structures to take 
forward the development of the SDA that mirror those developed during this 
Review to ensure that all those with an interest in qualifications and 
assessment continue to be part of the strategy for its realisation. 

 
Recommendation 21: Design the new national qualifications body to work in 
partnership with learners, teachers, policy and research communities to:  

• Develop a flexible modular approach to National Qualification courses to allow 
learners to build credit over time towards qualifications and to enable the 
system to respond with agility to the changing needs of individuals, society 
and the economy. 

• Extend the range of assessment methods within National Qualifications and 
identify what other actions might be taken to reduce the potential for rote 
learning and enhance the learner experience. 

• Rationalise the existing range of courses to create a clear, coherent offer for 
learners, parents/carers, schools, colleges, employers and universities. 

• Build a new approach to qualifications and assessment that has public 
confidence, is highly regarded nationally and is rigorous but not overly 
bureaucratic. 

 
Recommendation 22: Ask the new curriculum body in partnership with the new 
qualifications body to work with learners, teachers, policy and research communities 
to: 

• Improve course progression between the BGE and the Senior Phase, and 
within National Qualifications offered in the Senior Phase. 

• Co-construct and to trial examples of Project Learning in different educational 
establishments across the country. These examples should be made 
available to schools and colleges nationally for teachers/lecturers to adapt to 
their own circumstances.  

• Work with local authorities, schools, colleges, teachers and lecturers to build a 
national moderation system that is rigorous but proportionate. 

 
Recommendation 23: Ask the Independent Inspectorate (HMIE) to work in 
partnership with learners, teachers, policy and research communities to:  

• Ensure the process of inspection effectively supports the introduction of the 
SDA in ways that are consistent with a collaborative, empowered culture. 

• Review practice with researchers and practitioners as the SDA develops and 
to identify if gaps are emerging between intentions and practices. The 
evidence emerging from these Reviews should be used formatively to identify 
actions to re-align the process. 

 
Recommendation 24: Establish the SDA as expected practice for teachers: 

• Teacher Education Institutions should work with the GTCS to review their 
programmes to ensure that newly qualified secondary school teachers and 
college lecturers are well-prepared to work with the different elements of the 
SDA.  

• As part of their review cycle, GTCS should reflect the need for all secondary 
teachers to work with the SDA in their Professional Standards.  
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• The Teaching Qualification in Further Education (TQFE) providers should 
review their programmes to ensure that college lecturers are well-prepared to 
work with the different elements of the SDA.  

 
Recommendation 25: Encourage colleges, employers and universities to use the 
wider evidence base provided by the SDA as the basis of decisions they take when 
selecting students or employees. 
 
Recommendation 26: Require national monitoring and accountability systems to 
gather information on the breadth of achievements recognised within the SDA. 
Insight and the National Improvement Framework should be updated to reflect 
success as envisaged in the SDA. 
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9. APPENDIX 
 

 
9.1 Sample Learner Journeys 
 
BASED ON THE PROPOSED SCOTTISH DIPLOMA OF ACHIEVEMENT (SDA) 
 
The following pages of the report provide a range of learner journeys based on the 
proposed Scottish Diploma of Achievement (SDA). These are illustrative only but are 
designed to show how several different learners could achieve a Diploma. It is 
important to note the learner journeys provided are not exhaustive of all 
circumstances. This will hopefully provide an insight into how the Diploma may 
operate if introduced. We have worked with a variety of settings to develop these 
example journeys. 
 
All journeys have been developed in partnership with education settings and key 
stakeholder groups.   
 
Robin’s Journey 
  
Background 
Robin is a high attaining young person who is autistic and lives with attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). They have a keen interest in literature. They were 
keen to progress their development within the school setting to achieve the SDA. 
  
Programmes of Learning  
Robin was able to progress within the areas of learning that reflected their skills, 
abilities and aspirations, within their secondary school, moving from SCQF Level 5 in 
S4 to SCQF Level 7 in S6. Evidence was gathered in different ways to truly reflect 
the learner’s acquisition of learning and the ability to apply this knowledge in a way 
that suits them. As a neurodivergent learner, they are able to complete their 
coursework when they felt able, with the timings being flexible around them. This is 
in contrast to the previous model of assessment being focused more on external 
examination which would put pressure on them to perform in a high-stakes 
environment. 
  
Project Learning  
Robin has dedicated time within their educational setting and support to focus on 
their chosen topic for their Project element of the Diploma. They chose to investigate 
literature through the ages, which is a topic that they can build on each year with an 
increasing SCQF level to demonstrate achievement and progression. They were 
supported closely throughout with a consistent key member of the teaching staff who 
was aware of Robin’s needs. 
  
Personal Pathway 
Robin was able to self-reflect on several areas of personal learning with the support 
of a key member of staff. This was important to their development as it focused on 
the skills gained from their experience. Being autistic, Robin was able to use their 
special interest of LGBTI literature within their education, utilising key knowledge and 
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skills in this area. They noticed progression and development on their journey and in 
their ability to recognise and articulate their skills and attributes. 
  
Award  
This resulted in the award of the Diploma. This allowed Robin to demonstrate their 
knowledge and experience, and progress to higher education studying English 
literature. 
 
Amber’s Journey 
  
Background 
Amber is a 17-year-old female pupil who is care experienced. Amber has multiple 
diagnoses including a learning disability and is registered blind. Amber uses 
vocalisations, facial expression and body movement to communicate. Amber 
requires support for all aspects of her mobility and personal care. Amber has worked 
well within the Foundation Milestones throughout her BGE and is working at National 
1 (units or awards) at SCQF Level 1.  
  
Amber's future pathway in adulthood will require 24/7 care for all aspects of life. She 
is a young woman who enjoys and anticipates routine, she has a range of interests 
and the capacity to adapt to new environments.  
  
Programmes of Learning 
Amber is progressing well within the areas of learning that reflect her skills, abilities 
and aspirations within her chosen educational setting, at an appropriate SCQF level 
for her. Due to Amber’s complex support needs, evidence is gathered in the 
following ways: observation, photographs, videos and through staff documenting her 
responses. The continuum of engagement is used as an additional measurement of 
her acquisition of learning and the ability to apply that knowledge. 
  
Amber has developed her confidence and exhibits success in music at SCQF 1 
through participating in individual and group contexts. Amber is an effective 
contributor in music within either group or individual contexts. She demonstrates 
skills in using different instruments, following a rhythm and is starting to produce her 
own rhythms for others to respond to. 
  
Amber has developed her skills in supported cycling and has increased her stamina 
in being able to make longer journeys. One aspect of this involves exploring the local 
area, this enables Amber to be exposed to new experiences in a supported way.  
Literacy and communication skills development is building her capacity and access 
across all subject areas, where a key focus has been on interactions, having her 
voice heard and exposure to vocabulary to aid communication and understanding.  
  
Curricular areas covered included music, physical education, creative arts, health 
and wellbeing, literacy, numeracy, relationships, sexual health and parenthood, 
social subjects and science through a four-term interdisciplinary approach. Amber is 
involved in a whole school community eco project, Rights Respecting Schools and 
celebrations and uses her skills and talents to contribute. 
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Amber has specific interest in music of various genres, her Senior Phase programme 
has enabled this to form a key part of her curriculum and has expanded to 
community activities and experiences which is supporting Amber’s transition to adult 
services. 
  
Project Learning 
Amber has applied skills developed in music to other contexts, further developing 
and demonstrating these within a community music group as part of her senior 
transition programme. Observation, video and photographs with the continuum of 
engagement were used to measure development of Amber’s skills over time. 
  
Amber has applied skills developed through her daily cycling programme to be able 
to use these across out of her education setting. An aspect of this has been around 
developing Amber’s capacity to adapt and integrate in new settings. During cycling, 
Amber has gone from being passive to being able to let adults know when she wants 
to continue or finish. Amber enjoys being outdoors and this has been supported by 
her daily cycling programme.  
  
Amber’s personalised timetable was co-created with the key people in her life, in 
particular her carers’ voices. All involved know Amber well and agree that this 
programme reflects her interests and skills. The school specifically focused on areas 
that would be sustainable in adult life and were transferable to a range of different 
learning contexts. Amber is specifically motivated by music and being outdoors. This 
enabled a bespoke programme for her which involves access to different 
environments and opportunities to have new experiences. Goals and targets were 
co-created with her carers to ensure that Amber would experience challenge, 
breadth and depth to enable her to continue to grow and develop. Amber’s carers 
also support her interest and skills development in music by providing additional out 
of school music lessons.  
  
Communication skills development is enabling Amber to have her voice heard in 
different contexts. Amber has a communication toolkit which enables her to interact 
in her wider community. 
  
Personal Pathway 
Amber’s curriculum is organised to enable opportunities for personal achievement.  
A key emphasis of her Senior Phase considered her role as a member of her school 
and wider community, recognising that at 18, she will be accessing her community 
as an adult participant in her preferred activities. Amber uses a range of 
communication tools, including vocalisation, facial expression and body movements 
to convey her views and those who know her well used this to gauge levels of 
engagement and satisfaction. This enables Amber to share reflections of her 
experiences with those who know her well.  
. 
Award 
This resulted in the award of the Diploma which incorporated Amber’s skills 
development across each of the three areas of the Diploma (Programmes of 
Learning, Project Learning and Personal Pathway) and which reflect her progression 
in learning. This will enable Amber to access adult community group activities when 
she moves into adult services.  
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Dom’s Journey 
  
Background 
Dom has been a residential learner at a special school for several years. Now 16, he 
has a learning disability and is neurodivergent. He uses a talker to communicate and 
visual cues such as sequence strips that support him throughout daily routines. He 
has made excellent progress throughout secondary education and with one-to-one 
support, he is able to participate in small group activities.   
  
Dom worked within the Foundation Milestones throughout the BGE and is now 
working at National 1 in a range of areas, focused on those that will support the 
move to adult services with as much independence as possible. Dom will continue to 
require 1:1 support throughout the day. When Dom feels safe and secure, and 
events are predictable, he develops friendships and positive relationships with those 
around him. Social stories help Dom to make sense of changing situations. 
  
Programmes of Learning 
Dom enjoys learning and has made very good progress within a consistent, safe 
environment. A continued emphasis on the four capacities in the Senior Phase has 
equipped him with key skills to enjoy adulthood with as much independence as 
possible, as well as a range of interests to ensure he will enjoy a high quality of life. 
Central to this is continued access to a varied diet and sensory activities paired with 
suitable sport and social opportunities. Dom particularly enjoys numeracy work, and 
this is reflected in his patterned approach to art-making. 
  
Dom’s achievements at National 1 reflect this range of activities and includes areas 
such as preparing a healthy snack and making art for display. These achievements 
can be further developed as he moves beyond school. 
  
A key focus has been the Emotion Works programme. Study in this area is designed 
to boost self-esteem and promote emotional self-awareness. By recognising the 
differences between anxiety and excitement, Dom has been able to identify 
scenarios where he anticipates joy (excitement) as well as those that provoke 
anxiety, such as spending time in noisy areas busy with unfamiliar people. 
  
Project Learning  
Dom gains much satisfaction from mastering new concepts in numeracy.  
Throughout the Senior Phase, Dom has been working towards telling the time on a 
12-hour clock and this will remain a core aim in the months ahead. Applying this 
understanding in real-life contexts and using it to help plan activities will further 
promote learning beyond school. 
  
Personal Pathway 
Dom thrives when he is able to participate in small group activities where he feels 
safe. Dom is capable of making big transitions when supported by people who are 
familiar and who understand his sensory needs well. Such transitions need to be 
introduced slowly, and careful consideration needs to be given to the consistency of 
those supporting Dom.  
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Dom enjoys physical activity indoors and outdoors, and in all weathers. Exploring 
new settings with a familiar group of people is central to ensuring that as Dom moves 
into adulthood, he increases his independence. Having continued access to a talker, 
a consistent team and predictable visual prompts which allow Dom to reflect on his 
experiences are central to the success of these new challenges. 
  
Award  
This resulted in the award of the Diploma. The award recognises Dom’s skill 
development across the three areas of the SDA and reflects his progression in 
numeracy, physical education and Emotion Works. This will enable Dom to access 
adult community group activities.  
  
Rama’s Journey 
  
Background 
Rama is an S4 learner who hopes to progress to a career in childcare. They took a 
twenty-week, one afternoon per week, Masterclass in third year.  
  
Programmes of Learning 
Rama’s learner pathway is focused on developing skills, knowledge and values to 
enable them to progress to their chosen career. Along with their other Programmes 
of Learning, Rama has gained Skills for Work qualifications which will lead into a 
Foundation Apprenticeship in the local college. Rama has gained employability skills 
such as understanding of workplace and employees' responsibilities including 
reliability, organisation, reflection, leadership, communication and having a flexible 
adaptable approach and many more. Rama is delighted that there will not be any 
external examinations at the end of their fourth year.  
  
Project Learning 
Through a range of partnership working, Rama has been on a work placement in a 
local nursery. They have worked with staff from the nursery to create meaningful 
learning experiences for the children. Applying their skills and observing children 
learning in a real-life context. Leading play experiences and reviewing their 
effectiveness. Rama has gained key practical skills within the workplace.  
  
Personal Pathway  
Rama is delivering Bookbug sessions in a local primary school. They have learnt 
songs, rhymes and actions to support P1-P2 acquisition of language. They have 
reflected with their mentor on the experience of volunteering with the children. Rama 
enjoys the sessions and has articulated that they like observing the excitement of the 
young children and how they can see them developing and reacting. Volunteering in 
a local primary school has developed Rama’s confidence and helped reassure Rama 
that the next step should be a formal childcare course. 
  
Award 
Rama successfully completed all the elements of the Diploma and progressed to a 
childcare course at the local college.  
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Harris’ Journey 
  
Background 
Harris is an S5 learner who dreams of a career using his acting and singing skills 
and moving onto employment in the theatre which the school are determined to 
support. The school is aware that in the past ten years, jobs in the creative industries 
have expanded significantly. As a result, they have introduced a range of 
programmes under the banner of Creative Industries. 
  
Programmes of Learning 
Harris successfully completed the Skills for Work: Creative Industries course. Harris 
liked the assessment based on a range of methods including a folio and practical 
activities. He enjoyed carrying out a self-evaluation on a range of skills, reviewing 
progress and identifying action points as part of the assessment of employability 
skills. He also completed SCQF Level 5 credits in English, drama and music and 
SCQF level 4 awards in Mathematics and history. Like other SCQF Level 4 and 5 
courses, assessment is internal with external verification.    
  
In S5, Harris was keen to progress their skills further in voice, movement and acting. 
Harris also continued the study of English, drama and music at SCQF Level 6, and 
opted for a National Progression Award in music performance and SCQF Level 6.   
  
Project Learning 
The school offers a NPA at SCQF Level 6 in Musical Theatre. Harris, with the 
support of his careers mentor, thought this course would be a better preparation for 
his future ambitions as it would extend practical skills and knowledge of musical 
theatre. As the course is delivered jointly by the drama and music department, it 
fulfilled the Project Learning aspect of the Diploma.   
  
Personal Pathway 
Harris is an active participant in school shows and enjoys singing regularly to elderly 
residents in a local care home. Harris has well developed skills in reflection and self-
evaluation through his coursework which he used to good effect in the personal area 
of the Diploma. Always striving to improve performance, Harris maintained a 
personal portfolio of feedback from auditions which supported his personal learning 
and development.  
  
Award 
Harris completed the Diploma, having achieved SCQF Level 6 in English, music, 
drama, music performance, and SCQF Level 4 in Mathematics and history. Harris 
completed an interdisciplinary National Progression Award at SCQF Level 6 in 
musical theatre and maintained a reflective diary of progress. Harris left school after 
his fifth year and embarked on a college course in acting and theatre performance.  
  
Michael’s Journey 
  
Background 
Michael is a high attaining S6 leaver who spends time at both school and at college 
virtually. He has a keen interest in humanities and languages and required extra 
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support via technology. He was keen to progress his development within the school 
and college settings to achieve the SDA.  
  
Programmes of Learning  
Michael was able to progress within the areas of learning that reflected his skills, 
abilities and aspirations, within his chosen education setting at the correct SCQF 
level for him. Thanks to positive interaction with colleges – including those not in his 
local authority – he’s able to access the widest variety of subjects at the SCQF level 
best suited for his aspirations. Evidence was gathered in different ways to truly 
reflect the learner’s acquisition of learning and the ability to apply that knowledge. 
  
Project Learning  
Michael has dedicated time within his education settings and support to focus on his 
chosen topic for the Project Learning area of the SDA. Michael decided to undertake 
a new project each year achieving progression in SCQF level, preparing him well for 
the wide variety of courses available at the university he aspires to attend. The 
project allowed a fusion of Michael’s passions in French, history and computer 
science, while also developing an interest in politics due to the increasing 
politicisation of technology and history during the period of study.  
 
Personal Pathway  
Michael was able to self-reflect on several areas of personal learning with the 
support of staff in educational settings. This was important as it allowed a focus on 
the skills gained from his experience. Michael noticed progression and development 
on his journey in his ability to recognise and articulate his skills, knowledge and 
attributes. 
  
Award  
This resulted in the award of the Diploma which included the subjects of French, 
History and computer science alongside project and personal learning. This allowed 
Michael to successfully apply to university and secure an unconditional place. 
 
Malcolm’s journey  
 
Background 
Malcolm is undertaking his Senior Phase through Gaelic Medium Education (GME). 
Throughout his BGE, Malcolm achieved well. He wanted his Senior Phase education 
to include geography and various sciences through the medium of Gaelic. Thus, 
progressing his learning within the school and community settings to achieve the 
award of SDA. Malcolm was fortunate that his school offered a selection of GME 
subjects in the Senior Phase, but he was aware that some other schools only offered 
one subject, Gaelic language. 
 
Programmes of Learning 
Malcolm was able to progress well within the areas of geography and different 
sciences which reflected his skills, abilities and aspirations. He was able to attend 
school to focus on his areas of study through the medium of Gaelic. His learning was 
assessed throughout, and at an appropriate SCQF level. Malcolm was able to 
access the widest variety of subjects, thanks to the local college offering subjects of 
interest for Malcolm in GME, which was not available at the school. Evidence for 
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assessment was gathered in different ways to reflect the learner’s acquisition of 
knowledge, skills and attributes and the ability to apply them. 
 
Project Learning 
Malcolm undertook a project relating to his specific skills and aspirations with the 
support of a Gaelic setting. Malcolm chose a topic that allowed him to build on each 
year with the SCQF level increasing to demonstrate achievement and progression. 
This is a supported element of the SDA, ensuring that cooperative conversations 
take place with teachers/lecturers/supportive adults on topic selection to ensure 
successful completion is achieved. Malcolm’s project successfully brought together a 
range of learning including through the subjects of geography, biology and chemistry 
as well as his keen interest in the environment. Most importantly for him, the project 
was undertaken through the medium of Gaelic. Some of Malcolm’s friends chose a 
different path and, along with Senior Phase GME subjects, competed a Foundation 
Apprenticeship through the medium of Gaelic. 
 
Personal Pathway 
Malcolm was able to access a range of Gaelic language opportunities at community 
level, which allowed him to gain new skills whilst at the same time working alongside 
community-based Gaelic projects. This included music and media opportunities 
made possible by Gaelic organisations. Malcolm was able to self-reflect on several 
areas of personal learning with the support of a teacher/responsible adult. This was 
important as it focused on the skills gained from their experience whilst developing 
his fluency in Gaelic. Malcolm also participated in The John Muir Award which 
supported progress across all four capacities of CfE. Malcolm recognised the 
progression and personal development on his journey and was able to recognise 
and articulate skills and attributes in his chosen subjects whilst strengthening his 
Gaelic language further. Malcolm also benefited by learning about career and further 
learning opportunities in Gaelic at this stage.   
 
Award 
This resulted in Malcolm receiving the award of the Diploma in Gaelic which included 
geography, biology and chemistry alongside their Project Learning and personal self-
reflection experience. This allowed Malcolm to successfully apply and secure a place 
with a local employer to undertake a Modern Apprenticeship which would enable him 
to continue using his Gaelic. Along with this, Malcolm’s learner journey had included 
other skills and opportunities which added to his confidence and which he could 
return to at a later stage. 
 
Rina’s Journey  
 
Background 
Rina is undertaking her Senior Phase through her local college. Rina wanted to 
undertake her Senior Phase in a new environment, as she felt there was too much 
distraction within her previous school setting. This allowed her to focus on her 
development. Rina wanted her Senior Phase to incorporate a wide variety of 
subjects, which the college could accommodate. This meant she could progress her 
learning within the college setting to achieve the award of SDA.   
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Programmes of Learning 
Rina was able to progress with both dance and theatre, technical and professional 
courses whilst undertaking English, drama and business management to widen her 
opportunities within the SDA. Her learning was assessed throughout her journey at 
an appropriate SCQF level. Thanks to college provision, Rina accessed a wide 
variety of subjects to suit her skills and aspirations. Evidence for assessment was 
gathered in different ways to reflect the learner’s acquisition of knowledge, skills and 
attributes and the ability to apply them. 
 
Project Learning 
Rina undertook a project integrating her specific skills and interests within the college 
setting. Rina took the decision to undertake a new project each year achieving 
progression in SCQF level for each topic. This allowed her projects to cover a variety 
of interests. This is a supported element of the SDA, ensuring that cooperative 
conversations take place with lecturers/supportive adults on topic selection to ensure 
successful completion is achieved. Rina’s projects successfully brought together a 
range of learning including through the subjects of drama, English and business 
management as well as her keen interest in social economics and theatre 
production. 
 
Personal Pathway 
Rina was able to self-reflect on several areas of her Personal Pathway with the 
support of lecturer/responsible adult. This was important to Rina as it focused on the 
skills gained from her experiences throughout her different project topics which 
provided a wide variety of experiences. Rina noticed progression and development 
on her journey, which strengthened her ability to recognise and articulate her 
knowledge, skills and attributes. 
 
Award 
This resulted in Rina receiving the award of the Diploma which included English, 
drama and business management alongside her projects and personal self-reflection 
experience. This allowed Rina to successfully apply and secure a place within 
college to undertake further study relating to drama and theatre. Along with this 
Rina’s learner journey had included other skills and opportunities which added to her 
confidence providing her with the option to return to this at a later stage. 
 
Veronika’s Journey  
 
Background 
Veronika is an S4 learner from the Ukraine who moved to Scotland in January 2022 
with her family. She joined the secondary school in S3. Veronika hopes to progress 
to university to study computing science or cyber security or achieve a Graduate 
Apprenticeship in a related area of employment. She looks forward to travelling the 
world and plans on finding a job which will allow for remote working. She is studying 
a range of subjects which link in with this career pathway. 
 
Programmes of Learning 
Veronika is currently studying eight subjects at SCQF Level 5: English, maths, 
Spanish, modern studies, physics, chemistry, engineering science, computing 
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science. Her strengths are related to maths and computing, as well as 
languages. Along with these subject commitments, Veronika has also been involved 
in the wider life of the school through sport and clubs, including basketball, netball, 
badminton as well as STEM club. She has also joined a number of after school clubs 
such as Coding and STEM projects. 
 
Project Learning 
Veronika has also been in focus groups in the school, including for a recent HMIE 
visit. She joined another group of as a guide in August at the S1 Parent Information 
Evening to escort parents to workshops. Each of these opportunities have allowed 
Veronika to develop her language skills in a variety of contexts as well as grow in 
confidence and feel included in the school and community. Veronika is aiming to 
complete an SCQF Level 6 project by the end of her sixth year using her language 
learning, linked to STEM. She has developed skills and responsibilities such as: 
reliability, organisation, leadership, communication among others. 
 
Personal Pathway 
Through partnership working, Veronika has been involved in a new initiative within 
the learning community to connect and support young people who have arrived in 
the area from Ukraine. This has been positive and has enabled young people to 
share experiences and make new friendships. The meet up was hosted at different 
schools in the Learning Community and takes place several times throughout the 
year. Veronika has also been a great support to new S1 pupils who have recently 
arrived in Scotland, acting as a mentor and buddy. 
 
Award 
Veronika has gained credits throughout her fourth year and is very well-placed to 
achieve the SDA by the end of her sixth year.  
 
Sam’s journey  
 
Background 
Sam requires additional support to help with gaps in her learning. Sam is care 
experienced and has had several school and home moves in the last four years. 
Sam has now settled well in school. She has developed good relationships with the 
teachers and has made good friends with others in her year. Sam is a talented 
musician and performs in the school band. Sam also enjoys cooking and has 
recently commenced a part time skills development placement in the kitchen, where 
she helps to prepare meals and provide hospitality. Sam is committed to gaining 
qualifications and achieve the SDA. She is being supported to apply for music 
courses at college for next year. 
 
Programmes of Learning 
Sam has been supported to progress through her Personal Learning Plan and 
further develop her own interests through subject options and a skills development 
placement for one day a week. Sam receives additional support for literacy and 
numeracy through creative learning classes, which is helping her to progress through 
qualifications. Sam has chosen music, media, hospitality and mental health and 
wellbeing as her options. 
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Project Learning  
Sam is working well towards the Project Learning element of the SDA. As well as 
applying herself during timetabled classes, Sam attends the after school “Tuned In” 
music club with others in the school band to work on the development of their own 
record label and practise for performances. This is also helping her to work towards 
SCQF Qualifications; music and media, and other awards, such as The Duke of 
Edinburgh’s Award, an arts award and a Youth Achievement Award.   
 
Personal Pathway   
Sam has demonstrated leadership skills and innovation through her work on the 
record label project. She has also grown in confidence on stage, during music 
performances and within the kitchen setting at her skills development placement. 
Sam noticed progression and development on her journey and strengthened her 
ability to recognise and articulate her skills and attributes. 
 
Award  
Sam is working well towards the Diploma and will continue to be supported in her 
transition to Further education. 
 
Peter’s journey 
 
Background 
Peter is home educated, with a keen interest in the outdoors and requires extra 
support with learning. Peter and his family have been provided with all the 
information needed from their Local Authority, to enable Peter to achieve the SDA. 
Prior to being home educated, Peter had been receiving help from speech and 
language, occupational therapy, and physiotherapy, this continued to be offered after 
Peter switched to home education.  Peter was also assessed by an independent 
educational psychologist who advised on ways to help support Peter with his 
learning.  
 
Programmes of Learning  
In the home setting, Peter was able to progress within the areas of study that 
reflected his interests and skills. Peter and his parents were able to access 
curriculum information from national websites and had access to submit work 
towards the same portfolio of qualifications available to students in any other 
educational setting. Peter and his parents were able to choose which parts of the 
curriculum were appropriate for Peter’s learning needs, and how the curriculum 
would be delivered.  
 
Project Learning  
Peter chose a project to start a small business to sell eggs in the local community.  
This was supported by Peter’s parents and required Peter to bring together a range 
of learning including, IT skills to produce advertising media, financial / business 
studies skills to create company accounts, biology and animal welfare to correctly 
care for the chickens, and practical craft skills to build a suitable enclosure. Peter 
chose to continue this project, especially focusing on the IT element by creating a 
website and increasing sales. By submitting a project portfolio including video, 
photos, drawings, accounts, write-ups, Peter’s project was verified.  
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Personal Pathway 
Peter was able to self-reflect and articulate the skills he had strengthened alongside 
new skills he had learned from the project. His parents were able to verify Peter’s 
self-reflection from these experiences since he is Home educated. 
 
Award 
This resulted in Peter receiving the award of the Diploma, which included National 
Qualifications and National Certificate courses alongside a project and personal self-
reflection experience. This enabled Peter to then join the college system when he 
was 16, at an appropriate level allowing him to continue his post compulsory 
education. 
 
Gabriella’s Journey 
 
Background 
Gabriella is a 16 year old learner of Roma descent. Her education has been 
interrupted due to her family’s return to Romania for a few months every year. Her 
parents migrated to Scotland to access a better education for her and her siblings. 
She has assumed adult responsibilities within the extended family from a young age.  
Gabriella would like to travel with her extended family in the future.  
 
Gabriella’s attendance through her BGE and in her fourth year was below the 
national average. She reported several incidents of bullying to her pastoral care 
teacher. Gabriella has a small group of close friends. The school identified that she 
was a risk of not completing her SDA and involved a range of partners to support 
engagement with her and her family.  
     
Programmes of Learning 
During fourth year, Gabriella undertook a range of qualifications and awards. She 
benefited from intensive literacy support and achieved credits in literacy at SCQF 
Level 3. She also completed Programmes of Learning and achieved credits in 
numeracy, ESOL, travel and tourism and hospitality in school, and a Prince’s Trust 
SCQF Level 3 Managing Money at the local library. Gabriella likes the youth worker 
delivering the Prince’s Trust award and enjoys learning in the library.    
 
Project Learning 
Gabriella has completed an SCQF Level 3 project through the Prince’s Trust focused 
around planning a trip with her peers. This has been validated by the youth worker 
supervising the project.   
 
Personal Pathway 
Gabriella has assumed caring responsibilities for her younger siblings from a young 
age. She has found it difficult to talk about this experience with her pastoral care 
teacher. She has found it easier to talk about and reflect on her situation with a 
family liaison worker. Her family liaison worker validated her learning.  
 
Award 
With support from her family liaison worker Gabriella successfully completed all the 
elements of the Diploma and left at the end of her fourth year.    
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Florin’s Journey 
 
Background 
Florin is a 15 year old young man of Roma descent, who is now in S5.  Florin and his 
family came to Glasgow in 2015 and has lived in Govanhill since then, in two 
different homes. Florin lives with his Mum, Dad and four siblings. He is the oldest 
child in the family. Florin’s family came to Scotland to provide a better future for them 
and their children. Florin’s Mum stays at home and looks after the family while Dad 
works to provide for them. The family travel back to Romania every year to visit 
family and friends.  
 
Florin has witnessed friends and family being bullied. He himself has been the victim 
of some unkind words but is determined not to let that impact him. Florin is 
passionate about sharing his culture with others and feels lucky to have family and 
friends who support him. 
 
Programmes of Learning 
During S4 Florin studied National Qualifications in a variety of subjects. His favourite 
was Spanish as he already understood the language. He has benefited from support 
from the English as an Additional Language department. He always attends Summer 
School and particularly enjoys making new friends and working with youth workers.  
He has also completed SCQF Awards in Personal Development and Employability.   
 
Project Learning 
He completed a Leadership Award which was overseen by the drama department 
when he was involved in the school show. Being involved in the school show 
facilitated his Project Learning using his knowledge of drama and music. It ensured 
he developed and strengthened his English further. Overall, the Project Learning 
element of the SDA also enabled him to successfully develop creativity, teamwork 
and leadership skills.  
 
Personal Pathway 
Florin completed the Bronze Duke of Edinburgh’s Award. He is a keen drummer 
although he has no formal qualification in this. He attended the Big Noise in primary 
school, and this encouraged him into music. 
 
Florin is ambitious and wants to help people who have been the victims of 
discrimination or violence. He is reflective when describing his own experiences.  
 
Award 
Florin plans to stay on to S5 to complete his SDA. 
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9.2 Results of EQIA Framing Exercise 
 
Overview of Policy - The Scottish Diploma of Achievement  
As part of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment, the 
Independent Review Group (IRG) led by Professor Louise Hayward has developed a 
new model for qualifications and assessment in the Senior Phase.  
 
This model centres around the creation of a Scottish Diploma of Achievement (SDA) 
which the IRG states will: “gather evidence of learner achievement in a broader 
range of areas than is currently the case” and allow “learners to have opportunities to 
demonstrate achievements in three main areas: Study, Project and Person”. The 
SDA would be awarded on completion of all three elements and at point of exit from 
the Senior Phase. Phased adoption of the Diploma is a key recommendation within 
the final report of the Independent Review, as is the need to continue to work with all 
communities with an interest in reform to qualifications and assessment in Scotland. 
  
Who will it affect?   
The Scottish Government will consider the recommendations of the Independent 
Review and will respond in due course. Should Ministers choose to accept, or 
partially accept, the recommendations of the Review including the Diploma, then this 
would directly affect learners, parents/carers, teachers, lecturers and a range of 
individuals employed in the education sector. There would also be wider implications 
across the education landscape including for the proposed new education bodies 
and the new inspectorate. There would likely be implications for wider society 
including further and higher education, recruitment and employment practices.  
  
Inclusive Approach to Policy Design  
The Independent Review states in its interim report that the Review has “adopted an 
inclusive approach to the design and development” of the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement. There were three phases to the Review and three points at which 
comments and views were sought from stakeholders. The Review’s engagement 
centred around the IRG and associated Collaborative Community Groups (CCGs)  
 
The IRG state that they have reflected on the three phases of engagement as well 
as a range of other evidence to develop the Diploma.  
  
Framing Exercise - Scope  
In the latter stages of the Review when the IRG had settled on a preferred model, an 
Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) Framing Exercise was led by the Reviews’ 
Independent Secretariat and involved policy officials from within the Scottish 
Government’s Learning and Education Reform Directorates’. The task was to 
explore the Diploma using the Equality and Fairer Scotland impact assessment 
criteria. The aim of the exercise was not to provide a definitive assessment of 
potential impact, but to begin to explore some of the issues and provide advice 
around areas which require further exploration by Scottish Government, ahead of 
decisions being taken in respect of the Diploma. This short report prepared by the 
Review’s Independent Secretariat provides a summary of the exercise and the 
emerging conclusions.  
  

https://www.gov.scot/groups/independent-review-of-qualifications-and-assessment/
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It is important to be clear that the exercise focussed on the potential impacts of the 
Diploma on learners and did not explore potential impacts on those that will deliver 
the new qualification, or wider societal impacts. 
 
It is also important to note that this summary was written before the final report and 
recommendations of the Review were written, thus final changes to the model have 
not been considered in this discussion.  
 
The Framing Exercise – Summary of our discussion and findings  
  
Framing Exercise: How  
During the Framing Exercise we looked at evidence available under the protected 
characteristics as listed within the Equality Act 2010. In addition, the scope of the 
exercise was extended beyond the list of legally protected characteristics to include 
a number of other groups who may be impacted by the Diploma.   
  
The task was to consider for each characteristic, relevant qualitative and quantitative 
evidence and consider a series of questions:  

• The strength of the evidence available for that characteristic in respect of the 
policy and identify possible gaps in evidence.  

• What areas of concern have been raised by stakeholders as part of the 
Review’s engagement?  

• What opportunities might the Diploma present for advancing equal 
opportunities?  

• What potential negative impacts might arise, and any mitigating actions?  

• Which groups Scottish Government will need to engage with as part of the 
formal EQIA?  

  
Evidence was primarily drawn from Scottish Government statistics and from the 
Review’s engagement. Links to the independent analysis of the three phases of the 
Review’s engagement can be found on the Independent Review Group’s page on 
gov.scot  
  
Framing Exercise – Summary 
The key conclusion from the exercise is that the Diploma, and the changes it would 
bring are likely to have an impact on learners in different ways. This includes 
learners with protected characteristics. The potential impacts, issues and 
opportunities identified during the exercise are summarised below. We recommend 
that a full EQIA is undertaken by Scottish Government as part of their considerations 
of the report and recommendations and in advance of any decision regarding 
adoption of the Diploma. 
  
Protected Characteristic: Disability   
The evidence considered during the exercise indicated that in principle the Diploma 
presents opportunities to improve educational outcomes for learners with disabilities 
and ASN. However, the ability to capitalise on these opportunities will depend on the 
detail of the Diploma and how it is implemented in practice.   
  
During the Framing Exercise it was noted that the Diploma appears to align with one 
of the recommendations in the Morgan Review, Support for Learning: All our children 

https://www.gov.scot/groups/independent-review-of-qualifications-and-assessment/
https://www.gov.scot/groups/independent-review-of-qualifications-and-assessment/
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and all their potential (2020) which called for, greater recognition of wider 
achievement beyond national qualifications.  
  
“...the [qualifications] system should be set up to recognise the particular 
achievements of children and young people which goes beyond SQA 
qualifications....Children and young people for whom exam-based qualifications are 
not aligned to their learning needs and potential are not failures. The Review 
evidence is consistent that there must be recognition of individual achievement in 
Learning for Life. This means creating equally valued alternative pathways and ways 
of measuring individual progress.” (Morgan, 2020)  
  
Evidence from Children in Scotland’s Inclusion Ambassadors received as part of 
Phase Three was considered. It was noted that the Inclusion Ambassadors were 
broadly “positive about the proposals”, and that they valued in the Diploma “the 
move towards recognising wider forms of success beyond the formal exams and 
assessments system and the opportunities for more personalised approaches.” 
(Inclusion Ambassadors / Children in Scotland – Phase three non-survey response)  
  
However, areas were identified which the group felt would require further exploration 
by Scottish Government. These include: 

• a detailed consideration of how the Diploma might impact on learners with a 
range of disabilities and additional support needs, including highly able 
learners;  

• the potential impact on learners with multiple and complex disabilities and;  

• the impact of teacher bias in assessment and the options for mitigating 
teacher bias.  

 
There should be further engagement with disability organisations before a decision is 
taken around the Diploma. Further, should a decision be taken by Scottish 
Government to accept the proposals around the Diploma, there must be ongoing 
engagement with these groups to help design and develop the detail of the Diploma. 
This will be essential to ensure that the Diploma capitalises on the opportunity to 
improve the Senior Phase experience for learners with additional support needs and 
disabilities and crucially does not create unintentional disadvantage.   
  
Protected Characteristic: Race  
During the Framing Exercise consultation responses including from the Coalition for 
Racial Equality Rights (CRER) and Anti-Racism in Education Programme (AREP) 
were considered as well as notes from an Intercultural Youth Scotland led learner 
CCG discussion. These responses indicated particular concern around the proposal 
for greater reliance on teacher assessment in the Senior Phase. 
  
“Teacher involvement in the setting of predicted grades in Scotland during the 
Coronavirus pandemic provides some insight into this. Learners from every ethnic 
group, on average, experienced over-estimated grades compared with actual 
performance within their group in previous years. With the exception of African, 
Caribbean and Black young people, however, every BME group of learners had 
lower levels of over-estimation than peers from white ethnic groups. This puts those 
from white ethnic groups at a relative advantage, as their attainment has been 
artificially raised to a greater extent.” (CRER)    

https://childreninscotland.org.uk/inclusion-ambassadors/
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“If Scotland is to move forward with more formative assessment relying on 
coursework marked by teachers, how will we ensure that racial bias (and other forms 
of bias) does not affect grades? Estimated grades for Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic learners are often lower than actual grades for blind-marked exams.” - A 
working group of anti-racist organisations and education stakeholders: Education 
Leadership and Professional Learning subgroup of the Scottish Government's Race 
Equality and Anti-Racism in Education Programme.  
  
Possible mitigating steps to reduce teacher bias were discussed in the Framing 
Exercise. These include support and training for teachers as well as systems of 
school and national moderation. It is recommended that further research is 
undertaken to explore the potential for teacher bias and mitigating measures, before 
any decision is taken by the Scottish Government to increase teacher led 
assessment in the Senior Phase.  
 

“I think from 2020 I believe it was scored on teacher student relationship. For some 
subjects I had higher scores but for some I know I failed but got good grade. The 
way it’s going there is definitely some bias.” - (CCG member - Learner, Intercultural 
Youth Scotland) 
 
Another key concern in respect of racial equality was in relation to the Personal 
Pathway component in the Diploma:  
  
“A range of known barriers impact Black and Minority Ethnic learners’ access to 
opportunities to gain awards and achievements outside of school. Racism within 
mainstream services targeted at young people is one such barrier... Black and 
Minority Ethnic households are twice as likely to experience poverty... Activities with 
a cost, including basic costs such as travel, may be inaccessible for many. Allied to 
this, the parents of Black and Minority Ethnic learners are more likely to be working 
in occupations with long or non-standard hours, making the practicalities of getting to 
and from clubs and activities more difficult.” - (CRER)   
  
During the Framing Exercise it was noted that since the public consultation was 
issued, and in response to feedback during Phase Three of the Review, the 
proposed Personal Pathway in the Diploma has been amended. The focus of the 
Person component is not on the number of experiences the learner has undertaken 
but on what an individual has learned through an experience i.e., the reflection. It 
was noted that focussing on the reflection would have a lesser impact than focussing 
on activities. The proposal by the IRG that support from a suitable adult for example 
a Youth Worker or teacher is provided to complete the Personal Pathway, should be 
framed as an entitlement and should be guaranteed for each learner, was seen as a 
mitigating action. Notwithstanding this we felt that there may still be equalities issues 
in respect of the Personal Pathway which need to be explored further. 
  
It is recommended that further work is undertaken with CRER and AREP to explore 
in more detail the opportunities and actions needed for the Personal Pathway 
component to support racial equality, before a decision is taken on this aspect of the 
Diploma.    
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It is recommended that before any decision is taken in respect of the Diploma further 
engagement is undertaken with representative organisation such as CRER, BEMIS 
and those representing Gypsy Traveller and Roma communities, to identify any other 
potential opportunities to advance equality of opportunity and crucially to ensure that 
the Diploma does not unintentionally create further disadvantage.   
  
Protected Characteristics: Religion and Belief 
It was noted that there may be equalities issues in respect of religion and belief. For 
example, the requirement in Roman Catholic schools to teach Religious and Moral 
Education throughout the Senior Phase was noted as something which needs to be 
considered. The Framing Exercise also flagged that that there could be equality 
implications in respect of the Personal Pathway.  
 
It is recommended that engagement is undertaken with relevant faith groups such as 
Interfaith Scotland to explore the Diploma in respect of Religious and Belief equality.  
  
Protected Characteristic: Sex  
Qualitative evidence which indicates that there are ongoing structural barriers to girls 
accessing some subjects, in particular STEM subjects was considered as part of the 
Framing Exercise, and it was noted that the Diploma would not directly address this 
issue.  
  
Overall, the group felt that the flexibility within the Diploma could potentially support 
both boys and girls but concluded that further work is needed by Scottish 
Government to explore in-depth the potential opportunities, and issues which the 
Diploma could present, in respect of Sex.  
 
It is recommended that further research is undertaken in respect of assessment 
methods in relation to boys and girls. It is also recommended that there is 
engagement with the Gender Equality Taskforce in Education and Learning to 
ensure, that if accepted, the Diploma is designed and delivered in a way which will 
support gender equality in education.  
  
Protected Characteristic: Age   
The Framing Group noted that the Independent Review Group’s intention is that the 
Diploma would be available to all learners regardless of their age, and that for 
learners who have left school, they would have the opportunity to undertake the 
Diploma at a college.   
 
It will be important for Scottish Government to engage with colleges to ensure that 
the proposal to deliver the Diploma in colleges can be realised in practice. 
  
Protected Characteristic: Pregnancy and Maternity   
The Framing Group are not aware of any relevant existing evidence at this time on 
pregnancy and maternity in relation to the policy. However, as part of the formal 
EQIA Scottish Government may wish to seek views on this.  
  
Protected Characteristic: Gender reassignment   
The Framing Group are not aware of any relevant existing evidence at this time on 
gender reassignment in relation to the policy. However, as part of the formal EQIA 
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Scottish Government may wish to seek views on whether the proposals are likely to 
have any unintended consequences for this group.   
  
Protected Characteristic: Sexual orientation   
The Framing Group are not aware of any relevant existing evidence at this time on 
sexual orientation in relation to the policy. However, as part of the formal EQIA 
Scottish Government may wish to seek views on this.  
  
Other Areas for Investigation:  
In addition to the protected characteristics a number of other groups of learners were 
identified as requiring further consideration in respect of equality impacts. 
  
Socio-Economic Aspects  
Evidence considered in respect of socio-economic aspects drew on responses 
received during the three phases of engagement and in particular from the Equity 
CCG led by Dr Edward Sosu of Strathclyde University.    
  
The main concern in relation to socio-economic equality was in respect of the 
Personal Pathway component. Many respondents in the public consultation and in 
the Phase Three engagement felt that for a variety of reasons it would be easier for 
learners from higher socio-economic backgrounds to complete this section of the 
Diploma than learners from lower socio-economic backgrounds, thereby 
exacerbating existing and longstanding inequalities in educational outcomes.  
  
As outlined above, under Race, the Framing Group reflected that since the public 
consultation was issued, and in response to feedback during Phase Three the 
Personal Pathway component in the Diploma has been updated. The focus of the 
Personal Pathway component is not on the number of experiences the learner has 
undertaken but on what an individual has learnt through an experience i.e., the 
reflection. It was noted that focussing on the reflection would have a lesser impact 
than focussing on activities.  
 
The proposal by the IRG that support from a suitable adult for example, Youth 
Worker or teacher, to complete the Personal Pathway component, would need to be 
guaranteed for each learner, was also welcomed and seen as a potential mitigating 
factor. Notwithstanding, the group felt that there may still be equalities issues in 
respect of the Personal Pathway component which will need to be explored further. 
  
Other areas of concern in the Diploma noted by respondents in respect of socio-
economic equality, include the possibility of teacher bias against learners from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds and concern around a move towards more digital 
learning, recognising that not all learners have access to digital technology and/or 
broadband.  
  
“Digital inequity remains a serious issue for many learners, who lack access to IT 
devices and to wireless/broadband connectivity. We would further note that digital 
poverty can be hidden and is easily overlooked.” – (EIS)  
  
On the other hand, the Framing Group reflected that during school visits the Review 
team had received positive feedback from a number of teachers and learners about 
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aspects of the Diploma which they felt had the potential to reduce the poverty related 
attainment gap. For example, some teachers and learners reflected that:  

• the move towards more teacher assessment was felt to be fairer since 
teachers know their student's ability and could provide more accurate grades 
than terminal examinations;  

• an increase in flexibility and choice evident in the Diploma would support 
equality and; 

• the Project and Personal Pathway component were viewed as opportunities to 
steer the focus away from success being purely about achievement in 
traditional academic subjects.   

  
It is recommended that further engagement with organisations such as the Child 
Poverty Action Group and other similar organisations is a necessary next step to fully 
explore the potential socio-economic impacts of the Diploma.  
  
Gaelic Medium Learners: 
Bord na Gaidhlig, Comann nam Pàrant (Nàiseanta), CLAS (Comann Luchd-
Teagaisg Àrd Sgoiltean/Gaelic Secondary Teachers' Association) and Education 
Scotland were amongst the responses received by the Review which considered the 
specific needs of Gaelic Medium learners. 
  
It was noted that whilst those representing Gaelic interests were broadly supportive 
of the three components and the principle of the Diploma the following was 
emphasised:  
 
Any new system needs to start from:  

• an understanding across all indicators that Scotland provides education in 
either English or Gaelic depending on parental choice;  

• opportunities to extend and develop the four capacities must be available 
equally for GME pupils and EME pupils and:  

• all resourcing and training for education teams should be provided equally for 
the GME and EME systems. 
 

If the Diploma or parts of the Diploma is adopted the GME sector including learners 
and teachers, must be involved in helping to design and develop the detail of the 
Diploma. 
  
Looked after children:   
The group reflected that whilst educational outcomes for looked after children have 
improved over the last decade there is still large gaps compared with all pupils. It 
was noted that it will be important to consider how the Diploma can be designed and 
developed to improve educational outcomes for looked after children. It will also be 
important to identify any unintended consequences on this group. Whilst 
organisations such as CELCIS and Who Cares? Scotland have provided views into 
the Review it is recommended, that should a decision be taken to adopt the Diploma, 
further engagement is undertaken with CELCIS and Who Cares? Scotland around 
the design and development of the model.   
  



 

135 
 

 
Home Educated Learners:   
Home educated learners and their parents/carers involved in engagement as part of 
the Review expressed concern at any changes to the system which would make 
access to qualifications for home educated learners more difficult. Home educated 
learners and their parents/carers noted the current challenges with accessing 
national qualifications.  
 
It is important to ensure that the needs of home educated learners are considered in 
the design and development of the Diploma and it is recommended that there should 
be further engagement with this sector, should a decision be taken to introduce the 
Diploma.  
  
“It is important that the SDA is accessible to home educated young people. Needs 
checks and balances.” - (CCG member - Learners – Phase Three response)  
  
Framing Exercise - Conclusions  
As noted above this exercise is not intended to be a definitive statement or a full 
assessment of impacts. It does however present preliminary and indicative impacts 
which will require further exploration by the Scottish Government as part of its 
consideration of the IRG’s recommendations.  It also highlights areas where there is 
a lack of evidence in respect of a number of protected characteristics.   
  
Following this exercise, it is recommended that a full EQIA is required by Scottish 
Government and that this should be undertaken before Scottish Government 
respond to the proposals around the Diploma. This EQIA should include an 
assessment of the impact on learners and staff who will deliver the new qualification 
(predominantly teachers and college lecturers) as well as a broader consideration of 
wider societal impacts.   
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9.3 Terms of Reference 
 
Introduction 
This document sets out the remit for the Qualifications and Assessment Independent 
Review Group (IRG), which will be led by Professor Louise Hayward, Professor of 
Educational Assessment and Innovation at the University of Glasgow (the IRG 
Convener). 
 
Background 
This work stems in part, from the recent OECD reports into Scotland’s Curriculum for 
Excellence (CfE). Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence - Into the Future (2021) 
found that whilst CfE “continues to be a bold and widely supported initiative, and its 
design offers the flexibility needed to improve student learning further the structure, 
learning practices and assessment approaches in the Senior Phase also need 
adapting to be consistent with CfE’s vision, and to allow for the smooth curriculum 
experience promised from 3 to 18.” The subsequent report by Professor Gordon 
Stobart, (2021) Upper-secondary education student assessment in Scotland: A 
comparative perspective sought to provide insight into the perceived ‘misalignment’ 
between curriculum and assessment and to highlight opportunities for reform of 
assessments in the Senior Phase. 
 
In addition to these recent OECD reports, following the cancellation, due to COVID-
19, of National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher exams in 2020 and 2021 there has 
been a renewed public debate in Scotland about assessment, particularly in the 
Senior Phase. Thus, in October 2021 the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills 
announced that Professor Louise Hayward of Glasgow University would lead work, 
consulting on the purpose and principles which should underpin any reform of 
national qualifications and assessment. 
 
This work will take as its starting point, a consideration and analysis of the OECD 
reports; prior engagement, research and the numerous consultation responses 
received as part of Professor Ken Muir’s work which relate to qualifications and 
assessment specifically; early engagement by Professor Hayward with colleagues 
from the Scottish Youth Parliament and Children’s Parliament and relevant prior 
research and surveys of students, teachers and parents & carers on this subject. 
 
Scope 
The Convener, supported by the IRG and Collaborative Community Groups (CCGs), 
will provide a report and recommendations to the Cabinet Secretary for Education 
and Skills, advising on the purpose and Principles which should underpin any reform 
of national qualifications and assessment in the ‘Senior Phase’. This will 
predominately cover S4-S6 in school and ages 15-18 out with school, however it is 
also recognised that there may be implications for some adult learners who study 
courses which fall within the remit. The focus of this work will be school and college 
qualifications accessible in the Senior Phase. The Review will not consider or make 
recommendations on the content of individual courses. 
 
It is anticipated that the IRG will explore issues such as: 
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• the purposes and uses of a qualification/exams system, including recognition 
of learning, accreditation, selection and accountability; 

• consider the approaches to assessment in vocational and technical subjects 
and lessons that could be learned from these approaches; 

• fairness, equity and the impact of different approaches to assessment for 
qualifications; 

• from ideas to practice – the process of change and learning from our past 
and; 

• wider National and International approaches to the future of assessment and 
qualifications. 

 
The conclusions that the Convener and IRG reach will be made independently of the 
Scottish Government and all other institutions. 
 
The Convener will invite membership to the IRG from individuals who come from a 
variety of backgrounds and who have a range of skills, expertise and knowledge. 
 
Membership of IRG and CCG 
Membership of the IRG and CCGs will ensure that all interested groups with a stake 
in the future of qualifications have the opportunity to feed into the Review.  
 
Membership will include, but is not limited to: 

• those most directly concerned (users, students, parents and carers) ensuring 
that there are individuals from a diverse range of backgrounds from all of 
these groups; 

• those immediately responsible for delivering courses leading to qualifications 
– teachers, lecturers, school and college leaders and training providers 
including those representing the Gaelic Medium Education Sector; 

• those who use these qualifications as young people transition from higher 
education, further education, employers, and external agencies (for example. 
Skills Development Scotland); 

• those responsible for providing such qualifications: for example. SQA, other 
awarding bodies and other regulatory bodies; 

• those responsible for local policy in relation to qualifications, for example. 
local education authorities and the Association of Directors of Education in 
Scotland (ADES); 

• researchers in fields essential to the work of the group, for example. 
curriculum, qualifications and assessment, equality and social justice, 
accountability, national and international assessment systems, sustainable 
change and; 

• representation from all parts of the country, in both urban and rural settings. 
 
 
Here you can access a full list of activities, outcomes and approach of the Review.  
 
Last updated: December 2022 
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9.4 Independent Review Group (IRG)  
 
List of membership: 

 

Those for whom qualifications matter most  

Learners   

• Beinn Grant (Member of the Scottish Youth Parliament)   

• Ruby Cardie (Member of the Scottish Youth Parliament)   

• Supported by Mo Whelton, member of staff from the Scottish Youth 

Parliament 

 

Parents/Carers   

• Cheryl Burnett (National Parent Forum of Scotland (NPFS)) 

• Barrie Sheppard and John Semple (NPFS)   

• Eileen Prior from May 2022 until March 2023, then Patrick McGlinchey from 

March until May 2023 (Connect)   

 

Design, development and delivery of qualifications   

Teachers and lecturers   

• Andrea Bradley (General Secretary, EIS Union)  

• Peter Bain (Headteacher)   

• Andrew Findlater (Principal Teacher)   

 

Design and development   

• Douglas Hutchison (Local government)   

• Dr Gill Stewart (SQA)   

• Martyn Ware (SQA) 

• Aileen Ponton from May 2022 until December 2022, then Pauline Radcliffe 

from January until May 2023 (SCQF, National qualifications alignment) 

 

Informing the process: research base   

• Professor Chris Chapman (University of Glasgow) - the process of change 

• Dr Joseph Smith (University of Stirling) - advised by Professor Mark Priestley 

(University of Stirling) - curriculum 
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• Professor Jo-Anne Baird (University of Oxford) - qualifications 

• Dr Edward Sosu (Strathclyde University) - inclusion and equity 

 

Informing the process: policy base   

• Professor Ken Muir (University of the West of Scotland) Putting - Learners at 

the Centre (2022)  

• Professor Gordon Stobart (University of Oxford) - Upper-secondary education 

student assessment in Scotland (2021)  

• Professor Graham Donaldson (University of Glasgow) - Curriculum for 

Excellence/Teaching Scotland’s Future (2010) 

 

Those who use qualifications   

• Business/industry – Tracy Black (CBI) - Employers 

• Professor Ken Thomson (Forth Valley College) - Further Education 

• Professor Jonathan Powles (University of the West of Scotland) - Higher 

Education 
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9.5 Collaborative Community Groups (CCG)  
 
Learners group 

Led by Beinn Grant and Ruby Cardie 

• SYP 

• Young Scot  

• Youthlink Scotland  

• Home Education Scotland  

• Dyslexia Scotland, Young Ambassador  

• Kelty Youth Group  

• Stills Gallery Youth Advisory Panel   

• The Big Project  

• An Independent School Pupil   

• East Ayrshire Youth Cabinet  

• North Coast Youth Forum  

• Fast Forward  

• Who Cares 

• Carers Trust Scotland 

• Intercultural Youth Scotland (Phase two) 

• Gaelic Medium (Gaelic and Scots Group via Young Scot) 

 

Parents and carers group 

Led by Cheryl Burnett and Elieen Prior / Patrick McGlinchey 

• Connect  

• National Parent Forum of Scotland – Barrie Sheppard and John Semple  

• Children in Scotland - Annie Watson 

• Contact - Donna Tomlin 

• Centre for Excellence for Children’s Care and Protection - Linda O'Neill 

• Comann nam Pàrant - Magaidh Wentworth 

• Home Education Scotland - Mark Nixon 

• Bobath Scotland - Sharon Collie 

 

Profession 

Led by Andrea Bradley  
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• Eileen Imlah - Education Institute of Scotland  

• Simone Coetser - Education Institute of Scotland  

• Pamela Manley - Education Institute of Scotland  

• Kristine Dempster - Education Institute of Scotland   

• Julie Ferguson - Education Institute of Scotland   

• Scott McGimsey - National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women 

Teachers 

• Afifa Khanam - National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women 

Teachers 

• Mike Corbett - National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women 

Teachers 

• Tara Lillis - National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers 

• Catherine Nicol - Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association 

• John Guidi - Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association 

• Seamus Searson - Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association 

• James Cowan - Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association 

• Jim Thewliss - Senior Leaders Scotland   

 

Headteachers 

Led by Peter Bain 

• Kirsty Ayed - Kings Park Secondary School, Glasgow 

• Tony Breen - Portree High School, Skye 

• Barry Graham - Wallace Hall Academy, Dumfries 

• Graham Hutton - Grove Academy, Dundee 

• Stephen Ross - Beath High School, Cowdenbeath 

• Julie McDonald - Nairn Academy, Nairn 

• John O’Neill - High School of Glasgow 

• Jon Reid - Larbert High School, Falkirk 

• Andrew Sharkey - St Kentigern’s Academy, Blackburn 

• Andy Smith - Larkhall Academy, Larkhall 

• Pauline Walker - Royal High School, Edinburgh 
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Teachers 
 
Led by Andrew Findlater 

• Kirsty Hair - University of Strathclyde, Teaching Fellow 

• Scott Hunter - Turriff Academy  

• Caroline McFarlane - Banff Academy 

• Lynsey McNamee - Queen Anne High School 

• Marc McWhirter - Speyside High School 

• John Schmidt - Currie Community High School 

• Darren Brown - Inverness High School 

• Rachel Richards - Currie Community High School 

• Sandy Lunan - Dunblane High School 

• John MacInnes - Ardnamurchan High School 

 

Local government 

Led by Douglas Hutchison  

• Stewart Nicolson (Head of Service, South Lanarkshire Council, Chair) 

• Matthew Sweeney - (COSLA) 

• Grace Vickers (SOLACE) 

• Gerry Lyons (Head of Service, Glasgow City Council) 

• Maria Lloyd (Head of Service, Fife Council) 

• Lyndsay McRoberts (Director of Education, South Ayrshire Council) 

• Julie Calder (Head of Service, Renfrewshire Council) 

• Adam Stephenson (Education Officer, Inverclyde Council) 

• Campbell Hornell (Acting Education Officer, Lasswade High School) 

• Andrew Brown (Senior Education Officer, West Dunbartonshire) 

• Fiona Robertson (Executive Director of Place and Children, Young People 

and Partnerships Midlothian) 

• Linda McAulay-Griffiths (Chief Education Officer/Head of Schools, East 

Ayrshire) 
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National Agencies 

Led by Dr Gill Stewart  

• Sally Smith (Head of Graduate Apprenticeships and Skills Development, 

Edinburgh Napier University) 

• Ollie Bray (Strategic Director, Education Scotland) 

• Andy Creamer (Head of Learning, Teaching and Assessment, Education 

Scotland) 

• Maeve MacKinnon (Senior Education Officer, Gaelic, Education Scotland) 

• Tracy Johnston (Senior Education Officer Health and Wellbeing, Education 

Scotland) 

• Pauline Stephen (General Teaching Council for Scotland) 

• Victoria Smith (General Teaching Council for Scotland) 

• Louise Campbell (General Teaching Council for Scotland 

• Alison MacDonald (HMIE, Education Scotland) 

• Joe Mulholland (HMIE, Education Scotland) 

• Ann Floyd, HMIE (Education Scotland) 

• Ken Edwards (Education Programme Lead, Skills Development Scotland) 

• Eleanor Wilson (Head of Outreach, Glasgow Caledonian University) 

• Martin Ware (Director of Policy, Analysis and Standards, Scottish 

Qualifications Authority (SQA) ) 

 

National qualifications alignment 

Led by Pauline Radcliffe 

• Association of Directors of Education in Scotland 

• Connect 

• Education Scotland 

• Lantra 

• Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 

• Scottish Prison Service 

• Skills Development Scotland 

• Scottish Funding Council 

• Student Partnerships in Quality, Scotland 

• Scottish Qualification Authority 
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• Scottish Social Services Council 

• Scottish Training Federation 

• Youth Link Scotland 

• Youth Scotland 

 

Process of change 

Led by Professor Chris Chapman  

• Professor David Hopkins (The University of Bolton) 

• Professor Mel Ainscow (University of Glasgow, Education and Leadership)  

• Jenny Langley, Former Headteacher, Kingsway Park High School, Rochdale 

• Professor Melanie Ehren (University of London, Governance of Schools and 

Education Director) 

• Professor Andy Hargreaves (Boston College, Teaching, Curriculum and 

Society)  

 

Curriculum 

Led by Dr Joe Smith  

• Alice Crawford - Forrester High School, Curriculum Leader 

• Professor Daniel Alvunger - Linnaeus University, Sweden, Curriculum Studies 

• Julia Liesse-Fernandes - Forrester High School, Curriculum Leader 

• Professor Kathryn Hibbert - Western University, Ontario, Canada, Education, 

Curriculum Studies 

• Martin Ennis - Forrester High School, Depute Headteacher  

• Mhairi Sheail - Forrester High School, Curriculum Leader  

• Molly Fray - Forrester High School, Curriculum Leader 

• Sarah Jarvis - Inveralmond High School, Qualifications and Assessment 

 

Inclusion and Equity 

Led by Dr Edward Sosu  

• Sara Spencer (Child Poverty Action Group, Cost of the School Day) 

• Professor Stephen McKinney (University of Glasgow, Pedagogy, Praxis & 

Faith) 

• Anne Haggart (ASPIRENorth, Schools for Higher Education Programme, 

Regional Co-Ordinator) 
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• Alastair Wilson (University of Strathclyde, Senior Research Fellow) 

• Dr Markus Klein (University Strathclyde, Director of Research, School of 

Education) 

• Professor Cristina Ianelli (University of Edinburgh, Education and Sport) 

• Dr Adriana Duta (University of Edinburgh, Education and Sport) 

• Dr Roxanne Connelly (University of Edinburgh, Sociology and Quantitative 

Methods) 

• Dr Geetha Marcus (University of Edinburgh, Education and Sport) 

• Professor Yvette Taylor (University of Strathclyde, Education) 

• Linda O'Neill (CELCIS, Inequalities in Outcomes of Children in Care) 

• Professor Sheila Riddell (University of Edinburgh, Centre for Research in 

Education Inclusion and Diversity) 

• Dr Stephanie Thomson (University of Aberdeen, Education) 

• Professor Donald Gray (University of Aberdeen, Education) 

• Professor Margaret Sutherland (University of Glasgow, Scottish Network for 

Able Pupils) 

• Dr Fiona O'Hanlon (University of Edinburgh, Gaelic Medium Education)  

 

Policy and Process 

Led by Professor Ken Muir  

• Billy Burke (Headteacher, Renfrew High School) 

• Emeritus Professors Walter Humes (University of Stirling) 

• Associate Dean Khadija Mohammed (University of the West of 

Scotland/Scottish Association of Minority Ethnic Educators) 

• Professor Graham Donaldson (University of Glasgow, Education)   

 

Employers 

Led by Tracy Black  

• Allan Colquhoun (Leonardo MW Ltd) 

• Anna Gillies (NatWest Group) 

• Becky Nicholls (Babcock International Group) 

• Gillian Collin (PricewaterhouseCoopers) 

• Helen Arthur (GlaxoSmithKline plc) 

• Jackie Archer (Balfour Beatty) 
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• Jacqueline Hall (BAE Systems plc) 

• Jo Szulikowski (Phoenix Group Holdings) 

• Jonathan McCreadie (Amazon) 

• Mairi Elder (Scottish Power) 

• Mandy McMillan (Glasgow Airport Limited/AGS) 

• Mark Essex (Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler) 

• Matt Woods (Spirit AeroSystems (Europe) Ltd) 

• Nikhil Sharma (Tata Consultancy Services) 

• Raymond King (Babcock International Group) 

• Richard Turner (BT Group plc) 

• Steven Grier (Microsoft Limited) 

• Suzanne Burns (STV Group plc) 

 

Further education 

Led by Professor Ken Thomson  

• Lorraine Cowan (New College Lanarkshire) 

• Caroline Watson (South Lanarkshire College) 

• Brian Dunn (North East Scotland College) 

• Lisa Doonan, South Lanarkshire College 

• Stef Black and Ali McDade (Student Participation in Quality Scotland) 

• G Graham and Katie Paget (Dundee and Angus College) 

• Ann Heron (Ayrshire College) 

• Rob McDermott (Forth Valley College) 

• Loraine Lyall (Edinburgh College) 

• Lisa Calderwood (Fife College) 

• B Browlee (West Lothian College) 

• J Gracier (Borders College) 

• Jessica Borley and Liz Cook (University of the Highlands and Islands) 

• Karen Gray (Scotland’s Rural College)    

• Sarah-Jane Linton (West Lothian College) 
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Higher education 

Led by Professor Jonathan Powles  

• Professor Nazira Karodia (Napier University, Deputy Vice Chancellor and Vice 

Principal of Learning & Teaching) 

• Professor Moira Fishbacher-Smith (University of Glasgow, Vice-Principal of 

Learning & Teaching) 

• Shona Barrie (Stirling University, Director of Admissions and Access 

• Martin Gibbons (St Andrew’s University, Deputy Director, Director of Widening 

Access and Participation) 

• Emma Forster (University of Aberdeen, Deputy Director, External Relations 

Head of UK Recruitment & Admissions) 

• Dr Stephanie McKendry (Strathclyde University, Head Of Access, Equality & 

Inclusion)  

• Dr Sally Middleton (University of Aberdeen, Access & Articulation Manager 

• Kirsty Wadsley (LEAPS, Widening access partners) 

• Amanda Baldwin (Focus West, Widening access partners) 

• Professor Catriona Cunningham (Napier University, Head of Department of 

Learning & Teaching Enhancement) 

• Dr Laurence Lasselle (St Andrews University, Senior Lecturer) 

• Jim Thewliss (Senior Leaders Scotland, General Secretary) 

• Jane Lewis 

• Dr Pauline Hanesworth (University of Highlands and Islands, Head of 

Learning and Teaching) 

• Professor Alison Machin (Council of Deans of Health Scotland, Convener) 

• Ellie Gomersall (NUS President) 

• Dr Alison Nimmo (Glasgow Caledonia University, Head of Academic 

Development) 

• Luke Millard (Abertay University, Dean of Teaching & Learning) 

• Katrina Castle (Edinburgh University, Head of Strategic Partnerships & 

Transitions) 

• Stephen Watt (University of the West of Scotland, Careers and Employability 

Manager) 
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• Fiona Burns (Scottish Funding Council, Assistant Director Outcomes, Access) 

• Mary Senior (University and College Union, Scotland Official) 

• Professor Vicky Gunn (Royal Conservatoire of Glasgow, Academic Registrar) 

 

Qualifications  

Led by Professor Jo-Anne Baird and Professor Gordon Stobart  

• Dr Lena Gray (Qualifications and Assessment Consultant/Researcher) 

• Emeritus Professor Jenny Ozga (University of Oxford, Department of 

Education) 

• Professor Pasi Sahlberg (Southern Cross University, Education) 

• Emeritus Professor Dylan Williams (University of London, Assessment) 

• Professor Ewart Keep (University of Oxford, Education, Training and Skills) 

• Professor Anne Looney (Dublin City University, Executive Dean of the 

Institute of Education) 

 

Allied Discussion Groups Members  

Secure Care Centres  

• Good Shephard Centre 

• Kibble education centre 

• St Mary’s Kenmure 

• Rossie 

• Howdenhall 

 

Public and Third Sector Employers  

Led by Kevin Kelman, NHS Academy and Karen Reid, NHS Education for Scotland  

• Marion Allison (Community Learning and Development Standards Council) 

• Catherine Cartmell (Historic Environment Scotland) 

• Caroline Deane (Scottish Care) 

• Ceri Dodd (Fire Scotland) 

• Jim Duffy (Youth Scotland) 

• Stephanie Harold (Audit Scotland) 

• Jennifer McHarrie (Education at Bòrd na Gàidhlig) 

• Rosie Megginson (Social Work Scotland) 
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• James Russell (Skills Development Scotland)  

• Amanda Spark (Improvement Services) 

 

Scottish SME Employers  

• James Whitrod (Sitekit) 

• Carol Nicholson (VSA) 

• Paul Murray (Bon Accord) 

• Shawn Hogg (Air Source 1) 

• Nicola Campbell (HomeFix / Reiver Clyde Homes) 

• Saj Sharif (Zen Consulting) 

• Pauline Scott (Tigers) 

• Janet Menzies (Mage Control Systems) 

• Jamie MacGregor (Dunollie Castle) 

 

 Grant Aided Special Schools (GASS) 

• Andrew Philip (Capability Scotland) 

• Catriona Campbell (Eastpark School) 

• Jen Baillie (Craighalbert School) 

• Laura Watkins (Donaldsons School) 

• Lucy Chetty (Sight Scotland) 

• Mandy Shiel, (Harmeny School) 
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9.6 Review activity – Meetings, Events and Visits  
 
Meetings  

Professor Hayward met the following individuals and organisations as part of the 
Review.   

• Alison Preuss, Scottish Home Education 

• Ana Stewart, Women in Enterprise Review 

• Andrew Paterson, AI the future of Education, report and website 

• Angela Morgan, Convenor of Review of additional support for learning 

implementation 

• Association of Directors of Education in Scotland 

• Association of Headteachers and Deputes in Scotland Union 

• Awards Network 

• Autism Resource Coordination Hub, South Lanarkshire 

• Ben Murray, Ireland's approach to qualifications 

• BOSCH Headteachers Group 

• Carol Campbell & Alma Harris, National Discussion 

• Carole Ford & Frank Lennon, Reform Scotland’s Commission on School 

Reform 

• Children in Scotland, Inclusion Ambassadors 

• Chris Ross, Children in Scotland, Youth Ambassadors 

• Christian Ydesen, Denmark's approach to qualifications 

• Christopher DeLuca, Canada's approach to qualifications 

• Clare Wyatt-Smith, Queensland's approach to qualifications 

• Curriculum and Qualifications and Performance and Improvement Networks 

• Daydream Believers 

• Desmond Bermingham, The Australian Council for Educational Research, 

UK 

• Developing the Young Workforce, National Leads Network 

• Dr Pauline Stephen, The General Teaching Council for Scotland 

• Education Children and Young People Committee 

• Education Scotland 

• Education Scotland, Timetabling Group 



 

151 
 

• Esther Papworth, Support for learning teacher, Dumfries Academy 

• Gaelic Medium Education Stakeholders Group   

• Gender Equality Taskforce in Education and Learning 

• Gina Wilson, Head of Strategy Children's Commissioner 

• Grahame Smith, Careers Review, Skills Development Scotland 

• Mark Nixon, Home Education Scotland  

• James Withers, Review of the Skills Delivery Landscape 

• Jim Metcalfe, College Development Network 

• John Edward, Director General, Regions Group, UK Government  

• Kevin Kelman, NHS Scotland Academy 

• Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish STEM Education  

• Matthew Sweeney, COSLA  

• Moira Fischbacker Smith and Martyn Hendry, Glasgow University 

• Michael Marra MSP, former Party Spokesperson on Education, Scottish 

Labour 

• National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

• NASUWT, Teachers Union 

• Ross Greer MSP, Party Spokesperson on Education, Scottish Green Party 

• Oliver Mundell MSP, former Party Spokesperson on Education, Scottish 

Conservative and Unionist Party 

• Professor Clare Peddie, Vice-Principal Education, University of St Andrews 

• Professor Dame Sally Mapstone, St Andrews University 

• Re-thinking Assessment Group Advisory Group 

• Royal Society of Edinburgh 

• Scottish Catholic Education Services 

• Scottish Council for Development and Industry 

• Scottish Secure Care Units, Heads of Service 

• School Leaders Scotland  

• Skills Development Scotland 

• Steve McCreadie, The Lens 

• The Federation of Small Businesses 

• Teachers group, Highland Council - Primary, Secondary, CLD, ELC 
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• Tom Bewick & Paul Eeles, Federation of Awarding Bodies 

• Willie Rennie MSP, Party Spokesperson on Education, Scottish Liberal 

Democrats 

• Young Scot 

• Youth Scotland  

• Youthlink Scotland 

 

Events  

Professor Hayward and the independent secretariat have discussed the Review at 

the following events and meetings: 

• Anti Racism in Education Programme Board  

• Association of Directors of Education in Scotland, Curriculum, Assessment 

and Qualifications Network  

• Awards Network Member Event 

• Children in Scotland, Voices Forum 

• COSLA, Children and Young Person Panel 

• Curriculum and Assessment Board 

• Dundee Headteachers Conference 

• Edinburgh Headteachers Conference 

• Education Reform Programme Board 

• International Council of Education Advisers (ICEA) 

• OECD 

• Royal Society of Edinburgh Committee 

• School Leaders Scotland Conference  

• School Leaders Scotland Webinar  

• Scottish Government, Teacher Panel Group 

• Scottish Learning Festival 

• Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP) Consultation Workshop 

• SCQF School and College Ambassadors Event 

• Voices Panel, Children in Scotland 
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• Women in Enterprise Review, Bute House  

• Youthlink Scotland and Scottish Parliament Cross Party Group 

 

School and College Visits 

Professor Hayward and the independent secretariat visited the following settings as 

part of the Review: 

• All Saints Secondary  

• Autism Resource Coordination Hub (ARCH)  

• Anderson High School  

• Banff Academy 

• Beath High School    

• Borders College 

• Craigroyston High School  

• Forth Valley College 

• Galashiels Academy  

• Good Shepherd Centre  

• Grove Academy  

• Invergarven School  

• James Gillespie’s High School   

• Kelvinside Academy  

• Kibble Education Centre  

• Larbert High School 

• Mearns Castle High School  

• Oban High School with video link discussion with Tiree School 

• Royal Blind School, Edinburgh 

• St Leonards 

• The Community School of Auchterarder 

  



 

154 
 

9.7 Review Phases and Published Resources  
 

Phases of the Review 

There were three phases to the Review and three points at which comments and 

views from stakeholders were sought 

• Phase One: summer 2022 - consultation on Vision and Principles 

• Phase Two: October 2022 - public consultation on Options for Change 

• Interim Report: early March 2023  

• Phase Three: March 2023 - engagement on a preferred model 

• Final report: submitted to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills by 

the end of May 2023 

 

Phase One: Draft Vision statement and Principles 

Phase One of the Review was live between August and September 2022. Phase 

One sought views on a draft Vision statement and Principles. Responses were 

received from 12 Collaborative Community Groups and 2 allied discussion groups.  

A total of 221 responses were received from a survey sent to schools and colleges.  

A number of schools and colleges held group discussions with multiple 

teachers/lecturers and learners, and these responses were submitted on behalf of 

the group. The feedback from phase One has been independently analysed.  

Read the associated report (December 2022). 

 

Phase Two: Exploring options for the future of Qualifications and Assessment 

Phase two of the Review opened in October 2022 and the Review held a public 

consultation which closed on 13 January 2023. Views were gathered on different 

ways on which the Vision and Principles might be put into practice. It also included 

the opportunity to suggest other approaches. The purpose of Phase Two was to 

identify a preferred model for qualifications and assessment.  

The public consultation received over 700 responses, but we know that a great many 

of these responses, in particular those from schools and colleges, involved group 

discussions and therefore the total number of individuals who participated in the 

consultation was far greater than this. We have published all consultation responses 

where permission to do so has been granted, alongside a final independent report of 

the consultation analysis.  

Phase Two supporting documents  

Alternate formats 

This document is also available in Gaelic 

http://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-data-analysis-phase-1/
https://consult.gov.scot/education-reform/professor-haywards-independent-review/consultation/published_select_respondent
https://consult.gov.scot/education-reform/professor-haywards-independent-review/consultation/published_select_respondent
https://www.gov.scot/publications/qualifications-assessment-review-consultation-analysis/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/professor-haywards-independent-review-qualifications-assessment/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/professor-haywards-independent-review-qualifications-assessment-consultation-gaelic/
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Interim Report  

In the Interim Report we engaged with stakeholders from all corners of the Scottish 

Education landscape; learners, parents /carers, teachers and lecturers, school and 

college leaders, employers, policy makers, national bodies, politicians, wider 

practitioners, researchers (national and international) and universities. Insights from 

the wide range of communities involved in this Review have informed thinking to 

date and act as a major source of evidence for this Interim Report. 

Alternate formats 

This document is also available in Gaelic  

This document is also available as a British Sign Language video. 

 

Phase Three: Testing the preferred model 

• Phase Three took place during March and April 2023. The aim of Phase 

Three was to test the preferred model for qualifications and assessment 

identified in Phase Two and in the Interim report. We sought views on a 

proposed approach and the practical steps that would be needed for 

implementation to be successful. During Phase Three the Review took into 

account relevant findings from the National Discussion on Education. 

Phase Three briefing paper  

 

Engagement via schools and colleges 

• Materials were issued to all Scottish schools, colleges and alternative 

educational settings, reflecting each of the three phases of the Review, they 

were invited to lead discussions within their own communities throughout the 

Review period.  

Phase Three schools college pack  

https://www.gov.scot/isbn/9781805255826
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2023/03/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-scotland-interim-report/documents/gaelic-version/gaelic-version/govscot%3Adocument/gaelic-version.pdf
https://youtu.be/cChrpRQQ6MU
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2023/03/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-scotland-interim-report/documents/phase-3-briefing-paper/phase-3-briefing-paper/govscot%3Adocument/phase-3-briefing-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-report/2023/03/independent-review-qualifications-assessment-scotland-interim-report/documents/schools-college-pack/schools-college-pack/govscot%3Adocument/schools-college-pack.pdf
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Purpose and Principles 
for Post-School Education, 
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Scotland’s people and their unique, skills, talents 
and abilities underpin every part of what makes 
Scotland a successful nation and enables us to play 
our full role as a good global citizen.   
  
At the heart of that is having a lifelong education, 
research and skills system that fosters curiosity, 
nurtures talent, encourages ambition and enables 
everyone to fulfil their potential.   
 
As Minister for Higher and Further Education, I am privileged to be 
responsible for ensuring that this critical piece of our national 
infrastructure is equipped to deliver against our core missions. 
 
Equality 
That opportunities are available to all based on their ability to learn and 
that learning presents a pathway out of poverty. That learners who need 
it most are financially supported to complete their chosen pathway. That 
we work hard so that those who face the greatest barriers to accessing 
opportunities are supported and encouraged to do so, based on a 
genuine understanding of what they need to succeed and, that we use 
the strength of our social research on poverty and society to further 
support this work. 
 
Opportunity  
That we maintain and strengthen the world leading Scottish research 
that makes a global impact, drives inward investment to our shores, 
underpins our innovation ambitions and will be so critical to tackling the 
climate emergency and delivering the transition to net zero. That we 
continue to develop the skilled, creative and entrepreneurial people our 
economy and society needs to build a wellbeing economy.  
 
Community 
That we recognise and strengthen the incredible difference that our 
institutions, employers, third sector partners, schools and local 
authorities can make when they all work together - making the most of 
our shared assets to deliver for the people of Scotland. 
 
There is much to celebrate about where we are now – not least the 
perseverance and agility of our learners, employers, researchers, 



lecturers, support staff, providers and institutions through what continues 
to be an uncertain and challenging time. Despite this changing 
environment, our lifelong education, skills and research system has 
continued to deliver.  
 
Maintaining this performance is made more challenging by a growing set 
of social and economic factors that mean we have to question traditional 
assumptions, structures and delivery models. Globalisation; the need to 
transition to a fairer, greener world; the pace of discovery and 
technological advancement; the impact of the pandemic including the 
lessons of rapid response and scientific discovery; demographic 
changes and the changing expectations of students and of employers – 
all of these factors point towards the need for reform.  
 
In addition, independent reviews of our lifelong education and skills 
system made a compelling case for change and point to the need to 
reflect on lessons learned as we rebuild and reshape the ways in which 
this system works – putting people and employers firmly at the centre 
and demonstrating better value and benefit for people, for the economy 
and for society. 
 
Over half a million people are participating in our education, research 
and skills system every year underpinned by over £3 billion of Scottish 
Government investment.  
 
Only by having a diverse lifelong education, research and skills system 
can we provide the opportunities needed by Scotland’s people. Through 
the Purpose and Principles we want to make the system fit the needs of 
the people of Scotland so that everyone can fulfil their potential and 
contribute to our society, economy and place in the wider world. 
 
A cohesive system that can deliver for the future; where everyone plays 
their part and is supported to achieve their full potential.  
 

 

Minister for Higher and Further 
Education; and Minister for Veterans 
 

Graeme Dey MSP 
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Purpose & Principles 
 
Our intent in developing the Purpose and Principles is that it will stand 

the test of time, providing a constant in times of change and something 
to work towards as we re-imagine and reform the system. For that 
reason, the Purpose and Principles themselves remain succinct and acts 
as a framework that sets the policy direction and shapes delivery 
priorities.  
 
What underpins them is a suite of more detailed documents that will 
adapt and evolve over time. These are designed to bring our shared 
understanding of what the system is, how it functions and what it 
currently delivers to a common starting point, set strategic outcomes for 
the system in the short, medium and longer terms. This framework will 
be added to over time as detailed delivery plans, and measurement and 
evaluation tools evolve. 

 
Purpose: To develop new thinking, products and systems through 
research and to ensure that people, at every stage in life, have the 
opportunity and means to develop the skills, knowledge, values and 
attributes to fulfil their potential and to make a meaningful contribution to 
society. 
  
Principles & Outcomes 
 
Transparent, Resilient and Trusted: The system is financially and 

environmentally resilient; trusted to deliver, and subject to effective governance.  

 
System Outcomes 
• Public funding models for education, skills and research are fair, transparent, 

and maximise value.   

• All parts of the post-school system are trusted to deliver, environmentally and 
financially resilient and held to account for their impacts on learners, practitioners, 
local communities, and the wellbeing economy.  

• Collaboration across the post-school system is pursued proactively with shared 
values and a common purpose.  

 

Supportive and Equitable: People are supported throughout their learning 

journey, particularly those who need it most.  
 

System Outcomes 
• The public funding system for student support is perceived as fair, transparent 

and accessible by learners, providers and employers.  
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• Learners have access to holistic, person-centred support, empowering them to 
access, sustain and complete their learning.  

 
High Quality: High quality opportunities are available for people to enhance their 

knowledge and skills at the time and place that is right for them. 
 

System Outcomes 
• A motivated and valued workforce of practitioners are empowered to deliver 

consistent high-quality learning opportunities.  

• Learners have the skills and knowledge they need to secure or progress in 
sustained employment that is well-aligned to local, national and international 
economic and social need. 

• The system supports a culture of lifelong learning with a ‘no wrong door’ 
approach, where learners have equity of access and opportunity to fulfil their 
interests and potential. 

 

Globally Respected: Research, teaching, innovation and knowledge exchange 

undertaken by Scotland, must make a difference; enhance and contribute to global 
wellbeing, addressing 21st Century challenges such as the climate emergency and 
attracting inward investment and talent to study, live and work in Scotland. 

 
System Outcomes 
• Scotland’s post-school system is internationally recognised for 

research, teaching, and innovation, leveraging substantial funding from 
international and domestic sources.  

• Providers attract and retain a highly trained teaching, innovation, and research 
workforce with global reach and impact. 

• Scotland’s internationally competitive economy is underpinned by world-
leading research, teaching, innovation and knowledge exchange, driving inward 
investment and productivity. 

 

Agile and Responsive: Everybody in the system collaborates to deliver in the 

best interests of Scotland’s wellbeing economy. 
 

System Outcomes 
• Collaboration between policymakers, employers and providers produces a supply 

of talent and innovation to help drive Scotland’s wellbeing economy.  

• Learners, no matter their background or prior attainment, can develop skills to 
enter and progress in good quality employment and/or realise their potential.  

• Scotland has an aligned and responsive regional skills delivery system fuelling a 
suitably skilled and motivated workforce, increasing productivity and business 
success at local, regional and national level.  
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From: Tom Hall <tom.hall@collegesscotland.ac.uk>  
Sent: Tuesday, July 11, 2023 4:14 PM 
Subject: For Information - Ministerial Correspondence on Student Mental Health 
 

[CAUTION]This email originated from outside of the College - do not click links or attachments unless you 
recognise the sender and know the content is safe. If you have any concerns please contact ICT at 
ictservicedesk@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk. 

Dear Chairs and Principals (copied to Board Secretaries and PAs),  
 
Please find attached correspondence received today from the Minister for Higher and 
Further Education and Minister for Veterans, Graeme Dey MSP, to Colleges Scotland 
regarding a Student Mental Health and Wellbeing Transition Fund for Academic Year 
2023/24.  
 
The letter confirms a one-off funding investment in respect of mental health and wellbeing 
support in colleges and universities for Academic Year 2023/24 of £3.21 million. 
 
This follows sustained engagement from Colleges Scotland to the Scottish Government 
regarding the future provision of mental health and wellbeing services in the college sector 
from Academic Year 2023/24 onwards.  
 
Should you have any further queries on this topic, please do get in touch.  
 
Regards 
Tom 
 
Tom Hall 
Acting Senior Policy Officer  
 
tom.hall@collegesscotland.ac.uk 
M: 07712 404406 
 

 

  
policy@collegesscotland.ac.uk  

www.collegesscotland.ac.uk 
@CollegesScot 
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Minister for Higher and Further Education; and Minister 

for Veterans  

Graeme Dey MSP  

 

 

T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 

 

 



Shona Struthers 
Colleges Scotland  
 
Alastair Sim 
Universities Scotland  
 
Ellie Gomersal 
NUS Scotland  

 

___ 
 
 
11 July 2023  
 
 
STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING TRANSITION FUND 
 
Dear Shona, Alastair, and Ellie,  
  
I would like to thank you for the time you have given me during my first months as Minister 
for Higher Education and Further Education.  
  
I have been struck by the commitment you have demonstrated to supporting students at 
institutions in Scotland and thank you for working with us and the Scottish Funding Council 
to deliver the Programme for Government commitment for additional counsellor support for 
students over the past four years. I am pleased that we have fulfilled that commitment 
through Scottish Government investment of nearly £16 million.  
 
It is clear that, based on the evidence we have gathered and the work undertaken by the 
Student Mental Health Ministerial Working Group, students benefit from a range of different 
mental health and wellbeing supports and approaches. On that basis I want to assure you 
that the Scottish Government remains committed to supporting institutions to move to a 
position where there is greater flexibility in the support offering to students, building better 
links with other services and supports available for students through NHS Scotland and in 
communities, focusing on the individual needs of students and local contexts. 
 
I have, however, heard your concerns about the need for an individual investment in this 
financial year to support the transition from the previous arrangements to one which helps 
institutions diversify their support offering to students, and explore delivery models which 
meet student needs and integrate with local services. 
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Despite the unprecedented fiscal challenges we face, I am pleased to confirm a one-off 
funding investment in respect of mental health and wellbeing support in colleges and 
universities for AY 23/24 of £3.21 million. The split between colleges and universities will be 
distributed using the same formula as for Academic Year 2022/23.  
Making this substantial investment at a time of increasing financial pressure has not been an 
easy undertaking. We have however prioritised this specific funding in the face of some 
difficult choices that have had to be made.  
 
I am clear that this is a transitionary arrangement to support institutions in taking us towards 
a future position where student mental health and wellbeing is established as a shared, 
integrated commitment, and a key foundation for learning. In line with this, officials will be in 
touch with the Scottish Funding Council to develop supporting guidance to reflect the 
purpose of the funding.  
 
Thank you for your continuing engagement on this and other matters.  
  

 
 

GRAEME DEY 
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Humza Yousaf urged to woo English 
workers to 'drive up talent pool' 

 

 
24th May 
 
HUMZA Yousaf needs to attract more workers from south of the border to 
“drive up the talent pool" and boost tax receipts, a former SNP trade minister 
has said. 

Ivan McKee urged the First Minister’s administration to aim a “move to 
Scotland” message at the other parts of the UK. 

“Make moving to Scotland an aspiration for those living south of the border,” 
he said. 

He estimated a 20 per cent rise in the number of working age people moving 
to Scotland, provided most were higher rate taxpayers, could raise an extra 
£1billion in five years. 

https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/homenews/


Writing in today’s Herald, the former businessman said one of the biggest 
challenges facing the Scottish economy was a shortage of labour. 

He said trying to tap into the 700,000 people deemed economically inactive in 
Scotland - students, carers, retirees and the unwell - would not solve that 
shortage. 

Nor would an independent Scotland returning to the EU, where rising living 
standards and local labour shortages meant there was no longer a ready 
supply of workers. 

“The Eastern European labour pool does not have the same potential it once 
did to single handedly fill gaps in the Scottish economy, even were all 
restrictions lifted,” he said. 

While within the Union, Scotland’s lack of control over immigration meant the 
country was severely limited in its ability to attract international workers. 

However the rest of the UK represented a “huge labour pool available to 
Scotland… with no restrictions on its movement or legal ability to work in 
businesses and public services”. 

In recent years the average annual outflow of people from Scotland to 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland has been around 40,000, but the annual 
inflow from the rest of the UK to Scotland has been 7,000 higher. 

“So Scotland is already an attractive location for working age people from the 
rest of the UK,” Mr McKee said.  

“Income tax differentials over recent years haven’t impacted the willingness of 
people to move north.  

“The Scottish Government needs to… focus on clearly articulating the ‘move to 
Scotland’ message in the UK market. 

"Figure out what works, take concrete action to deliver results, drive up the 
talent pool and the associated tax receipts. 

"Fixing our demographic challenges are in our own hands, and we should take 
responsibility for delivering on that.” 

https://www.heraldscotland.com/business_hq/markets_economy/
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/world_news/


Mr McKee, the MSP for Glasgow Provan since 2016, was a supporter of 
former finance secretary Kate Forbes in the recent SNP leadership race. 

In his first big Holyrood policy speech as First Minister, Mr Yousaf announced 
a “reset” with business after relations became strained under Nicola Sturgeon. 

Mr McKee suggested this week that the lack of ministers with a business 
background meant his Government “starts off at a disadvantage”.  
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DATA PROTECTION ACT 2018 AND UK GENERAL DATA 

PROTECTION REGULATION 
 

REPRIMAND 
 

The Information Commissioner (the Commissioner) issues a reprimand to 
Parkside Community Primary School (Parkside) in accordance with Article 
58(2)(b) of the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) in 
respect of certain infringements of the UK GDPR.  
 
The reprimand 
 
The Commissioner has decided to issue a reprimand to Parkside in respect 
of the following infringements of the UK GDPR: 
 

 Article 5 (1)(f) which states that personal data shall be processed in 
a manner that ensures appropriate security of the personal data, 
including protection against unauthorised or unlawful processing 
and against accidental loss, destruction or damage, using 
appropriate technical or organisational measures (‘integrity and 
confidentiality’). 

 
There are also infringements of Article 24 (1) (Responsibility of the 
controller) and Article 32 (Security of processing).  
 
The reasons for the Commissioner’s findings are set out below.  
 
The investigation found that Parkside inappropriately disclosed personal 
data, including special category data, of a sensitive nature in a classroom 
environment. There were four data subjects affected, three of whom were 
children.  
 
The Commissioner considers that in relation to the infringement of Article 
5(1)(f) (and by extension Article 24 (1) and Article 32), that Parkside did 
not have adequate: 

 Policies. The ICO is satisfied that the both of the employees 
concerned acted in contravention of Parkside’s data protection 
policies by failing to report the breach internally. However, 
shortcomings with Parkside’s policies were noted. Specifically, the 
data protection policies did not outline the course of action for 
employees to adopt to ensure security and confidentiality when 
sharing personal data internally by email and also when it was 
appropriate to open emails which contained personal data. This is 
particularly pertinent due to the classroom environment which 
Parkside employees operated in. 
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Also noted was a lack of policy relating to  (  
).  is a case management system 

specifically used for the management and monitoring of 
safeguarding, wellbeing and pastoral issues related to children. The 
personal data being processed by  was likely to be sensitive 
and contain special category data, so the ICO would expect a 
controller to have adequate technical and organisational measures 
around the use of  to prevent a security breach.  
 

 Procedure and guidance. There was a lack of written guidance for 
employees in respect of using security and confidentiality 
classifications on emails. Specifically and in relation to this incident, 
it was noted that emails generated by  did not have any 
security classification or labelling to indicate they contained 
personal data of a sensitive nature (including special category 
data).  
 
Further, there was no written procedure or guidance for employees 
in respect of when it was appropriate during the school day to open 
emails generated by .  
 
In addition to this, there was no written procedure or guidance 
available to employees in relation to the safe operation of the 
electronic whiteboards, particularly when screensharing from an 
employee’s electronic device. 

Mitigating factors 
 
In the course of our investigation we have noted that: 
 

 Parkside had overarching data protection policies in place. In 
particular, Data Protection and Security Policy (dated July 2020) 
stipulated that employees should follow the security incident / data 
breach response plan if they know or suspect a personal data 
breach has occurred. The Data Breach Response Plan Parkside 
Community Primary School (undated) directed employees that if 
they become aware of a suspected or actual personal data breach, 
then the incident should be reported to the Headmaster without 
delay.  
 

 Once the incident was discovered by Parkside, the children who 
witnessed the disclosure were reassured that what they read was 
unfortunate and that if they wanted to talk about the content that 
they were able to do with the Deputy Headteacher. It was stressed 
to the children that the content was not to be discussed with their 
peers. There is no evidence that the disclosed  content has 
been shared or disseminated. 
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 Parkside referred the incident immediately to the Local Authority 
Designated Officer (LADO) and followed the recommendations made 
by the LADO. 
 

 Chair of Governors agreed with commissioning the Human 
Resources team at Herts for Learning to carry out an investigation 
and it was conducted under the school’s disciplinary policy.  
 

 Formal disciplinary action was taken against one of the employees 
concerned. This employee made a statement of apology for breach 
and for their failure to report the incident. 

 
Remedial steps taken by Parkside 
 
The Commissioner has also considered and welcomes the remedial steps 
taken by Parkside in the light of this incident. In particular we have noted 
that: 
 

 The governor responsible for the strategic management of UK GDPR 
reviewed the Parkside’s current practices in line with the Data 
Protection policy and made recommendations to the full governing 
body. 
 

 All staff were issued with a formal notice and guidance about how 
incidents should be reported on the school’s internal . 
 

 New guidance has been issued to staff around the recording and 
accessing of work emails /  records in light of the breach.  
 

 Staff have been instructed that all alerts sent via  are only to 
be read at specific times of the day and never when children are 
present or in the vicinity of the classroom. 
 

 All staff have been instructed to use “SENSITIVE/HIGHLY 
SENSITIVE” in the subject line of an email informing the recipient of 
the nature of the content before it is opened. Such emails should 
only be read before and after the school day. 
 

 Governors are to be alerted to an incident as soon as it becomes 
known to the headteacher. 
 

 Cases of a complex and sensitive nature can only be accessed on 
 by the Headteacher, Deputy Headteacher and Parental and 

Pastoral Officer and shared with relevant members of staff on a 
need-to-know basis at scheduled meetings.  
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 All staff and governors received UK GDPR refresher training (which 
included the caveat not to check emails during teaching time) as 
per the Herts for Learning training module. Part of the training 
instructed staff to use the internal secure data transfer system 
when sending information of a highly sensitive nature. 
 

 All staff to be issued with the Parkside’s UK GDPR policy and to be 
familiar with its content. A record will be made on personnel files in 
this respect. 
 

 Staff have been signposted on where to access the school’s Data 
Protection Policy as a point of reference should they require it. 
 

 Parkside’s Data Protection Policy has been reviewed and an 
appendix added for review at the first full governing body meeting 
of the new academic year. The updated policy instructs staff how to 
report a breach, what constitutes a breach, who to report it to and 
what happens once this has been do. This is to help staff 
understand the complexities of reporting a breach. 
 

 All staff to sign an electronic document to say they have read and 
understood the school’s Child Protection and Data Protection Policy 
in September 2022 alongside the latest and updated version of 
Keeping Children Safe in Education (Part 1). 

 
Decision to issue a reprimand 
 
Taking into account all the circumstances of this case, including the 
mitigating factors and remedial steps, the Commissioner has decided to 
issue a reprimand to Parkside in relation to the infringements of Article 
5(1)(f), Article 24 (1) and Article 32 of the UK GDPR set out above. 
 
Further Action Recommended 
 
The Commissioner recommends that Parkside should take certain steps to 
ensure its compliance with UK GDPR. With particular reference to Article 
5(1)(f), Article 24 (1) and Article 32 of the UK GDPR, the following steps 
are recommended: 
 
1. Parkside should consider refresher training on the operation of 

electronic whiteboards for all relevant employees. This should be 
underpinned by written guidance for employees to follow and 
Parkside should satisfy itself that security is enshrined in the training 
and guidance. Emphasis should be given to the relevant steps for 
employees to take to avoid a personal data breach when operating 
an electronic whiteboard. 
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2. At the time of the breach, it was noted that there was no written 
guidance in place for employees for the use of . Whilst it is 
appreciated that Parkside have now issued some written guidance in 
relation to the operation of , Parkside should evaluate whether 
this is sufficient and adequate to reduce the risk of a recurrence of a 
similar incident.  refresher training should also be considered 
for all relevant employees.  
 

3. Consideration should be given to refresher data protection training to 
all members of staff, as it was noted that both members of staff 
involved in this incident failed to report the breach. Emphasis should 
be given on the requirement to report a suspected or actual personal 
data breach. Parkside should satisfy itself that all employees 
understand the consequences of failing to report a breach, 
particularly as it can mean a delay in mitigating action being 
deployed. This is especially important, as mitigating action can lessen 
the effects of a personal data breach and the potential impact on the 
data subject/s.  
 

4. Parkside should satisfy itself that it has adequate technical and 
organisational measures in place to ensure the security and 
confidentiality of emails sent internally which include personal data, 
particularly when these contain sensitive or special category data. 
 

5. Parkside’s policies and procedures should have prominent, sufficient 
and adequate practical guidance for employees in order to avoid a 
similar breach occurring again. This also needs to include regular 
reviews, and proactive work to increase staff awareness of these. 
 

6. Parkside should take steps to test all of the new processes introduced 
as a result of this incident and ensure they are embedded within the 
organisation.  
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