
84 AGENDA m!d NO. ...&3)‘ 
EXCERPT OF MINUTE OF MEETING OF THE EDUCATION COMMITTEE HELD ON 
21 AUGUST 2000 

“IMPROVING OUR SCHOOLS” - NATIONAL PRIORITIES FOR SCHOOLS EDUCATION IN 
SCOTLAND” - SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE CONSULTATION 

17. There was submitted a report (docketed) dated 2August 2000 by the Director of Education (1) 
advising that a consultation paper had been received from the Scottish Executive’s Education 
Department on “National Priorities for Schools Education in Scotland”, which sought the Council’s 
views on a number of key questions in relation to the priorities for schools and school education 
which, in effect, would form an essential part of the framework for continuous improvement in schools 
under the provisions of the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Bill, and (2) setting out in the 
Appendix to the report the response to the Scottish Office on its consultation. 

Decided: 

(1) that the comments set out in the Appendix to the report be endorsed as the Council’s formal 
response to the Scottish Executive on its consultation on national priorities for schools and 
schools education in Scotland, and 

(2) that the report be remitted to the Social Inclusion Committee for its interest. 

exeduc3la 
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1 To: Education Committee 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

From: Director of Education 

Ref: MON/DS/KM Subject: Improving Our Schools 
(Consultation Paper on National 
Priorities for Schools Education in 

Date: 2"d August 2000 Education) 

Purpose and Content 

This report advises members of the education committee of the Scottish Executive's consultation 
document on national priorities for schools education in Scotland and seeks approval for the 
proposed authority response. 

Recommendations 

The education committee is asked: 

(i) 
(ii) 

to note and approve the contents of the proposed response. 
to remit the report to the Social Inclusion Committee for information. 

Members wishing firther information should contact 
Michael O'Neill, Director of Education on Tel: 01236 812336 or, 
Dan Sweeney, Head of Quality & Support Services on Tel: 01236 812291 
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IMPROVING OUR SCHOOLS 
(Consultation paper on national priorities for schools education in Scotland) 

Report by Director 

1. Introduction 

1.1 In April 2000 the Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED) issued copies of the 
consultation paper ‘Improving Our Schools’, inviting views on the priorities for schools 
and schools education in Scotland 

1.2 These priorities will form a central element of the framework for continuous 
improvement in schools under the provision of the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. 
Bill which is at present under consideration by the Scottish Parliament. 

2. Responses 

2.1 Responses to a number of key questions are invited by 3 1 August. 

2.2 The document was the topic of structured discussion at headteacher meetings in May and 
June. These discussions, the content of individual schools responses and the views of the 
Chief Executive’s office, have been taken into account in framing the authority’s 
proposed response which is attached as an appendix to this report. 

3. Recommendation 

3.1 The education committee is asked: 

(i) 
(ii) 

to note and approve the contents of the proposed response. 
to remit the report to the Social Inclusion Committee for information. 
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IMPROVING OUR SCHOOLS 
(A consultation paper on national priorities for schools education in Scotland) 

RESPONSE BY NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

1. North Lanarkshire Council welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the consultation on 
national priorities for schools education in Scotland and commends the Scottish Executive’s 
commitment to engagement and dialogue with stakeholders in the search for a shared vision 
for schools education and an appropriate framework to promote improvement and raise 
standards in an accountable and responsive way. 

2. It recognises that the new statutory fiamework for improvement planning envisaged in the 
Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Bill requires to have at its core agreement and clarity on 
the purpose and direction of the education system. The proposed vision statement (para 8) 
offers a persuasively pupil-centred basis for the planning of schools improvement. 
However, whilst the requirements for an effective education service articulated in para 9 
may appear unchallengeable in principle, they raise many questions in the detail. How is a 
‘modem and flexible curriculum’ to be defined? In terms of the needs of young people 
entering the 2lSt century or by reference to curricular thinking which is almost half a century 
old? The present condition of many schools buildings in Scotland moreover entitles 
questions to be asked about the requirements to provide ‘safe and well equipped schools 
providing a modem and attractive learning environment’. 

3. The key focus of the report is the proposed statement of national priorities and related 
measures of performance. The document seeks views on a number of questions. Before 
addressing these issues a number of general observations are offered. 

4. General 

The document gives the impression of having been prepared hurriedly. Certainly one would 
have expected to identify a stronger element of coherence, demonstrating ways in which the 
proposed priorities and targets represent pathways towards achieving the vision. In the 
circumstances, even if an effective hmework emerges for the monitoring and evaluation of 
progress towards the agreed targets, it will remain unclear how any measured progress will 
impact on achievement of the 5 strands within the vision statement. The lack of coherence 
is also evident in the failure to link input targets to key desirable outcomes, and begs 
questions about how, in a Best Value regime, input targets will be evaluated in the future. 

5. A number of problems with the document are presentational. Some overlap and ambiguity is 
evident within the document’s statement of proposed national priorities and create the 
impression of more targets than is probably intended. Reference to literacy and numeracy 
appear under Core Skills and under Inclusion; Standard Grade appears as a target under 
National Qualifications and under Inclusion. There is also potential for damaging overlap in 
setting specific targets, as can be implied, in personal and interpersonai skills (including 
promoting active citizenship), promoting an ethos of achievement and fairness and bullying 
and violenthacist incidents. In terms of Core Skills moreover are separate targets needed in 
terms of interpersonal skills and working with others? The final statement of national 
priorities will require to be brief, clear and unambiguous. 
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6.  The document presents 3 categories of national priorities: key outcomes, key inputs and 
action areas. Within the action areas there is to be a key focus on action plans ‘with 
intended outcomes and arrangements for regular review of progress against a stated 
timetable’. The impression is conveyed therefore of an overall framework which is firmly 
focused on school outcomes. Outcome targets are required in any organisation or system 
pursuing continuous improvement. It is a matter of regret however that in this case the 
emphasis on outcome targets is not counterbalanced by reference to experiential targets. 
The nature of the schooling experience can be a powerful determinant of the levels of 
performance achieved. The identification of some experiential targets would go some way 
to defining the nature of the educational experience. that we wish to see schools provide for 
our children, would provide some information on the progress being made to achieving key 
aspects of the vision (e.g ensuring schools produce ‘confident, well-motivated and fully 
rounded’ young people) and would offer reassurance that school education was not simply 
outcome driven. 

7. The document proposes 18 different national priorities, not including Action Areas. 
National priorities require to be built into local authorities’ statements of local improvement 
objectives and school development plans. In addition time has to be found for local 
concerns and interests. Para 5 above highlights overlaps in the given list of priorities. This 
authority agrees that ‘the most effective way of allowing local authorities to take account of 
local concerns and interests is by ensuring that the statement of national priorities published 
by Scottish Ministers is restricted to those items which are most important’. This welcome 
note of caution in the document requires to be extended to targets (objectives) as well as the 
priorities (current aims). There would appear to be little point in having only 3 national 
priorities, for example, if there were to be 7 or 8 targets within each. It would be our view 
that any statement of national priorities which is to be used as the basis of improvement 
planning for local authorities and schools over a 3 year period should contain no more than 5 
priorities. 

Specific 

8. What key outcomes and skills should be national priorities for schools education? 

The paper has already argued for a restricted number of national priorities. These should be 
concerned in overall terms with raising standards of pupil achievement, not simply levels of 
pupil attainment. This requires an appropriate focus on outcomes certainly, but also on the 
key experiences that can play such a major role in enhancing pupil motivation, self-esteem 0 
and confidence and in realising talent and potential - artistic, cultural, sporting, recreational, 
technological. Equally, it implies a recognition of the importance of out-of-schools learning. 
North Lanarkshire Council has sought to address this issue in its Raising Achievement for 
All strategy which seeks commitments from schools to set experiential targets in these areas. 

9. In terms of inputs, outcomes and skills priorities, a strong case could be made for a reduced 
framework along the following lines: 

Developing Core Skills 
(Key elements: standards of literacy and numeracy; ICT; personal and interpersonal 
skills; problem solving and critical thinking) 

0 Improving Levels of Attainment 
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(Key elements: 5-14; Standard Grade; Higher Still) 

Promoting an Ethos of Achievement, Inclusion and Fairness 
(Key elements: reducing exclusions, truancy and incidents of violence and bullying, 
addressing inequalities in achievement and promoting social integration (working with 
others)) 

0 Committing to a Quality Teaching Profession 
(Key elements: not simply training and development initiatives such as CPD and SQH, 
but through attention to the recruitment, retentionand rewarding of teachers and to the 
vital area of pre-service training) 

Improving School Buildings and Equipment 
(Key elements: investment in upgrading buildings and equipment) 

The Scottish Executive's responsibilities to set the strategic direction for the service in 
consultation with stakeholders and to identify the necessary level of resourcing will be 
complemented at local level by a careful identification of improvement targets from within 
the key elements in order that a manageable improvement agenda emerges. 

10. A strong case can be made for excluding from the priorities framework access to pre-school 
education, because of the significant success to date in implementing government plans, and 
resource deployment, which in terms of Best Value, is an ongoing duty on councils. 

11. How should the needs of children with special educational needs be best reflected in 
national priorities and measures of performance? 

Children and young people who have special needs are entitled to an education which 
reflects national priorities and guidelines. Dependent on age and stage this should be 
structured on either an early years curriculum, 5-14 guidelines and Higher Still. Curriculum 
guidelines and approaches may have to be adapted or elaborated. This therefore must be 
reflected in staff development to ensure quality and efficiency. 

The measured attainment of Special Needs pupils is best reflected through Individualised 
Educational Programmes, which are essential not only for good practice but also to provide 
the corner stone for the national SEN target setting initiative which is currently a Scottish 
Executive priority. 

Children and young persons with special needs have the right to be educated socially, 
emotionally, and cognitively to help them reach their full potential and become valued 
members of society. Current research and opinion would indicate that the best way to 
facilitate this process is to allow special needs pupils the opportunity to be educated with 
their peers in their own community. The current separate special needs provision must be 
examined and a more inclusive educational provision planned. This will have implications 
for resource provision and deployment. 

, 
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12. What inputs are most significant in delivering the key outcomes for education? 

There is an understandable tendency to respond in terms of quality staff and appropriate 
levels of financial resourcing. Issues relating to the recruitment, retention and rewarding of 
high calibre staff require to be addressed, regular opportunities for CPD provided and 
questions asked about the qualifications and experience needed if the school curriculum is to 
be flexible and responsive to pupil needs. Resourcing has to address the present poor 
condition of many schools, occasioned by decades of under investment in school fabric, and 
the need to ensure that staff and pupils have access to modem state-of-the-art equipment and 
materials. There are other inputs which are equally significant, however, and which must 
occupy a central location in any proposed framework. Trust and confidence must be present 
at every level, together with high expectations linked to a realistic understanding of what is 
feasible in given circumstances. 

13. Are there particular key areas of concern where action is necessary to ensure improvement? 

Among key areas of concern at this point in time can be included: 

the poor condition of many school buildings 
an ageing profession, and the failure of existing levels of remuneration and conditions of 
service to enhance the attraction of teaching as a career (although this may of course be 
overtaken in the implementation of the McCrone Committee's report) 
the nature of the school curriculum, particularly at secondary level, its appropriateness for the 
21" century and its capacity to absorb pressures for curricular change, as in the case of 
education for citizenship 
the bureaucratic burden on schools and authorities 

14. How should the Scottish Executive's commitment to Gaelic medium education be taken 
account of within the national priorities framework? 

North Lanarkshire Council fully endorses the present approach to Gaelic medium education with its 
focus on specific grant funding and provision as a matter for local authority decision. It also 
supports the view expressed in para 26 of the consultation document that the education service 
could be more responsive to the wishes of parents, either by making in-house provision or 
collaborative authority activity. Whilst recognising that authorities would respond in accordance 
with their local circumstances, consideration could be given to making Gaelic medium education an 
Action Area. 

15. How can national priorities be assessed and measured so that improvement can be measured? 

It is considered vital that education authorities and schools are not required to divert time from the 
actual delivery of the service to bureaucratic tasks associated with the recording, collating and 
reporting of evidence linked to the national priorities framework. As far as possible the evidence 
required to assess and measure progress in respect of national priorities should be provided through 
established and accepted mechanisms (5- 14 test results; Standard and Higher Grade performance 
tables (SQA); local authority racial incidents recording etc.). Development work in the assessment 
and reporting of Core Skills at Standarwigher Grade will enhance the existing picture. The , 
creation of additional national statistical databases for benchmarking purposes will no doubt be 
explored in dialogue involving the Scottish Executive, Audit Scotland and local authorities. 
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In relation to yardsticks and indicators, there is no mention of financial indicators for 
benchmarking between schools. The indicator of levels of investment by the authority is a 
broad indicator for the service rather than the school. This is odd in the context of so much 
discussion on school level resource allocation. The Executive might want to follow in the 
footsteps of the Audit Commission in England and Wales, which has set up a ‘Schools 
Financial Comparisons Website’. This site can be used by any school. The school can 
select their own group of similar schools, using a range of factors such as roll, type, 
percentage with special needs, free meal entitlement etc. The site helps schools to prepare 
expenditure charts for benchmarking and hold data for 5,000 schools. This site could of 
course be used by Scottish schools (with caution) but the Executive might wish to push 
Audit Scotland down the same road to provide a Scottish dimension 

Major concerns are the lack of sophistication within our current evaluation techniques in terms of 
value-added approaches, and the narrow focus of much of OUT existing measurement. These must 
be addressed. The success or failure of the national priorities framework is crucially dependent on 
clarity and agreement in the identification of appropriate criteria, standards and mechanisms for 
measurement and evaluation. This is not to be rushed and requires the fullest contribution from all 
key partners in the enterprise. 

16. How often should national priorities be reviewed and consulted on? 

Given the pace of change and the recuning demands on the education service, a timeframe of 3 or 4 
years for national priorities would appear inevitable. Realism would dictate that, given such a 
timeframe, the number of priorities and target areas should be restricted if effective improvement is 
achieved. 

17. What benchmarking information should the Scottish Executive offer? 

This question can be answered from two perspectives: 

(i) information and advice on approaches/methodology 

In terms of pursuing continuous improvement schools are increasingly looking beyond 
‘How good is our school?’ and giving consideration to quality programmes/awards based 
on benchmarking principles - Investors in People, Chartermark, EFQM. The Scottish 
Executive might wish to give schools and education departments a steer to introduce some 
direction in all of this. There is an understandable reluctance to determine a centrally 
mandated or imposed method. It has to be acknowledged, however, that a possible result of 
this is a wide multiplicity of approaches which militates against consistent benchmarking. 
It is important that the benchmarking playing field is reduced to manageable proportions. 

(ii) information on benchmarking yardsticks 

The establishment of comprehensive, robust, up-to-date national performance information 
data-bases must be viewed as a priority if legitimate comparisons are to be made between 
councils and schools and if teacher and officer time is not to be wasted on time-consuming 
and frequently unproductive benchmarking exercises. The creation of the Joint 
Performance Information Review Group should help to ensure that work in this area is 
characterised by coherence and effective partnership working among the main partners - 
the Scottish Executive, Audit Scotland and local authorities. 
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18. What characteristics or factors are most relevant in deciding that schools andauthorities are 
similar? 

Size, demography and socio-economic context are the obvious factors although values and culture 
should not be discounted. In terms of socio-economic context key features would appear to be the 
age and state of housing, levels of overcrowding, the extent of home ownership, the level of 
unemployment in the area, the percentage of single-parent family groups, the numbers using 
English as a second language, the number of parents with higher educational qualifications, free 
school meals entitlement and health profiles. 

19. Is the timetable for implementation appropriate? 

The proposed timetable appears reasonable. If school development plans in the summer of 2001 
are to reflect local improvement objectives it is clear, however, that authority statements of local 
improvement objectives will require to be agreed and available to schools around March 2000 1. 
This means a tight schedule which could not afford any slippage in the Scottish Executive's 
intentions to publish its national priorities and measures of performance in autumn 2000. 

A final observation. A key focus of the document is on the nature of the partnership which w 

effective in supporting improvement. There are other bodies, organisations and individuals with a 
contribution to make to the continuous improvement agenda and it will be important to have a clear 
understanding of the expectations and duties on them. 

20. 
required between SEED, education authorities and schools if the priorities framework is to be 6% 




