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Education and Culture Committee 
 

23rd Meeting, 2014 (Session 4), Tuesday, 7 October 2014 
 

Curriculum for Excellence: National Qualifications 
 

Submissions received  
 
The Committee will take evidence from the Cabinet Secretary for Education and 
Lifelong Learning to assess the implementation of the new qualifications and look 
forward as the Curriculum for Excellence and national qualifications progress. 
 
In addition to the written submissions submitted1 prior to the evidence session on 30 
September 2014, the following written submissions have been received— 
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 National Parent Forum of Scotland       2 

 Royal Society of Edinburgh        6 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Written submission can be accessed at: 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/29802.aspx  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/29802.aspx
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Introduction 
 
1.1 The National Parent Forum of Scotland (NPFS) welcomes the opportunity to 
provide evidence for the Committee’s inquiry into the implementation of the new 
National Qualifications.  
 
NPFS has been working closely with parents and other partners to help support the 
introduction of the new qualifications, and has been listening to and representing the 
views of parents on the progress that has been made. We have contributed to a 
range of national working groups including the Tackling Bureaucracy group, the 
Curriculum for Excellence Management Board and held our own Assessment 
Working group. We also participated in leadership events to help agencies, schools 
and local authorities understand the needs of parents.  
 
We believe it is essential that parents’ views and experiences are taken into account 
as part of this inquiry, and are submitting this evidence as we note that no 
organisations representing parents have been invited to give oral evidence. As 
NPFS represents the largest number of stakeholders in Scottish education, parents, 
we are disappointed not to have been invited to participate. It was also unfortunate 
that parents’ and pupils’ experiences were not discussed in any depth at the 
Committee’s evidence session on 30th September. 
 
1.2 This evidence is based on the views of parents. NPFS held a focus group on 4th 
June 2014 to explore parents’ experiences of S4 in 2013-14, and to identify areas for 
improvement for the next year of pupils sitting National 4s and National 5s. In 
addition to the focus group, a number of parents submitted written submissions on 
their experiences. We also gathered parents’ views through engaging with parents in 
local areas, quarterly forum meetings, at the annual conference and other local area 
events held in North Lanarkshire, West Dunbartsonshire, West Lothian and other 
areas. All this feedback has been incorporated into the findings presented here. 
 
Summary of parents’ views  
 
The key points raised by parents were: 
2.1. Pupils studying for several National 5s felt that their workload was overwhelming, 
and that there had been a rush to complete all the units. Parents commented that the 
workload was “relentless – 2, 3, 4 hours’ work each night just to keep up” and that 
“There is a mountain of content in some subjects”. 
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This was exacerbated in some instances by inadequate planning for children 
completing Assessments and preparing for National 5 while also sitting National 4 
Added Value Units. In contrast, parents of some National 4 pupils felt that their 
children had “not been pushed”.  
 
The internal assessment situation in National 4 and National 5 was confusing for 
parents and pupils and raised questions over consistency of assessment. 
 
2.2. There appeared to be a particular problem with streaming, as it was felt that 
some schools or teachers started streaming too early. In some instances this led to a 
feeling of divisiveness in mixed classes. Examples were given of teachers ignoring 
those taking National 4 in a mixed class while addressing the needs of those taking 
National 5s. One example was given of a teacher threatening a pupil with the 
punishment of being “moved down to doing only a National 3”, in front of National 3 
pupils. However there were also positive examples of teacher communication, with 
one parent describing how a teacher had helped pupils to push themselves with the 
result that the whole class decided to opt into National 5s.  
 
Parents commented that there seemed to be a perception that National 4s were not 
as highly regarded as National 5s: 
 
“Kids had the view that ‘I am a National 4 so I don’t have to bother’.” 
 
There was a clear issue that starting the qualifications early, i.e. at the end of S2, is 
not only confusing for parents, but can create an unlevel playing field for pupils.  
 
2.3. Parents felt that positive communication by schools and teachers about 
Curriculum for Excellence and the new qualifications is key. Parents had been 
significantly reassured when they had received good communication from their 
school and teachers. There were good examples of clear and helpful monthly 
progress reports showing the extent to which each pupil was “on track”. However 
other parents felt that some teachers had hindered learning by appearing frantic 
themselves or where they showed that they themselves “didn’t buy in to Curriculum 
for Excellence and the new exams” and had been explicit about this in their dealings 
with parents and pupils. 
 
2.4. Parents felt that a clear rationale for prelims was lacking. Some parents felt that 
prelims are valuable as a practice for exams, but that they did not serve a wider 
purpose. As a result, some parents felt prelims were unnecessary and should not be 
taken in their school.  
 
2.5. A wide range of different subject models seemed to be emerging, with schools 
offering 7, 8 or 9 subjects in S4. This variation can created confusion for parents and 
pupils as different schools within the same local area were offering different subject 
models. 
 
Overall, the view from parents was that schools were taking very different 
approaches and that there were few signs of convergence around a preferred model.  
Some schools seemed to be organised and confident, which gave reassurance to 



Agenda item 1  EC/S4/14/23/1 

4 

 

parents and pupils, while others seemed on the back foot with stressed and unsure 
teachers failing to provide reassurance or credible information. 
 
Recommendations 
 
3.1 Going forward, NPFS believes that there should be an expectation that teachers 
should help parents and pupils to understand and appreciate the benefits of 
Curriculum for Excellence and the new exams. To support this, SQA could provide a 
clear statement on what pupils gain from the new qualifications. Otherwise, there is a 
danger that the old qualifications will be regarded as superior. For example, the SQA 
statement could include a comparison table spelling out the difference in content and 
assessment between the old and new qualifications. 
 
NPFS produces our own information to help parents understand Curriculum for 
Excellence. For instance, our series of Nationals in a Nutshell leaflets for each 
subject were very well received by both parents and teachers, and we have built on 
this success by developing Highers in a Nutshell for each of the new Higher subjects. 
However our work should not be seen as a substitute for proper engagement 
between schools and parents, and national agencies need to give a particular focus 
to developing parent-friendly information.  
 
3.2. National 4s should not be regarded as an inferior option to National 5s and 
teachers should be careful not to convey this impression, particularly in the case of 
mixed classes where some pupils are sitting National 4s and others are taking 
National 5s. The decision about the level at which to present a pupil should be taken 
in a transparent and consistent way. Teachers should have the skills and confidence 
to support National 4 and National 5 pupils equally without creating obvious divisions. 
Moreover, internal assessment in National 4 courses and National 5 units should be 
reviewed as a priority. 
 
3.3. Schools need to ensure that there is continuity of subject availability between S3 
and S4, and if this is not possible then subject choices in S3 should made in the 
knowledge of this. Similarly, when schools are making a decision about how many 
subjects are offered in S4, this needs to be done in close consultation with parents 
and with the full implications being clearly described. In addition, the communication 
between subjects in schools needs to be improved so that periods of high pressure 
delivery do not coincide. 
 
3.4. There is a need to explain the purpose of prelims to both parents and pupils. For 
example, guidance on this would help parents understand that it is up to schools to 
decide whether they are running prelims or not. The rationale for prelims should be 
much clearer and more convincing - or they should not be run. If they are found to be 
helpful and a decision is taken to run them, then the scope to build them into the 
assessment pattern should be explored.  
 
3.5. To conclude, NPFS believes that in order to provide a better learning and 
teaching experience for our children, Scottish Government and Education Scotland 
must take parents’ views on board to ensure that pupils in the next cohort of 
Nationals are not subject to unmanageable workloads, uncertainty and unequal 
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treatment. Young people deserve a positive environment in which to undertake this 
important stage of learning, and it is vital that all parties are on board and are 
presenting a consistent, positive message about the new qualifications and 
Curriculum for Excellence generally. 
 
Where schools explain their rationale clearly and effectively to parents, there is 
usually little resistance. Resistance does not come from ‘difficult’ parents, but from a 
failure to properly engage. For example, our understanding is that few schools have 
consulted parents on the change from the old Highers to the new Curriculum for 
Excellence Highers. 
 
The vision for Curriculum for Excellence is about individually tailored and 
interdisciplinary learning, with the focus being on the young person’s journey through 
education rather than a narrow emphasis on exam attainment. It is important that we 
keep this goal in sight and ensure that parents and young people are on board with 
this vision, as only then will people stop focusing on exam results. Crucially, more 
has to be done to listen to young people, and as such we have asked the Cabinet 
Secretary to ensure there is a mechanism for young people to participate in the 
Curriculum for Excellence Management Board. 
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Briefing Paper 14-01 

September 2014 

 

IMPLEMENTATION OF CURRICULUM FOR EXCELLENCE AND THE NEW 

NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS: a briefing for members of the Scottish Parliament’s 

Education Committee  

 

1. Through its Education Committee, the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE), Scotland’s 

National Academy, identifies and promotes priorities for education in Scotland at all 

levels. The RSE welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Scottish Parliament 

Education Committee’s consideration of the progress being made on implementing 

Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) and the new national qualifications. We would be 

pleased to discuss further any of the comments made in our response with members of 

the Committee. At the end of this response we have included an appendix of suggested 

questions which the Committee might consider putting to the Cabinet Secretary for 

Education and/or the CfE Management Board in its upcoming evidence sessions.   

 

2. The RSE Education Committee has welcomed the aims and values of CfE, particularly: 

the emphasis on developing meaningful learning as part of a broad general education 

prior to qualifications; the emphasis on literacy and numeracy; concern with applications 

and real world relevance; the renewed focus on interdisciplinary and active learning, 

together with discussion, debate and critical thinking; and the greater scope given to 

schools and teachers to develop teaching and learning approaches which meet the needs 

of their pupils. The recent comprehensive attempts to build the capacity of the teaching 

profession following the Teaching Scotland’s Future report are also supported. The CfE 

reforms represent a very ambitious agenda. The fact that they are being undertaken is in 

itself hugely positive. 

 

3. While this paper will inevitably focus on areas of concern, we do recognise the 

significant work that has been undertaken nationally and locally in the development and 

implementation of the CfE reforms. The challenges facing an ambitious development of 

this nature are considerable but we feel that early attention to a number of important 

aspects would have greatly improved the implementation process. During the 

development of CfE, the RSE has questioned the lack of clarity of the curricular 

proposals, the excessive complexity associated with assessment and the communication 

of the reforms during their implementation. The Committee has been very concerned 

about the absence of a strategy for independent evaluation.  
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4. The RSE is a member of and facilitates the Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish Science 

Education
2
. As well as the RSE, this group comprises representatives from the Royal 

Society of Chemistry, the Institute of Physics, the Society of Biology, the British 

Computer Society, the Association for Science Education and the Engineering Policy 

Group in Scotland. This collaborative group was established to consider and take action 

on issues relating to the delivery of science education in Scottish schools. In preparing 

this briefing, the RSE has been able to reflect on the work of the Learned Societies’ 

Group, including comments which practising science teachers have shared with the 

group. However, it should be made clear that this is an RSE response. The Learned 

Societies’ Group has not been directly involved in its preparation. 

 

Strategic and Policy Considerations  

 

5. One of the major criticisms of the curriculum innovations of CfE has been the lack of a 

systematic strategy for its implementation.  Such a strategy could be expected to follow a 

pathway of justifications for change, identification of strategic goals, design and 

planning of the reforms, pilot work to test alternative courses of action, evaluation of 

strengths and weaknesses, and the introduction and trialling of new approaches as 

necessary. CfE has suffered profoundly from a lack of pilot trials and independent 

evaluation. We return to this in the next section.  

 

6. We are of the view that a key issue is that the complex process of moving forward with 

the various strands of CfE is not being managed holistically. Issues appear to be dealt 

with in isolation, with many different groupings having been formed to advise on 

particular aspects of the developments. In our view, this has made it very difficult to 

manage the system as a whole, as opposed to its component parts. We believe that this 

has been the major cause of increased teacher workload. 

 

7. In this context, we are particularly concerned about inadequate attention having been 

given to the design and implementation of the assessment strategy. This would include 

the way in which the assessment regime impacts upon curriculum planning. Many 

teachers have experienced difficulty in using the Experiences and Outcomes either for 

planning or charting progress. The assessment system advocated in Building the 

Curriculum 5, using the ratings “developing”, “consolidating” and “secure” has been 

found over-complex.  The implementation process for the new qualifications has been 

challenging, particularly as SQA has had to deliver so rapidly a National Qualifications 

system without any piloting. While we recognise that additional support has been 

provided and action taken to improve teachers’ confidence through clarifying aspects of 

the assessment and associated guidance documentation, we have been concerned at the 

reactive nature of these developments.  

 

8. A subset of the qualification and assessment-related concerns which have been brought 

to our attention is summarised below:  

 

 The resources provided have been regarded as too few, too unwieldy and too late.  

 Information on assessment and qualifications often had suggested a lack of 

meaningful advice, consistency and clarity.  

                                                           
2
 http://www.royalsoced.org.uk/1076_LearnedSocietiesGrouponScottishScienceEducation.html  

http://www.royalsoced.org.uk/1076_LearnedSocietiesGrouponScottishScienceEducation.html
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 Many of the assessment requirements have been seen as poorly explained, 

inadequately implemented nationally and undermining the confidence of both teachers 

and pupils in the new qualifications.  

 The publicly voiced concern about the excessive time needed for preparation work 

and internal assessments.  

 The implications of the demands of internal assessment, aspects of which are of a 

complex, technical nature, mean there is a pressing need to address the balance 

between the time available for learning and teaching against that required for 

assessment.  

 The CfE aspiration of greater depth at key points has been challenged by the extent of 

National 5 content.  

 Mixed level classes (bi- or tri-level) require that different content be taught to 

different within-class groups and that has militated against high quality teaching.  

 

9. While these represent problems in themselves, crucially, they would seem to suggest a 

lack of proper strategic overview of the implementation programme. Ultimately, one 

would expect this to rest with the CfE Management Board as it has overall responsibility 

for ensuring that the programme of curriculum change is delivered.  

 

10. We are of course aware that the Management Board’s short-life working group recently 

reported on its reflections of the first year of the new qualifications. While this 

acknowledges many of the issues that have been raised and proposes many actions to 

address them (with accountability spread across a range of organisations), there is little 

discernible priority among the long list of actions.  

 

Evaluation of the Reforms  

 

11. The absence of a systematic programme of independent evaluation of CfE has been a 

long-standing concern of the RSE Education Committee. While there are assertions of 

“success” in relation to the reforms, there is no proper evidence for this. Independent 

monitoring and evaluation should have been an integral part of the strategy for the 

reforms from the outset. As without high quality evaluation, not only do we not know 

what is going well and what is not, without an evidence-base we have no way of 

developing a proper understanding or an ability to plan so that things go better. 

 

12. High quality evaluation of CfE should gauge the extent to which the aims and objectives 

of the reforms have been met and attempt to identify those drivers that have had major 

impact. Given that CfE and the implementation of the new approach to assessment and 

qualifications represent an evolving process of educational reform, there should be a 

commitment to an on-going and sustainable programme of evaluation. 

 

13. The RSE has been engaging with the Scottish Government on its proposals for reviewing 

3-18 learning in Scotland. This includes the Government’s decision to commission the 

OECD to undertake an independent review of the implementation of CfE. Given the lack 

of independent evaluation to-date, this is a welcome development. However, there will 

undoubtedly be challenges around the scope of any evaluation given that no dedicated 

baseline data were collected that would enable the effect of CfE to be assessed.  
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Innovative and Distinctive features of the CfE Reforms  

 

14. We suggest that there is a need to identify what is different about CfE and consider the 

extent to which the important features and objectives of the reforms are being reflected in 

classroom practice.  

 

15. The purpose of CfE is encapsulated in the four capacities – to enable each child or young 

person to be a successful learner, a confident individual, a responsible citizen and an 

effective contributor. While they are central to the innovation, it should be noted that 

they are not directly assessed.  There would therefore seem to be a case for giving more 

attention to how the four capacities can be assessed.  

 

16. CfE provides for a greater extension of school autonomy in contrast to the high level of 

prescription implicit in the previous 5-14 curriculum. This has provided schools with 

greater responsibility and the ability to offer more flexibility to meet the needs of their 

learners. Similarly, it has offered teachers enhanced opportunities to exercise their 

professional judgement. While we welcome this development, there may be unintended 

consequences arising from it. For example, students moving between schools and local 

authorities may find that the curriculum they have followed in one place does not easily 

match with the one they find in the school they move to.  
 

17. A prominent issue is that which relates to the number of qualification courses that can be 

taken by learners in S4, with potential narrowing of the curriculum still being a real 

concern for many. The Learned Societies’ Group is particularly concerned about the 

implications of this for study in the sciences. We accept it is for schools to make 

decisions on the number of courses that can be studied in the context of the needs of their 

learners. However, approaches to curriculum structures that are applied on a local 

authority-wide basis may not be consistent with this rationale. In any event, it would 

appear that the widespread reduction in the number of subjects studied in S4 is not the 

result of any conscious policy decision but is the unintended consequence of national 

guidance. 

 

18. We are also concerned that some of the more ambitious features of CfE are not being 

given as much prominence as had been originally envisaged. The Scottish Parliament’s 

Education Committee might wish to consider the progress that is being made in relation 

to the following features of the CfE innovations. 

 

Interdisciplinary learning (IDL) - Building the Curriculum 3 makes it clear that IDL 

constitutes one of the four contexts for learning in CfE. While IDL has been recognised 

as an important curriculum element for many years, it requires better articulation, 

understanding and exemplification.  

 

In association with STEMEC, a Scottish Government-commissioned, but independent 

STEM Education Committee, the Learned Societies’ Group has embarked upon activity 

which aims to provide conceptual clarification of IDL as well as examining the 

conditions and elements that need to be in place to enable the practical implementation of 

IDL in school. This work has involved bringing together representatives from the key 

education agencies and organisations in Scotland. The key output has been the 
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development of a 5-year rolling action plan, which attributes responsibilities with 

timeframes to the various organisations, for embedding IDL within Scottish education. 

Papers reflecting the principles and practice of IDL have also been produced
3
. While this 

initiative originally arose in relation to the sciences, it is applicable to all curriculum 

areas.  

 

Personalisation and choice – CfE aims to enhance opportunities for personalisation and 

choice in learning. Personalisation has been an aim for many decades, but has had only 

modest implementation in practice. A key debate which is not yet being adequately 

addressed is the point at which learners should reasonably be expected to make decisions 

about their course choices, and on what basis should this be done. 

 

National Entitlements – Building the Curriculum 3 set out six fundamental 

‘Entitlements’ for all young people up to the age of 18. What progress has been made in 

relation to implementing each of the entitlements? 

 

Skills – Building the Curriculum 4 presents key messages about how young people 

develop and apply skills. Furthermore, the CfE Excellence Group on Higher Order Skills 

reported on this in 2011, with particular reference to the kind of advanced cognitive 

skills that are of great importance in this century. However, it is unclear what impact 

there has been. It would therefore be useful to examine: How are skills being developed 

and applied across learning and in different contexts and what impact this has had on 

classroom practice? 

 

Active Learning – It is said to be central to all stages of CfE. Evidence to enable greater 

understanding of what that means in CfE will be important.    

 

 

Appendix: Suggested questions for the Cabinet Secretary for Education and/or the CfE 

Management Board 

 

 What are the plans for making more progress on embedding the innovative aspects of 

CfE, such as higher order skills and interdisciplinary learning?  
 

 CfE was planned as a long term process of iterative change but has become 

increasingly focused (at any rate in secondary) purely on qualifications reform.  How 

is this to be addressed?  
 

 What is it that the new qualifications are seeking to address that their predecessors did 

not, and are they achieving it? 
 

 Concerns have been expressed about the lack of an overall perspective on managing 

the introduction of CfE. Is there an intention to review the remit of the CfE 

Management Board and its effectiveness?  

 

                                                           
3
 http://www.royalsoced.org.uk/1076_LearnedSocietiesGrouponScottishScienceEducation.html  

http://www.royalsoced.org.uk/1076_LearnedSocietiesGrouponScottishScienceEducation.html
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 The Commission on School Reform recommended that the operation and functions of 

Education Scotland should be independently reviewed by 2015. What measures are in 

place to review the performance of Education Scotland? 
 

 The CfE Excellence Groups were established in 2010 to consider what makes for 

excellence in subjects, and in skills development, across learning.  Their final reports 

were published in 2011. However, it appears that the reports of the Excellence Groups 

are no longer accessible on the Scottish Government’s web pages. To what extent has 

the work of the Excellence Groups influenced the development of CfE? Why do the 

Excellence Group Reports no longer seem to be available?  
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