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03 September 2018 

Dear Mr Dornan,   

RSE and Scottish Parliament Education Work Programmes 

The Education Committee of the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE) has been pleased to contribute 
to the extensive scrutiny work undertaken by the Parliament’s Education and Skills Committee. 
We understand that the Committee is planning its business for the forthcoming Parliamentary 
session. We thought it would be useful if we were to briefly update you on our own forward work 
plans with a view to helping to inform your Committee’s future work plans.  
 
The RSE Education Committee is keen to give prominence to the key and innovative features of 
CfE that we feel have, to date, not received the attention that they require, partly because of the 
ongoing focus on changes to qualifications as well as the broader education reforms being 
undertaken in Scotland. The interconnected areas we are focussing on are the Broad General 
Education (BGE) phase of CfE, particularly at S1-3, and Interdisciplinary Learning (IDL).  
 
Beyond school-based developments, the RSE is keen to develop a programme of work to explore 
the future of tertiary education in Scotland.  
 
Broad General Education 
 
Our work on the Broad General Education phase, which extends up to the end of S3, is at an early 
stage. While our focus will be on the BGE, I would envisage that the RSE Education Committee 
would consider this work in a way that allows us to take an overview of the whole curriculum 
from early years to the end of schooling with a view to improving continuity and progression. The 
Education Committee is in the process of scoping out its work in this area. I have outlined below 
some of the key issues I envisage the Committee exploring.  
 
If the Parliament’s Education Committee similarly believes that work in this area is merited, we 
would be pleased to discuss with you how our respective Committees could arrange our work 



programmes to add value to one another. We would certainly be pleased to keep you updated 
with our work in this area.  
 
The ongoing focus on changes to qualifications has meant, we believe, that teachers have had 
little time to devote to the curriculum in the early years of secondary schools. Yet, it was concerns 
about too much focus on qualifications and stagnated learning in the early years of secondary 
that CfE as originally conceived had sought to address. This gives rise to the following aspects that 
are worthy of further examination: 
 

• Fragmentation of the learning experience in S1-2/3, and the relationship with the 

transition from primary to secondary and from S3 to the senior phase. This emphasises 

that much greater attention needs to be paid to the coherence of curriculum provision 

from upper primary through to S1-3. 

• Lack of clarity in many cases regarding the curriculum rationale for the different 

approaches adopted by schools and the impact of different curriculum structures on 

attainment. The research published earlier this year by Professor Jim Scott provides 

detailed insight on the multitude of ways in which schools are structuring the first four 

years of the secondary curriculum.  

• (As highlighted in the preceding points) the importance of ensuring appropriate 

curriculum theory in the design of curricula, as well as putting in place effective processes 

for bringing about transformative change.  

• In relation to the four capacities of CfE, much of the focus has been on successful learners. 

Consideration also needs to be given to how the three other capacities, confident 

individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens can be more effectively 

articulated within the BGE. In this context, in their most recent report, the International 

Council of Education Advisors made clear the need to avoid a narrowing of the aspirations 

of CfE.  

 
Interdisciplinary Learning 
 
Connected to BGE developments, is the need to give greater attention to the more innovative 
features of CfE, notably IDL. IDL is one of the four contexts for learning within CfE, connecting 
curriculum areas and subjects with the wider contexts and settings in which young people learn, 
develop and achieve. However, progress in implementing IDL in Scottish schools has been slow 
and patchy. There remains a lack of clarity and understanding among many headteachers and 
teachers about what constitutes IDL, how it relates to the disciplines across the curriculum, how 
it should be assessed and why it is important for learners.  
 
Building on work that the RSE has been involved in over the last five years to raise the profile of 
IDL, we are organising a major conference on IDL aimed at leaders and influencers in education 
as well as practitioners and employers. The conference will be held at the RSE on 30 January 2019 
and it will draw on and highlight the rationale, progress, recent developments and examples of 
good practice in implementing IDL across all levels of education including further and higher 
education, innovation and employment. Cabinet Secretary John Swinney has agreed to address 
the conference. We would be pleased to send you the final programme in due course.  



 
Tertiary Education Futures  
 
The RSE has begun to scope out a potential programme of work to explore the future of tertiary 
education in Scotland looking at the contribution of tertiary education to the economy and 
society, its funding and delivery. This work would provide an opportunity to consider tertiary 
education from a holistic, longer-term perspective to inform future policy and practice. We would 
be pleased to discuss the value and focus of this work with the Committee. 
 
I hope that the Committee finds this update helpful. Should you find it useful, I and other 
members of the RSE Education Committee would be pleased to meet with members of the 
Education and Skills Committee to discuss our work with you. I will also ensure that the 
Committee clerks are kept updated on RSE education work. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
       

 
 
 
Dr Keir Bloomer FRSE                     
Convener of the RSE Education Committee 

 


