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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 
 

Education reform 
 

Submission from Port Glasgow High SSTA 
 

30 January 2018 
 

Dear Education and Skills Committee Members, 
 
Please find attached our submission on the Empowering Schools Consultation. This 
submission was formulated over the course of two lunchtime meetings dominated by 
the GTCS/EWS issue and the Headteachers' Charter.  
 
Aspects of the submission on Regional Collaboratives, Parental Involvement and 
Pupil Involvement are less robust as we are all far too busy in December and 
January providing an education for our pupils under difficult circumstances. W did 
use a ScotEdChat (that the Committee was tagged into) and the Glasgow Focus 
Group meeting as a source of information.  
 
We would have liked more time and greater opportunity to meet and discuss these 
matters. We also feel that the narrative that these things are going to happen 
anyway is strong. This is evidenced by Regional Collaboratives already being formed 
and meeting and by Education Scotland's CEO Graeme Logan presenting these 
policy issues to bodies of professionals in terms of 'when' and not 'if'. 
 
In summary, we are  

 Very concerned at the concentration of power into the hands of the 
Headteacher when a more transparent approach would be more welcome. 

 Utterly opposed to the annexation of the GTCS for the purpose of 
professionalising non-teachers. 

 
Thank You, 
 
Paul Cochrane 
Port Glasgow High School 
SSTA 
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Empowering Schools 
A Consultation on the provisions of the Education (Scotland) Bill 

 

Port Glasgow High SSTA Submission 

 Headteachers’ Charter 

 Parental and Community Engagement  

 Pupil Participation  

 Regional Improvement Collaboratives 

 Education Workforce Council for Scotland  

 

Concern  

The online consultation questions are far too restrictive and designed to steer 

answers towards compliance. We would like it noted that there is no opportunity to 

reject the proposals built into the process. This is very worrying as one dictionary 

definition of ‘consult’ is ‘to seek advice or information from; ask guidance from.’ It is 

certainly not to ‘seek support from’. 

 

Preamble 
‘The primary focus of the Bill we will introduce later this parliamentary year is to 
create a school and teacher-led education system and therefore to empower our 
schools and school leaders.’ 
Empowering Schools p6 
 
Although this quote hints at teachers leading improvements in education, there is 
nothing within the consultative document that points out how this can happen. In 
general, the ‘Empowering Schools’ document seems to heavily rely on structural and 
legislative mechanisms to drive improvement. It also seems to circumvent local 
democratic accountability and concentrate responsibility in the hands of the 
Headteacher. This is disappointing as we cannot see how the classroom experience 
would be improved by this managerial approach not can we see how teachers are 
empowered. 
 
 
Headteachers’ Charter 
 
We are concerned over the lack of purpose and clarity to the proposals. If Scottish 
Education is collegiate, why would initiating a ‘Rock Star’ approach help improve the 
service? Surely collaboration and collegiality would be a better approach?  
 
There is a thrust to this section that implies that giving Headteachers more autonomy 
in certain areas, they will drive improvement. We are not convinced the case has 
been made. The evidence trail presented shows that,  
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“The OECD identifies a clear relationship between school autonomy and 
performance. Looking at the evidence from the PISA programme they conclude that 
“…the greater the number of schools that have the responsibility to define and 
elaborate their curricula and assessments, the better the performance of the entire 
school system1…”  
Empowering Schools Page 6 
 
If one follows the associated link to PISA you get: 
‘In countries where schools have greater autonomy over what is taught and how 
students are assessed, students tend to perform better.’ 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisaproducts/pisainfocus/48910490.pdf 
 
One could argue that if researchers are equivocal (“tend to”), the consultative 
document should not state that this seems to be a settled matter. Indeed PISA adds, 
‘The Czech Republic, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the partner economy 
Macao-China grant the greatest autonomy to schools – not only in allocating 
resources but also in making decisions about curricula and assessments.’ 
Now, UK as a description for Scotland is muddying the waters but it would be good 
to see data for Scotland. It also suggests that UK schools already have a high 
degree of autonomy. 
 
Worryingly, is this what the Cabinet Secretary is after? 
‘School autonomy in allocating resources is greatest in the Czech Republic, the 
Netherlands, the partner country Bulgaria and the partner economy Macao-China. In 
all of these, over 90% of students attend schools that have the authority to hire and 
dismiss teachers, and over 90% of students attend schools’. 
 
Is this what we are after? Hire and fire? 
 
Indeed, page 7 of Empowering Schools suggests that highly autonomous 
Headteachers should then ‘While they will have the ability to make these choices as 
a result of our reforms, headteachers should also be open to professional challenge 
of their decisions in relation to curriculum design and content, particularly where 
there is greater opportunity to maximise the flexibilities of the Curriculum for 
Excellence. This should be provided by a supportive network of critical friends, 
including their staff, local community and Headteachers of other schools.’ 
 
Our empowered Headteacher with the ability to hire and fire can be challenged by 
staff? This seems to be very unlikely and could induce a climate of fear and distrust. 
How likely would it be that any member of staff would dissent from the view of the 
Headteacher if every aspect of their career prospects and working conditions were 
controlled by the Headteacher? Indeed, at the Glasgow Focus Group, secondary 
teachers emphasised the point that appointments by Headteachers already have a 
high degree of autonomy and discretion and that perhaps, for transparency and 
equity, we should be looking to reform the appointment system so that appointees 
are judged on their merits rather than their contacts and relationships.  
 
The opportunity for Headteachers to control their budgets is an issue that could 
easily take their focus away from learning. At a time when Business Managers have 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisaproducts/pisainfocus/48910490.pdf
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been excised from schools, reapplying this onerous responsibility cannot be seen as 
empowering. 
 

Conclusion  
The Headteachers’ Charter should not use legislation to attempt to 
concentrate too much power in the hands of an individual. We are 
disappointed that the Charter is not described in terms of a Learners’ Charter 
or a Schools’ Charter to emphasise the collegiate approach in Scotland. 

 
Parental and Community Engagement 

Due to a lack of time and absence of capacity to meet, we have little to say on this 
aspect of the consultation other than the response rate of parents to further 
involvement is very low in comparison to the efforts made by schools. This may be 
because of the poor match-up between what a school offers and what the needs of 
parents are. Anecdotally, the lack of involvement could be interpreted as a measure 
of trust in what the school provide although there are issues with parents who may 
have had a poor experience at school.  
 
We are also unclear as to how ‘duty’ would be interpreted. Parental involvement 
would be in danger of becoming a prescriptive checklist to be sampled and ticked off 
rather than a series of natural and organic partnerships.  
 
Much parental involvement can be acquired through effective communication 
including reports, phone calls, emails, tweets and Facebook messages. 
 
Many exercises in parental involvement had little return for a great deal of effort. This 
is very difficult to sustain as schools are losing the capacity to do everything due to 
all the changes in BGE and Senior Phase that seem to happen annually. 
 
Maybe we should ask parents if they want involvement, what kind of involvement 
and how frequent should it be before trying to formulate policy over this matter. 
 
Again, worryingly, there seems to be a centralising tendency that does not trust nor 
empower. 
 
 
Pupil Participation 
 
Lack of time and opportunity means we have no view on this matter. 
 
 
Role of Regional Improvement Collaboratives  
 
We are very uncertain that the structural changes suggested would add value to 
education. It is not clear how these reforms and the arrangement of Regional 
Collaboratives would improve day to day practice.  
 
There is a stronger case to be made for subject teacher networks as a valuable 
method of sharing ideas between classroom teachers. Interestingly, Pedagoo, 
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TeachMeets and ResearchEd have all developed in the last decade. Much of this 
due to the need for a graduate profession to improve their habits not being met by 
the compliance culture nature of much of the CPD events led from above. 
 
 
Education Workforce Council for Scotland / GTCS 
 
This proposal is vigorously rejected.  
 
A self-financed body with a large degree of empowerment through a democratic 
management system should not be gerrymandered for administrative convenience. If 
CLD Practitioners, Classroom Assistants, ASL Support Workers, Early Years 
Practitioners, School Librarians, College Lecturers and Home/School Link Workers 
require Professional Bodies, let them generate their own. 
 
The following two quotes deeply concern us: 
 
‘We intend that the Education Workforce Council for Scotland should operate 
independently from Scottish Ministers rather than being an Executive Agency of 
Scottish Government.’ P27 
 
‘We intend to include in the Education Bill a power for Ministers to amend the list of 
practitioners required to register with the Education Workforce Council for Scotland 
in future.’ P29 
 
There is no mention of how appointments to the Management Board will be made. 
Will it be by Ministers? The following suggestion is also strongly rejected. 
 
“In order to function effectively and to sustain confidence in its independence, we 
think that the Council governing the EWCS should be constituted to ensure that 
professionals do not form a majority. We therefore anticipate a more ‘board like’ 
operation which holds the executive to account in exercising its core functions to 
deliver for relevant professions.” 
 
To take a world respected Professional Body and eviscerate it to serve the whim of 
the Cabinet Minister is a dangerous move that the Government should consider 
carefully. The Scottish Police Authority performance in recent times should indicate 
the danger of having a Government appointed ‘quango’ in charge of a public service. 
The difficulties of the CFE Management Board should give pause for thought when 
one examines how routinely advice from practitioners is side-lined. 
 
Teaching is a profession designed to deliver for our young people in schools. All of 
this is rigorously evaluated via professional update and through the public 
examination system. To take a body paid for by teachers and dilute its standards to 
include support staff and others is not acceptable. 
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Final Thoughts 
Page 24 of the Governance Review says, 
 
“We will trust and invest in teachers and practitioners as empowered, skilled, 
confident, 
collaborative and networked professionals. To ensure that they flourish, we will 
transform 
the support available to teachers and practitioners at every level of the system.” 
 
We are not convinced that these proposals will meet this aim. The reasons are: 

1. The plethora of planning levels from above – National, Regional Collaborative, 

Local Authority, School and Department hint at centralised control rather than 

trust and empowerment. 

2. To be skilled and confident, CPD should be specific and evidenced rather 

than aimed at compliance to policy. Indeed, more and more, teachers are 

having to dig into their weekends to find useful CPD through grass roots 

movements such as Pedagoo, Teach Meets and Research Ed. This shows 

the hunger for professional learning is present but the opportunity to meet 

these needs through official channels is not. 

3. Collaboration and networking at school level is hampered by lack of time and 

opportunity. Neither are addressed. Having our Local Authority leaders forced 

into regional collaboration in a formal manner when many are already doing 

so is grandstanding. 

 
 
Port Glasgow High School 
SSTA Group 

 


