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Focus group notes – extracts on Curriculum for Excellence and other issues 

relating to school education 

Below are extracts relating to Curriculum for Excellence from the notes of focus 
groups held by the Committee in January/February 2017. Also included are other 
issues which were covered in the focus groups relating to school education that have 
not been circulated to members in papers packs on Additional Support Needs or 
Personal and Social Education. 
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GROUP A  
 
Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) 
 
For many on the group, the main stress being created is from the constant changes 
to the way teachers are expected to teach. In the view of one, the current curriculum 
has been so diluted that teachers are no longer educating pupils and that some of 
these simply cannot access the curriculum, which then causes discipline issues. 
 
At the primary school level, it was felt by some that, due to time pressures, teachers 
were being encouraged not to, or prevented from, focusing on reinforcing learning. 
This then meant that these pupils were leaving primary school without the required 
level of skills in reading, writing and numeracy. 
 



A big issue for many in the group is the decline in the ability of school pupils to be 
able to work independently for any length of time; they still need a lot of support and 
prompting and lack planning skills. This was apparent even for pupils that were 
bright and did not lack verbal confidence to do presentations, make speeches etc. 
Teachers are then not easily able to teach these pupils as they lack the core skills 
and confidence to work alone to complete work, write a long essay etc. 
 
A major point of agreement in the group was that most if not all were supportive of 
the theory behind CfE but that the aim of being a process-based curriculum and not 
a content-based curriculum hadn’t been delivered. 
 
In short, the implementation of CfE has been the problem created by a variety of 
issues. One of these has been the provision of detailed Experiences and Outcomes 
(E&Os) and the creation for teachers of a series of preferable or predicted outcomes, 
meaning that CfE teaching is no longer process-driven. In the view of one, this has 
“corrupted the point of a process curriculum.” 
 
It was noted by some that, understandably, E&Os were put in place to meet 
teachers’ demands to best understand what was being expected when CfE was 
brought in. The idea was also that E&Os would help with consistency and help 
achieve the same outcomes across schools. One guest noted that this ethos runs 
contrary to the way Scotland has educated pupils in the past where flexibility has 
been valued within and across local authorities. 
 
The other substantial point of agreement was the view that the implementation of 
CfE should not also have come with a change to the exam system in the senior 
phase and the introduction of Nationals. Most of the group agreed with the statement 
from one that “we can't understand why the curriculum was changed at the same 
time as the exams. No one asked for this but the SQA drove it.” As a different guest 
said, “CfE was supposed to be a pedagogical change, not a curriculum change.” 
 
One member reported that regardless of what was said at the various working 
groups between teachers, assessors and the SQA, the latter just did what it wanted 
even when things seemed to have been agreed.  
 
Other criticisms included the view that whilst CfE is a good thing the implementation 
has been very poor, with the guidance and paperwork for teachers being written by 
people who had no experience of a particular department or teaching subject. As 
one guest said, “CfE could have worked equally as well with Standard Grades.” 
 
For one guest, simplification and clarity were the two things needed. She said that 
teachers simply can’t read all the documents and they change all of the time. For 
another, SQA’s quality assurance process in producing and disseminating these 
documents was terrible. 
 
As a generalisation within the group, many felt that primary schools and their 
teachers have been more able to adapt to CfE, but the fact that the senior phase in 
secondary schools brings with it exams and the attainment pressures has made it 
much harder in secondary schools. 
 



The group then discussed international comparators with one guests saying we pay 
too much attention to PISA and other surveys. They questioned if we were 
comparing like-with-like. There was also a view that many pupils did not value the 
National 4 qualification, especially since it was not externally assessed. 
 
This area of debate then moved on to the introduction of testing in primary schools. 
There was a view expressed by a number on the group that one of the biggest 
issues that teachers struggle with is their knowledge of what a particular child is 
capable of with the emphasis that all children will undergo the same age/stage 
testing. The view expressed was that there is “no evidence that testing works” and 
that we should rely on professional judgement to gauge progress of pupils. Some on 
the group asked what the purpose of the test was, what are we trying to 
demonstrate? 
 
One guest though did put the contrary view that testing can help and we do need 
some way of gauging the progress of pupils between P5 and P7. He said, “there is 
nothing wrong with testing but it needs to be supported.” There was also a view that 
testing itself was okay, but the difficulties came when the emphasis was then on 
building comparisons between schools which impacts on morale in schools and a 
pressure on teachers from heads or education authorities for year-on-year 
improvements in pass rates which may bear no resemblance to the needs and 
abilities of a particular intake of pupils. 
 
The final discussion was based around the question of whether an inspirational and 
engaging teacher was in and of itself enough to improve standards, or whether 
having that plus the necessary resources, course materials etc. was important. Most 
leant towards the latter view. 
 
Final comments 

The group was asked for one thing that the Committee should focus on or for any 
particular issue that they considered was vital and which hadn’t already been raised. 
 

 For one guest, CfE and the new exam structure has meant that it is no longer 
clear to teachers or pupils what a pass is anymore. There has been grade 
inflation; 

 For another, the message is that we cannot keep cutting back on budgets, 
staffing numbers and resources. This included support staff as well as 
teaching staff. 

 For a third, a key problem is the SQA and its process of engaging with 
teachers, with one describing assessors as “arrogant”. Teachers are not, in 
the view of one guest, resistant to change; he had seen 10 major changes in 
the way we teach in Scotland over the 25 years and has tried to work with 
them all – “how’s that resistance to change?” he asked. 

 For one guest, the key was giving teachers back their autonomy and trusting 
their judgement, along with supporting them with time and resources to be 
able to develop professionally.   

 For another, it was important to stop constant change and also be careful 
about all of this upheaval and criticism as this does impact on morale and 
goodwill.  She considered that there was enormous goodwill amongst 



teachers trying to do their best for children and asked how we can capitalise 
on this. 

 Finally, one guest noted that the issues facing society in general and young 
people in particular cannot just be fixed via the education system. For some 
pupils, even getting to school on time, having been fed and being ready to 
study is a massive challenge in itself given the wider challenges faced by 
some families 

 
GROUP B 

Culture 

Discussions in Group B began by looking at how willing the teaching profession is in 

publically entering policy discourse.  This theme arose several times. 

One participant noted that as a profession, teachers are unusually unwilling to 

express their views on education policy publicly and that it is usual to see letters in 

publications for teachers published anonymously.  This was contrasted with other 

professions, such as medicine where it was suggested practitioners feel freer to 

express themselves. 

Another participant agreed and indicated that the leadership and culture of the 

profession in Scotland militates against individuals contributing to public debate with 

even head teachers are unwilling to engage.  The consequences of this, they 

suggested, is that head teachers are removed from national policy development. 

It was argued that there are structural reasons for the reticence to speak out: loyalty 

to one’s employers (the local authority); and fear of inspection.  It was suggested that 

this “culture of conformity” is not a new thing, although it has become worse in recent 

years particularly since the functions of curriculum development and inspection were 

brought together within Education Scotland.   

Support 

Much of the discussion centred on support and guidance for teachers and schools, 

from national agencies, local authorities and from colleagues. 

A number of contributors talked about their experience of subject specific support 

being reduced at both a school and local authority level.  For example, the move 

toward faculty heads, rather than subject heads and a reduction in the number of 

promoted teachers has removed a level of support and expertise within schools.  It 

was reported that this has left class teachers to develop curricula for their classes 

(covering several courses) and increased workload. 

It was argued that the quality local authority support is patchy.  The group suggested 

that the level of support from local authorities had reduced.  For example, 

participants stated that local authorities had at one stage employed subject advisers 

who would co-ordinate teachers and promote the sharing of resources and best 



practice; these were replaced by quality improvement officers (QIOs) which focused 

more on quality assurance than support, which was considered to be less effective.  

Nonetheless, teachers expressed support for QIOs and regret that the numbers of 

QIOs appeared to be reducing.   

Another example given was that a local authority provided support for networks of 

promoted teachers to discuss pedagogy and share practice.  However, it was 

reported that over time this network became used to transmit messages from the 

local authority rather than a space for teachers to learn from each other, which, 

again, reduced its effectiveness. 

The group noted that Scotland-wide on-line networks have developed which allow 

sharing of resources and discussions around implementing the curriculum.  Another 

participant suggested that these bottom-up responses and the professionalism and 

hard work of teachers have remediated the effect of the removal or ineffectiveness of 

other support networks.  However, it was commented that such bottom-up networks, 

while important, do not necessarily provide a link between national policy and 

teaching practice. 

Local authorities were seen as bureaucratic and sometimes having a negative effect.  

One example cited was that in service days had become dominated by local 

authority-driven programmes and that time for teachers to undertake professional 

development had been squeezed. 

The teacher’s present expressed frustration at not knowing what is expected of them 

or what the overall goal of CfE reforms is.  One expressed their frustration by saying 

“I like the metaphor of a journey, but I would like a map to see where we are going 

rather than a faulty Sat Nav.”  The teachers said that there is not good clear 

guidance on what is expected of them.  The communication of the SQA was raised, 

with one teacher giving an example of a difficult and very lengthy process of finding 

up-to-date guidance on assessments for National qualifications. 

One member of the group summed up their views on how the profession is 

supported by saying “it is as if we have lost everything that worked and are starting 

again”. 

Design, delivery and national leadership 

All participants support the principles of CfE.  However, the group had reservations 

about how CfE has been delivered. 

It was noted that there is wide support for the existence of: the SQA; a body that 

undertakes national curriculum development; and (to a lesser degree) an 

inspectorate.  

Some members of the group argued that churn in the civil service meant that there 

was a loss of experience and expertise which led to a lack of control and direction of 



the sector.  The civil service were therefore “doomed to continually make the same 

mistakes”. 

One participant recalled that CfE was to have been made by teachers themselves.  

The group strongly disagreed that this has been the outcome.  As an example, 

another member of the group shared their experiences of working with the SQA to 

develop qualifications.  They said that a forum of practitioners would spend one 

meeting agreeing an approach and then when they returned for the next meeting, 

officials at the SQA will have substantially changed what had been agreed. 

There was some sympathy expressed for the SQA and one participant suggested 

that some of the problems with qualifications are due to the design brief the SQA 

received.   

The leadership of Education Scotland was questioned by some in the group.  One 

suggested that while there have been some improvements in education over the 

recent past, these improvements have not helped the most disadvantaged.  It was 

argued that the rhetoric of Education Scotland which suggests that its work is 

transformative is wrong and that Education Scotland actually promotes orthodoxy.  It 

was also suggested that Education Scotland did not sufficiently control the amount 

and type of guidance produced to ensure that it accorded with the principles of CfE.  

Members of the group also argued that the OECD report, Improving Schools in 

Scotland, had been very critical of Education Scotland.   

One person said that there should be better articulation of what education is for from 

all levels of government.  They also identified a lack of clear accountability between 

the different policy actors in education; they described the situation as one of 

“mutually beneficial ambiguity”.  That person argued that an important improvement 

in the education system would be that clearer accountability. 

Autonomy 

The group indicated that autonomy had been lost at both teacher and school levels.  

One teacher suggested that they had enjoyed more freedom in what and how to 

teach in the past.  Others suggested that a growing culture of conformity had 

reduced autonomy from schools and that this has stifled innovation.  It was 

suggested that this is because there is a desire that no school is unfairly advantaged 

or disadvantaged through innovative practice; and that Education Scotland’s dual 

role as inspectorate and curriculum support means that schools are likely to strictly 

adhere to guidance.  Some members of the group suggested that Education 

Scotland should be split up as a priority. 

Members of the group said that the sector is risk-averse, which has also negatively 

affected innovation.  It was pointed out that sharing best practice is much more 

effective if there is space for diversity.  



One suggested that it is unclear how power is distributed in the current system and 

that a key question in considering reform is, who should hold power?  Several 

members of the group argued that a move to greater autonomy of schools is 

required. 

Delivery of National Qualifications and multi-level classes 

Some felt that the design of National Qualifications was poorly thought out and 

should have been more thoroughly piloted – particularly the requirement of 160 

hours’ teaching.  Some teachers had been told that they should not teach anything in 

Nat 4 or Nat 5 in S3, which simply led teachers to re-label their resources rather than 

to try to squeeze the whole course into one year. 

The lack of an external exam for Nat 4 was a concern for all participants, with one 

saying that the qualification had “robbed children the dignity of sitting exams”.  

Others suggested that pupils taking Nat 4s could feel excluded. 

Teaching bi- and tri-level classes was considered to be very challenging, particularly 

in sciences.  One participant however suggested that teaching multi-level classes 

should be achievable, albeit perhaps not always during the senior phase.  They 

argued that not doing so successfully, especially in BGE, is a pedagogical failure and 

split level classes could be more for the benefit of teachers rather than pupils.  In 

particular, they suggested that, for example, reading groups in early primary years 

are unhelpful and entrench inequality.  Another practitioner agreed that while ideally 

every lesson should be designed around the diversity of pupils’ needs, practically the 

workload of teachers means that there is insufficient time to do so. 

GROUP C - focus group of trainee teachers from the University of Glasgow on 
26 January 
 
9 trainee teachers attended the Parliament’s education centre for the day with their 
lecturer. Ross Greer MSP and Daniel Johnson MSP held a focus group with them on 
their experiences of training including placements in schools. 
 
Curriculum for Excellence 
 
There was broad agreement in the group that it was challenging to motivate students 
to study at Nat 4 level as the students don’t perceive it to be important as there is no 
qualification attached to it and there does not seem to be a route to employment 
associated with it. The teachers understood the value and one said the SQA is trying 
to work with employers to encourage them to value it (the perception being that 
employer’s value Nat 5). 
 
One school’s approach was for everyone to do Nat 5 so if a student had to do Nat 4 
they were perceived as less intelligent by other pupils. In another school doing Nat 4 
was treated as a means of motivating those doing Nat 5 not to ‘drop down’ to Nat 4. 
One school had a tri-level class where a teacher was teaching Nat 4, Nat 5 and 



Highers in the same class. When the teacher voiced concerns the solution offered 
was not to offer Nat 4. 
 
One teacher suggested Nat 4 was not a consideration in a school in an affluent area 
and so everyone worked towards Nat 5 and that these students doing Nat 5 in S3 
had a sense of ‘ownership and progression’. This was contrasted by a teacher from 
a school in a more deprived area who suggested a class where they taught entirely 
Nat 4 was badly behaved because the students lacked direction in their studies. 
 
There was general agreement that spreading Highers over 2 years was more 
beneficial for more pupils. 
 
Attainment challenge 
 
The word attainment is used interchangeably with achievement sometimes, but one 
teacher’s view was that attainment was perceived to be achieving grades and this 
focus on attainment can divert away from the importance of personal achievement.  
 
There was a suggestion from one teacher that there was a challenge around the 
culture of education, as there was a longstanding fearfulness amongst teachers 
which pre-dates the existing administration. As a result it was very hard to ‘hear the 
voice’ of individual teachers. The discussions in online chatrooms and other means 
of communicating with each other, reflects a very different dialogue between 
teachers to the portrayal by representative organisations of the collective views of 
teachers. 
 
GROUP D – Focus group of teachers from Dalkeith High and St David’s High 

School on 8th February 

During a visit to Dalkeith Community Campus on 8th February the Convener (James 

Dornan MSP), Ross Greer MSP and Ross Thomson MSP held a focus group with 

teachers from both of the high schools. A teacher was also present. 

Some initial concerns were expressed by a couple of teachers about the number of 

changes to the curriculum. One suggested that a delay to benchmarks in their 

subject that were due for issue at the end of 2016 was an issue as the teacher 

needed them in order to be able to report back to parents on the progress of their 

children. 

A science teacher suggested that with the move to benchmarks from Es and O’s 

there had been very little change in the curriculum so the teacher remained clear 

‘what pupils are aiming at’ as there is more prescriptive guidance for science than 

other subjects. They were aware there was more ambiguity in other subjects. 

A maths teacher suggested their course still had the same content but the change 

from E’s and O’s to benchmarks means the tracking processes for assessing 

students needs to be revised. 



An art teacher suggested that there was a great deal of flexibility in the curriculum 

which suited the nature of her subject. A wide variety of topics and approaches were 

available for her students which allows for greater creativity. It requires wide 

discussion and moderation amongst her peers to assess given the breadth of 

approaches that can be taken. 

A geography teacher suggested that Nat 5 time constraints are challenging and 

teaching can feel like a bit of a rush to get through the curriculum. Another teacher 

suggested it was not ‘deep learning’ and that the SQA guidance suits three years but 

teachers have a year to deliver it. 

The head teacher from St David’s suggested that CfE remains ‘tremendously 

exciting’ and that there was unanimous agreement about the principles. 

On flexibility, teachers were positive about the way in which they were freed up to 

teach Broad General Education but that it was important to also prepare students for 

the more ‘traditional’ learning and assessment for Nat 5. 

One teacher suggested that publishing literacy and numeracy benchmarks made for 

more conservative teaching and if it is extended across all curricular areas the 

philosophy of Curriculum for Excellence could be lost. Another teacher suggested, in 

relation to P1 testing onwards, that there was too much measuring performance 

under the predecessor to CfE but it feels as though we are going down the 

assessment route again. 

GROUP E – Focus group of students from Dalkeith High 

During the same visit to Dalkeith Community Campus on 8th February the Convener 

(James Dornan MSP), Ross Greer MSP and Ross Thomson MSP held a focus 

group with 6 students from S4, S5 and S6 from Dalkeith High. 

The students all agreed on the following points:  

There is a big range of subjects that students can get involved in, including a focus 

on extra-curricular work which aids CVs to reflect what universities want. Two 

afternoons a week are kept free for this. Supported study gives time to revise. Senior 

Phase is tougher but you can have more focus on the subjects that you enjoy.  

On student mentioned that PSE sessions include a focus on organisational skills 

such as developing a revision timetable.  

Another suggested that some courses feel like regular assessments, including 

assessments, mid-year exams, coursework, pre-lims and exams. For other subjects 

like maths ‘it is just prelims and exams’. This second approach was more popular.  

Students were all positive about the move from S3 into S4 as workload was not too 

much of an added stress. 



When asked if they would change anything in the senior phase they all agreed that 

splitting students into sets felt unfair. One student suggested that in S6 you get a lot 

more options and it would be good to have that opportunity at S4 and S5. 

GROUP F – Focus group of teachers from the Edinburgh area on 8th February 

A group of mainly primary and some secondary teachers attended the Parliament’s 

education centre for a political literacy course. There were 22 teachers in 

attendance. Colin Beattie MSP and Gillian Martin MSP held a discussion at the end 

of their course. 

Inspections 

Inspections where schools are given less notice were cited as more meaningful, 

especially where staff are picked at random to attend focus groups as opposed to 

the school selecting who to attend. Individuals experiences were very different often 

based on how supportive or otherwise those undertaking inspections were. It was 

suggested inspectors should only be people with recent school experience. There 

was support for the idea of seconding teachers into the inspectorate or peer review 

based inspections as a means of sharing best practice. It was acknowledged peer 

review might be an approach that could concern parents. The discussion on 

inspections ended with someone asking – who are HMIE accountable to? 

Attainment gap 

When asked what would help close the gap there was support for much more detail 

about schools in deprived areas that are ‘bucking the trend’ and how. In addition it 

was suggested that sharing best practice is best achieved by moving teachers 

around schools (some countries do this on a 5 yearly basis). This idea received wide 

support in the room. There was then a discussion of the challenges faced in certain 

schools and the associated expansion of the role of teacher to include social worker, 

and in some cases the person who gets the children out of bed, clothes and feeds 

them and takes them to school. There was a lot of recognition that schools run on 

goodwill to a degree including extra time from staff that they are not paid for and staff 

funding resources themselves (e.g. a breakfast club). One teacher said “I don’t know 

a school where this isn’t the case”. There was support for 1140 of free childcare from 

a number of the teachers as a good way to target developmental issues at an early 

stage. 

Workforce planning 

The majority of the teachers spoke of reductions in the number of teaching staff, 

teaching assistants business managers and other administrative support, and also 

valued family learning programmes in the community. When asked for final 

comments a teacher said they felt it was a real shame that the ‘chartered teachers’ 

option had been removed as that had provided a route to progress in your career 

and stay in teaching. 


