
RESPONSE TO EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 
 
SPTC welcomes the opportunity to give evidence to the Committee.  
 
Closing the Gap is a key policy area for the Scottish Government, and rightly so. SPTC has long 
expressed the view that it is a great source of shame that who you are – and what your background is 
– can still be the main indicator of how well a child or young person will do at school. 
 
It is no surprise, then, that a great deal of emphasis is placed on closing the attainment gap in the NIF 
and Delivery Plan.  
 
Much of what is included in the Plan is not new or is an extension of what has already been 
committed to. However, the introduction of national standardised assessment at P1, 4, 7 and S3, and 
publication of the resulting data, is a matter of concern, for a number of reasons. 
 
Standardised assessments have been part of the landscape in schools for a very long time, the 
gathering of data on a national basis has not, other than in the leaver data currently published. 
Currently, most local authorities use standardised assessments to inform teacher judgement about a 
child’s progress and to help plan next steps. At local authority level, data is gathered and tracked to 
inform the authority’s own improvement agenda. How effectively the data is used to contribute to 
individual children’s, classrooms and school’s improvement is a widely recognised issue, and one 
which needs to be tackled, but the fact is that the data is already collected.  
 
We welcome the Government’s inclusion of a target to develop guidance to improve reporting to 
parents, as we know families want clear, plain English reporting at the right time and which enables 
their participation. Many parents will never receive the results of their children’s standardised 
assessments, nor will they understand that decisions made by their children’s teachers are being 
made on the basis of these assessments.  

 
Our concern is not assessment per se – as that should be part of every teacher’s armoury in ensuring 
each child is being supported and challenged – rather it is the gathering of national data which will 
then be published. Clearly there is an issue between local authorities and Scottish Government 
around where the data is owned and how it is shared: we recognise that Government has a legitimate 
interest in the data, but would argue that a nationally imposed standardised assessment regime is not 
the only way to resolve this matter. 
 
In addition, we believe the gathering and publishing of data in itself does nothing to improve outcomes 
for children. Improving outcomes is achieved by high quality teaching and support in school, and 
through the support and involvement of confident and engaged family.  

 
It is what we do with data that is important: the phrase often used is ‘data rich, not data driven’. The 
gathering of data nationally is something we already do a great deal, and yet we fail to use the data 
effectively – the fact we continue to see the attainment gap year after year is evidence of this. It is 
therefore questionable whether this data gathering is going to have any significant impact on what 
happens in the classroom, with individual children. Rather, it may have unintended consequences 
through the harvesting of data by the media and others to produce league tables of primary schools: a 
process which will certainly lead to more placing requests and greater competition between schools 
and parents. 

 
The SPTC is not supportive of this approach and only a very few of the parents we have spoken to 
have supported it. We are supportive of attempting to increase the effective use of data at a school 
and classroom level, and – most importantly of all – the effective sharing of information with parents 
so that they can play their part in supporting their child’s learning.  Concerns around teaching to the 
test is a further worry, and the impact of standardised assessments on children with additional needs 
or those whose English is not strong. 
 
Since we know that the gap in attainment exists in the population of every school, not between 
schools (OECD report on Quality and Equity in Scottish Education, 2007), it appears to us that the 
focus should be on supporting schools and professionals to use the data they already have to make 



an impact locally, not publish national data which may be used as a stick rather than a positive 
contributor to our drive for improvement. 
 
SPTC and most of the families we have contact with are supportive of the principles – though 
sometimes not the delivery of – Curriculum for Excellence. It held the promise of a wider, more holistic 
and flexible approach in schools which would meet the needs of every young person, whatever their 
abilities and strengths. 
 
The adage ‘measure what matters’ is one we ascribe to in terms of our children’s education. We 
believe it matter not simply that they can read, write and count, but that they have all that CfE 
promises, including a focus on health and wellbeing, self-directed learning and positive outcomes. If 
our measurement focus is on numeracy and literacy, we are concerned that other aspects of the 
curriculum will be seen as less significant and hence suffer a reduction of effort in school.  
 
The NIF and Delivery Plan include a wide range of plans and proposals which have the stated aim of 
improving the education and outcomes of our young people. There is much to be welcomed, including 
the de-cluttering the curriculum, reducing over-assessment and the increased focus on family 
engagement. 
 
The Government has set out a demanding programme which will take our education system down 
many new paths. Many of the ideas – such as driving more control and finance to school level – are 
there in outline only and so at this stage are impossible to comment upon. 
 
We hope and anticipate that the perspective of SPTC will be listened to by Scottish Government. As 
the only charity in Scotland dedicated to supporting parental involvement in education, and the third 
sector intermediary organisation for parent groups, we believe we have a unique and valuable 
perspective which should be respected. 
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