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20 February 2020 
 
Dear Ms Adamson, 
 
I write to you in my capacity as Chair of the Commission on School Reform in connection 
with the Scottish Government’s planned review of the school curriculum.  I have sent a 
similar letter to your deputy, Daniel Johnson, and have written separately to John Swinney. 
 
The Commission was pleased to learn of the government’s decision to extend the scope of 
its planned review of the senior phase curriculum to include also earlier stages.  This has the 
potential to bring about real improvement in school performance so long as the review is 
conducted in an objective and open manner. 
 
The government has decided that the review will be led by OECD.  While we recognise that 
organisation’s expertise and its capacity to undertake work of this kind, we are concerned 
that it has on two previous occasions, in 2007 and 2015, made clear that it believes that the 
direction of travel of Scottish education is basically sound.  There is, therefore, a real danger 
that the objectivity of the review may be compromised before it gets underway. 
 
It will be important that the governance arrangements put in place for the review guarantee 
transparency and objectivity.  We have, therefore, asked Mr. Swinney whether he intends 
that there should be any kind of management group for the review and expressed the 
opinion that, if there is to be such a group, it should not be dominated by those interest 
groups and agencies that have been responsible for much of the Curriculum for Excellence 
development work to date.   There should, however, be representation of other views, in 
particular those that have been critical of the developments in the past.  There should also 
be a public invitation to provide evidence. 
 
Our particular reason for writing to you is that we hope that there will be a place in 
governance of the review for the Parliament’s Education and Skills Committee.  It has 
carried out its remit effectively and in a largely non-partisan manner.  Giving it a role in the 
oversight of the review and in receiving the final report would lend credibility to the 
exercise. 
 
We have also commented to Mr. Swinney on the issues that we think the review requires to 
address.  We think it vital that the review should consider the quality of information and 
data available on which an evaluation of progress in Scottish education might be based.  In 
their 2015 report, OECD commented on the limitations imposed on their work by the lack of 
any baseline information relating to the period before Curriculum for Excellence 
implementation.  The situation has not changed. Many people, including our Commission, 
feel that the quality of the available information has deteriorated with the discontinuation 



of SSLN and the reliance solely on teacher judgment in the annual reporting of the 
achievement of Curriculum for Excellence levels. 
 
It is a striking feature of current Scottish educational debate that views on performance 
differ radically, and that the quality of the available evidence does not enable 
disagreements to be resolved.  We think it is in the interests of everyone, including the 
Scottish Government, that the review should consider the quality of information and make 
recommendations about how it might be improved. 
 
It is, of course, vital that the review should examine issues that have become matters of 
public concern - whether or not the Scottish Government shares the concern.  In this 
category would fall the general question of standards in maths, science and reading, the 
articulation between BGE and the senior phase, the suggestion that subject choice has 
narrowed in S4, multi-level teaching and whether the ways in which the poverty-related 
attainment gap is measured are valid.  There are other issues, which although not as 
prominent in the public consciousness, require examination.  These include continuity 
across transitions, the curriculum in the early secondary years and performance information 
in primary schools.  There is also a strong case for looking at the impact, as perceived by 
schools, of recent government policies such as school empowerment and the level of 
support given by Regional Improvement Collaboratives. 
 
The suggestions put to Mr. Swinney are intended to be helpful and supportive of the review 
process.  We believe that they would enhance its credibility and increase the likelihood that 
it will result in useful recommendations.  The close involvement of the Education and Skills 
Committee would also reassure the public about the openness and transparency of the 
review. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Keir Bloomer 
Chair, Commission on School Reform 
 
Contact through Alison Payne, Reform Scotland 

 


