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Dear Cabinet Secretary, 

The Education and Culture Committee recognises that narrowing the educational 
attainment gap is a key priority for the Scottish Government. We also recognise that 
seeking to improve attainment for all while reducing differences in outcomes that 
stem from pupils’ socio-economic backgrounds is a complex and long-standing 
challenge. 

We have considered various topics that could be relevant to closing the attainment 
gap, although we are aware there are many other such initiatives underway. Our 
meetings cut across numerous policy issues relating to school, youth work, further 
and higher education, training and employment.  

The purpose of this letter is to invite your views on the key issues arising from our 
discussions. Your response will inform the detailed scrutiny of the Scottish 
Government and local authorities that we will undertake later this year, to conclude 
our work on the attainment gap .  

Our meetings raised some broad questions about the purpose and direction of the 
education system. In particular, there was a consensus that schools could better 
meet the needs of all pupils and not be so strongly focussed on examination results. 

It is also apparent that the education system and its objectives are not always as well 
understood as they should be. For example, we commissioned a survey of parents 
which strongly highlighted the need for better communication with schools. We also 
heard about the need to change attitudes towards vocational education. These 
examples may simply be a sign that better communication is needed, or they may 
indicate a more fundamental lack of understanding of policy intentions. 
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The meaning of attainment 

There is a further over-arching issue that we highlight at the outset as it goes to the 
heart of the Scottish Government’s ambitions for schools. In essence, various 
organisations and individuals told us that terms such as ‘attainment’ and ‘closing the 
attainment gap’ should be better defined, or, more commonly, that current measures 
of attainment should be changed.   

There are various means of measuring educational attainment – a recent Audit 
Scotland report on school education examined ten such measures in secondary 
schools. The literacy and numeracy of primary and secondary schools pupils is 
specifically measured in Scottish Surveys of Literacy and Numeracy. Typically, in 
political debate, attainment is discussed in terms of pupils’ examination results. 

The ‘attainment gap’ is generally considered to be the difference in attainment 
between the most and least deprived pupils, although there are also differences 
between other groups. 

If the attainment gap is to be narrowed – or even closed, as is sometimes suggested 
– it appears that more pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds would have to do 
better in examinations. They would also have to do much better relative to other 
pupils, as the Scottish Government’s ambition is to narrow the attainment gap while 
raising attainment for all. 

However, there was some consensus in the views we heard that schools should 
focus less on examination results and more on pupils’ and young peoples’ 
achievements beyond exams. There was also some doubt as to whether the Wood 
report on Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce would narrow the attainment gap, 
if it resulted in more students undertaking ‘vocational options’ that scored less highly 
than academic qualifications.   

A related point made by various organisations is that schools’ or education 
authorities’ success should be measured differently, by moving the focus away from 
their pupils’ performance in exams to other measures, for example, the outcomes 
their pupils go on to achieve. The full practicalities that would be involved in 
implementing such suggestions were not always set out however. 

The points we highlight above are not simply about what terminology to use. Rather, 
they lead us to question whether there is a shared understanding, amongst all those 
with a role in education, of policy objectives, how they should be delivered and the 
intended outcomes.   

We believe any changes to how schools rate or describe their pupils’ ‘performance’ 
should not leave our education system open to the possible accusation that 
standards have been altered simply so that it looks like more pupils are doing better. 
Rather, the consensual view is that the education system should focus more on 
ensuring as many pupils as possible are ‘job ready’ when they leave school. 
 
Given the discussion above, we invite your response to the following 
questions— 

 What exactly does the Scottish Government mean when it refers to 
‘attainment’ and ‘closing the attainment gap’, and what are the likely 



implications for all pupils of seeking to close the attainment gap? How can the 
definitions provided be easily understandable to pupils, parents and 
employers, and provide a clear direction to the education profession? 

 If attainment is measured in terms of examination results, and the attainment 
gap is to be narrowed, does this mean that more pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds will have to do significantly better in exams than other pupils? If 
so, how is this to be achieved?  

 What is the Scottish Government’s view on how schools’ performance could 
most fairly and appropriately be assessed? 

 Notwithstanding efforts underway through Insight, to what extent should 
schools be placing even greater emphasis on pupils’ achievements other than 
their examination results?  

 
Will more vocational options narrow the attainment gap?  
Of course, a lot of effort is underway to achieve that goal and these efforts have 
been given an added impetus with the publication of the Wood report.  
 
The Wood commission was asked to consider “How a high quality intermediate 
vocational education and training system … can be developed.” However, the term 
“high quality intermediate vocational education and training system” was not defined 
in the report or in the Scottish Government’s subsequent implementation plan. 
Similarly, the term ‘vocational options’ is undefined.  
 
In our evidence session, ADES said the term ‘vocational’ should not be used and 
that people should start talking about ‘education for employment’ instead. We were 
also told vocational options should be available for all pupils not just those who may 
be struggling academically, who were the focus of the Wood report.  
 
If there is already some confusion around existing terminology, this should not be 
compounded in the implementation of the Wood report. We therefore consider that, 
whatever terms are used around vocational options, everyone should be clear about 
their meaning in practice and how related objectives are to be delivered successfully. 
Otherwise, it may become more difficult to ensure ‘vocational’ and ‘academic’ 
options are given equal merit and prominence, or that vocational options are made 
available throughout schooling, as has been advocated.  
 
Given the above discussion, we invite your response to the following 
questions— 

 What impact could the successful implementation of the Wood report have on 
narrowing the attainment gap? Will the annual reports on the implementation 
of the report set out how it is contributing to narrowing the gap? 

 How can all relevant parties adopt a common understanding of improved 
vocational education and how it is to be delivered? 

 This is not the first time initiatives have been launched to improve pupils’ 
employability skills or raise the profile of vocational options. How have the 
Scottish Government and local authorities sought to apply the lessons from 
previous efforts? 

 Could there could be any unintended consequences of the drive for more 
‘vocational options’, such as education authorities exerting pressure on pupils 



to follow a vocational pathway? We recognise that personalisation and choice 
are entitlements in Curriculum for Excellence, which should not change.   

 If more pupils are staying on between S4 and S6, what career guidance is 
being given to those not pursuing an ‘academic path’ to ensure they do not 
leave school with minimal qualifications? 
 

Having highlighted our views on the need for clarity on current approaches to 
attainment and tackling the attainment gap, the remainder of this letter discusses 
other specific issues.  
 
School as a route to university? 
If perceptions about the benefits of vocational education are to be changed – as 
noted above – then education authorities and others may have to become better at 
communicating the career benefits of vocational education. Various people told us 
that some schools, parents and pupils still saw going to university as being the 
ultimate purpose of schooling. It was suggested that, as a result, some schools could 
be unduly focussed on exam results and qualifications, to the possible detriment of 
other pupils. 
 
The financial advantages that can derive from a university education have been 
widely reported in recent years, which may partly explain why some schools and 
parents have emphasised this route. It is also the Scottish Government’s current 
policy intention to increase the number of pupils from poorer backgrounds going to 
university. 

We invite your response to the following questions— 

 Are some schools placing too much emphasis on university, to the detriment 
of some pupils? If so, what actions could the Scottish Government take as a 
result and what would be the possible impact on our universities? 

 Do you consider schools currently have the structures in place and 
appropriate skills mix to be able to offer more vocational options? 

 
How can schools and parents work better together? 
We have already highlighted that schools may have to get better at communicating 
the benefits of vocational options to parents. The evidence we heard suggested 
various other ways in which communication between schools and parents could be 
improved.  
 
Everyone who gave evidence was very clear about the critically important role 
parents (by which we also mean guardians and carers) play, or could play, in their 
child’s education. However, groups representing parents told us some were made to 
feel like a ‘nuisance’ by schools. 
 
We were provided with research showing parental engagement to be the ‘non-school 
factor’ most strongly connected to achievement and attainment. All education 
authorities should already be aware of such research findings. One witness, Dr 
Sarah Morton, told us about a review she had conducted on behalf of the Scottish 
Government that identified ‘six dimensions’ schools could follow to improve family 
engagement. However, she noted that not much had happened on a website created 
to allow schools to share good practice. 



We did hear acknowledgement of the very good practice on engagement and 
communication available in some schools. However, the results of a survey we 
undertook to understand parents’ views indicated this good practice is not uniform 
across the country.   
 
Suggestions for improvement 
The survey showed most parents find it easy to get information from their child’s 
school and most find that information helpful. However, many suggested 
communication could be improved. In particular, a strong theme was the need for 
more regular, jargon-free updates on pupil progress that make clear whether their 
child is making satisfactory progress. There was also a desire from parents for more 
time to discuss issues with teachers. 
 
In evidence, we were told that the main difficulty in achieving better communication 
and engagement with parents is the budgetary and staffing pressures faced by many 
education authorities. 
 
It is not our role to micro-manage schools and we therefore cannot comment in detail 
on the suggestions for improvement we received. Rather, bearing in mind the 
Scottish Government’s leadership role, we invite you to consider whether and 
how the suggestions below could help to make parental engagement better 
and also narrow the attainment gap— 

 Education Scotland could place greater emphasis on parental engagement in 
its inspection and feedback process, as a means of helping schools to 
prioritise this area; 

 teachers’ awareness of the importance of parental involvement and 
engagement is crucially important, and initial teacher training and continuing 
professional development on this issue could be improved;   

 in seeking to achieve a uniformly good standard of engagement and 
involvement throughout the country (but not a uniform approach), the Scottish 
Government could further encourage education authorities and schools to 
focus on what works, in particular, what measures would most likely improve 
pupils’ attainment. Where there are gaps in Scottish research knowledge, 
these should be filled; 

 all schools should have a parental engagement strategy. 
 
It would be helpful if your response could be set in the context of the Scottish 
Government’s stated aim of improving schools’ web-based engagement1, and the 
Scottish Government’s 2012 Parenting Strategy’s commitment to “provide resources 
to teachers to help them engage with parents effectively”.   
 
Targeted parental support 
The specific question of how schools can support the parents of pupils who perform 
least well, in order to improve the attainment of those pupils, was raised in various 
submissions. 

                                                 
1
 The Programme for Government 2014/15 includes a commitment to: “a new evidence-based, web 

resource for schools to support their parental engagement strategies, particularly engaging with 
families living in deprived areas. A refreshed ParentZone website to improve the information provided 
to parents is currently being developed.” 



This is clearly a more complex issue than, for example, keeping parents better 
informed about their children’s progress. We also understand that offering additional 
support to some parents and guardians would not be the sole responsibility of 
schools and teachers, although their leadership and commitment would be vital. We 
were therefore pleased to hear the views of Parent Network Scotland, for example, 
that there is a ‘huge untapped resource’ of parents willing to help other parents. We 
also heard examples of existing projects involving the third sector that aim to work 
with children and their parents. However, there does not appear to be available 
throughout Scotland a consistently high quality and sustainably-funded approach to 
providing such support. We heard only about a number of short term or local 
initiatives. 
 
In line with the Scottish Government’s existing policies on early intervention and the 
early years, we invite your view on how there could be more systematic 
engagement with parents across Scotland, with a particular focus on those 
whose children should be performing better. We have adopted this wording as 
we are wary about always using labels such as ‘disadvantaged’, ‘vulnerable’ or 
‘deprived’ to describe some families and geographical areas, although we do not 
wish to downplay the clear link between poverty and some pupils’ attainment. 
 
How can schools work better together with the third and private sectors? 

We held a number of evidence sessions with private and third sector groups to 
understand how they could help to improve attainment in schools and narrow the 
attainment gap. Our meetings included representatives from trades bodies, and  
sport and arts organisations.  
 
Work placements 
There was a very strong consensus that pupils and young people should experience 
greatly improved work placements and careers guidance. Many people considered 
these improvements – and developing so-called ‘soft skills’ – would result in more 
young people being ready for work upon leaving school. We therefore welcome the 
implementation plan’s strong focus on these areas, and the expectations it places on 
employers, including from the private sector 
 
The extent of the private sector’s role? 
The implementation plan for the Wood report also envisages employers more easily 
‘influencing the education system’ and playing an ‘active part in its delivery’. It 
describes the need to “increase the opportunities for employers to contribute to the 
broad general education phase – the period of education from pre-school to the end 
of S3.” However, the exact means by which this is to be achieved is not always fully 
specified.   
 
The Federation of Small Businesses told us the curriculum should be influenced by 
and produced for the private sector. The Institute of Directors noted that the private 
sector is not represented on the curriculum for excellence management board. 
 
Stimulating entrepreneurialism in school was an issue raised where the private 
sector (and the third sector) could be expected to make a valuable contribution. 
However, entrepreneurialism is not mentioned in the implementation plan. 



Labour market knowledge 
One specific area for improvement, highlighted to us by local authorities, industry 
groups, Skills Development Scotland and Colleges Scotland, concerned schools’ 
and teachers’ labour market knowledge. The Wood report highlighted that such 
knowledge will become increasingly important.  
 
We invite your response to the following questions— 

 how will all pupils benefit from good quality work experience given differing 
labour market conditions across the country? 

 how will barriers to accessing work placements (such as travel costs) be 
avoided, particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds? 

 what is the exact role envisaged for the private sector in schools and where 
should any boundaries be drawn? Clarification would be particularly helpful 
given some unions’ general concerns around these issues; 

 noting recent research on the pilot ‘Enterprising Schools Project’, how can 
more schools place a greater emphasis on entrepreneurialism? 

 how can education authorities best be supported so that teachers have 
access to the most appropriate labour market information and advice? 

 
 
The third sector’s role 
We have had a lot of contact with third sector organisations this session, particularly 
with children’s charities during our work with care-experienced children. This 
engagement suggested some organisations may be more effective than schools at 
delivering improved outcomes for certain children and young people.   
 
Our discussions with third sector bodies demonstrated that the education system 
and young people’s learning goes far beyond the school gate. However, the point 
was made repeatedly by third sector organisations that their links with schools could 
be better. There was a common view that the full potential of the sector was not 
being realised, and that current arrangements with schools were often ad hoc and 
reliant on the willingness of individuals to engage. 
 
Those unions and local authorities who engaged with us acknowledged and 
respected the third sector’s input. However, Renfrewshire Council, for example, 
emphasised teachers’ ultimate accountability for exam results. 
 
We have already commented on the strong view of many third sector groups that 
schools should place far more emphasis on pupils’ and young people’s 
achievements, not just their examination results.  
  
We invite your response to the following questions— 

 How could education authorities and third sector groups work together more 
effectively so that young people’s performance is improved? The 
implementation plan describes ‘industry-led regional invest in young people 
groups’ that will develop closer links between schools and employers (and 
colleges). Could a similar approach be adopted for the third sector? 

 If the role of the third sector is to be re-defined, do you consider that it should 
be more focussed on closing the attainment gap? This is not currently the 
priority for at least some third sector groups with an education role. 



 
Will diversity of provision improve attainment? 
The evidence we heard demonstrated clearly the very wide range of initiatives 
available to some young people that seek to raise their attainment, achievement or 
engagement in education. For example, we heard about projects run by St Mirren 
football club, the Scottish Rugby Union and local arts groups. We also discussed the 
children’s universities established in two parts of Scotland.  
 
We appreciate such efforts and the great number of organisations and volunteers 
supporting our young people. However, we are not clear which approaches are most 
effective in improving attainment or narrowing the gap. Further, if these ‘out of school 
options’ are only available to some pupils, it is not clear how this will narrow the 
attainment gap overall.     
 
A broader point is that many young people – perhaps an increasing number – are 
effectively relying on organisations outside school for at least some of their 
education.   
   
We invite your response to the following questions— 

 To what extent should organisations other than schools provide educational 
opportunities for pupils and young people?  

 Is there effective monitoring of how such organisations are helping to improve 
attainment and narrow the attainment gap?  

 
Schools and colleges  
The Wood report also discussed building better linkages between schools and 
colleges. There is already some blurring of the two sectors in relation to pupils in the 
senior phase. If young people are to be offered more and better vocational options, 
schools and colleges will have to be even better aligned.  
 
We are encouraged by the statements we heard that some schools and colleges 
have ‘ripped up their timetables’ so there are no problems for school pupils who also 
go to college. However, we do not know the extent to which all schools and colleges 
work together to ensure that young people are able to do the course most suited to 
them.  
 
We invite your response to the following questions— 

 If colleges and schools work more closely together, issues may arise around 
timetabling, but also around possible resource transfers to colleges and 
differing standards of training, pay or other employment conditions in the 
sectors. What measures are being taken by the Scottish Government to 
ensure that such issues are addressed effectively? 
 

Equalities 
The Wood report placed a strong emphasis on ‘advancing equalities’, with specific 
recommendations about gender, young people from black and minority ethnic 
groups, young disabled people and care leavers. However, some organisations told 
us the report did not place enough emphasis on socio-economic inequalities. 
 



We invite your response to the following question— 

 given the links between socio-economic inequalities and attainment, how 
could the implementation plan place more emphasis on this particular issue?  

  

Concluding remarks 

There is clearly a desire for improvements to be made to our education system in 
order to ensure that far more pupils leave school and achieve a good outcome, be 
that a job, or further education that leads to a job. It is not clear, however, the extent 
to which the efforts underway and the further improvements suggested will serve to 
narrow the attainment gap.   

We are due to take detailed oral evidence from the Scottish Government and local 
authorities later this year, when we will discuss in more depth the issues raised in 
this letter and your response to them. We will also take evidence from you on 23 
June on the relevant provisions on attainment in the Education (Scotland) Bill. 

Given our scrutiny of the Bill, it would be extremely helpful if you could respond to 
this letter in advance of your evidence session.  

 
 
  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
STEWART MAXWELL MSP 
CONVENER 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


