
  

 

NASUWT 
 
1. The NASUWT welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Education and Skills 

Committee’s ongoing inquiry into Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Mathematics (STEM). 

 

2. The NASUWT is the fastest growing teachers’ union in Scotland, representing 

teachers and school leaders in all sectors of education. 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
3. The NASUWT considers that the best way to support educational attainment is to 

give teachers the time and space to teach and be leaders of learning in their 

classrooms. The workforce requires appropriate pay, terms and conditions and 

investment in staffing, as well as professional learning opportunities. The 

NASUWT has long been campaigning for the following principles to be given 

greater prominence: 

• the centrality of the workforce and teacher professionalism in raising 

standards and narrowing attainment gaps; 

• the need to ensure that teachers and school leaders have working 

conditions that enable them to focus on their core professional 

functions and are recognised and rewarded as highly skilled 

professionals; 

• the need to ensure any national initiative does not undermine 

downward pressure on teacher and school leader workload. 

It is critical that teachers have the time, skills, confidence and resources to teach 

STEM, alongside the many other areas of the curriculum. 

 

4. In October 2017, the Scottish Government published a five-year STEM education 

and training strategy for 2017-22, which rightly aimed to address the gender bias 

and other inequalities. The strategy states that by 2022 there should be: 

 

‘significant reductions in the equity gaps in participation and achievement in 

STEM learning, engagement, study, courses and training across all sectors in 

relation to gender, deprivation, rurality, race, disability and for care leavers.’ 



  

 

 

In order to support this objective, greater focus needs to be given to the culture 

and ethos within schools and fostering a positive culture for staff and pupils, 

which will also impact on subject choice. The NASUWT has been campaigning 

for real system change to ensure greater representation of the whole community 

in roles across schools and beyond the classroom in Scottish education. In order 

to support this outcome, more attention must be given to local authority reporting 

as the current teacher data does not set out the pay gap accurately as it only 

looks at grade not actual salary. The NASUWT has been calling for the data on 

actual salary to be split across all of the equality strands for some time, as well as 

asking for reporting at school level. 

 
5. In order to secure the best outcomes for pupils, the Scottish Government, 

Education Scotland and COSLA must also develop and implement an 

appropriate programme of equality training for the school workforce, ensure that 

access to appropriate Professional Learning, including equality training, is a 

contractual right of all teachers and headteachers, and require that all employees 

with line management responsibilities in schools are trained and understand fully 

their equalities duties and responsibilities. The NASUWT believes that mandatory 

ongoing equalities training for all schools and in all Initial Teacher Training 

institutions that complies with the Public Sector Equality Duty is essential and 

would better support the objective of opening up STEM opportunities to a wider 

group of pupils. 

 

SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

Curriculum and STEM  

 

6. The focus of the current inquiry into STEM is the particular experiences of 3 to 7 

year olds in childcare and school education, which is a narrow frame of 

reference.  While it may be valid to consider the extent to which STEM subjects 

are included in the learning experiences of those aged 3 to 7, it will nevertheless 

be challenging to assess the impact of a multiplicity of interventions on young 



  

 

people and the development of an interest in STEM disciplines and careers in the 

longer term.   

 

7. The NASUWT has been clear that STEM subjects have an important part to play 

as a component of a broad, balanced, engaging and relevant curriculum to which 

all children and young people should be entitled.  

 
8. The Committee, as part of this inquiry, should however bear in mind the 

objectives and structure of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE), which set out that 

pupils from the age of three are entitled to access a Broad General Education 

(BGE). BGE is underpinned by the four capacities that pupils are expected to 

develop across all the eight curriculum areas, which include mathematics, 

sciences and technologies. The structure of CfE deliberately places considerable 

emphasis on the interconnectedness of the curriculum experience, and making 

links between subject areas is seen as critical to ensuring that children can 

progress and achieve in respect of the four capacities. 

 
9. BGE in the early years should, therefore, best be regarded as holistic rather than 

as a series of disconnected areas of learning. While it is entirely legitimate for 

policymakers and parliamentarians to consider different aspects of this 

curriculum, this must be done in a way that respects the foundations on which 

CfE is structured. Consequently, it is of concern that so much attention seems to 

be focused currently on different elements of the curriculum. For example, there 

are many ‘initiatives’ looking at relatively narrow segments of the curriculum. In 

addition to STEM, these include: 

 

•    Read, Write, Count; 

•    the First Minister's Reading Challenge; 

•    Making Maths Count; 

•    Learning for Sustainability; and 

•    music education. 

 
10. While all of these initiatives may address important issues if the current tendency 

to give special attention to specific elements of the curriculum persists, there is a 

possibility that the coherence of the overall curriculum will be placed at risk: the 



  

 

BGE was not designed to be viewed in this way. Particular focus on some areas 

of the curriculum will, because of limited time and resources, lead inevitably to 

under-emphasis of others. The Committee, in its exploration of STEM learning, 

should recognise that learning in these areas is only part of an overall learning 

experience, all elements of which are supposed to be interconnected. 

 

Professional Learning and Resources 

 
11. Recommendation 8 of the 2016 STEMEC report stated: 

 

‘The Scottish Government should lead the development of a coherent national 

strategy for building teacher and leadership social capital which allows 

teachers sufficient time to collaborate, undertake career long professional 

learning and lead the delivery of CfE through consideration and restructuring 

of teacher numbers, workload, contact time and bureaucratic demands.’  

 

12. It is essential that teachers, during their ITE and subsequently, have access to 

high-quality professional learning that enables them to help secure this 

entitlement through their work. This consideration was central to findings of the 

2011 Donaldson Report, Teaching Scotland’s Future, the outcomes of which 

were accepted in full by the Scottish Government. 

 
13. However, it remains the case that teachers continue to report that their 

experiences of Professional Learning are mixed, with nearly a quarter of 

respondents in the NASUWT Big Question Survey 2019 feeling unable to access 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) in the last 12 months. While this 

statistic could, in part, be due to the reduced resources available to local 

authorities, it does also raise a question as to whether the Professional Update 

and local authority Professional Review and Development (PRD) processes are 

operating as they should at school level. All teachers have an entitlement to 

effective Professional Learning and any meaningful inquiry into STEM in the early 

years of education must give significant consideration to this issue. 

 
14. Of equal concern is that 57% of respondents in the NASUWT Big Question 

survey said that they were not provided with the resources to allow them to teach.  



  

 

Feedback from the primary sector noted that where STEM projects are being 

undertaken, their sustainability is under constant threat due to a lack of 

resources, mainly staffing. Even highly experienced and trained practitioners will 

find it challenging to undertake practical experiments, investigation and outdoor 

learning with no pupil support assistants. Equally, a lack of time to develop 

resources has been raised as a barrier to teaching STEM. While accessible 

training, professional learning and support to practise would be invaluable, 

without additional staffing resource, the practicalities of undertaking STEM work 

within the primary setting are prohibitive. 

 
15. Finally, practitioners report significant concerns regarding workload, with 80% of 

respondents to the NASUWT Big Question survey citing workload as their top 

concern. Excessive workload is blighting the lives of teachers who are doing their 

best to plug the gaps that are resulting from staff shortages, budgetary cuts, 

reduced support for Additional Support Needs (ASN) pupils within mainstream 

education, while simultaneously battling unnecessary and burdensome 

bureaucracy. Urgent and sustained investment in education is needed.                                                      

 

Chris Keates (Ms) 
General Secretary  
 

NASUWT would be delighted to offer oral evidence in support of this 

submission. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


