
 

Clare Adamson MSP 

Convenor, Education and Skills Committee    

Scottish Parliament 

By Email 

15th November 2019 

Dear Clare 

Thank you for your letter of 17 September asking for a response to the points and 

requests directed at COSLA in the report on the Committee’s inquiry into subject 

choices. The response is attached to this letter. 

In preparing a response we have sought the views of members of our Children and 

Young People Board as well as those of the Association of Directors of Education 

(ADES).  

As you will see from the response, our answers to the individual points and requests 

reflect our understanding of what the general approach to each area is at local authority 

level. A great deal of the information requested by the Committee will be a matter for 

individual decision making at local authority level. You will note that on a number of 

occasions the response highlights the increased devolution of decision making to school 

level as well as the developing empowerment agenda.  

As noted above we have discussed the Committee report with the Children and Young 

People Board. COSLA took a conscious decision not to submit evidence to this inquiry 

as the vast majority of the issues in relation to subject choices are a matter for local 

decision making, albeit delivered within a national framework. However, as you know we 

did write to you to say that whilst we were impressed with the quality of evidence we 

were concerned that an area that is so central to the education of our children and 

young people could be at the centre of a debate overly focussed on political 

considerations rather than on building on the many strengths of the system we have. 

Given our minimal role in the Inquiry members were surprised that there were a series of 

requests specifically aimed at COSLA. 

It is worth reiterating that the role of COSLA is not to present a unified view of the 

delivery of education in Scotland. Local authorities are responsible – through their 

elected members – for the decisions they take on the delivery of education within the 

current policy and legislative framework. COSLA works in partnership with its members 

and professional associations to engage on the development of national policy and 

legislation but we are very much advised by the views of our members.  

 



I hope the information in the response assists your further consideration of the issues. 

Yours Sincerely 

 

Councillor Stephen McCabe 

Children and Young People Spokesperson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Response to the Education and Skills Committee report on Subject Choices in 

Schools 

General Comments 

Local authorities have a legal duty for the delivery of education in Scotland. Under 

Section 2 of the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act 2000 it is the duty of each 

education authority to secure that the education is directed to the development of the 

personality, talents and mental and physical abilities of the child or young person to their 

fullest potential. Local authorities will have strategic oversight of the delivery of 

education in their areas to ensure local democratic accountability and that the education 

provided is in line with the broader national policy framework. 

In terms of that broader policy framework Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) and Getting it 

Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) are central pillars of education. As the COSLA Children 

and Young spokesperson set out in a letter to the Convenor during the Inquiry it is 

important to note that there is strong Local Government support for the Curriculum for 

Excellence. and current delivery of the curriculum represents the most effective way to 

achieve equity and excellence in Scottish education.  

A key point made by Councillor McCabe in his letter was that the curriculum has an in-

built flexibility which allows schools to deliver in a way that is focussed on meeting 

individual needs. In addition, there is an increased emphasis on ensuring that a 

curriculum is delivered in the Broad General Education (BGE) and Senior Phase that is 

based on the needs of individual communities. It continues to be our view that this 

flexibility and an approach based on local needs and circumstances is crucial. 

Local authorities and schools are committed to Getting it Right for Every Child. We agree 

with a number of the points made by local authorities in evidence that in understanding 

their own context schools are better able to offer flexible progressive pathways for young 

people. GIRFEC means that for some young people a more bespoke delivery model in 

collaboration with partners may be required.  Knowing the young people is critical and 

tracking progress within various challenge areas helps schools to address potential 

barriers.  Across schools, staff are being increasingly challenged to ensure success for 

all and this is helping to drive attainment and the development of more suitable 

progression pathways.   

Education Reform 

As the Committee is aware COSLA has been working with partners on a substantial 

reform programme in Scottish education. A central part of this reform is a move to create 

a system where all partners in education are empowered to ensure that all children and 

young people get the best from their education. The reform is based on the Joint 

Agreement between Local Government and the Scottish Government which includes the 

following principles: 

• Headteachers are the leaders of learning and teaching in their school. They are 

senior officers of the local authority and have operational responsibility for the 

service they provide, therefore the majority of decisions should be made at 

school level 



• Schools are empowered to make the decisions that most affect their children and 

young people’s outcomes, while being part of a collaborative learning community, 

the Local Authority and working with others 

In relation to the curriculum, reform has been taken forward on the basis that: 

• Headteachers are responsible for deciding how best to design their local 

curriculum in line with Curriculum for Excellence;    

• Headteachers must work collaboratively with their staff, parents, pupils, and wider 

partners including other schools and their local authority on curriculum design 

and improving learning and teaching. 

Areas of the report directed at COSLA 

The Committee asks COSLA to confirm how the use by local authorities of eSgoil 

or other digital solutions is promoted, and how experience of these is shared 

through Regional Improvement Collaboratives. The Committee also asks 

Education Scotland to provide guidance to local authorities on which subjects 

could appropriately be taught using such means. (Us and Education Scotland) 

1. The use of eSgoil and other digital solutions 

In discussions with individual local authorities it is clear that eSgoil is well supported and 

used in both rural and urban areas. There is also a wide range of work taking place 

across Reginal Improvement Collaborative to develop joint solutions using eSgoil and 

other technologies. In one island authority, for example, it is being used for Instrumental 

Music Tuition to avoid having to travel across different islands. There is a great interest 

in local authorities in what comes next in terms of digital learning. More than one 

Regional Improvement Collaborative (RIC) have purchased equipment across the local 

authorities in the RIC to work together are appointing digital officers to take work 

forward.  

Over the past twenty years Scotland’s local authorities have worked collaboratively to 

support the creation and delivery of the world’s only national e-learning programme 

providing complete online courses for school and college students specifically aligned 

with National Qualifications. This programme, known as SCHOLAR, provides online 

courses for 37 SQA National Qualification (NQ) courses covering mathematics, English, 

the sciences, business subjects, modern languages and art. At the present time 

SCHOLAR has over 114,000 students and 12,000 teachers enrolled on online courses.  

The SCHOLAR Forum is a not-for-profit partnership between the Association of 

Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES) and Heriot-Watt University and was 

established to provide high-quality online materials to enhance classroom practice and 

provide digital learning specifically created for the needs of Scotland’s learners.  

A key feature of SCHOLAR is that it is responsive to the needs of Scotland’s schools 

and colleges and already has initiatives well underway to address key concerns raised 

by the Education and Skills Committee. 

2. School Empowerment: Models of consultation 

Consultation on what model is adopted in a given area is very much a matter for the 

local authority in partnership with schools, parents, children and young people and the 



local community. We would agree with the Committee that one size does not fit all and 

that local flexibility and addressing local needs and circumstances is crucial. As we 

noted in evidence the curriculum has an in-built flexibility which allows schools to deliver 

in a way that is focussed on meeting individual needs. Through the reform programme 

all local authorities have committed to working collaboratively which will include close 

working between schools and parents and carers and ensuring that flexibility is at the 

heart of decision making. School empowerment does not mean that schools cannot 

choose to collaborate with each other to expand choice and meet the needs of young 

people. 

3. Teacher numbers and workforce planning 

Workforce planning is a matter for the Scottish Government at a national level and for 

local authorities at the local level. As part of this year’s Teacher Vacancy Survey, 

COSLA started preliminary discussions with ADES and the SPDS on identifying ‘real’ 

vacancies.  These are the vacancies which have perhaps been hidden where a vacancy 

has been removed due to previous difficulties in recruiting for that vacancy.  COSLA are 

taking this action forward with their Advisers and plan to provide a further update at the 

end of November. 

4. Aligning timetables 

The Committee asked for confirmation from COSLA on whether every local authority has 

undertaken or is undertaking an alignment timetables. We know that a wide range of 

work is being carried on in every local authority to address local needs and 

circumstances and indeed local demands. All local authorities have their own pressures 

and will respond to these in their own individual ways. Ultimately the aim is to ensure 

that choice is enhanced and young people get the best experience possible 

Some local authorities use a degree of common timetabling in the Senior Phase to 

facilitate consortium arrangements across schools and/or effective school-college links. 

Such arrangements increase course choice for young people and are invariably arrived 

at in consultation with head teachers. These arrangements also mean that some 

courses which would otherwise not be offered become viable. A recent survey of head 

teachers showed that schools are increasingly attempting to tailor their Senior Phase to 

meet the needs of all young people and course choice has vastly expanded over recent 

years. We have heard from our rural local authorities that this is more of a challenge 

than in urban areas, where distances between schools become an issue although there 

are many who are looking at how this can be overcome using digital solutions. 

We note the Committee’s concern that in rural schools, or schools in areas of 

deprivation, there may sometimes be insufficient learners wishing to pursue a particular 

course for the provision of a dedicated class for this course to be viable. In such 

situations, we see teachers using SCHOLAR e-learning materials very effectively to 

support learners pursuing a course that could not otherwise be offered. The SCHOLAR 

online courses were all created by highly experienced teachers to ensure that they 

provide complete course coverage for SQA National Qualifications. The highly 

interactive online materials provide students with extensive opportunities to practise 

applying their knowledge and skills whilst providing instant feedback. Online webinars 

led by a team of experienced teachers are provided to students in any location with 

internet access. 



It should be remembered that Regional Improvement Collaboratives are a group of local 

authorities who will collaborate with each other on a regular basis. In discussion with 

Collaborative leads we know that there is wide ranging sharing of information on many 

issues including timetabling and how challenges can be overcome. 

5. Colleges access 

We are unsure what barriers the Committee is referring to so would find it difficult to 

present a comprehensive answer. We have spoken to Colleges Scotland and both they 

and COSLA would be happy to engage with the Committee on this issue. 

6. Consortium arrangements 

We welcome the fact that the Committee has recognised that one way in which schools 

have built further flexibility into their curriculum is through the use of consortium 

arrangements that allow young people to benefit from the support of teachers in a 

neighbouring school/college.  

We have discussed this point with ADES. It is important to note that geography has an 

impact similar to the challenges faced by rural local authorities in relation to timetable 

alignment.  

Consortium arrangements are generally more effective in urban areas, where 

disadvantage tends to be concentrated. Some schools in disadvantaged areas have 

large Senior Phase cohorts and yet still take advantage of consortium arrangements.   

Some local authorities not generally seen as having high levels of deprivation (albeit with 

pockets of deprivation) have long established and extensive consortium arrangement in 

the country. It is our understanding that most local authorities which operate consortium 

arrangements timetable in such a way that travel is generally undertaken over lunch 

times, meaning that no learning time is lost. Additionally, there is also close liaison 

between the staff of the schools involved to ensure that young people are coping with 

the arrangements. ADES also made the point that young people, especially those from 

disadvantaged communities, benefit from being exposed, through travelling to other 

schools or Colleges, to new teachers, new peers and a different school ethos.  

The impact of a consortium arrangement is given serious consideration. This is done on 

the basis of what is best for each individual young person. SCHOLAR has been 

developing tools to allow teachers to better support learners studying in a remote location. In 

August 2019 SCHOLAR introduced a custom-made reporting system that allows a teacher 

to track the progress of students. Assessment for Learning is at the heart of the e-learning 

courses with the reporting system making it possible for teachers to identify areas of strength 

and weakness. 

7. Additional comments 

The Committee report is welcome. We note that since the report was published the 

Scottish Government has announced a review of the Senior Phase. We have had an 

initial discussion with officials about the review and local authorities will be fully involved 

as the review moves forward. We will also engage with partners to discuss any other 

points raided in the Committee report which have implications for local authorities. 


