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Introduction 
This paper gives some background on school attainment, focusing on the link between 
school attainment and socio-economic status, and suggests five possible topics for 
discussion. 

Background 

The link between social background and attainment is a global issue of long standing.  The 
annex provides some examples of the attainment gap in Scotland. 
 
Many existing policies might be expected to have a positive effect on the attainment gap.  
These include: efforts to improve leadership and teacher quality, Curriculum for 
Excellence, involvement of parents in schools, a focus on pre-school learning and early 
intervention.   
 
More specifically, the Education (Scotland) Act 2016 requires local authorities and Scottish 
Ministers to have regard to the need to reduce inequalities of educational outcome that are 
created by socio-economic disadvantage, and to report on the action they have taken.  
This includes creating new reporting requirements on education improvement linked to the 
National Improvement Framework. 
 
The Scottish Government has recently launched a consultation on guidance to be issued 
under this Act. 
 
The Education delivery plan, “Delivering Excellence and Equity in Scottish Education,” 
published in June 2016 sets out a wide range of policy on schools.  It includes a large 
number of policy commitments but some of the major areas, many of which were echoed 
in the Programme for Government, include: 
 

 Implementation of the National Improvement Framework, which includes provision 

for standardised assessments. 

 Scottish Attainment Challenge fund of £750m over five years 

 Simplification of Curriculum for Excellence documentation 

 Review of school governance and of parental involvement 

 Extension of early learning and childcare 

The National Improvement Framework has four strategic priorities: 

 Improvement in attainment, particularly in literacy and numeracy, 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2016/8/contents
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Education/Schools/NationalImprovementFramework/StatutoryGuidance
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00502222.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Education/Schools/NationalImprovementFramework
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 Closing the attainment gap between the most and least disadvantaged children and 

young people, 

 Improvement in children and young people’s health and wellbeing, and 

 Improvement in employability skills and sustained, positive school leaver 

destinations for all young people 

It sets out 6 "drivers of improvement": 
 

 school leadership 

 teacher professionalism 

 parental engagement 

 assessment of children's progress 

 school improvement 

 performance information 
 

 
1. Measuring the Attainment Gap  

Potential themes for discussion: 

 how to ensure any targets do not skew behaviour in undesired ways 

 suggestions for the types of targets that might be set 

 achievability within the timescale of 10 years 

 using assessment data both for supporting individual learning and monitoring system-
wide progress 

 

The Scottish Government has an ambition to: 

“make demonstrable progress in closing the attainment gap during the lifetime of 
this Parliament and to substantially eliminate it in the next decade” (Letter to 
Committee 1st September 2016). 

The Government has not yet set a target by which the gap will be measured.  In a letter to 
the Education and Skills Committee, John Swinney wrote: 

 “There is no single measure by which the attainment gap can be judged.  Indeed 
our long term ambition is that there should be no pattern of lower attainment at any 
stage between children and young people from more and less deprived 
backgrounds.” (Letter dated 1st September). 

The Delivery Plan for Scottish Education states that in August 2016 information on teacher 
judgements will be collected to inform the National Improvement Framework and that 

“We will use new data that will become available through the National Improvement 
Framework from October 2016 to identify the attainment gap in P1, P4, P7 and S3 
and at school and local authority level – and agree targets to reduce this.”  
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While most local authorities already use attainment data for primary and early secondary, it 
is generally not comparable between different local authorities.  National sources of data 
on attainment are: 

 Growing up in Scotland – a longitudinal survey of pre-school children which has 
included reports on cognitive ability. 

 Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy – a sample survey of P1, P4, P7 and S3 
pupils which collects data on literacy and numeracy in alternate years.  This has run 
since 2011, replacing earlier, similar surveys and previous collection of national 
assessment data.  It has been run for the last time this year, (publication in 2017) 
and will be replaced by national assessment data under the National Improvement 
Framework 

 Scottish Qualifications Authority exam results.  Analysis of school leavers’ 
attainment published in Scottish Government statistics showing the main trends in 
number and level of qualifications obtained. 

 School Leaver Destinations. Scottish Government publication, showing destinations 
to HE, FE, employment, training and not in education, training or employment. 

 PISA.  OECD international survey of 15 year olds run every three years.  Focuses 
on literacy, mathematics and science.  The results of the 2015 survey are due to be 
published in December. 

The National Improvement Framework includes the development of national reporting of 
CfE ‘levels’ at P1, P4, P7 and S3. These will be based on teacher judgements.  One of the 
elements informing teacher judgement will be standardised assessments to be used in 
schools from August 2017.  

Following the announcement of standardised assessments there have been concerns 
raised about whether this will result in ‘teaching to the test’ rather than contributing to real 
improvements in learning.  (See for example, the Commission on School Reform) 

However the EIS consider that the proposals have been improved since their first 
announcement and are reassured that: 

”CfE levels achieved based on teacher judgement, informed in part by standardised 
assessment alongside other assessment evidence, will be the basis for any public 
information” (EIS, May 2016 Advice on National Assessment Plans)  

 
  

http://stv.tv/news/scotland/1335133-primary-level-national-testing-could-damage-teaching-report-warns/
http://www.eis.org.uk/public.asp?id=3330
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2. Funding 
 
Potential themes for discussion: 

 ensuring greatest impact 

 

 experience to date of the way the funding has been used 

 

 methods of allocation and distribution 

 

 comparing targeted approach of the ‘schools programme’, Challenge Authorities and 

proposal for free school meal based allocations which would cover almost all schools 

 

 integration with other strategies at school and local authority level 

 
Over the course of this Parliament the Scottish Government will invest £750m in the 
‘Scottish Attainment Fund.’ 
 
The Attainment Fund was announced in February 2015, and was initially £100m over four 
years from April 2015.  It has since increased to £750m over the lifetime of the current 
parliament. 
 
The initial focus was on seven ‘Challenge Authorities’ and a schools programme of primary 
schools with particularly high levels of deprivation.   
 
In February 2016, the total fund was increased to £180m over four years.  
 
In June 2016, the programme was extended to include secondary schools, and the number 
of Challenge Authorities was increased from seven to nine. 
 
The current ‘Challenge Authorities’ are: Glasgow, Dundee, Inverclyde, West 
Dunbartonshire, North Ayrshire, Clackmannanshire, North Lanarkshire, East Ayrshire and 
Renfrewshire. 
 
Following the election, the total fund has been increased to £750m.  In addition to the 
‘schools’ programme and the ‘challenge authorities’, there will also be funding allocated on 
the basis of free school meal entitlement of pupils in primary school and in S1 to S3.  It is 
estimated that this funding will reach around 95% of schools (Education Scotland).   
 
In 2017/18 funding will be £150m made up of: 

 £50m for the ‘Challenge Authorities’ and ‘Schools Programme’ 

 £100m allocated directly to schools, (see Programme for Government) 

COSLA has criticised the plans to provide £100m directly to head teachers as well as the 
link to money raised from increases in council tax (see COSLA, August 2016).  The £100m 
is equivalent to that to be raised from increases in council tax.  The Local Government and 
Communities Committee will be considering this issue on 21st September. 
 
 
 
 

http://news.scotland.gov.uk/News/Smart-money-on-attainment-15d2.aspx
http://news.scotland.gov.uk/News/Expansion-of-Scottish-Attainment-Challenge-2554.aspx
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/inclusionandequalities/sac/fund/index.asp
http://www.cosla.gov.uk/news/2016/08/media-lines-education-executive-group-thursday-11th-august
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3. Role of Parents 
 
Potential themes for discussion: 

 priority issues for the review of the parental involvement legislation 

 

 meaning of ‘parental engagement’ 

 

 roles of parents in the home, in relation to their child’s attainment 

 

 roles of parents in the life of the school, in relation to attainment more generally 

 

 parents as decision makers in schools 

  
The National Parent Forum Scotland is undertaking a review of the Scottish Schools 
(Parental Involvement ) Act 2006 on behalf of the Scottish Government.   In summary, the 
legislation provides for the establishment of Parent Forums and Parent Councils and 
requires local authorities to have strategies for parental involvement.  
 
Guidance on the 2006 Act recognises the importance of parental influence on a child’s 
school work: 
 

Parents, carers and families are by far the most important influences on children's 
lives. Parents who take on a supportive role in their children's learning make a 
difference in improving achievement and behaviour. 
 
and 
 
When parents and schools work together, children do better. The active involvement 
of parents in the life of the school can help promote a learning community in which 
pupils can engage positively with school staff and their peers. 

 
 

 (For further information on this Act see the guidance issued in 2006). 
 
The approach to the review is summarised on the National Parent Forum’s website: 

The review looks to take stock, capture good practice with an emphasis on sustainable 
and scalable processes, and provide recommendations for the future policy and legal 
framework on parental involvement and engagement 

[…] 

We will seek to ask the educationalists, and those involved with educating today’s young 
people,  their opinion on all aspects of the three themes for of the 2006 Act, home & 
family learning, home/school links and parental representation including 

 Parent Councils – how successful and representative are they? 
 the distinction between parental involvement in school and engagement in 

learning/family learning 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2006/09/08094112/0
http://www.npfs.org.uk/piactreview/
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 options for future policy developments, including any potential changes to 
legislation, guidance/advice to schools. 

This review will be happening at the same time as a review of school governance which 
the Programme for Government states will: 
 

“examine the system changes required to empower schools, decentralise 
management, establish school clusters and establish new educational regions” 

 
The Programme for Government states that the government will: 
 

“empower teachers and parents – within a strong national framework of policy and 
inspection – to be the key decision-makers in the life of a school”. 

 
These reviews, and the information from the National Improvement Framework, will be 
used to develop a National Improvement Plan for Parental and Family Engagement by 
early 2017, in addition to informing future legislation. 
 
 
4. Teacher quality and school leadership 
 
Potential themes for discussion: 

 factors affecting teaching quality and school leadership 

 

 degree to which current systems and policy support high quality teaching and 

school leadership 

 
Improvements in school attainment are closely linked to teacher quality and the strength of 
school leadership.  (For a summary of research on this see SPICe Briefing: Closing the 
Attainment Gap – what can schools do?)  The relevant sections of the ‘Delivery Plan are 
pages 13 to 15.  
 
The Donaldson review, Teaching Scotland’s Future” (2011) led to a programme of reform 
to initial teacher education and career long professional learning.   (see archive pages on 
the programme implementing this review.  Videos from a ‘legacy event’, taking stock of 
progress, are available on Education Scotland’s website). 
 
One development has been the Scottish College for Educational Leadership which was 
established in 2014.  This organisation has led the development of the new national Into 
Headship qualification designed for those aspiring to headship. (SCEL, online).   Meeting 
the Scottish Standard for Headship will be a legal requirement for new head teachers by 
2019. 
 
A further review of Initial Teacher Education Programmes is being carried out by Education 
Scotland and the GTCS and is due to report in April 2017 (Delivery Programme, p.15). 
 
Other issues which might be expected to impact quality of teaching include recruitment and 
workload. 
 
In recent years local authorities have had difficulties recruiting teachers.  Difficulties 
recruiting headteachers are of longer standing.  Efforts to improve recruitment include 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/100625.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/100625.aspx
http://www.gov.scot/resource/doc/337626/0110852.pdf
http://wayback.archive-it.org/1961/20151105121233/http:/www.teachingscotlandsfuture.org.uk/
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/professionallearning/clpl/supportingengaginginpl/tsflegacyevent.asp
http://www.scelscotland.org.uk/
http://www.scelscotland.org.uk/what-we-offer/into-headship/
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increasing available teacher education places, easing GTCS registration requirements for 
those qualified outwith Scotland and individual local authorities offering various incentives.   
 
Maintaining the pupil teacher ratio forms part of the local government finance settlement.  
The teacher census published in December 2015 showed that the overall Pupil: Teacher 
ratio fell from 14.2 to 13.0 between 2004 and 2007.  It has since increased to 13.7.  
(Teacher Census, table 6.2). 
 
Another issue of relevance to teaching quality is teacher workload.  The EIS have had a 
long running campaign on workload and have agreed industrial action in relation to 
workload stemming from SQA requirements.  The SSTA are holding a formal ballot on this 
issue during September. 
 
John Swinney has said he will tackle bureaucracy and workload.  For example, the 
Delivery Plan states: 
 

“We need to strip away anything that creates unnecessary workload for teachers” 
(Delivery plan p.7). 

 

 
5. National Advice and information 
 
Potential themes for discussion: 

 role of  Attainment Advisers  

 

 use of the National Improvement Hub 

 

 contribution of Curriculum for Excellence guidance to tackling the attainment gap 

 
As part of the Attainment Challenge, Education Scotland has employed ‘Attainment 
Advisors’ to work in all local authorities  to: “work collaboratively alongside local authority 
staff to support raising attainment, particularly in literacy, numeracy and health and 
wellbeing.” 
 
At a national level, the Scottish Government has held an ‘Education Summit’ in June 2016, 
(summary by SPTC of the key points is available here), and established a Council of 
International Education Advisors which met for the first time earlier this month. 
 
Education Scotland has established a web resource, the National Improvement Hub, which 
provides access to research on attainment and enables teacher to share practice.  In 
addition, in December this year the Government is due to publish a summary of education 
interventions and strategies that have been proven to improve attainment (Programme for 
Government p.18). 
 
An interesting ‘toolkit’ of educational interventions is available from the Education 
Endowment Foundation.  This provides a ‘top level’ indication of the cost and effect on 
attainment of a wide range of popular education policies.  See: 
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit 
 
 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/teachcenssuppdata/teachcensus2015
http://www.eis.org.uk/Campaigns/Teacher_Workload_Campaign.htm
http://www.eis.org.uk/Campaigns/NQIndustrialAction.htm
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/inclusionandequalities/sac/universalsupport/attainmentadvisors/index.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/inclusionandequalities/sac/universalsupport/attainmentadvisors/index.asp
http://www.sptc.info/2016-education-summit/
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/inclusionandequalities/sac/nationalhubforscottishattainmentchallenge/index.asp
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit
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More broadly, there has been work to simplify and streamline CfE guidance, including the 
publication in August of ‘benchmarking’ information.  This gives specific examples of how 
the Experiences and Outcomes can be met in literacy and numeracy.  Similar 
benchmarking information is due to be published in all subjects by the end of 2016 
(Programme for Government, p.20).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Camilla Kidner 
SPICe 
8th September 2016 
 

  

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/Pages/CfE-delivery-plan.aspx


 9 

Annex: Examples of the attainment gap 

 
The link between attainment and socio-economic background is clear over a wide range of 
measures.  The following gives some examples. 
 
Primary and Early Secondary 
The Scottish Survey for Literacy and Numeracy  measures attainment in P4, P7 and S2.  
Overall, on this measure, attainment in numeracy decreased between 2011 and 2015.  
The chart below shows that:  
 

 For P4 pupils, attainment fell from 76% ‘performing well of very well’ to 66% in 2015 

 For P7 pupils, attainment fell from 72% ‘performing well or very well’ in 2011 to 66% 

in both 2013 and 2015. 

 For S2 pupils - continuation of long standing issue of lower attainment in S2 

compared to primary – known as the ‘S2 Dip,’ and apparent from previous surveys 

of attainment prior to SSLN. 

 

Chart 1: Numeracy attainment: proportion of pupils performing well or very well in 2011, 

2013 and 2015 by stage. 

 
source: Scottish Government (2016) Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 2015. 

 
Chart 2 below shows the percentage point difference in performance between pupils in 
30% most deprived data zones and 30% least deprived data zones.  i.e it shows the 
attainment gap, rather than actual levels of attainment.   
 

 For P4 pupils, this gap increased from 12 percentage points in 2011 to 21 

percentage points in 2015. 

 For P7 pupils, this gap increased from 16 percentage points in 2011 to 24 

percentage points in 2013, will little change in 2015. 

 For S2 pupils, this gap remained at around 27 to 28 percentage points over the 

period. 
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http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/05/2836/4
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Chart 2: Performance gap between most and least deprived pupils doing ‘well or very well’ 
in numeracy.  2011 to 2015  

 
source: adapted from charts 3.3, 3.4, 3.5 Scottish Government (2016), Scottish Survey of Literacy and 
Numeracy 2015.  In 2015, the % pupils in the most deprived performing “well or very well” in numeracy was 
55% in P4, 54% in P7 and 25% in S2.  

 
 
Senior Phase: Highers 
 
Another example of the attainment gap is Higher results of school leavers. Chart 3 below 
shows that an increasing proportion of pupils from deprived areas have left school with at 
least one Higher (or equivalent) in recent years.   
 
The chart below shows how attainment improves steadily as deprivation decreases.  It also 
shows that between 2009/10 and 2014/15 there has been greater improvement in relation 
to pupils living in the 10% most deprived areas than in the 10% least deprived areas.  That 
said, pupils from wealthy areas are still twice as likely to leave school with at least one 
Higher than those from the most deprived areas (83% of leavers compared with 39%).  
The line has become less steep over the past five years, but it is still a long way from 
horizontal (i.e equality).  At the current rate of change it will take around 36 years to 
eliminate the link between deprivation and attainment on this measure.1 
 
  

                                                
1
 i.e reduce the line gradient to 0 

12 
14 

21 

16 

24 
23 

28 
27 

28 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

2011 2013 2015

P4

P7

S2

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/05/2836/4
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/05/2836/4


 11 

Chart 3: School leavers’ attainment of at least one qualification at SCQF level 6 (Higher) by 
SIMD decile, 2009/10 and 2014/15 

 
source: table A1.1b, Scottish Government (2016).  Attainment and Leaver Destinations, 
supplementary data.   
 
 
 

School Leaver destinations: Higher Education 
Between 2011 and 2014, there was very little change in the strength of the link between 
socio-economic status and entering Higher Education. 
 
Chart 4: % school leavers entering Higher Education, 2011/12 and 2014/15 by SIMD decile. 

 
source: Scottish Government (2016).  Attainment and Leaver Destinations, supplementary data.   
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http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/leavedestla/follleavedestat/attainmentandleavers1415
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/leavedestla/follleavedestat/attainmentandleavers1415
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/leavedestla/follleavedestat/attainmentandleavers1415

