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The sixth Curriculum 
for Excellence Bulletin 
gives information about 
National Qualifications, 
Primary Forward 
Planning and also Larry 
Flanagan answering a 
number of questions 
from members on issues 
relating to Curriculum for 
Excellence.

The Bulletin re-iterates 
EIS support for Curriculum 
for Excellence. It is 
support, however, that is 
conditional on funding 
being made avaiable 
from a new government 
in Holyrood and from 
local authorities. Without 
that funding, CfE cannot 
suceeed.

Depending on whom you prefer to believe, Curriculum 
for Excellence is either the most radical and far-reaching 
curricular change in living memory, or it is an ongoing process 
of curricular change that largely re-packages and builds on 
much of what already goes on in our schools. Either way, 
the context in which this development is being expected to 
continue to move forward could hardly be less promising.

We now face the deepest funding cuts in public spending 
within the memory of any of our members and education 
is very much in the firing line. While, of course, the focus 
of attention recently has been the changes to pay and 
conditions under negotiation within the SNCT, designed to cut 
the teachers’ paybill, it should not be forgotten how spending 
cuts will impact on the capacity of schools to provide a normal 
service, far less to press on with significant curricular and 
assessment change.

In squeezing teacher numbers, councils are creating larger 
class sizes – already, in several local councils, the S1-2 Maths 
and English class size pledge is being rolled back, and that will 
place greater pressure and workload on teachers. So too will 
timetabling changes introduced to ensure more teachers are 
deployed right up to maximum contact-time. The erosion in 
numbers of classroom assistants, introduced under the 2001 
Agreement, will see a return to the bad old days of teachers 
having to undertake a range of non-professional tasks, again 
expanding workload demands. And, the slashing of CPD 
provision will do little to advance the cause of curricular 
reform.

FUNDING IS THE KEY 
SAYS EIS GENERAL SECRETARY, RONNIE SMITH

Overall, there is an emerging climate of a teaching profession 
under siege – both by attacks on pay and conditions and a 
ratcheting up of demands being made upon them – the “do 
more with less” mantra. And we know that more is to come. 
By no means have we seen the end of the demand for cuts to 
budget provision. That cannot be sustained indefinitely. 

There is a challenge for the new Scottish Government – and 
for each of our 32 Councils – to find the resources, especially 
the time and space that teachers need, to take forward the 
Curriculum for Excellence agenda. If they cannot find the 
necessary resources, councils need to moderate their appetite 
for change to take account of the straightened circumstances 
in which schools and teachers are now forced to operate. The 
pace of change must be linked to the capacity of the system 
to cope with it.



Unfortunately, as schools get to grips with CfE there has been a 
tendency on the part of some managers to bureaucratise many 
aspects of its implementation – the excessive audits of teaching 
programmes and matching in with Experiences and Outcomes being 
a case in point. What the question reveals here is essentially a lack 
of confidence on the part of senior management and a failure to trust 
in the professionalism of teachers. In both primary and secondary 
schools, if the planning process is too rigid, it becomes impossible 
to respond to children’s needs and, for example, respond to topical 
events.

Forward planning should be a tool to support classroom practice not 
an audit mechanism to line manage, or even micro manage, learning 
and teaching. CfE is about allowing room for creativity, which needs a 
much lighter touch than the question implies. The place to challenge 
such excessive demands is in the school Working time Agreement 
negotiations.

Developing, consolidating and secure were suggested as helpful 
indicators to differentiate progress within a level. We have now 
been told that within each of these ‘bands’ we have to report at 
three levels – effectively creating a 9-point range for reporting 
purposes. Surely this is worse than 5-14?

Absolutely! Whoever is suggesting this simply misunderstands the 
whole programme. In some quarters there has been a reaction 
against the terms ‘developing, consolidating and secure’ precisely 
because they were becoming levels within a level.  The thrust of 
reporting progress to parents and pupils should be a narrative which 
describes what pupils can do and the areas they need to improve. 
The focus is on developing the skills and the knowledge implicit 
in the experiences and outcomes. 5-14 led to ‘shallow’ labelling 
of pupils – a level ‘D’ student, for example; CfE seeks to promote 
greater depth to learning.

Why is there no external exam at National 4?

The simplest answer is to support flexibility by removing it from an 
annual diet of external assessment, thereby allowing students who 
are working towards National 5 to secure a National 4 award, as 
part of the ongoing course,  as a fallback position. The context for 
this is that all students should be encouraged to by-pass lower level 
qualifications and work, for most students, over a two year course 
(S4 and S5 for most pupils) towards their target qualification. 

A key aim of the changes is to reduce the burden of formal 
assessments for both students and teachers. This should be 
achieved partly by avoiding a qualification treadmill and partly 
through a reduction in the number of mandatory unit assessments, 
with a single combined assessment being capable of overtaking all 
units with a course, in most subjects.

National 4, which is equivalent to a Standard grade 4 award (SCQF), 
is also broadly equivalent to CfE level 4. Under the broad general 
education of S1-3, students have an entitlement to study to CfE 
level 3 but the aspiration and expectation is that many pupils will 
attain at least CfE level 4 by the end of S3. These students should 
then embark on either two- year Higher courses or two-year National 
5 courses. For this latter group, picking up National 4 en passant 
provides a safety net fallback. 

Most subjects are being planned as hierarchical courses, which 
means that students working towards Higher should be able to drop 
to National 5 after one year if that is felt to be the most prudent  
course for them.

All students have an entitlement to a sustained destination, planned 
through at the S3 profile stage until they are eighteen.

Students for whom National 4 is likely to be the highest school 
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A QIO recently asked a colleague why she was using text books in 
a P7 maths lesson. She went on to say that under CfE all lessons 
should be active learning and no one should be using text books. I 
have heard of other schools where text books have been removed 
by head teachers. Surely this isn’t right?

Of course it isn’t right. Active learning is clearly central to the 
pedagogies associated with CfE but no single approach is to the 
exclusion of all others. Using text books, for example, as the medium 
for supporting consolidation of newly learned skills is not only 
acceptable but highly practical. Similarly, there will be times when a 
more didactic approach is likely to be the most effective approach to a 
topic. Head teachers and curriculum leaders need to work collegially 
with staff to develop a consensus around CfE implementation. 

A PGDE student asked if we had a chair and table for each child. 
She said that their tutor had told them it wasn’t necessary to have 
a chair for every child as they should be learning through play.

This is similar to the apocryphal tale of a QIO advocating the removal 
of desks and chairs in the primary classroom to allow ‘active’ learning 
to take place! Yes, pupils should learn through play, especially in the 
early years, but that doesn’t mean it is the only way that they can 
learn and neither does it dictate the furniture arrangements in a 
classroom. Common sense is a wonderful thing.

Schools in our area have been issued with a list of the standardised 
testing to be done. There is a test for every year from pre-5 to P7. 
One year is ‘optional’ and there is one year where there are two 
assessments (reading and spelling). How does this approach sit 
with CfE assessment?

It doesn’t. Standardised testing as you describe it runs contrary to 
the whole philosophy of assessment being for learning – which is 
at the heart of CfE approaches. Their use by local authorities is a 
measure of their lack of commitment to the idea of trusting teachers’ 
professional judgements and indeed to the very basis of CfE which 
aims to move away from the ‘testing, targets and tables’ approach, 
which across the board standardised testing echoes. The primary 
purpose of assessment is supporting teaching and learning. Local 
authorities should think twice about wasting vital resources on 
unnecessary testing regimes.

I think that CfE gives professional teachers a great deal of 
freedom. My manager, however, wants me to provide greater 
detail in my daily weekly plan. How does spending valuable time 
writing more detail in my planning, square with increase flexibility 
in my teaching?

Larry Flanagan
Education Committee Convener 



award, for example S4 leavers, should leave school as part of a 
senior phase plan  to gain employment,  pursue an apprenticeship, 
or go into training at a Further Education college. College placements 
and apprenticeships utilise a similar assessment model to National 
4 and the school experience will dovetail, therefore, with the onward 
destination of students.

The principle of internal assessment already exists, and is utilised by 
many schools, as an alternative to SG, in Access 3 arrangements. In 
practice Access 3 and National 4 sit together as do National 5 and 
Higher. School models, however, should also allow for a student to 
complete National 4s in S4 and then to undertake, potentially, a two 
year National 5 course.

Various combinations are possible. The key point about the flexibility 
of National 4 is that it helps schools avoid a year-on year exam 
treadmill – which is the current situation. The net result should be 
more teaching time and less formal assessment.

Some members have expressed concern at the perceived lack 
of a ‘real  test’ for National 4 candidates and that teachers will 
feel pressurised to simply ‘pass’ students. Both these positions 
should be rejected. Firstly, added value unit assessments will be 
available, off-the shelf, from SQA to be administered in schools- 
they are real assessments. On the second point, teachers are 
always under pressure to maximise student attainment but it 
would be contradictory to demand, as we have done, that teachers’ 
professional judgements are valid from pre-5 to 15 and yet argue 
that after that we can’t be trusted to be professional!

It is worth noting that those students whose achievement will peak 
at National 4 or Access 3 are the very students who are being failed 
by the current system, as testified to in the most recent PISA reports 
which spoke of the persistent inequalities of our education system.  
By creating a bespoke programme for all students in the senior 
phase there is some hope that CfE might break this cycle of failure.

What procedures are in place to support moderation/ 
understanding of assessment?

Additional expenditure of £3 million was secured from the Scottish 
Government, on a recurring basis, to support a programme of 
collegiate discussion around assessment standards. This has been 
distributed to local authorities and it is as close to being ring-fenced 
as concordat arrangements allow. Some money has been used to 
support the development of  assessment ‘champions’ but most of 
it should be allocated to providing cover to allow cluster meetings of 
teachers. LTS have also appointed additional assessment trainers.

Primary 
Forward 
Planning
A resolution passed at the 
November meeting called on the 
EIS National Council to,

‘…Investigate and report on the 
style and content of writing Primary 
Forward Plans expected by HMIE 
and how these plans inform the inspection process.’

Discussions with the HMIE indicate that they themselves have no 
specific requirements with regard to forward planning as such. The 
focus of their Inspections centres more on the activity occurring 
within the classroom.

Reports within our own Education Committee, however, highlighted 
that there is a huge degree of variance in the expectations and the 
nature of forward planning activity in primary schools, not just across 
local authorities but across schools within the same authority.

It is recognised that forward planning is a key tool in the delivery 
of effective teaching and as professional individuals, every teacher 
will engage in appropriate planning processes to support the 
educational delivery within his or her class.

However, the processes and documentation associated with that 
forward planning activity must be manageable and sustainable and 
should support learning and teaching within the classroom.

All collegiate activities should be ‘time-costed’ as accurately as 
possible, and the time required to meet the formal expectations 
associated with those activities expressed by school management 
or local authorities should be identified and recognised accordingly 
in each school’s Working Time Agreement.

In the context of forward planning, it is unrealistic and unreasonable 
to have formal expectations of planning activity which, for example, 
may take three or four hours per week to complete if the working 
time agreement reflects an allocation of only one or two hours per 
week to complete such activity.

Perhaps consideration should also be given to whether the time 
devoted to generating extensive forward planning documentation 
might be better spent on activities which, in line with HMIE advice, 
have a direct impact on pupil learning experiences within the 
classroom. 

Workload
Members are reminded of earlier advice about the need to 
protect teachers from excessive workload demands by utilising 
Working Time Agreement negotiations to explicitly secure 
adequate time and resources for all development work. It 
is particularly important that time is set aside for collegiate  
sharing of practice around assessment issues  and that 
members are able to access CPD in this vital area. 

School improvement plans should detail timescales and 
resources for all development work. 

Where agreement cannot be reached these matters should be 
raised through LNCTs.

Additional copies of the advice note issued are available from 
EIS Headquarters or can be downloaded from the website.

What questions would you like to see answered? 
E-mail: edavidson@eis.org.uk

CfE Frequently Asked Questions

John Black, 
Aberdeenshire, 

member of National Council 
and Education Committee.



What do teachers and lecturers in YOUR school or college think?
Any comments on Curriculum for Excellence or the bulletin should be sent to edavidson@eis.org.uk
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Further details to 
follow shortly

National Qualifications – the case 
for a delay.
Larry Flanagan argues the case for a delay in the 
introduction of the new qualifications
The EIS continues to call for a one-year delay in the timetable for 
the introduction of new qualifications. The argument for such action 
has been pressed home several times at both Ministerial level and 
at the CfE Management Board. Unfortunately we have been the only 
teacher voice to consistently support this proposal. 

The SQA admits that its timetable for the development of the 
new arrangements is tight but it remains confident that it can 
deliver the framework on time. The key concern that the EIS has, 
however, is not that SQA will fail to deliver (although there is some 
evidence that matters are being pushed through rather than being 
subject to proper scrutiny) but that schools have insufficient time 
to assimilate the new detail and to prepare adequately for the new 
courses. Secondary departments are already working flat out on 
implementing the broad general education phase, including the new 
assessment arrangements applicable in S1-3, and there is simply no 
time left to engage fully in the qualification agenda.

Debate around timetable structures for the senior phase has shown 
that there is a lack of understanding about the key aims of the 
senior phase with some schools looking at year-on-year progression 
through different levels of qualifications or narrowing pupil subject 
choice down to 5 areas only. Pupils sitting five National 5s in S4, 
followed by the same 5 subjects at Highers in S5 would be a distinct 
narrowing of the upper school experience – the very opposite of 
what is envisaged.

There is a very real worry, also, that not all of the University sector 
is in tune with CfE developments and that some establishments’ 
take on entrance requirements (validating a one-year approach as a 
higher tariff award in terms of priority) might well undermine senior 
phase models that support the aims of maintaining breadth and 
creating more time for learning e.g. two year courses over a wide 
range of subjects.

In the light of these challenges for the CfE Management Board to 
continue to advise against a delay represents a risk too far, in our 
view.

The lesson is there for all to see from the debacle of Higher Still. 
We don’t want a repeat of that fiasco. The negative consequence of 
that crisis upon learners is not something that we would wish to see 
happening again.

Another key issue that should be factored in is teacher morale. 
Progress to date on CfE is largely predicated on the goodwill of 
teachers. Given the current attacks on teachers, that goodwill is 
disappearing rapidly.

The new Scottish Government should conduct an immediate review 
of the current timetable and ensure that common sense prevails.


