
 
 
 

Back to the old school 
 
Tom Miers charts the declining perforce of Scotland’s schools and asks what can be 
done 
 
What is going wrong with Scotland’s schools? 
 
Evidence is growing that Scottish pupils are falling behind their counterparts around the 
world. Just when Scotland needs to be at its sharpest to survive in a global economy hit 
by recession, its educational crown is slipping. 
 
Scotland’s educational tradition is extraordinary. This was the original literate society. 
The excellence of Scottish education propelled the country’s emergence as an economic 
powerhouse from the Enlightenment to the Modern Age. Famously, the network of parish 
schools originally established by religious reformers fed well-educated and disciplined 
students into Scotland five ancient universities. The result was a workforce that 
dominated the institutions of the British Empire.  
 
Into the modern age Scots were justly proud of a system that rewarded merit over money 
and encouraged an ethic that honours knowledge and rational thought even today. 
 
Yet despite a big increase in funding in recent years, the performance of our schools 
seems to be in decline, at least relative to those in other countries. 
 
This is the concern of Kier Bloomer, the respected educationalist who, as the Daily Mail 
reported on Tuesday, is leading the independent Commission on Schools Reform due to 
report next year.  
 
It is notoriously difficult to judge how good schools are. School systems vary greatly 
from country to country and from the independent sector to the state sector. It is hard to 
compare apples with pears, particularly since so few of us experience more than one 
system. And of course that experience takes place at one remove. Parents who try to 
judge schools do so largely through the eyes of their children. 
 
So teachers are wary of simplistic measures of performance. Yet without some kind of 
comparative analysis, how are we supposed to tell whether our children are getting a 
decent education, or indeed whether we as taxpayers are getting value for money? 
 
For the available evidence paints a picture that should be deeply worrying to Scottish 
parents and taxpayers alike. 
 
The gold standard of pupil attainment used by the UK government measures the number 
of children that achieve good grades at the end of compulsory education in five subjects 



including English and Maths. This has the virtue of capturing all children who have been 
through the school system and their capability in the essential skills of numeracy and 
literacy. 
 
In England schools are starting to show significant improvement on this measure. The 
proportion of children getting five good grades or more has increased from 40% in 2000 
to more than 58% this year. 
 
In Scotland, by contrast, the figure has flat-lined at just under 50% over the same period. 
There is huge variety across the country. In East Dunbartonshire the proportion rises to 
65%. But in Glasgow it is just 33%. That in our greatest city fully two-thirds of children 
cannot get five decent grades at the end of ten years in school is telling. No wonder we 
face economic and social difficulties. 
 
The Scottish Government collects these figures, but does not publish them. Officials say 
that comparison with England is meaningless because the two systems are different. Yet 
there is a widely accepted equivalence between Standard Grades and GCSE’s that is used 
by employers and colleges alike. So the figures should be comparable, and surely tell a 
story over time. 
 
Instead of being defensive about these figures, the Scottish Government could do more to 
understand why English schools have overtaken their counterparts in Scotland on exam 
results. 
 
Scottish ministers prefer to look at another measure of pupil attainment, the Programme 
for International Student Assessment. PISA is a three yearly exercise run by the OECD 
that attempts to measure capability in key life skills at the age of fifteen. Scotland 
certainly performs fairly well in this, alongside the other English speaking countries.  
 
But in other studies the picture is bleak. The Trends in International Maths and Science 
(TIMMS) and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) both show 
Scotland near the bottom of the group of participating countries.  There is a particular 
worry that Scottish education fails the poorest. The Literacy Commission, set up by 
Labour, reported in 2009 that nearly a fifth of pupils leaving primary school could not 
read or write properly. 
 
Last year the Scottish Government withdrew Scotland from the TIMMS and PIRLS 
programmes. It is easy to get the impression that the Scottish Government is wilfully 
making it harder to compare Scottish schools with international and UK equivalents. Its 
whole analysis of educational performance is based on one relatively favourable study, 
PISA, with all the other evidence either ignored or suppressed.  
 
Even PISA gives cause for concern. As Professor Gerry McCormac, author of the latest 
government review of teacher pay and conditions, commented last month, “if you look at 
the PISA data Scotland has been standing still within that, not moving ahead at the rate 
other countries have.” 



 
Meanwhile spending on education in Scotland has soared. Since the creation of the 
Scottish Parliament, the amount spent per pupil has more than doubled, and total 
spending is about 10% higher than in England. So even if performance were satisfactory, 
Scotland faces a serious value for money problem.  
 
This issue goes to the root of Scotland’s educational problem. The money has mostly 
gone on new buildings and higher teacher pay. Yet there is no point investing in new 
premises and higher salaries unless there is a return in terms of improved performance. 
 
Education policy in Scotland focuses on inputs (more resources) rather than outputs 
(improved results). This is typical of a system that is too centralised, and is accountable 
to the producer interest (employees) rather than the consumer it is supposed to serve 
(parents and children). 
 
Scotland’s schools are run by local authorities under direction from the Scottish 
Government. Such bureaucracies are notoriously inefficient at allocating resources. A 
better model would be inspired by old Scottish system where local schools ran 
themselves and were accountable to the communities they served. They would then be 
obliged to justify performance directly to those who depended upon them, while at the 
same time having the freedom to decide what to teach and how to spend their money. In 
fact a study released by PISA this year drew a strong correlation between school 
autonomy, accountability and success. 
 
This is the model now inspiring reforms in England. First under Tony Blair, and now 
under the Tory education secretary Michael Gove, state schools are being encouraged to 
innovate. This change is widely credited with the improved performance in English 
schools, and draws support from across the political spectrum south of the border. 
 
But in Scotland these polices provoke the allergic reaction among our politicians 
common to anything that is tried at Westminster. It is a sad irony that the English reforms 
were conceived in large part by people brought up and educated in Scotland. They draw 
on the Scottish tradition of educational excellence and are based on ideas from countries 
with impeccable social democratic credentials such as Sweden.  
 
If we are to reignite the spirit of Scottish education, our political leaders will have to 
become much more honest about our failings and much more open to ideas from 
elsewhere – even if that means learning from progress in England. 


