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Re-focusing Curriculum for Excellence
This definitive statement is for teachers and practitioners, 
including those in early learning and childcare, youth work, 
colleges and local authorities. It will be important for 
teachers, practitioners, leaders and local authority staff to 
consider how it applies in the context of their own stage, 
phase, sector and local authority.

Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) is transforming learning experiences for children and young 
people across Scotland. The range of learning opportunities and the breadth of children’s and 
young people’s achievements is greater than ever before. In recent years there has been a great 
deal of very positive improvement work in early learning and childcare, schools and colleges on 
which we can continue to build. Moving forward, the two key priorities for CfE are: 

•  ensuring the best possible progression in literacy, numeracy and health and wellbeing for every 
child and young person; and

• closing the attainment gap.

To deliver this focus, a number of challenges remain. There is currently too much support material 
and guidance for practitioners. This is contributing to the growth of over-bureaucratic approaches  
to planning and assessment in many schools and classrooms across the country. Despite the 
recognition of these issues in the Tackling Bureaucracy report, progress has been far too slow. As 
a result we are taking action to significantly streamline all our support and guidance materials for  
the curriculum. This statement and the benchmarks to be published this session are key to this 
streamlined approach. 

This statement is intended to provide clear, practical advice for teachers and practitioners on 
planning learning, teaching and assessment. It provides key messages about what teachers  
and practitioners are expected to do to effectively plan learning, teaching and assessment for all 
learners, and also suggests what should be avoided. Teachers should be empowered to use the 
flexibility that CfE provides to organise learning for children and young people in ways that best 
meets learners’ needs. Schools should be working in a collegiate way to make key decisions.

The appendix to this statement summarises the key components of the curriculum framework 
within which teachers and practitioners are now expected to teach. Moving forward, the two key 
resources which teachers should use to plan learning, teaching and assessment are: 

• Experiences and Outcomes 
• Benchmarks 
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PLANNING LEARNING, TEACHING AND ASSESSMENT  
USING THE EXPERIENCES AND OUTCOMES

 KEY MESSAGES – WHAT TO DO  KEY MESSAGES – WHAT TO AVOID

• Use long-term plans to outline the structure of the 
year and the ways in which learning is organised 
throughout the whole year.

• Keep medium-term planning short and focused on 
the main learning activities developed from the 
Experiences and Outcomes (Es and Os). Group Es 
and Os together in ways which best suit learners. 

• Short-term planning on a daily or weekly basis should  
be flexible and be regarded as working notes to help 
organise learning. 

• Take a collegiate approach to moderation of planning 
learning, teaching and assessment.

• Work together with colleagues to review and reduce 
any unnecessary bureaucracy. Plan and organise 
learning in a way which avoids each week at school 
feeling too cluttered to provide space and time for 
depth of learning.

• Planning should include consideration of how best 
the needs of individual and groups of children and 
young people will be met. 

• Prioritise literacy, numeracy and health and wellbeing 
across the curriculum to ensure that all learners make 
the best possible progress.

• Plan interdisciplinary learning (IDL) to make natural 
links across learning. Be aware of what is happening 
in other subjects and make connections. 

• All planning must focus directly on enhancing the 
learner journey. When asked to complete paperwork 
which does not directly relate to improving the learner 
journey, challenge this with your colleagues. 

• Avoid writing overly-detailed plans for the year ahead 
which limit your flexibility to respond to children’s and 
young people’s needs, interests and progression.

• Do not plan for individual Es and Os or spend 
excessive time writing detailed descriptions of 
learning activities. 

• Do not ‘tick off’ all of the Es and Os separately. 

• Do not spend excessive time completing detailed daily 
or weekly planning templates or writing detailed 
evaluations of plans. 

• Avoid unnecessary bureaucracy creeping back in over 
time. 

• Stop doing too many things at the same time. For 
example, in a primary school, covering all eight 
curriculum areas every week. 

• Do not lose a clear focus on helping all children and 
young people to progress at an appropriate pace and 
achieve the highest standards in literacy, numeracy  
and health and wellbeing.

• Do not spend time on IDL which does not provide 
opportunities to apply and deepen learning or is 
contrived. 
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PLANNING LEARNING, TEACHING AND ASSESSMENT USING THE 
BENCHMARKS

The purpose of the Benchmarks is to set out very clear statements about what children and young 
people need to learn to achieve each level of the curriculum. Benchmarks streamline and embed a 
wide range of existing assessment guidance (significant aspects of learning, progression frameworks 
and annotated exemplification) into one key resource to support teachers’ professional judgement. 

 KEY MESSAGES – WHAT TO DO  KEY MESSAGES – WHAT TO AVOID

• Periodically (from time to time) use assessments to 
sample and pull together learning in a joined-up way.

• Plan an appropriate balance between on-going  
and periodic assessment – this will vary from stage 
to stage. 

• Moderate assessment judgements by taking account 
of a sample of evidence from different sources to 
discuss standards and the progress of learners. 

• As a school, develop simple and effective 
approaches to monitoring and tracking learners’ 
progress particularly in literacy and numeracy. 
Tracking needs to be as easy to use  
as possible. 

• Regularly discuss tracking information with 
colleagues to plan additional support and 
interventions to help improve learners’ progress.

• Evaluate learners’ progress on an on-going basis 
and keep short concise notes to help planning for 
next steps in learning. This will include identifying 
where additional support and challenge may  
be needed.

• Use the benchmarks to help monitor progress and 
support overall professional judgement of when a 
learner has achieved a curriculum level. 

• Involve children and young people in leading their 
own learning and involve them in profiling their 
achievements. 

• Reporting to parents should highlight latest 
progress, identify next steps in learning and build 
on profiling. Discussions should highlight ways in 
which parents can support their child’s progress. 

•  Avoid spending time on assessment activities which 
do not help to identify children’s and young people’s 
next steps in learning. 

• Do not over-assess learners or assess the same 
content repeatedly in different ways. Do not create 
large portfolios of evidence. 

• Avoid duplication and keeping evidence of every 
detail within the Benchmark. 

• Avoid waiting until learners have demonstrated 
evidence of every aspect of learning within the 
Benchmarks before moving on to the next level.

• Avoid undue pressure on learners with too many 
assessments in different subjects at once. 

• Avoid spending too much time collecting a wide 
range of evidence for moderation purposes. 

• Do not track and record progress against individual 
Es and Os.

• Do not track progress and achievement using the 
terms ‘developing, consolidating, secure’. 

• Do not spend time writing long reports for  
parents which describe lots of classwork or  
use professional jargon.
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APPENDIX:

Summary of the Curriculum Framework in Scotland – August 2016 
This summary is for teachers and practitioners, including those in early learning and childcare, 
youth work and colleges. It provides clarity of the main messages.

CORE INFORMATION KEY MESSAGES

Purpose (four capacities)
The purpose of Curriculum for Excellence is to help 
children and young people to become:
• Successful learners; 
• Confident individuals;
• Responsible citizens; and 
• Effective contributors.

Developing the capabilities and attributes of the four 
capacities is embedded across all learning.

Aim
Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) aims to raise standards,  
to close the (poverty-related) attainment gap, and to 
prepare children and young people for their future.

Building on the messages of Building the Curriculum 
3, the National Improvement Framework, Scottish 
Attainment Challenge and Developing the Young 
Workforce gives a greater focus to our aim.

Values
The Scottish approach to the curriculum is values 
based. Wisdom, justice, compassion and integrity define 
the values for Scottish society.

Apply and reinforce these values at every opportunity to 
ensure children and young people develop 
understanding and respect for others and a sense of 
their personal and collective responsibility.

The curriculum framework
The curriculum includes all that is planned for children 
and young people throughout their education. It includes 
four contexts for learning: curriculum areas and 
subjects, interdisciplinary learning, ethos and life of the 
school and opportunities for personal achievement.

The Experiences and Outcomes (Es and Os) for each 
curriculum area illustrate the learning within each level. 

Curriculum for Excellence provides flexibility for schools 
and settings to plan learning suitable for their own 
context. The school community and partners should  
be involved in deciding how to use this flexibility.

Children’s rights and entitlements are at the heart of  
the Scottish Curriculum.

The curriculum framework, as laid out in the Building 
the Curriculum Series, remains the same. 

Teachers and practitioners provide a curriculum that is 
coherent and flexible, takes account of the local context 
and ensures appropriate progression and levels of 
attainment for all children and young people.

The National Improvement Framework increases the focus 
on literacy, numeracy and health and wellbeing and 
highlights the need to close the poverty-related 
attainment gap.

The Developing the Young Workforce Programme 
increases the focus on recognising children’s and young 
people’s skills, the links between learning and positive 
destinations, and access to learning pathways that meets 
their needs and aspirations.

Moderation
Moderation is the way in which practitioners arrive at a 
shared understanding of standards and expectations. 

Moderation takes place at local, regional and national 
levels, including:
•  teachers and practitioners at the same curriculum level; 
• across a school or setting; 
• across a group of schools/settings; 
• within local authorities;
• through regional groups; or
• via national groups.

Moderation is integral to planning learning, teaching  
and assessment.

The process of moderation is not an activity that 
happens only at the end of a block or year.

Teachers and practitioners, with senior leaders,  
regularly consider a range of assessment evidence  
which demonstrates how well children and young  
people are making progress and achieving their 
potential.
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CORE INFORMATION KEY MESSAGES

Principles of curriculum design
These apply at all stages of learning with different 
emphases at different times.
• challenge and enjoyment; 
• breadth; 
• progression; 
• depth; 
• personalisation and choice; 
• coherence; and
• relevance.

Responsibility of all
• literacy;
• numeracy; and
• health and wellbeing. 

There should be a continuous focus on these from  
the ages of 3 to 18.

Children and young people are entitled to two hours  
of quality physical education per week. 

The principles are taken into account when planning 
learning for all children and young people.

Teachers and practitioners identify what will be taught  
and how to best meet the needs of all learners. This is 
underpinned by a clear, shared understanding of 
progression and high quality learning and teaching.

When planning learning, teaching and assessment 
Experiences and Outcomes are grouped or bundled 
together.

Building the Ambition provides guidance to those 
working in the early learning and childcare sector.  
It should be used in parallel with CfE guidance.

Assessing progress and achievement
Assessment is integral to learning and teaching.  
It is an ongoing process.

Achievement of a level: 
Achievement of a level is based on teachers’ overall 
professional judgement, informed by evidence. 

Benchmarks: 
The Benchmarks are designed to support teacher 
professional judgement of both, progress towards,  
and achievement of, a level.

A range of assessment evidence is used to plan next  
steps in learning. 

Assessment judgements should be based on the 
Benchmarks for each curriculum level. 

The Benchmarks embed the significant aspects of 
learning and progression frameworks. They provide  
a single streamlined resource to supporting teachers’ 
professional judgement.

This document can be downloaded at: https://education.gov.scot/improvement/Pages/CfE-delivery-plan.aspx

f: www.fb.me/EducationScot

t: www.twitter.com/educationscot

y: www.youtube.com/user/educationscotland
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Introduction 
 
This communication provides further detail to local authorities, schools and teachers 
on the implications of the decision to remove unit assessments from the National 
Qualifications.  It supplements the material released by the SQA on 31 January 
providing the headline details of the changes to the assessment framework for each 
National 5 course following the removal of unit assessments. 
 
It should be read in conjunction with guidance from the Chief Inspector of Schools 
issued in May and August 2016.  Schools and local authorities should consider the 
recent changes to assessment within the qualifications in relation to the 
strengthening of the Broad General Education to ensure that young people 
experience the appropriate pace, breadth and depth of learning that will prepare 
them for the Senior Phase: 
 

UpdatedGuidanceNot
e_tcm4-876075.pdf

 

cfestatement.pdf

 
 
 
Changes to the National Qualifications 
 
Whilst there are a range of factors that have contributed to over-assessment in 
schools, the main purpose of this note is to provide guidance to schools and local 
authorities to ensure that the benefits of removing unit assessments are achieved 
across the system. 
 
The removal of mandatory unit assessments has the distinct purpose of reducing the 
amount of assessment experienced by young people taking national qualifications 
and the teacher workload created as a result of administering the units.  This 
reflected proposals by the teaching profession, whose judgement  was that the 
cumulative impact of typically having to undertake three unit assessments, course 
assignments, prelims and a final exam for each course was too great and was 
detracting from providing sufficient time for high quality learning and teaching. 
 
Progression into the Senior Phase and presentation decisions 
 
Schools need to make important judgments about the most appropriate National 
Qualifications pathway for each learner.  These decisions must be informed by close 
tracking and monitoring of learners’ progress through the Broad General Education 
(BGE).  A clear understanding of the curriculum level achieved in each subject area 
at the end of BGE is a critical piece of information to inform this decision and to 
ensure a smooth progression in learning for all learners as they move into the Senior 
Phase. 
 
During the Senior Phase, there must be sufficient time for learning, teaching and 
assessment to ensure that learners’ breadth, depth and ability to apply learning 
maximises their attainment by the end of the Senior Phase.  This means that the 
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level of attainment at the end of the Senior Phase becomes the main focus for all 
schools, rather than on individual year on year attainment that is currently prevalent. 
Decisions about learning pathways will require a reliable assessment of whether a 
young person has achieved the third or fourth curriculum level by the end of S3 
before embarking on a course leading to National 4 or National 5, respectively.  The 
benchmarks shortly to be published for each curriculum area by Education Scotland 
will provide teachers with the necessary information to inform this judgement. 
 
There will be a small group of candidates nationally who will be presented for 
National 1 to National 3 courses. However, for the majority of candidates, schools 
have several presentation options for learners moving on to National Qualifications in 
the Senior Phase: 
 

 progression onto National 4 (for those who have achieved third 
curriculum level) 

 progression onto National 5 (for those who have achieved fourth 
curriculum level)  

 progression onto Higher, bypassing National 4 and 5 (for those who 
have achieved fourth curriculum level) 
 

A decision on the appropriate qualification level will also need to be supplemented by 
a decision on whether the qualification pathway should be undertaken over one or 
two years.  For example, a young person may gain a better learning and teaching 
experience by undertaking a National 5 over two years, rather than being presented 
for a one-year National 5 for which they are not well prepared and potentially results 
in a negative learning experience.  
 

National 4 was designed to provide a clear progression pathway from the third 
curriculum level either into National 5 or into college or training and other 
qualifications such as National Certificates, Foundation and Modern Apprenticeships. 
Schools will want to discuss these options with parents and young people to ensure 
the most appropriate pathway for each learner. 
 
The learning and pathways within Curriculum for Excellence are designed to be 
centred around the individual learner.  There should therefore be no occasion where 
a full year group is being presented for National 5 unless every learner has achieved 
Fourth curriculum level. 
 
Units that were previously part of National 5  
 
These national units will also remain available as free standing units at SCQF level 
5.  The units  will no longer form part of the National 5 course.  They are available as 
an alternative to presentation for the full National 5 course award.  The decision to 
retain units as free-standing qualifications is intended to support flexibility in meeting 
the different needs of individual learners.  Some learners may for instance be 
presented for a number of full courses and additionally for a number of free-standing 
units in different subjects. 
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Schools will, therefore, have to take a decision for any given National 5 course on 
whether a young person is presented either for units or for the full course award.  
They should not be presented for both. 
 
At the end of each session, schools, local authorities and Education Scotland will 
review the unit and course entry data to understand how learners are being 
presented across the country.  
 
SQA Data Entry Requirements 
 
As under current arrangements, centres will need to provide SQA with an accurate 
indication of their presentation patterns for the upcoming exam diet by 
November.  SQA needs this information to plan, recruit and train markers and other 
appointees to undertake the necessary quality assurance processes and to ensure 
successful delivery of certification in August.  Schools can make small adjustments 
to entry data for individual candidates by removing their unit entries or course 
entries.  Any changes to entries must be submitted by March.  However, any change 
to the numbers of candidates entered for units by a centre beyond November risk the 
prospect of these units not being certificated in time for August, due to insufficient 
time being available to undertake the necessary quality assurance processes. 
 
Recognising Positive Achievement (RPA) 
 
One of the most significant impacts of the removal of units and their assessments 
from National 5 is that the possibility of fall back to National 4 – under the current 
mechanism of recognising positive achievement - will no longer be available.   
 
There will be candidates, aspiring to attain a National Course, who do not achieve an 
A-C Grade. In order to recognise their positive achievement, the achievement of 
Grade D attainment will be broadened from the current position (notional 45%-49%) 
to notional 40%-49%.  This move is intended to ensure that young people who do 
not perform as well as predicted in the course assessment receive credit for their 
achievement at SCQF level of the qualification for which they were entered. 
 
This will apply to National 5 from 2017-18, Higher from 2018-19 and Advanced 
Higher from 2019-20. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Schools should now consider the implications of the changes on potential 
presentation decisions for candidates.  Decisions about progression pathways and 
curriculum models for learners through the Senior Phase remain a matter for local 
authorities and schools in order to ensure they best meet the needs of young people. 
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Why is fallback to National 4 no longer available? 
 
The current RPA mechanism is founded on the hierarchical relationship between the 
units at National 4 and National 5.  This meant that successful completion of the 
National 5 unit assessments in any given subject could be taken as suitable 
evidence of having achieved the requirements of the equivalent units at National 4.  
Since unit assessments will no longer form part of the National 5 course, it will no 
longer be possible to award National 4 qualifications through this mechanism. 
 
It is also clear that the availability of RPA, whilst intended to support aspirational 
presentation, has contributed to inappropriate presentation patterns, with young 
people being presented for a course award which they have little realistic prospect of 
achieving.  For example, of the 295,083 entries for National 5 in 2016, 41,214 (14%) 
candidates received no award.  However, a National 4 Award was secured for 
23,551 of those entries through RPA, which represented 20.5% of the 114,635 
National 4 qualifications awarded in August 2016.  These figures suggest an 
inappropriate balance in presentation for National 4 and National 5. 
 
Under the new arrangements, the broadening of the D grade range from 49-40% is 
intended to recognise the positive achievement of learners who do not perform as 
well as predicted in the course assessment. 
 
Why is it not possible to present candidates for both units and the full course 
award?  
 
The purpose of removing unit assessments was to reduce the burden of over-
assessment, not just for teachers, but also for young people.  Presenting young 
people for both units and the full course award would clearly do nothing to address 
this issue. 
 
Furthermore, following the removal of unit assessments, it has been necessary to 
expand the final course assessment in order to ensure full course coverage.  This 
would mean an increase in the amount of assessment for any candidate presented 
for both units and the full course award.   
 
What approaches should schools take with borderline N4/N5 candidates under 
the new arrangements?  
 
Choices about learning pathways leading to qualifications need to be informed by 
reliable assessment information.  Schools need to monitor and track young people’s 
progress carefully and have clear evidence of their current level of attainment. Based 
on this evidence, schools will make decisions about whether young people should be 
presented for N4 or N5. Schools need robust evidence from assessment on which to 
base decisions about borderline candidates. Such evidence will support schools in 
explaining their decisions about presentation to young people and their parents. The 
broadening of Grade D to a notional 40% to 49% reduces the risk of borderline 
candidates getting no award. Schools should be aware of the potentially detrimental 
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impact on young people’s wellbeing if they are presented for qualifications clearly 
beyond their current level of attainment.  
 
However, in order to support a genuinely aspirational approach to presentation, 
schools should consider alternative learner pathways through the Senior Phase.  
This may include candidates studying for and achieving a N4 course award along 
with one or more units at N5 in that subject in S4, which will support their 
progression into N5 in S5.  Alternatively, it may involve learners undertaking a N5 
course over a 2 year period. 
 
The point at which decisions are made about presentation level will be a matter for 
the school, cognisant of SQA data entry requirements, based on a range of evidence 
about the learner’s progress.  
 
Why has there been a need to expand the course assessment following the 
removal of unit assessments? 
  
Overall assessment of National 5, Higher and Advanced Higher is currently based on 
a combination of unit and course assessment. Removal of the unit assessment 
means that the overall course assessment has to be strengthened to ensure 
appropriate course coverage. This will also ensure that courses maintain their 
current breadth and SCQF points. 
  
The changes will allow SQA to remove duplication of assessment and to reduce the 
overall volume of assessment within each course, giving more space for learning 
and teaching.  As a result, updated and condensed National 5 course documents will 
be available for teachers at the end of April 2017. The course aims, content and 
rationale are not changing. The skills and knowledge currently addressed through 
unit assessment will simply be incorporated in the course assessment. 
  
The starting point for this process was to consider how to extend the course 
assessment to take account of the removal of units.  Some activities had been 
placed into the units as they were more easily assessed within the classroom.  Units 
were also used to ensure breadth of learning.  As a result of their removal, SQA 
have had to ensure these activities and topics are captured in the overall course 
assessment through coursework and/or in the question paper. 
  
An example of this is in Music where composing is currently assessed in the units 
and is a vital aspect of the course. The best way to assess this skill is by adding it to 
the course assessment. 
  
In other cases, such as Practical Woodwork or Hospitality: Practical Cookery, the 
current course assessment comprised 100% coursework. However, assessment of 
the underpinning knowledge and understanding occurred through unit assessment.  
To sample that knowledge and understanding, it is logical to add a small question 
paper while ensuring that coursework still forms 70% of the final grade.   
  
For other subject areas, the intention is to extend the existing question paper to 
sample more of the course content and maintain the breadth of learning of the 
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current course.  For example in History, an extended question paper will require a 
sample from all four issues, instead of a sample of three from four.  
 
Why do the changes tend to show an increase in weighting towards the final 
exam?  
 
One of principles of Curriculum for Excellence is about ensuring breadth, depth and 
application of learning.  This is carried through into the assessment approach for 
each course through the rationale for the course and the aims of learning for each 
course. The enhancements that SQA has announced to National 5 subjects took 
account of the skills and knowledge previously assessed within units and sought to 
preserve the integrity of the qualification in terms of validity, reliability, practicability 
and equity. 
 
There was not an automatic expansion to the exam; each National Course was 
looked at separately. In several subjects, including high uptake subjects such as 
English, Modern Languages and Music, there has been no change to the exam and 
instead the enhancement is in the coursework. 
 
In mainly content-based subjects, such as business subjects, social subjects, 
Sciences and Maths, the units provided an assurance of breadth of coverage of 
content and skills. For example, in Economics the units ensured coverage of content 
around micro-economic issues, macro-economic issues and global/international 
aspects.  The coursework (assignment) in these areas is more about personalisation 
and choice (in Economics, the candidate selects a specific economic topic/issue of 
interest, researches it, analyses key features, and presents their findings). In these 
cases, following the removal of units, there is a need to sample more breadth of 
content overall in the course assessment.  The obvious way to do that is to extend 
the question paper.   
 
In general, exams are often used to assess breadth, some aspects of depth, ability 
to integrate learning across the course and the ability to apply learning, knowledge, 
understanding and skills to new problems - for example, to look at a range of data 
generated from an experiment, interpret the data, do calculations, and draw 
conclusions.  Within the current model of courses, breadth was often supplemented 
by the units of the course.  Once the units are removed, the question paper needs to 
be extended to ensure that breadth of learning is retained and to guard against any 
narrowing of learning.  
 
Within some subjects the weightings of exam to coursework have remained 
unchanged – for example, the Sciences have retained current weightings of 80:20 
(exam:assignment). In other subject areas there has been some small adjustments 
to the weightings – for example, within the social subjects the weightings have 
moved from 75:25  to 80:20 (exam:assignment).   
  
Why not increase the coursework rather than the exam?     
 
In several subjects,  including high uptake subjects such as  English, Modern 
Languages and Music, there has been no change to the exam and instead the 
enhancement is in the coursework.  This is because some specific skills were 
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previously assessed only in the units – for example, talk in English, discursive writing 
in Modern Languages and composing in Music. The review process confirmed that 
the development of these skills is still essential to meeting the aims of the National 
Course and they therefore needed to become part of the course assessment.  As 
these skills often involve drafting, testing, reflection, presentation and other process-
based classroom activities, they are not suitable to be assessed in an exam. They 
were, therefore, included in the coursework requirements of the subject and the 
exam arrangements were left unchanged. 
 
In many subjects coursework is used to allow candidates to study something of their 
own choice in depth - for example, in Sciences or social subjects. Extending the 
coursework in these areas becomes a much bigger task and one that would lead to 
increased workload for candidates and teachers. 
 
Who was involved in discussions about the changes? 
 
The Deputy First Minister (DFM) announced in September 2016 the decision to 
reduce workload for young people and teachers by removing units and unit 
assessment from the National Courses.  This was a result of concerns being raised 
by teachers and young people about the workload associated with the units in 
courses.  These issues were also highlighted in SQA’s research into how the new 
qualifications were performing, which identified concerns with the units, as well as 
other factors across the education system contributing to workload for teachers and 
young people. 
 
The decision to remove unit assessments was agreed with both the Assessment and 
National Qualifications Group and the Curriculum for Excellence Management 
Board.  The Assessment and National Qualifications Group was established by the 
Scottish Government in January 2016 to consider and make recommendations on: 
the policy framework within which national qualifications are developed and operate; 
and assessment policy and practice from 3 to 18, and the best means of supporting 
improvements. The group is made up of representatives from organisations involved 
in Scottish education: Scottish Government, Education Scotland, SQA, COSLA, 
ADES, GTCS, NPFS, SLS, AHDS, EIS, SSTA, NASUWT, Further and Higher 
Education representatives and other education experts. 
 
How did the SQA decide on the changes that had to be made?  
 
Since the DFM’s announcement, SQA has been planning the necessary structural 
changes to the courses and course assessment. The common goal is to reduce 
workload for candidates and staff, while maintaining the standards and integrity of 
the qualifications. 
 
The advice of the professional associations and other stakeholders on the Ministerial 
Assessment and National Qualifications Group was that the changes to National 5 
needed to be made quickly to address workload concerns. The timescales within 
which SQA is being asked to make these changes are challenging.  Broad 
consultation with the profession about the changes to subjects was simply not 
possible against the timescales. SQA has therefore used its National Qualifications 
Support Teams for each subject.  These teams are made up of subject teachers, 
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lecturers, professional associations and Higher Education representatives.  SQA has 
used these groups to help explore options and decide on the best way forward.  SQA 
has also informally engaged with a range of subject teachers on the proposals and in 
some cases modified proposals based on their feedback. 
 
How will these changes be reflected in Insight? 
  
The Insight Project Board is aware of these changes, including the extension of 
grade D. The project team will consider what modifications may be necessary to 
ensure the Insight tool is able to present an accurate and consistent picture of young 
peoples’ attainment. 
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Presumption of mainstreaming – guidance review 
 
Background  

1. The original guidance on presumption of mainstreaming was first published in 2002, 
following the establishment of the presumption of mainstreaming in Standards in 
Scotland’s Schools Etc. Act (2000) and its exceptions.  The guidance has not been 
updated in the interim.  
 
2. The Additional Support for Learning Act (2004), changed the basis for the provision 
of support to pupils.  Statistical information between 2005-2010 reported on pupils learning 
in special schools and those receiving formally planned support through co-ordinated 
support plans and Individualised Educational Programmes only.   
 
3. Since 2010, the statistical collection has included those receiving additional support 
in any setting and via any planning mechanism (including child’s plans and other plans).  
This ensures that the statistical picture reflected more accurately the support provided to 
pupils. This change has meant that a greater number of pupils with additional support 
needs are now reported on.  Crucially, these needs have always been catered for and the 
statistics fully recognise children and young people have an additional support needs.   
 
The review of presumption of mainstreaming guidance  

4. The review of the presumption of mainstreaming guidance seeks to recognise the 
strengths of inclusion and set out the practical steps that can be taken to ensure your 
school, your class and your approach is as inclusive as possible.   
 
5. It also recognises the role of specialist provision, and the role that special schools 
and extended support provision can play.  Whilst 95% of children with additional support 
needs learn in mainstream education, the services provided to those with the most 
complex additional support needs is necessary.   
 
6. Finally, the review proposes a definition of inclusion that sits within the wider 
strategic vision for Scottish education of Equity and Excellence for each and every child 
and young person.  This definition is: 
 
‘Education is a basic human right and the foundation for a more just society.  An inclusive 
approach, with an appreciation of diversity and an ambition for all to achieve to their full 
potential, is essential to getting it right for every child and raising attainment for all.  
Inclusion is the cornerstone to help us achieve equity and excellence in education 
for all of our children and young people.’ 
 
Your influence 

7. To aid our development of the guidance, particularly in the final section on practical 
implementation, we need a better idea of what would be most helpful for you.  To facilitate 
discussion, we have 3 simple questions: 
 
 a. What do you want to see in this guidance? 
 b. What would you not want to see in this guidance? 
 c. Are there any practical measures that would help you in your day-to-day 

work? (an example of this might be a service like Enquire, where parents and 
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teachers can access the information that they need, for example on 
accessible outdoor learning opportunities, from a knowledgeable provider). 

     
Learning Directorate, Scottish Government, Feb 2017 



 

 
 
 

Progression from the Broad General 

Education (BGE) to the Senior Phase – 

updated guidance 

 
This guidance is for schools, local authorities and their partners.  It has been produced as an 

action from the Ministerial Assessment and National Qualifications Group. It is designed to 

help to support improvements in learning for young people and  secure reductions in 

workload for teachers. 

 

The Working Group highlighted that assessment-related workload has often become 

unacceptably high for both teachers and learners.  There are a number of contributory 

factors. 

 

Some of these factors relate to the design and operation of the National Qualifications. 

These issues are being addressed by the SQA.  Following actions detailed in the Working 

Group report, the SQA has also published detailed subject-by-subject plans for changes in 

2016-17 and beyond.  

 

However, the Group’s report highlighted other key factors that are contributing to workload 

and this note directly addresses these. It focuses on : 

 

 curriculum and programme design; 

 assessment in the Broad General Education (BGE) phase; and  

 arrangements for tracking and monitoring learners’ progress  

 

This guidance builds on a range of previously-published advice and guidance, including CfE 

Briefings 6, 7 and 8 on Progression from the Broad General Education to the Senior Phase.  

However, this update now takes full account of good practice and lessons learned from 

experience of implementing the new Senior Phase in schools and local authorities across 

Scotland.   

 

As schools and local authorities make use of the flexibility they now have in 

designing learning, teaching and assessment arrangements (including the number of 

courses learners typically follow at each year in the Senior Phase), great care needs 

to be taken to ensure that these local arrangements do not create unnecessary 

workload demands for teachers or learners. 

 

Schools should be clear that applying this guidance will assist directly in reducing 

workload. All schools have a responsibility to do so. 

 

 

http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/45625.html
http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/45625.html
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/building_the_curriculum_3_jms3_tcm4-489454.pdf
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/BtC4_Skills_tcm4-569141.pdf
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEBriefing6BGEtoSeniorPhase_tcm4-742053.pdf
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEBriefing6BGEtoSeniorPhase_tcm4-742053.pdf
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEBriefing7_tcm4-744859.pdf
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEbriefing8_tcm4-748091.PDF


1. Transition from the Broad General Education to the 

Senior Phase 

During S3, schools should prepare young people to make a smooth transition from BGE 

Experiences and Outcomes into courses leading to qualifications, other awards and work-

based learning, as appropriate to their needs. New National Qualifications have been 

designed to build on the Experiences and Outcomes of the BGE. 
 

In many cases, key aspects of learning at CfE third and fourth levels during the BGE 

will be directly relevant to learning which will need to be demonstrated to gain a 

qualification. Schools should take this explicitly into account in planning their BGE 

provision. 

 

In S3, young people should therefore have opportunities to: 

 

 complete their entitlement to a BGE, including all of the Experiences and Outcomes to 

third level, across all curriculum areas; 

 specialise and extend their learning into fourth curriculum level Experiences and 

Outcomes and beyond wherever they are capable of doing so; and 

experience learning and make progress which paves the way to success in qualifications 

and other learning in the Senior Phase.  (Learning in S3 can and should contribute to the 

‘160 hours of directed study’ associated with a national qualification – see below.) 

 

2. Ensuring appropriate course choice and presentation 

Schools must ensure that young people are placed at the right course level as they 

enter the Senior Phase. It is not appropriate to start young people off on a course 

leading to a qualification they are not expected to achieve. Equally, it is important not 

to slow learners’ progress by placing them on courses  at too low a level. 

 

 Schools need to use robust assessment information from the BGE to ensure that 

learners make appropriate choices and are presented at the right level for qualifications. 

This will avoid excessive workload for teachers and unnecessary assessments for 

learners. 

 Courses for National 5 qualifications, in particular, are built on the assumption that 

learners have achieved relevant CfE fourth level Experiences and Outcomes before 

beginning the N5 course. Schools should take careful account of this, when options for 

S4 are being agreed.  Choosing courses at N4 or less advanced levels will be more 

appropriate for some, potentially with further progression to higher levels thereafter.  

 Schools should not present young people for the N4 Added Value Unit if they are 

predicted to achieve well at N5 level. Doing so adds unnecessarily to the workload of 

both teachers and learners. 

 

3. Numbers of courses in S4 and beyond 

Concern has sometimes been expressed that Curriculum for Excellence places tight 
constraints on the numbers of courses which can be studied by young people in S4. This 
relates in part to the fact that SQA National Courses are based on 160 hours of directed 

http://www.youthscotland.org.uk/resources/amazing-things.htm


study and a mistaken assumption that no learning occurring before S4 can contribute 
towards this notional time allocation. 
 
Although formal qualification courses will not begin before S4, learning which takes 
place in the BGE can and should contribute to learning for qualifications.  This can 
and should be done without compromising the entitlement to a Broad General 
Education in S3. 
 
 The number and range of courses undertaken in S4, S5 or S6 is a matter for schools, 

local authorities, parents and young people to decide, taking into account young people’s 
individual needs.    

 

 Schools should provide learning in S3 which rounds off effectively the BGE phase 
and, at the same time, covers learning which will prepare young people well for 
qualification courses they may follow in S4.  

 This means that some National 4 or National 5 Unit Outcomes or Assessment Standards 
may well be overtaken in S3.  

 During S4, learners may be studying for some qualifications which will result in 
presentation at the end of S4. They may equally continue studying over two years in 
some subjects until the end of S5 before being presented for a qualification.  The same 
may apply across S5 and S6, with qualifications being taken over one or two years.  

 With this in mind, schools should plan for young people to progress smoothly on 
to following anything between six and eight qualification courses from S4 
onwards, with certification of each over a mix of one or two years, as appropriate 
to their individual needs. 

 In all cases, smart and streamlined tracking and monitoring of young people’s progress is 
essential to ensure that they are making appropriate progress for the qualification by key 
dates.    

 

4. Progression pathways to meet learners’ needs 

 
Schools should ensure that young people’s needs, interests and aspirations inform 
the decisions that are made about the progression pathways they follow through BGE 
and into the Senior Phase.   
 
 Effective approaches to assessment and to tracking and monitoring young people’s 

progress throughout the BGE and Senior Phase are essential to informing these 
decisions.  

 
Schools should be using the flexibility of Curriculum for Excellence to develop new 
progression pathways to ensure they can meet the needs and aspirations of all young 
people, to raise attainment and to ensure all their learners move into sustained and 
positive destinations beyond the Senior Phase.  That includes developing new 
pathways to motivate groups of learners who may have been less well served by 
secondary school provision in the past.  
 

 To meet the range of young people’s needs, the Senior Phase curriculum should be 
developed with partners which may include neighbouring schools, colleges and other 
education providers.  This will help to ensure a broader range of progression pathways 
and access to a wider range of qualifications, including those with a direct application to 
employment.  

 



Where schools are designing provision to meet the needs of individuals or groups of  
learners with additional support needs they will often develop more customised curricular 
programmes through the BGE and Senior Phase, designed to ensure these learners receive 
their full entitlement and achieve their potential. 
 
 
 
 

5. Effective assessment 3-18 

 
Schools must have effective assessment throughout the BGE, as well as in the Senior 
Phase.  This is central to effective decision-making about preparation and presentation for 
qualifications.  As part of our commitment to supporting implementation of the National 
Improvement Framework, Education Scotland is currently providing advice and support for 
local authorities and schools to improve teachers’ confidence in assessing learners’ 
achievement of CfE levels in literacy and numeracy. 
 
By the end of 2016, Education Scotland will provide similar advice and support on assessing 
whether learners have achieved a CfE level in particular curriculum areas.  This will help 
ensure teachers and parents have the right information available to ensure young people are 
following appropriate progression pathways as they move from S3 into the Senior Phase. 
 

6. Effective self-evaluation 

 
Schools and local authorities should use the newly revised How good is our school? (4th 
edition)  to evaluate their work, to support professional discussion and reflection, and to help 
plan for improvements.  
 
In particular, Quality Indicator 2.2 Curriculum has key features of effective practice and 
challenge questions which will help with planning, evaluating and improving the curriculum. 
 
 
 
* Below are full URL to the above links 
Title Link 

SQA  http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/45625.html  
Building the Curriculum 3 http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/building_the_cur

riculum_3_jms3_tcm4-489454.pdf  
Building the Curriculum 4 http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/BtC4_Skills_tcm

4-569141.pdf  
Curriculum for Excellence 
Briefing 6 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEBriefing6BG
EtoSeniorPhase_tcm4-742053.pdf  

Curriculum for Excellence 
Briefing 7 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEBriefing7_tc
m4-744859.pdf  

Curriculum for Excellence 
Briefing 8 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEbriefing8_tc
m4-748091.PDF  

Amazing Things http://www.youthscotland.org.uk/resources/amazing-
things.htm  

NIF materials - literacy & 
numeracy 

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/Pages/assess7-
achievement-of-a-level.aspx  

How good is our school http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/HGIOS4_tcm4-
870533.pdf  
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