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Introduction 

This briefing paper addresses an issue – the use of so-called neoliberal governance approaches – 

that is often taken for granted in Scottish education and which merits greater critical attention.  We 

start by explaining the context and identifying the various methodologies. We then outline some of 

the critiques that have been aimed at these methodologies, focusing on the concrete effects of the 

approaches on education practices and institutions, as well as upon the individuals – teacher and 

students – situated within the system. The final section of the paper reports on some small scale 

research – data generated by a focus group of teachers – which highlighted some practitioner views 

on the practices in question. 

Neoliberal governance: context and manifestations 

Since the early 1990s, in common with most modern education systems, Scotland has witnessed 

wholesale reform of the ways in which education is framed and governed. These changes represent 

more than simply a change in style; they are fundamentally a major change in the philosophy 

through which education systems operate. Such changes are often labelled neoliberal, characterised 

by a shift to the language and practices of business, and underpinned by strong rhetorics of local 

autonomy, excellence, improvement and (often) competition between providers seeking to be 

responsive to consumers of education. This changed emphasis can be best characterised as a shift 

from governance by strong inputs (including detailed specification of curricular content and support 

services) to governance by what Biesta (2010) has termed outcomes steering – a recourse to control 

from a distance or, in the words of Senge et al. (2000), ‘industrial age control thinking’. According to 

Reeves (2008), Scotland has experienced a softer form of this new managerialism than elsewhere, 

most notably England; she argues, however, that the methodology is essentially the same, as are 

many of the clear consequences of this approach. 

In Scotland, the following forms of governance and specification are evident: 

• A shift in the late 1990s from the subject advisors to quality improvement, viz. a change in 

emphasis from an advice and support function to an accountability function within the local 

authority (Boyd & Norris, 2006; Fairley, 1998; Ross, 2001).  

• Self-evaluation using pre-set performance indicators (Cowie et al., 2007), for example 

HGIOS. 

• The designation of attainment data (e.g. National Qualifications, CfE levels, standardised 

testing) as a measure of a teacher’s or a school’s performance (see Cowie et al., 2007), 

combined with instruments such as Standard Tables and Charts (STACS) and their 

replacement in 2013, the Insight benchmarking tool, and local authority scrutiny of 

attainment data. Unlike in England, this evaluative use of assessment data (as opposed to 

formative to inform future learning and summative to provide students with grades) does 

not lead to the publication of official league tables ranking schools, although these are 

readily produced by the media each year. 

• External scrutiny of schools through HMI inspections and local authority reviews, and school 

improvement planning using performance indicators. 
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• The framing of the curriculum as learning outcomes and assessment benchmarks, as 

opposed to specification of what is to be taught and learned. Nieveen and Kuiper (2011) 

describe this as a move from input regulation to output regulation, as teachers, schools and 

local authorities all become responsible for evidencing achievement or the existence of 

certain practices to those on the next tier up the system.  

Over the years, these new approaches have attracted criticism for a range of negative features and 

consequences. We wish to reiterate here that these are not cosmetic changes, but instead are 

fundamental alterations in the social relations between practitioners, other professionals, education 

officials and politicians. As such, they have very concrete effects on how education is practised, as 

well as upon the people who practise education. As Knoke and Kuklinski’s (1982, cited by Emirbayer 

& Goodwin, 1994, p. 1418) remind us, ‘the structure of relations among actors and the location of 

individual actors in the network have important behavioural, perceptual, and attitudinal 

consequences both for the individual and the system as a whole’. The next section of this briefing 

paper briefly explores some critiques of neoliberal methodologies for governing education. 

Critiques of new managerialism 

Many writers have commented on a basic contradiction in the rhetoric that surrounds the use of 

neoliberal performance frameworks. Cowie and colleagues (2007) pointed to a rhetoric of 

collaboration but reality of top-down managerialism. Similarly, Ross (2001) suggested that the 

problem lies not in the performance frameworks, but in their tendency to be external to the school 

and top-down, utilised for control and surveillance, and potentially undermining local ownership of 

education by teachers and students. According to Reeves (2008), there is a ‘[D]isjunction between 

the hard managerialism of the Quality Improvement Initiative and CfE’s aims’. She suggested that:  

new systems since the 90s, based on central control through external scrutiny, [are] 

congruent with a longer tradition in Scotland of bureaucratic centralism. Rhetoric of local 

innovation and risk-taking has been a feature of Scottish Education policy, but has been 

undermined though school improvement methodologies based on intensifying levels of 

central patrol. (p.7) 

Reeves further stated ‘this  approach  to  governance,  with  its  emphasis  on measurable outcomes, 

standards, targets, performance indicators etc. has replaced trust’, providing ‘an effective form of 

‘distanciated’ control for the political centre over local units’ (p.8). This strongly suggests a need to 

address the hierarchical and low-trust cultures in Scottish education, evident in relations between 

government and local authorities, between local authorities and schools and within schools, as these 

undermine teacher agency and restrict teacher professionalism (see also Priestley et al., 2015). 

Cowie and colleagues (2007) came to similar conclusions stating that ‘[T]his approach may be tough 

but it is ‘unintelligent’ because it subjugates teachers and limits their professional autonomy’ (p.29). 

Similarly, Evetts (2011) has described ‘a shift from notions of partnership, collegiality, discretion and 

trust to increasing levels of managerialism, bureaucracy, standardization, assessment and 

performance review’ (p. 407). 

To some extent, these debates about whether current approaches to governance afford autonomy 

to schools and teachers are a contested matter. There is, however a wealth of research to support 

the thesis that the shift from the specification of inputs to the measurement of outputs has exerted 

highly deleterious effects on the resourcing of educational development, on the culture of schools, 
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and on the subsequent behaviour of teachers. We deal with these in turn in the following 

paragraphs. 

Erosion of support capacity 

One issue with this shift in focus, at least in the case of Scotland, relates to what Fairley (1998) called 

a ‘loss of strategic capacity’ for educational planning and support in the newly formed local 

authorities, as the role of the subject advisor disappeared. While the Quality Improvement Initiative 

of the late 1990s and subsequent policy such as Ambitious Excellent Schools (2004) placed a duty on 

local authorities to undertake the new quality improvement functions, they did not preclude also 

offering support services; however, smaller local authorities simply lacked the capacity to continue 

both functions, and a decade of austerity has exacerbated this. This has led over time to a 

diminishing of meso level support functions – noted by the OECD (2014) in its call for a strengthened 

middle in Scottish education. There is emerging evidence (e.g. Priestley et al, 2021) that systematic 

and developed meso level activity, focused on support for development, is a necessary feature of a 

successful education system. It may be that the new Regional Improvement Collaboratives will come 

to fulfil this function, however they are currently a long way from doing so. 

Cultural effects 

The celebrated educationist, Michael Apple, has argued that school systems have been subject to a 

‘subtle shift in emphasis ... from student needs to student performance, and from what the school 

does for the student to what the student does for the school’ (Apple 2001, p. 413), as the focus has 

shifted towards systems that measure performance. This change in culture, and associated practices, 

is widely termed ‘performativity’. Performativity, understood in its most basic sense, is the demand 

on schools and teachers to ‘perform,’ or in other words to generate achievements measured against 

a clearly specified range of ‘outcomes’, in response to externally defined agendas. It is worth 

reiterating that performativity is not simply the demand for teachers to ‘perform’, but more 

precisely a pressure to perform in particular ways, most notably in terms defined and measured by 

external actors. The cultural shift is seen in the ideological language that now surrounds schools, 

particularly relating to constructs around accountability and value for money, entitlement, delivery, 

marketisation and school autonomy. It is evident in the current focus in schooling on skills 

development, and an apparent downgrading of the sorts of knowledge required for critical 

engagement with the world. Education thus comes to be seen primarily as a process of delivering a 

product to consumers, or a production line turning out job-ready workers, rather than as a 

developmental process concerned with human intellectual growth. 

Effects of performativity 

Performativity is most clearly seen in its effects on professional and professional behaviour, hence 

the title of this briefing paper – ‘reforms that deform’ (with thanks to Smyth & Shacklock, 1998, p.8). 

Visible effects include the growth of bureaucracy and an associated intensification of teacher 

workload (Keddie et al, 2011; Priestley et al., 2015). This in turn may even lead to desocialisation 

(Keddie et al, 2011), low morale (Troman et al, 2007; van Zanten, 2009), stress (Troman, 2000) and 

diminished confidence (Helsby, 1999). Research suggests that a culture of measurement drives out a 

concern for what constitutes good education (Biesta, 2010), as many teachers lose touch with larger 

questions of education, and focus more instrumentally on what is measured (Priestley & Minty, 

2013). According to MacKinnon, ‘improvement with pre-specified level descriptors’ (2011, p.91) 
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requires schools to provide evidence of 'quality'.  An emphasis on short-term instrumental goals 

driven by performativity can encourage a detachment from big picture ideas, as teachers distance 

themselves from their personal values in order to ‘play the game’ (Gleeson & Gunter, 2001; Priestley 

et al, 2015). For example, teachers experience conflict over reconciling professional ideals of social 

equity and student development with institutional performance (Sahlberg, 2011). These pressures 

result in what Cowie, Taylor and Croxford (2007) have termed perverse incentives, as ethical 

practices are undermined, and as survival strategies readily become tactical and even cynical 

compliance with external demands. Emergent practices have been shown to include the concealing 

of ‘dirty laundry’ (Cowie et al, 2007), as well as more serious corruption and cheating (Ball, 2003; 

Sahlberg, 2010). The ‘game’ can take the form of deliberate fabrication of the school’s image – 

careful impression management and the construction of discourses of excellence (Perryman, 2009; 

Keddie, Mills & Pendergast, 2011). The ‘game of grades’ includes inflation of grades for internally 

assessed coursework, preventing poorly performing subjects from running examination courses, and 

not entering pupils for examinations (or entering them at a lower level than merited).  

Evidence from Scotland 

Methodology 

In order to gauge the extent and nature of performativity in Scotland in 2020, we undertook some 

small scale research. This entailed group interviews with teachers, conducted using an online forum, 

where teachers engaged for an hour with a range of questions relating to accountability and 

evaluation practices, and their effects on practice. 11 participants represented a range of teacher 

backgrounds, coming from both primary and secondary sectors with various roles (classroom 

teacher, senior leadership and local authority secondment) and differing levels of experience.  

The following topics were discussed 

• How accountability mechanisms – both internal and external to the school – affect 

curriculum practice: 

o external use of attainment data (SQA/national assessments/reporting of CfE levels) 

o inspections and local authority audits (and other forms of external scrutiny) 

o benchmarking and the use of performance indicators for self-evaluation 

• How the structure of the curriculum around outcomes and assessment benchmarking affects 

affect curriculum practice 

• Whether there are perverse incentives to perform in particular ways and unintended 

consequences of the above practices.  

The study adhered to the ethical principles laid down the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union and the European Convention on Human Rights, particularly issues relating to 

human dignity and the need to balance the social value of the research against the rights and 

interests of individual participants. The research was approved by the General University Ethics 

Panel of the University of Stirling, and was guided by the BERA (20181) code of research ethics. 

Participants were asked not to use names of individuals and schools in the discussions, and 

pseudonyms were used to prevent traceability. Where transcripts from the research are reproduced 

in this briefing paper, these pseudonyms are used. 

 
1 https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018  

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018
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Findings 

The wide-ranging discussions in the focus groups largely presented a picture that accords with the 

literature reviewed in the previous section of the briefing paper. Many of the teachers were not 

opposed to the use of Quality Indicators, Benchmarks and outcomes-based curriculum specification 

per se; indeed, many felt that they could be beneficial if used for planning purposes – as inputs – 

connected to the core business of clearing and teaching, rather than as crude mechanisms to 

measure quality. The general view, however, was that the latter scenario was more often than not 

the case, and that this is due to downward pressure from the centre – government requirements on 

local authorities and local authority requirements on schools readily translate into senior leadership 

team (SLT) pressure on teachers to perform in narrow and instrumental ways. The following 

discussion provides a flavour of this situation. 

Several teachers pointed to the negativity – and damaging effects on teacher morale – of 

performance management. In some cases, this is seen as leading to a divisive school culture, and to 

strategic compliance with policy. 

These mechanisms, especially benchmarks, LA audits and HGIOS indicators chosen by the SLT of the 

school, are rarely used to celebrate the success of the school but instead used to be critical of staff 

and at times, to reinforce divisions within the team. (PT09) 

I suppose this all relates to school ethos and staff morale. I’ve known dedicated and enthusiastic 

practitioners who have had their professional self esteem slaughtered by management and inspection 

processes. Time, trust, true collegiality would turn this negative equation around. (PT06) 

For our colleagues who have lost some of their motivation – they feel the argument is pointless with 

some SLTs so simply stop doing it. They teach the best way they can for them and their learners and 

they say another thing to SLT – what they think they want to hear. This isn’t about being deceitful, it is 

simply a response to the situation they find themselves in. (PT06) 

Teachers and schools fall into a spiral of silence fearful of the repercussions of challenging the 

systemic bias that is obsessed with holding to account. (PT05) 

Most of our participants spoke of the tensions that exist in reconciling performance management 

with the aspirations set out in the curriculum. 

I think that teachers can often be walking a tightrope between CfE, the freedom, flexibility and ability 

to go with pupils (interests and current levels) with demands of quality control, benchmarking, 

evidencing, school and LA priorities. Those days where you step away from what is planned are so 

often filled with a different kind of learning – engaging, exploratory, meaningful. We spend so much 

time advocating the benefits of play in child development and most often our response is to plan 

purposeful play. We make our own judgements about what a child needs when we know that it isn’t 

always as clear as that or we make those judgements and there isn’t actually time to allow the child to 

develop in that way because they need to reach benchmarks or prepare for assessments. (PT06) 

I am not sure SLT and long serving teachers sometimes realise that their hands have become so tied 

with what they do or that they have maybe lost what brought them to teaching in the first place. We 

need to embrace new ideas and new ways learning and stop thinking that teachers have the answers. 

Losing agency I think is a gradual process that happens because you need to meet targets, conform to 

government ideas, improve attainment figures, it’s something you slowly get drawn into. Our children 

deserve more, we need to allow learners to be creative thinkers and doers and not just conformer’s 

[sic]. […] I think that specific academic data is focused on far too much in my school and in the 

government in general. It informs what we teach and how we teach it. We have lost lots of learner 
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and teacher agency and have taught our children to be akin to robots instead of creative thinkers and 

doers. Our children are so used to being told what to do and how to do it that when they are given 

something different they struggle. (PT11) 

The culture of ‘doublethink’ is breathtaking. Even within the same conversation contradictory 

positions can be adopted and actions considered. However, the slavish adoption of numerous 

dictated positions is perverse. The ‘unintended consequence’ is a cowed profession. (PT05) 

We note here that the emerging situation with the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a reappraisal in 

the minds of many teachers about what is important, including a renewed emphasis on the well-

being of students and teachers. As one teacher stressed:  

Next year in light of the impact of Covid will be important at determining what’s important – already 

pupils’ (and staff to a degree) mental health is being considered but it will take bravery for schools to 

prioritise the wellbeing of families, pupils, staff etc over the demands of SQA, policy, etc. (PT10) 

Several participants commented on the effects on practice exerted by inspections; in line with the 

literature, this paints a picture of performing for an external audience, which casts doubts on both 

the efficacy of the inspection as a mechanism for improving standards and its ethical basis.  

On the back of the reports a number of knee jerk policies were brought in that were about lip service 

rather than driving forward what was best for the school. (PT04) 

There are some schools that go mad preparing for the week and labelling policies that have literally 

just been brought in for show. Staff feel under pressure to be positive or face an atmosphere for not 

supporting the school. (PT04) 

We killed ourselves to get ready and totally went up a gear (which all schools do of course). It’s 

commonly mentioned around the school that we’ve never been allowed to go back down a gear. It’s 

just expected that we carry on working as intensively. Truthfully I hoped HMIe would see through 

some of the things we do in our school and I’ll be honest, I was a bit disappointed that they didn’t. I 

think you think they are totally sage and will see through the nonsense and the six thousand folders 

through to the fact some of what we are doing isn’t working but they have given it their seal of 

approval. (PT10) 

At my previous school who have been awaiting inspection for some time, everything that is produced 

has a ‘This look good for inspection’ comment. The real reason and rationale for doing something has 

gotten lost. Staff are demoralised and it is a bitty approach. (PT04) 

Many writers have commented on the spectre of assessment, on the tendency for the assessment 

tail to wag the curriculum dog, and other such colourful metaphors. Assessment-driven teaching is a 

feature of many modern education systems, and indeed an issue which the architects of CfE aspired 

to end. The data from our participants suggests that this worthy aim has not been achieved, and that 

the continued use of various assessment data to drive learning and teaching is highly prevalent 

across both primary and secondary schools. This in turn has effects on how and what extent young 

people become educated. 

In the primary sector, children are assessed annually through standardised tests for literacy and 

numeracy. These tests, despite being a snapshot, become the basis of discussions with SLT to 

determine which implementations will be put in place, even if the evidence throughout the year 

shows that the child in on target to reach their levels. […]Standardised tests (in my primary school), 

are issued to teachers, a week or so before the date to be undertaken. It is not uncommon, for 

teachers to go through these in the days prior to testing, to teach the areas that will be included in 

the tests. There is pressure on staff to try and get their classes to perform well, even if areas of the 
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curriculum have not yet been covered. Also, the tests undertaken, are based often on the English 

curriculum, which is highly prescribed. (PT09) 

 When you are challenged about levels that the children are at, and that you need to “up the pace”, 

regardless of the needs of the learner, the autonomy that CfE was meant to give, just does not 

happen. Increasingly, there is a return, if ever left, to follow programmes of work, that children work 

through. Although there is a place for this type of learning, deviation from it can be challenged by 

management. […] The use of this sort of data inevitably drive you back to the SQA document (course 

spec) for that subject with the consequences of (perhaps) a subconscious bias towards ‘teaching to 

the test’. (PT03) 

The idea of ‘data rich’ means numbers and drives self-evaluation, as opposed to people’s views or 

observation. The role of tariff points on INSIGHT, systems like CfE Machine that replicate STACs, 

means the drive behind curriculum planning remains improve the number. […] Curriculum design is 

driven by SQA assessment and examination data. The dialogue that preceded the implementation of 

CfE 2010 remains the same. It is the culture of delivery driven by the catalogue of accountability 

mechanisms. […] Nothing on curriculum as a lived experience; only curriculum as a process to 

examination assessment. Therefore, the consequence is reductive. [...]  Schools are now measured 

and judged so often and so much that the idea of education as an emancipator, a conduit for social 

mobility has ended. (PT05) 

An exception to this rule appears to lie in special schools, where assessment seems to be much less 

high-stakes for the school, and consequently exerts less significant effects on practice. 

Now, in a special school setting, we do not track across all levels. Once per year we give an estimate 

of a child’s broad level in CfE and our HT accepts it is as we say it is. The difference in trust and 

autonomy is vast. (PT06) 

One significant effect of performativity has been a narrowing of the curriculum, particularly in 

secondary schools. Anecdotal evidence, not repeated in this research, has suggested a narrow focus 

on literacy and numeracy in primary schools, to the detriment of other subjects deemed to be less 

important. Our participants provided some evidence of an issue noted in the research, notably the 

removal of underperforming subjects from the curriculum. According to one teacher: 

Where results are not great, the date is used to evaluate why and prompt change of 

courses/units. Higher Sociology was removed in favour of Higher Politics for our faculty as 

the results were more favourable to our young people. […] The indicators and insight are 

also being used in discussions with subjects where the pass rates are not great. E.g in 

Geography – nationally uptake is falling but this also isn’t a popular subject in my school and 

results are currently not great. Data is being used to support an action plan for the subject to 

raise the profile and results or be at risk of being cut. In our school, the performance of 

subjects dictates how many columns you feature in when it is course choice time. If you are 

a low performing subject, you will only appear in one column. To feature in more, the 

performance has to be better. (PT10) 

Our participants offered considerable commentary on the role of the HGIOS4 quality indicators, used 

in schools for self-evaluation. As noted previously, most of them do not have an issue with these per 

se, but with the ways in which they are often used. 

In and of themselves the QIs are suitable [sic] broad that they serve as a starting point for 

professional dialogue. However, I have seen an interpretation by SLT narrow options for learners and 
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that becomes very difficult to argue as it’s down to interpretation and the direction of travel of the 

school. (PT08) 

They are set up as a control mechanism that drives towards exam, seen as hoops to jump through. 

They are not indicators of deep learning and understanding, they take no account of variables year on 

year nor the ability of a teacher to enable a pupil to succeed (PT03) 

It may take away the desire to be brave, try something different – stay with what we believe works! 

(PT09) 

I think it depends how the mechanisms are presented by SMT/those working with them. In our school 

we work with a different HGIOS4 indicator each week. This is sent out at the start of the week and is 

included on the agenda of each departmental meeting. I agree, in some faculty areas this can be 

tokenistic as it features each week but I think the majority of faculties interact it with it in the way it is 

intended – to prompt self reflection and chart areas for improvement. This is manageable for staff so 

they buy into it. I have previously worked in a school where the top team were fixated on data and 

almost every week there would be a new document and demand to produce something within the 

faculty to feed into it. These documents rarely informed next steps and were not used other than to 

put out on Twitter/showcase what was going on. in my faculty I try to present the most relevant 

documentation when discussing curriculum changes. That way staff are confident with the document 

they are using and consult with it rather than just a glance. (PT04) 

HGIOS?4 remains a HMIe led QI document. The challenge questions are turned into statements of 

perceived best practice. Obviously, the inspection identification of 1.3, 2.3, 3.2 and 3.1 means there is 

a over emphasis on these. (PT05) 

Do you not find that HIGIOS is just a lot o [sic] repetitive evidence gathering. Same questions 50 

ways? (PT11) 

This latter point raises a significant issue linked to, performance management – that it is 

fundamentally a second order activity which increases bureaucracy and workload. 

Where does it come from, the need to prove everything to the nth degree? (PT06) 

A lot of practices have been created such as an intense amount of internal paperwork which initially 

was justified by the HMIe coming, they came and we still have a lot of the extra paperwork to do (we 

have an intense T&M process. Meet 8 times a year with SLT and usually other colleagues). I think the 

fundamental issue with something like Tracking & Monitoring (which possibly has the biggest 

influence on curriculum decisions in my setting) is that staff who are intrinsically motivated do it 

anyway and staff who don’t, will never fully engage with it so you end up having to do more because 

some colleagues do less. (PT10) 

A final issue emerging from the data relates to the specification of the curriculum. Several 

participants suggested that detailed specification of the curriculum and associated requirements is 

helpful for planning. For example, one teacher pointed to the value of the CfE assessment 

benchmarks In contrast to the Experiences and Outcomes which are widely seen as vague (Priestley 

& Minty, 2013). 

Bench marks are used for moderation purposes, which I have to say can be a useful at times, 

especially when you are teaching a new stage/level. Bench marks are useful in planning too, as you 

can focus on a specific skill rather than the Es and Os overall. (PT09) 

This raises some important questions about the nature of specification for us, particularly in respect 

of whether curriculum regulation is of the input (e.g. specification of content) or output 

(measurement of outcomes) form. One conclusion is that teachers appreciate (and arguably require) 
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curriculum regulation as a resource and support for curriculum making. Output regulation such as 

the assessment benchmarks can provide this level of detail, but can also be used in narrowly 

instrumental ways to measure school and teacher performance, with the distorting effects noted 

throughout this paper. 

Questions for further consideration 

• How do teachers reconcile performance management with the aspirations of the 

curriculum? 

• How can school and teacher autonomy be developed in alternative ways, based upon 

teacher professionalism, critical engagement with educational questions and participative 

decision-making, as opposed to uncritical compliance with external agendas? 

• Is there evidence of the narrowing of curriculum as a result of school-based assessment 

practices? How might this issue be addressed? 

• What is the appropriate balance between input and output regulation of educational 

practice? 

• What effect has the pandemic had on teachers’ beliefs about teaching and assessment? 

Implications for policy 

Much of the above discussion relates to the effects of high stakes measurement of teachers’ work in 

an environment of low trust. A particular issue is the reliance on specification of various facets of 

teachers work – via performance indicators, evaluative use of assessment data and curriculum 

outcomes and benchmarks – that at best narrow practice down to what is measured, and at worst 

lead to gaming of the system, distorted priorities for practice and an undermining of the aims of 

education set out in flagship policies such as CfE. A reduced emphasis on the measurement of 

outputs and an enhanced focus on processes and inputs would go some way towards addressing 

these issues. Some examples are as follows: 

• Curriculum for Excellence. A revised curriculum could drop the Experiences and Outcomes 

and Benchmarks (outputs) and replace these with some indicative guidance on content 

(input) and engagement from first principles to practice (process) (see Priestley, 2018).  

• Raising capacity. The Regional Improvement Collaboratives could drop their present focus 

on performance data, and emphasise more strongly their support function; this might 

involve the development a cohort of curriculum leaders to work across schools (e.g. expert 

teachers), and the promulgation of curriculum development projects across school clusters.  

• Inspections. Inspections are currently high stakes snapshots of school, undertaken largely by 

external agents with little knowledge of the school. An inspection is to some extent a 

measurement of a performance on the day rather than an evaluation of a long term 

trajectory of practice. More frequent and tightly focused peer evaluations (engaging 

colleagues from other schools) may be more effective, especially if their focus is on support. 

Such practices would benefit both the schools being evaluated and provide good 

professional development for those doing the evaluation. 

• Evaluative use of assessment data. In recent years, qualifications data have been used to 

judge schools and teachers and have become high stakes for schools. The education system 

could place less emphasis on such data for measurement of school performance and indeed 

actively discourage such use. CfE outcomes have been used more recently to evaluate 

schools, by assigning young people to levels, using national assessments and teacher 
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judgments. Leaving aside, the issue of whether the CfE levels are appropriate for such usage 

(they were never designed for this, and arguably produce spurious data), the evaluative use 

of such assessments has clearly been shown to narrow focus to what is tested. The use of 

standardised tests based on sampling (as was the case for the recently abolished SSLN) 

might reduce performativity due to assessment. 
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