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Scottish Parliament

Effective Government 

Scottish Parliament • Ministerial Statement • 30 January 2008
T

he First Minister, Alex Salmond (SNP, Gordon) made a statement on changes to the machinery of government in Scotland. He claimed that the changes would help to make government in Scotland more effective. The changes will affect a number of areas of government, but only those relevant to education, training and children’s services are reported here.


Mr Salmond said that a range of skills and careers functions would be merged into Skills Development Scotland. Plans to strengthen the children’s hearings system had already been announced, and the reform had been widely welcomed and would result in significantly fewer public organisations. The government proposed to establish the General Teaching Council for Scotland as a self-regulating, profession-led body, along the lines of the General Medical Council, by 2011. 

SP 2008/0067
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Scottish History Curriculum 

Scottish Parliament • Executive Debate • 30 January 2008
T

he Minister for Schools and Skills, Maureen Watt (SNP, North East Scotland) introduced a Scottish Executive government debate on the importance of Scottish history in the school curriculum. She wanted to ensure that young people in Scotland developed a proper understanding of Scotland's and their own place in the world, in relation both to what is happening today and to what has happened historically.


The minister said that forthcoming guidance would give a stronger impetus to continuous improvement. Learning and Teaching Scotland had already published, for discussion with and within the profession, a significant quantity of draft guidance in the form of draft curriculum outcomes and experiences. The remainder would be released during the rest of the present academic session and would be finalised in the next session. Guidance on the framework within which the experiences and outcomes could be used would be drafted alongside them. Ms Watt expected the guidance to be phased in after 2008-09, to replace the present five-to-14 curriculum and to provide an integrated curriculum from three to 18.


Ken Macintosh (Lab, Eastwood) asked if the SNP Government had made any changes to the reforms that were carried out under the curriculum for excellence or those that were implemented under the Scottish Qualifications Authority’s review of Highers. 

Maureen Watt replied that the government had sought to integrate Scottish history, culture and language into the new outcomes for the curriculum. She thought that it was possible for pupils who had taken the current Higher and Advanced Higher courses to leave school with a greater knowledge of aspects of history outside Scotland than of Scottish history. But the situation was being addressed by the decision to introduce a compulsory Scottish element in the Higher examination. As part of the on-going schedule of releasing draft guidance on different areas of the curriculum, Learning and Teaching Scotland had published draft outcomes in social studies. The minister insisted that teaching Scottish young people about the history and current context of Scotland was not about brainwashing them into adopting a single set of political beliefs. It was about ensuring that they had enough good-quality information and understanding to make their own informed decisions and judgments. She said that if young people were not taught about the history and current context of their country and society, the vacuum would be filled with the often misguided imagery of Hollywood.


Rhona Brankin (Lab, Midlothian) asked the minister if she thought that the film Braveheart had given an accurate depiction of Scottish history. Maureen Watt said that she was not talking about some sort of public relations exercise to glorify Scotland’s past, in the way that Braveheart might have done. She was talking about encouraging young people to reach personal conclusions on different aspects of social studies, such as human and ethical issues in the past, the land use and ecological dilemmas that faced Scotland, as well as political, economic and social issues. 


Ken Macintosh (Lab, Eastwood) said that there was nothing in the motion that he disagreed with. He said that the study of history had taught him not what to think but how to think as well as how to question events, decisions and political actions. He argued that if the Scots did not teach Scottish history, who would? But he did not believe that teaching history was really the most worrying aspect of the current or developing curriculum, and he believed that the debate had been generated to focus on the importance not of history but of Scottishness. He was concerned that the debate was not about broadening young minds but was really about trying to get young people to see the world from a particularly narrow and nationalistic viewpoint. He questioned why the SNP had not brought forward for debate the more topical subjects it its policies on literacy and numeracy or school discipline instead.


The Minister for Children and Early Years, Adam Ingram (SNP, South of Scotalnd) argued that Carol Craig’s work stemmed from a reflection that Scots lacked confidence and one reason for that was that they had little knowledge of the glories of their past achievements.


Ken Macintosh said that learning history was about building confidence, but he argued that Mr Ingram was talking not about learning history but about learning to become more Scottish. He said that the move to broader social studies faculties had left a residue of worry about whether the change had lowered the status of discrete disciplines such as history and geography. There were concerns about integrated teaching. Although few were against a more collaborative approach to teaching or the need for greater coherence in the approach to social studies, he questioned whether non-history teachers were as good at teaching history as those teachers who had expertise in and were enthusiastic about the subject. Mr Macintosh also wondered where the funding would come from to provide the new books, high-quality resources and new curricular material.


Murdo Fraser (Con, Mid Scotland and Fife) pointed out that Conservative proposals to include Scottish History were abandoned in May 1997 by the new Labour Government. He thought that the level of ignorance among many young people about the history of Scotland was quite startling. Therefore the Conservatives applauded the government’s intention to strengthen the teaching of Scottish history in the school curriculum. But they certainly did not want Scottish history to become parochial and inward looking. Mr Fraser said that the negative aspects of Scottish history should not be concentrated on too much because the teaching of Scottish history needed to be about celebrating successes in the past as much as hearing about the darker aspects.


The Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning, Fiona Hyslop (SNP, Lothians) pointed out that one of the current Administration’s contributions was to include in the draft science outcomes the history of Scottish science and the inventions that Scotland had contributed to the world to inspire young Scots’ interest in science.


Mr Fraser said that if Scottish history was to be taught well, high-quality courses would be needed as well the correct teaching resources, and that would require Government investment, including investment in teachers. He stressed that Scotland had never had a nationally set compulsory curriculum, and therefore it was for individual schools to decide which subjects were offered. Although he did not want that situation to change, he believed that the teaching of Scottish history should be encouraged.
Actions and inactions have consequences

Hugh O'Donnell (LDP, Central Scotland) said that the Liberal Democrats endorsed the SQA’s decision to include a compulsory Scottish history element in the curriculum but urged caution on the government that interference in the specifics and context of subject matter was not a matter for government of any political or philosophical complexion in any circumstances. He said that the main thing that history could teach was that actions and inactions had consequences and that once a certain choice had been made it could not easily be undone and could not be undone without further consequences.

Robin Harper (Green, Lothians) said that history was also about the thought processes of people in the past and how to understand them within their settings. 


Hugh O'Donnell said that student interest in history in Scotland was relatively stable, certainly at Standard or Higher grade. There were 34,900 pupils in total in 2007, slightly fewer in 2006 and 2005 and about 34,000 again in 2004. Mr O’Donnell also stressed that it would not be appropriate for any government, and particularly a nationalist government, to use the teaching of history as a mechanism for blaming the trials and tribulations of Scotland on a near neighbour, regardless of how attractive that might be to a party that was bent on independence. 


The Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning, Fiona Hyslop (SNP, Lothians) said that she had been asked about the development of the curriculum and about what would be prescribed and what could be decided by teachers. She said that high quality materials would be essential to ensure that teachers were able to make such decisions and the development of website application and the Glow Project would offer an opportunity for teachers to choose their materials. Ms Hyslop said that it had been acknowledged throughout parliament that government should prescribe not the content, but what Scotland’s children were entitled to experience up to certain levels. 

She said that the activity of organisations such as the Scottish Association of Teachers of History in lobbying and petitioning Parliament over the past few years on the important role that the teaching of history could play in Scottish education in the 21st century was testament to a profession that was aware of and energised by the challenge. She said that Scottish history should be taught in Scottish schools, but she insisted that it was not only history teachers who could teach it. The minister said that she was particularly taken by Professor Tom Devine’s thinking on the teaching of Scottish history in chronological order—the Scottish spine. She said that it would be important and informative to explore that further in the pursuit of good learning and teaching, and of the materials that would support the outcomes. She said that oral history and the female line that had generated it were interesting.  She believed that modern Scottish feminists might want to learn from that oral history and young women might want to learn about the prominence of women in Scotland’s history. She also looked forward to the literacy outcomes, in which the Scots language should be pre-eminent.


Elizabeth Smith (Con, Mid Scotland and Fife) asked the cabinet secretary when she envisaged the new proposals being put into operation. Mrs Hyslop said that she was tackling the speed of roll-out now. She claimed that the appetite of schools themselves to become pilots for some of the outcomes that had already been delivered was striking. As all of them would be out by early summer, progress would be fairly rapid. 

Conservative, Labour and LDP amendments were accepted without a vote or agreed by an overwhelming majority and the following amended motion was agreed without a division. “That the Parliament recognises the importance of ensuring that young people understand Scotland’s and their place in the world, both currently and in a historical context, and in pursuit of this aim welcomes the opportunities for more exciting, engaging and relevant teaching presented by the Curriculum for Excellence and, in particular, the publication of the draft social studies outcomes and experiences by Learning and Teaching Scotland, along with the recent decision by the Scottish Qualifications Authority to include questions on Scottish history as a compulsory component of the Higher History examination; further recognises that without basic literacy and numeracy skills young people have difficulty accessing the curriculum, including history; calls on the Scottish Government to provide leadership to tackle literacy and numeracy in Scottish schools which will facilitate an improved understanding of history; however, emphasises that it is important that Scottish history is taught in a balanced manner, which encourages young people to evaluate the evidence critically and come to their own conclusions, and that it is taught in its rightful context, namely alongside local, British, European and world history, and further emphasises that courses must be of a high quality with teachers being supported by new teaching resources and continuing professional development training as necessary, and believes that history should be taught without political interference.”
SP 2008/0068
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Migrants 

Scottish Parliament • Members’ Business Debate • 30 January 2008

M

argo MacDonald (Ind, Lothians) introduced a Members’ Business Debate on maximising migrants’ opportunities. She said that after the Scottish advantage established by the fresh talent initiative had been eroded by Westminster’s adoption of the same procedure for keeping overseas students around for longer after graduation, there was a need to  refresh fresh talent. 

She said that work undertaken for Scottish Enterprise had showed that many migrants came to Scotland to enhance their skills and qualifications. She wondered if there was a strategic overview of the next 10 years that encompassed information on how migrants might help meet the demand for high-end skills, whether they had the skills to move from production to service jobs and whether a sufficient number of migrants would reverse the decline in Scotland’s working-age population.

Gavin Brown (Con, Lothians) said that the idea of piloting a scheme to match experience with skills shortages was excellent. He also believed that the idea of helping somebody whose skill level was higher than that which was needed for the job that they did was a good one.

Jamie Stone (LDP, Caithness, Sutherland and Easter Ross) said that there was a dwindling school roll, and the advent of migrant workers’ children was welcome because they kept some remote schools open. But there was an issue about teaching English as a second language because it stretched resources. 


Malcolm Chisholm (Lab, Edinburgh North and Leith) said that the government could consider combining language teaching services with cross-cultural understanding and information about public services. 


The Minister for Europe, External Affairs and Culture, Linda Fabiani (SNP, Central Scotland) said that other countries also had skills gaps and a representative of Denmark had said that his country had recently set the target of attracting 500,000 people to fill its skills gaps, which meant that Scotland had competition. In response to demands from employer organisations, the Scottish Qualifications Authority had started to map Polish qualifications and the Polish education system against Scottish qualifications and the Scottish credit and qualifications framework. Information on that was now available on the SQA website.

SP 2008/0069
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

School Buildings 

Scottish Parliament • Opposition Debate • 31 January 2008

T

he Shadow Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning, Rhona Brankin (Lab, Midlothian), herself a former teacher, introduced an Opposition debate on school buildings. She said that the SNP manifesto had promised to match the current school building programme, inherited from the previous Labour administration, brick for brick. She pointed out that if that promise was to be kept, “some serious progress would need to be made to complete the first 100 schools by 2009”. 

Ms Brankin said that the First Minister, Alex Salmond, had also promised that class sizes in primary 1 to primary 3 would be reduced to 18 by 2011, and she wondered whether the SNP had any information yet on the capital costs involved in such a move. She said that the Scottish Futures Trust would give no role whatever to communities, local authorities or health boards in the commissioning, design or management of projects. She added that under the SNP’s proposals, no new school buildings would belong to local authorities at the end of the 30-year contracts.

Elizabeth Smith (Con, Mid Scotland and Fife) felt that it was important to take into account the diverse uses and the multipurpose nature of schools as the appropriate use of resources and finance was being debated. She said that schools should be well built, should make efficient use of scarce resources and should provide best value for money. And those issues should be matters of economics and social welfare, not political dogma. She suggested that the decision on which route to take to satisfy the criteria should be made on a project-by-project basis, as there was no one right way in which to build a school, nor was there always only one appropriate source of finance. In the Conservatives’ view, quality outcomes demanded flexibility in the system.


She said that the Conservatives were proud to have devised the private finance initiative. Together with the public-private partnerships that were constructed by the Labour and Liberal Executive, the PFI had met the urgent need for the construction of school and other public buildings, which capital grants from the Government or traditional prudential borrowing by local authorities could not have done. Another substantial benefit of PPP/PFI had been the transfer of the risk of maintaining schools to the contractor, thereby leaving local authorities to concentrate on the vital task of providing education services. Ms Smith said that local authorities had become increasingly used to the system and were now far better placed to avoid any mishandled tendering and the consequent unnecessary costs that had occurred with some projects in the past.


She said that for some projects, up-front financing from capital or conventional borrowing might be a better option than a PPP or PFI scheme. The SNP had made much of its Scottish Futures Trust as a preferred finance option, and she said that the Conservatives would not rule out a version of that, if the aim was to increase flexibility in the system. Ms Smith pointed out that before the election the SNP had suggested that the Scottish Futures Trust would mirror the American-style trusts, in which investors could invest in public infrastructure bonds on a not-for-profit basis. But following the election, as a result of the warnings of economists and legal experts that there could be complications in relation to tax liability and the operation of the policy in relation to the Scotland Act 1998, the proposals had been watered down considerably.

The Minister for Schools and Skills, Maureen Watt (SNP, North East Scotland) said that the SNP government had a manifesto commitment to match the previous Executive’s school building programme brick for brick, and it was doing that. Seven school projects had been signed off, including PPP projects in the areas of East Dunbartonshire Council, West Lothian Council, Perth and Kinross Council, Dumfries and Galloway Council and, most recently, West Dunbartonshire Council, as well as projects involving non-profit-distributing organisations in Falkirk Council and Aberdeen City Council. The government would also support the remaining four projects that were at various stages. 

The SNP had reduced ring fencing of funds, bureaucracy and monitoring. There was an extra £115 million of capital for local authorities in 2008-09, and around £3 billion over three years was being provided to secure investment in local government infrastructure, including schools. Many local authorities—including North Lanarkshire Council, South Lanarkshire Council and Glasgow City Council—were embarking on modernisation programmes or were in the process of doing so.


Jeremy Purvis (LDP, Tweeddale, Ettrick and Lauderdale) said that the Minister for Schools and Skills seemed not to be supping with the PPP devil but offering it course upon course with alacrity. He said that in his experience, more concerns were expressed about the traditional route than the PPP route. But the Liberal Democrats had always sought the best approach depending on local circumstances, whether that was traditional capital build, prudential borrowing or PPP, and in that regard, his party’s position was very similar to that of the Conservatives. Mr Purvis said that what had to be considered was two aspects of the SNP’s Scottish Futures Trust approach, whether it represented private investment or not and whether there would be delays. He said that although consultation on the Scottish Futures Trust would not end until 14 March, the government was not content to wait until it had heard from consultees, and interviews had taken place on 8 January for external private sector advisers to develop a business case for the Futures Trust. 


The delivery group included private sector advisers, Government officials and Partnerships UK, which was a PPP body. But Mr Purvis pointed out that the Government was not content with merely involving Partnerships UK; but had included it in the delivery group. He said that at a recent meeting between officials from the Scottish government and local government finance directors, the government had confirmed that there would be no level-playing-field support and no revenue support for any capital new build for schools in Scotland. 


The Minister for Children and Early Years, Adam Ingram (SNP, South of Scotland) said that the PFI/PPP approach of the previous Administration was deeply unpopular with taxpayers and there would be no third wave of PPP school projects. The SNP had taken the pragmatic decision to allow existing projects to proceed, because to have done otherwise would have been unfair on communities whose expectations of new schools had been raised to a high pitch—not to mention the costly consequences of cancellation. Mr Ingram said that the Government was committed to building 100 schools between 2007 and 2009. He insisted that the brick-for-brick commitment was being realised in full and over the next three years, some £3 billion would be provided to secure investment in infrastructure at local government level, which included schools. In addition, he said that local authorities could use the prudential borrowing schemes to access private finance at a much cheaper cost than PPP, which had credit-card rates of interest. He said that the Scottish Futures Trust would provide a series of affordable options for local authorities to improve schools in their areas and he was confident that PPP would wither on the vine.


After some amendments were carried, the following amended motion was agreed. “That the Parliament recognises the importance of high-quality school buildings to young people’s learning; and the need for energy efficiency, quality design including the incorporation of sound ecological and sustainable design principles, and value for money for the public purse in building schools; recognises the need for the Scottish Government and local authorities to continue to improve Scotland’s school estate; notes the SNP’s commitment to match the previous administration’s proposed school building programme ‘brick for brick’, and calls on the Scottish government to make a statement to the Parliament detailing its plans for new schools and how these will be funded; and further notes that future plans for school buildings will be usefully informed by the imminent publication of Audit Scotland’s report on improving the Scottish school estate and the Scottish government’s proposals for the Scottish Futures Trust and the Infrastructure Investment Plan.”
SP 2008/0070
Education Questions 

Scottish Parliament • Oral Questions, General • 31 January 2008

D

uring general oral questions to the Scottish Executive government there were four questions covering education. These were on support through the Scottish universities physics allowance for science education, parental choice and primary class size, foreign language learning in schools and the teaching of eastern European languages in schools.

Support for science education 
Ken Macintosh (Lab, Eastwood) asked the Scottish Executive what its education and lifelong learning department was doing through the Scottish universities physics alliance to support science. The Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning, Fiona Hyslop (SNP, Lothians) said that the Scottish Further and Higher Education Funding Council had provided £6.9 million to support the Scottish universities physics alliance, which aimed to strengthen physics research. The initiative was still at an early phase, but it had succeeded in attracting excellent international researchers and graduate students to Scotland.


Mr Macintosh said that the Scottish funding council’s delay in making decisions on funding for the Scottish universities physics alliance could threaten jobs and research programmes. Mrs Hyslop replied that the only delay to funding had resulted from the delay in Westminster’s funding arrangements for the budget settlement. She regretted that the Science and Technology Facilities Council, which was funded by the Westminster Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, had had to announce an £80 million cut in its planned programme and a 25 per cent cut in research grants, which would significantly affect the physics alliance's proposals. But she reassured the Parliament that her colleague, Jim Mather, had asked the minister John Denham, to suspend part of the council’s delivery plan until the review into the health of physics was completed. She said that the situation was serious and that all members should urge the Westminster Government to continue to support physics and science and regretted the decisions that it had made.


Bob Doris (SNP, Glasgow) asked if support for science would be part of any future concordat with higher education institutions. Mrs Hyslop said that many subjects would be discussed at next week's meeting of the joint future thinking task force, and the possibility and appropriateness of a concordat or covenant would no doubt arise during the coming months. She said that collaboration in physics and science in Scotland was a model for the future development of the university sector, and collaboration and co-operation would be a part of any future arrangements in the university sector.


Rhona Brankin (Lab, Midlothian) said that that a significant funding gap still existed in the university sector. Mrs Hyslop said that the Government would carry through what it said about supporting universities with in-year flexibility and the £10 million that she had released from her budget would help to tackle staffing pressures in universities. 

Parental choice and class sizes 
Marlyn Glen (Lab, North East Scotland) asked the Scottish Executive what legal advice it had been given on the impact on parental choice legislation on its pledge to reduce class sizes to 18 in primary 1 to primary 3. Fiona Hyslop replied that the Scottish government’s practice was neither to confirm nor to deny whether legal advice had been received on any issue.

Mr Glen asked how the minister would fulfil the promises on classrooms and teacher numbers throughout Scotland, while still allowing parental choice. Mrs Hyslop said that she had no plans to change the parental choice policy as she trusted local authorities to manage their school estate, allocations and catchment areas in a satisfactory manner.

Foreign language learning in schools
Irene Oldfather (Lab, Cunninghame South) asked the Scottish Executive what importance it attached to language learning in schools. The Minister for Schools and Skills, Maureen Watt (SNP, North East Scotland) said that the draft outcomes and experiences for modern languages in the curriculum for excellence programme would raise the bar in respect of expectations of what young people could achieve with their modern languages learning. She said that language learning in schools had a key role to play in ensuring that young people were successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens.

Dave Thompson (SNP, Highlands and Islands) said that recent research by the University of Edinburgh had shown the advantages of learning Gaelic as a second language. Maureen Watt said that she was keen to ensure that good practice in the development and teaching of languages—whether Gaelic or any foreign language—was rolled out across Scotland.

.

Eastern European languages taught in schools
Kenneth Gibson (SNP, Cunninghame North) asked the Scottish Executive what steps it would take to encourage the teaching of eastern European languages in schools. 


Maureen Watt replied that it was up to local authorities, in dialogue with schools, to decide what range of languages would be offered in schools to reflect local needs and priorities. Ministers were aware that some education authorities were under pressure to accommodate the needs of children who had English as an additional language, and officials had had meetings at senior level with representatives of the Educational Institute of Scotland and the Scottish English as an additional language co-ordinating council to discuss the issues. The recently announced funding and delivery partnerships between the Scottish government and local government contained measures to address additional support needs in education, including those arising from EAL.


Kenneth Gibson said that encouraging the teaching of eastern European languages in schools, alongside French, Spanish, German and indigenous Scottish languages, would help to ensure that Scottish businesses had the personnel available to market Scotland in Eastern Europe and thus secure jobs and investment. The minister agreed.


Rhona Brankin said that the Scottish National Party’s manifesto had promised £30 million for an additional support for learning fund. Ms Watt said that it was still there.

SP 2008/0071
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Universities Concordat 

Scottish Parliament • Oral Questions, First Minister • 31 January 2008

D

uring oral questions to the First Minister, Richard Baker (Lab, North East Scotland) asked the First Minister what the Scottish Executive government’s proposals to establish a concordat with universities would mean for higher education in Scotland. 


The First Minister, Alex Salmond (SNP, Gordon) said that Scottish universities competed efficiently with the best in the world and the government was determined that that should continue. He said that would mean thinking boldly and imaginatively with the sector about addressing the challenges of a fast-changing world. The joint future thinking task force on universities would provide the means to do that and he anticipated that a concordat model would be among a number of ideas that the task force would discuss.

Mr Baker pointed out that the aspirations of the concordat would require funding, and the additional funding of £10 million that had been announced by the media would leave universities £10 million short in meeting pay agreements alone, which would open a gap between them and institutions south of the border. He suggested that rather than the current task force, a full independent review of higher education funding was now needed.


The First Minister replied that universities themselves had approved the task force and its ability to reach quick conclusions as opposed to having a review that could extend over some considerable time.

His government had injected £100 million of additional capital investment into the college and university sector, and that over the course of the comprehensive spending review investment in the higher education sector was increasing in real terms.


Alex Neil (SNP, Central Scotland) said that after 10 years of Labour governments in London and Edinburgh, the chances of a young person from a poor background in Scotland getting to university were no higher now than they had been a decade ago. He asked whether the concordat would address Labour’s miserable record on the issue.

The First Minister said that access to universities and colleges was one of the government’s key approaches to allowing working-class Scots to have their birthright of access to an education system that was free in the Scottish tradition, as opposed to having tuition fees in the Labour and Liberal tradition.


Murdo Fraser (Con, Mid Scotland and Fife) said that the key concerns about the funding of Scottish universities, was not only about current funding, but from 2010 onwards in particular. He said that was why an independently chaired review of university funding was needed to address all such issues and ensure that Scottish institutions did not lose their competitive edge.


The First Minister replied that given that Scottish universities had welcomed the task force and rejected a commission report, Mr Fraser should recognise the sector’s independence, acknowledge the value of its advice and, like the government, accept it.
SP 2008/0072
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Education Funding 

Scottish Parliament • Oral Questions, Finance • 31 January 2008

D

uring oral questions to the Scottish Executive government on finance and sustainable growth there were two questions on education funding. One concerned alternative ways of funding to public-private partnerships while the other concerned capital funding in Edinburgh.
Alternatives to public-private partnerships 
Gil Paterson (SNP, West of Scotland) asked the Scottish Government what progress had been made in formulating an alternative funding mechanism to public-private partnerships. The Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth, John Swinney (SNP, North Tayside) said that the Scottish Futures Trust was the alternative funding mechanism to the standard private finance initiative. He added that a consultation paper on the SFT had been launched in December 2007, with responses due by 14 March. 


Mr Paterson asked for assurance that the new scheme would place emphasis on community needs and that the buildings, infrastructure and services that would be paid for by the public would be for their benefit, rather than for the benefit of the contractors or their shareholders.


Mr Swinney said that as part of its design, it should be taken into account that many PFI structures that had been established, particularly on the schools estate, made securing community access difficult, and the government wanted to ensure that community access to important public facilities was maximised under the Scottish Futures Trust proposals.


Andy Kerr (Lab, East Kilbride) said that the Unison document had says that the Scottish government’s proposal was simply PPP/PFI by another name. It would still raise funds from bonds, commercial banks and private investors, and profit would still be made. 


Mr Swinney said that the Government had taken the view that it would not be wise to terminate programmes or projects that had been inherited from the previous Administration and that had already undergone significant development, and to replace them with alternatives. He insisted that the Scottish Futures Trust was a model that would maximise the benefit for taxpayers and minimise the costs to them.

Capital funding in Edinburgh)
Sarah Boyack (Lab, Edinburgh Central) asked the Scottish Executive what further discussions it planed to have with the City of Edinburgh Council regarding capital funding. John Swinney replied that he had accepted the need to look further at the additional pressures on Edinburgh as Scotland’s capital city, and the results of a study on the subject would be discussed with the council when they became available.

Ms Boyack said that the Scottish National Party-Liberal Democrat council believed that it faced a £20 million increase in the cost of the third wave of the schools programme for Edinburgh, which the SNP had promised during the election campaign that it would match brick by brick. She said that without Scottish government help Edinburgh would not get the new schools that it needed.


Mr Swinney assured Sarah Boyack that the government engaged in regular discussions with the City of Edinburgh Council. He took the issues that local authorities raised very seriously and he was sure that there would be further discussions on the point. 


Margo MacDonald (Ind, Lothians) asked the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth if he would match brick for brick, the cost of building new schools in Edinburgh. Mr Swinney said that discussions would continue with the City of Edinburgh Council, during which ministers would address issues of concern.

SP 2008/0073
Poverty  

Scottish Parliament • Executive Debate • 31 January 2008

T

he Scottish Executive government introduced a debate on poverty which ranged across many areas of government. This report deals only with that part of the debate that concerned education, children’s services or training. 


The Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Health and Wellbeing, Nicola Sturgeon (SNP, Glasgow Govan), who introduced the debate, said that the government remained committed to halving child poverty by 2010 and eradicating it by 2020. She said that poverty was about being unable to realise one’s potential through education and skills. She wanted tackle the root causes of poverty through early intervention and prevention in areas such as education, health and employment, as well as through offering more responsive public services.

Margaret Curran (Lab, Glasgow Baillieston) said that the cabinet secretary has followed Labour’s unprecedented commitment to end child poverty within a generation. In Scotland the target of reducing child poverty by a quarter had been met and by 2005, the proportion of children in relative poverty had fallen from one child in three to one child in four and Labour’s promise to halve child poverty by 2010 was on track. Ms Curran said that those targets were achieved following a programme of serious investment in child care, support for homeless people and action to tackle inequality and educational disadvantage. She said that in power, Labour would have targeted investment in child care toward those in most need and money would have been targeted on health and education.

Ross Finnie (LDP, West of Scotland) said that a child who lived in poverty was more likely to suffer from poor health and to display low levels of educational attainment. He regretted that despite many years of effort, the number of Scottish children who lived in families that claimed out-of-work benefits was twice the national average. That was why Liberal Democrats supported measures to eradicate child poverty by 2020. It was also why, as part of the previous, coalition, government his party had supported measures such as the increase in child poverty funding for the child care strategy to £43 million during the previous session of the Parliament. He said that under the coalition government, the number of children living in poverty had fallen by some 100,000, from 340,000 to 240,000. Mr Finnie had been a member of the Cabinet sub-committee that had produced the recommendations to reduce the proportion of young people who were not in education, employment or training. He said that the previous scheme to increase the number of young people with appropriate skills should continue and he would like a target of at least 50,000 modern apprentices by 2011 to be set. 


Mary Scanlon (Con, Highlands and Islands) said that 70,000 children in Scotland lived with an alcohol-addicted parent and up to 59,000 children lived with a drug-addicted parent. She hoped that before next week’s vote on the budget the government would make a commitment to support services that did not just park people on methadone but led people to abstinence and back to independence.

SP 2008/0074
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Outdoor Education  
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lizabeth Smith (Con, Mid Scotland and Fife) introduced a debate on outdoor education, saying that although there was no national framework for extra-curricular activity, it could be more important and more enriching than the run-of-the-mill education in the classroom, important though that was. 

She said that such activities enabled young people to make decisions in difficult situations. It also built confidence and self-esteem and helped them to understand what commitment and responsibility meant. It gave young people the opportunity to work in teams and, perhaps most important of all, it allowed them to start out on the journey of finding their inner selves. 


Ms Smith said that she had lodged the motion because she did not believe that enough young people were able to experience such activities and that many of those who did were unable to experience them for a prolonged period, when the benefits were at their greatest. She understood that one of the most damaging influences on such activity was the increasing reluctance of teachers, especially headteachers, to take responsibility for ensuring that pupils were able to participate. She called for clear guidelines that were based on common sense rather than bureaucracy. 


Mary Mulligan (Lab, Linlithgow) said that it was not necessary to spend a lot of money on travelling to foreign places to have a meaningful outdoor experience, and she called on the government and councils to provide adequate local resources for children to use. She said that although she would never want to children at risk, adults were doing them a disservice if they did not allow young people to take calculated risks while in the care of properly trained professionals.

Robert Brown (LDP, Glasgow) said that it was important to protect green space, which had often been handed down by far-sighted forebears and philanthropists but which was often under threat from developers, from councillors or from public neglect. He said that it was time to consider legislating to protect Scotland’s heritage by setting limits on what councils could do and develop a more dynamic philosophy of the public interest in key natural assets. Mr Brown said that although there was a place for unorganised play, in a risk-averse society it would be necessary to build, preserve and organise outdoor education facilities. He called on the government to ensure that all young people could access such opportunities, even if it was necessary to target provision for some young people who had specific needs and challenges.

Robin Harper (Green, Lothians) said that outdoor education provided benefits that could not and should not be measured and it should not be restricted to those who could afford it. He said that around 50,000 children in each year’s cohort in Scottish primary schools could get five days of outdoor education for about £8 million. But it parents paid for lodging and food the cost would be reduced to £3 million which he believed would be good value for money.  


Margo MacDonald (Ind, Lothians) said that young people in the NEET category would be good candidates for outdoor sports as they usually had an interest in football. But she said that lack of finance was holding back programmes and implementation of the intention behind the motion. Ms MacDonald suggested that local authorities should de-clutter the school timetable so that outdoor education or extra-curricular activity could be incorporated within the school week.

The Minister for Schools and Skills, Maureen Watt (SNP, North East Scotland) said that Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education had emphasised the value of well-planned outdoor education experiences. It had noted that the best examples were a combination of school-based and residential programmes that progressively developed pupils’ experience. She said that the curriculum for excellence guidance made it clear that the outdoor learning environment offered motivating, exciting, different and relevant activities from pre-school years through to college. The minister said that local authorities and teachers were best placed to decide how to deliver the benefits of outdoor learning in ways that would meet their local circumstances and which contributed to national outcomes. 

She was aware that there was wide variety in the duration and type of outdoor learning opportunities that were provided by schools and that a number of barriers could contribute to the problem. Those included timetabling, staff competence and confidence and differing views on the benefits of outdoor learning and there was work to be done to develop teachers' skills and encourage them to use the outdoors as an extension of the classroom. But Ms Watt said that outdoor education specialists needed to understand the demands of the new curriculum, including the development of the four capacities and the focus on skills, to ensure that they tailored experiences to meet those demands. She added that officials were currently developing proposals on how to build on best practice and strengthen the opportunities for young people to participate in a range of outdoor education opportunities, and she looked forward to sharing those proposals with members in the coming months.
SP 2008/0075
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Scottish Parliament Committees 

The Education, Lifelong Learning and Culture Committee did not meet last week. It next meets on Wednesday 6 February when it will consider two statutory instruments. These are the Individual Learning Account (Scotland) Amendment Regulations 2008 (SSI 2008/1), for which the Committee will take evidence from Maureen Watt MSP, Minister for Schools and Skills, and Hazel Rutherford, Course Costs Support Team Leader, Higher Education and Learner Support Division, Lifelong Learning Directorate, Scottish Government, and the negative instrument, the Police Act 1997 (Criminal Records) (Scotland) Amendment Regulations 2008 (SSI 2008/6). 

Delegated Legislation


There were no relevant statutory instruments relevant to Scotland issued last week.
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Westminster Parliament


There were no relevant debates concerning Scotland at Westminster last week. A Scottish MP tabled the following EDM.
EDM 788
CHILD EXECUTIONS

Proposer: Alistair Carmichael (LDP, Orkney and Shetland)

Date tabled: Friday 25 January, 2008

Number of MPs signing: 46

That this House notes that Amnesty International continues to record instances of child offenders being executed worldwide; observes that Amnesty International recorded that a total of 18 child offenders have been executed in Iran since 2004, more than any other state during that period; recognises that this practice is contrary to Article 37(a) of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child; further notes that this practice is contrary to the United Nations General Assembly resolution vote calling for a moratorium on the use of the death penalty passed on 18th December 2007; and calls upon the Government to take every action possible to ensure that there are no further child executions worldwide in 2008 or thereafter.
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___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Future Activity

***
Wednesday 6 February. Legislative Consent Motion on the Education and Skills Bill from the Westminster UK Parliament.


Thursday 7 February. Themed question session on education and lifelong learning.
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