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Towards a Vision for
Scottish Education in 2025

Making it Happen



ADES1 is fully committed to the development of a world class education system in 
Scotland. Our original paper, ‘A Vision for Education in Scotland’ (2020), reinforced 
the role of key stakeholders in working collectively to challenge the status quo and 
secure improvements for children and young people across all sectors of education. 
This commitment to improvement is central to the ongoing work of ADES. Our aim is 
that a renewed vision, which is based on a culture of mutual trust and reciprocity, will 
stimulate discussion, debate and collaboration between stakeholders, political parties, 
professional associations, trade unions and the national agencies with responsibility 
for key aspects of education.  

Since the publication of the ADES 2020 vision paper, ADES has published two 
further think pieces designed to stimulate thinking amongst members and the wider 
education community. The International Council of Education Advisers has also 
published two reports - the latest one in December 20202.

The common thread running through these commentaries is the critical importance 
of a whole-system approach to improvement. Each report refers to the creation 
of a ‘learning system’ where all stakeholders in the system work together with a 
shared vision and purpose. Relationships are key to its success. ADES continues to 
be committed to working in partnership across a complex education landscape to 
secure the best possible outcomes for Scotland’s children and young people through 
the provision of high-quality children’s services, early learning and childcare and 
education.

1  ADES is an independent association for members who work at a senior level in education and children’s 
   services across Scotland.
2  International Council of Education Advisers Report … December 2020.
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The Impact of Covid-19
The pandemic is a significant moment in time and has affected many.  Recovery will 
take time. It is clear that we all need to reflect and learn lessons from the way in which 
the education system has reacted, developed and evolved during this extraordinarily 
difficult period.  In March 2020, all schools and nurseries closed for an extended 
period in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic has been a challenging 
period for society at large and for Scottish education as a whole with all learners, staff 
and parents/ carers experiencing significant disruption. Across the country, Scottish 
Government, councils, schools and ELC settings continue to react and respond 
to Covid 19 and the related restrictions to normal life. As an example, formal SQA 
examinations did not take place in 2020 and the 2021 examination diet has been 
cancelled and replaced with an alternative certification model based on school-based 
assessments. 

There have been some positives from all of this. The significant increase in home 
learning activities and online learning across all sectors of education has required 
learners and staff to adapt to the delivery of new learning approaches and to improve 
their digital competence. There has been a significant level of collaboration at 
authority, school and ELC level. The increased use of digital technology to remove 
geographical barriers and to provide children and young people with greater choices 
and wider access to creative, flexible and enhanced curriculum learning opportunities 
is welcomed. The commitment of staff across Scotland to this has been truly 
commendable. The challenges and experiences gained through the development and 
roll out of digital, home and remote learning options must be captured and used to 
influence future strategic responses. 

In recognising that significant financial resource investment has been needed to 
support the UK economy and Covid recovery, it is likely that there will be pressure 
and constraints placed on future financial settlements. ADES is fully prepared and 
committed to working with the Scottish Government to ensure that all resources are 
allocated, targeted and prioritised in the most effective and efficient ways.



Making It Happen
We must look to the future. We know that a return to a ‘business as usual’ model is 
not the optimal course of action. The ADES Directors’ Forum and Networks have met 
frequently throughout this period to share experiences, offer collegiate support and 
plan for the future. The policy of Excellence and Equity remains a top priority. Much 
national debate and focus have been placed on closing the attainment gap but less 
attention has been placed on the ways in which we achieve excellence for all children 
and young people within the system.

In order to promote excellence, tackle inequalities and secure improvement there 
needs to be an even more effective emphasis on collaborative working at every level 
of the system. This will require mutual trust and respect by all stakeholders if we are to 
achieve the goal of system-wide improvement.  

The ICEA report (December 2020) reinforces this point with the statement that a ‘one 
size fits all’ model is not relevant for Scottish education and the recommendation 
that there should be greater emphasis on ‘distributed responsibility and engagement, 
professional judgement and agency, robust collaborative professionalism, and local 
energy and ownership’. This places a collective responsibility on all parts of the 
system to work in partnership in order to maximise and nurture the individual potential 
and talents of all children and young people and to promote an ethos of inclusion, 
respect and tolerance across all sectors of education.

Scotland is a small but complex system: we know that improvement works best when 
those nearest the learner are empowered and enabled to take informed risks and 
experiment. This requires trust and confidence and a clear framework of collective 
accountability taking into account the unique context of each setting. 

In order to support the aspiration of Excellence and Equity, we believe that the 
following actions need to be taken: 

• the next iteration of the Scottish Attainment Challenge must create the optimum 
conditions to enable schools, ELC settings, local authorities and national agencies 
to maximise the impact of the available resources;

• a comprehensive review of assessment across all sectors of education is required 
including the need to review the current system of national qualifications, to learn 
from the lessons of 2020 and 2021 and to better recognise and make visible 
children and young people’s achievements;

• the curriculum should be regularly reviewed with the involvement of all 
stakeholders to ensure that it continues to be sufficiently flexible to meet the 
individual and collective needs of all learners;

• children’s services and education staff must work even more closely together to 
intervene and support all children, young people and families who experience 
educational or social disadvantage; and 

• career long professional learning must remain a priority, with greater coherence 
between those supporting and delivering professional learning at Initial Teacher 
Education and those working at local authority level.



Next Steps
ADES will seek to work with all partners committed to collaborating in respectful 
partnerships to bring about improvement across Scottish education. Our central focus 
will be on improvement through collaboration with an emphasis on shared endeavour 
with key partner groups and agencies. This aligns with the statement in the Education 
Reform Joint Agreement3 that, ‘achieving the national vision of excellence and equity 
cannot be achieved by one part of the system alone: all partners must work together in 
a collegiate and collaborative way, keeping the interests of children and young people 
front and centre.’ 

As with our previous vision paper, we will continue to produce ‘Think Pieces’ and 
‘Progress Reports’ as we move forward together on the journey to create a world class 
education system for every child and young person in Scotland. We are confident that 
ADES has the capacity and commitment to play a significant role in improving Scottish 
education. We look forward to the journey.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3  Education Reform Joint Agreement June 2018


