Scottish education reform stalls as SQA overhaul plans face government resistance
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The call for reform within Scotland's education system has reached a crescendo, prompting unprecedented attention from both the government and educators. The Scottish National Party (SNP) has found it increasingly difficult to overlook public outcry regarding the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) and the broader structure of secondary education. This urgency led to the promise of discarding the SQA, alongside a pivotal review of the educational framework overseen by Professor Ken Muir. His extensive recommendations highlighted the necessity of restructuring the functions of the SQA to eliminate the conflicts of interest inherent in its dual role as regulator and examination authority.
Professor Muir's report underscored that the new qualifications body must not replicate the failures of its predecessor. It recommended significant shifts, such as creating an independent agency for curriculum and assessment that aligns more closely with best practices observed in other education systems around the world. There was an insistence on placing the needs and experiences of learners at the forefront, as this is crucial for restoring public trust and enhancing educational outcomes.
Despite initial optimism, many stakeholders have expressed disappointment, noting that the government has already dismissed substantive changes proposed by the Muir review. The much-touted “National Discussion” aimed to generate a renewed vision for Scottish education reluctantly faded into obscurity. The hopes for transformative reform now appear diminished, as the proposed new body is expected to retain the same powers and leadership from the SQA, prompting frustration among educators who feel trapped in a cycle of ineffective reform.
As experts point out, the aspiration to transform Scottish education must not be abandoned. The stakes are too high, and the challenges faced over the years—accentuated by the disruptions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic—demand a more innovative approach. Trust between educators and the SQA has suffered, documented as a growing concern within the educational community. The SQA has acknowledged this erosion of confidence, with its interim leadership identifying “resetting relationships” as a critical priority in their ongoing transformation efforts.
While The Herald's exploration of potential reforms has been commendable, recognising that merely 18 pages cannot encapsulate the complexity of Scottish educational needs, the publication nonetheless sets a groundwork for essential discussions. The exploration of Broad General Education and potential alternatives such as Foundation Apprenticeships exemplifies a fraction of the complexity involved in overhauling the secondary education structure. 
In looking beyond Scotland, comparisons with educational systems in Europe and North America reveal that diverse approaches can yield better learner outcomes. These examples underscore the necessity to make informed decisions that prioritise the well-being of students without clinging to outdated models. The ongoing transformation of the SQA is also expected to play a pivotal role in determining the feasibility of proposed reforms.
Moving forward, it is imperative that the conversation surrounding education reform continues, fostering a collaborative dialogue among all stakeholders. The urgency for change remains, and the responsibility lies with educators, policymakers, and the community at large to reinvigorate efforts aimed at reshaping a more effective and inclusive educational landscape for Scotland’s youth.
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