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	Executive summary
1.	 Fostering capable citizens across a range of capacities is key 

to a nation’s success, from the strength of its economy to the 
health and wellbeing of its population to its resilience in the face 
of change. Scotland is no different: the skills and knowledge of its 
people are inextricably linked to its overall prosperity.

2.	 A country’s education and training system forms the foundation 
on which these attributes are developed. Education and skills 
policy must therefore be viewed not in isolation, but as a 
fundamental component of a thriving nation. In Scotland’s case, 
it is essential that the policy objectives for the country as a whole 
are underpinned by an education and skills system that aligns with 
these objectives from both a social and economic perspective. 
This alignment must be evidenced not only in policy narratives, but 
also in the respective actions taken to deliver them. 

3.	 Achieving the policies laid out by the Scottish Government across 
its main priority areas is heavily dependent on building a suitably 
skilled workforce. However, there remain significant challenges 
in ensuring those undertaking initial education – and those 
already in the workplace – can access the right opportunities to 
fulfil personal aspirations as well as to contribute to the future 
success of Scotland. From the perspectives of the businesses and 
organisations that will provide the products and services to deliver 
these policies, the ability to recruit and retain highly qualified 
people across a variety of disciplines and competency levels is 
crucial. 

4.	 This report presents the findings of a research project that sought 
to understand how Scottish Government’s principal policy areas 
– as captured by the Programme for Government – relate to each 
other, and how the changes brought by the educational reform 
agenda can support their delivery.
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Educational reform in the wider policy 
context

5.	 The Scottish education and skills system remains the subject of 
major reform, having witnessed a number of consultations and 
reviews take place over recent years across the school and tertiary 
sectors. These have included:

Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence: Into the Future (OECD, 2021) 

Putting Learners at the Centre: Towards a Future Vision for 
Scottish Education (Scottish Government, 2022b) – undertaken by 
Professor Ken Muir 

All Learners in Scotland Matter – The National Discussion on 
Education: Final Report (Scottish Government, 2023e) – led by 
Professors Carol Campbell and Alma Harris

It’s Our Future: Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications 
and Assessment (Scottish Government, 2023g) – led by Professor 
Louise Hayward

Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel 
economic transformation (Scottish Government, 2023f) – a report 
by James Withers

Purpose and Principles for Post-School Education, Research and 
Skills (Scottish Government, 2023h) – published by the Minister for 
Higher Education and Skills.

6.	 Together, these reviews have generated over one hundred 
recommendations and observations, some of which have been 
accepted by government, some of which have not, and some of 
which remain under consideration.

7.	 The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s (RSE) Education Committee, in 
collaboration with the Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish STEM 
Education (LSG)1, undertook an initial piece of work to understand 
how these findings, and associated actions taken by Scottish 
Government, intersect. Through this exercise, it became apparent 
that the reform agenda, with some exceptions, is considerably 
compartmentalised.

1	  The full list of organisations comprising the LSG can be found on the RSE website. 
As stated, the LSG contributed exclusively to the first phase of this project and so its 
constituent bodies (except for the RSE) have not signed off on this report.

.11
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8.	 Education is a thread that runs across multiple government 
priorities and so enacting significant reforms will reverberate 
across the policy landscape. From providing access to better paid 
work, to improving the life chances of children, to cultivating the 
skills needed to achieve net zero, it is critical to know if and know 
how the reform agenda will position the system to deliver on these 
wider aims. Current actions appear to be focused on institutional 
changes, and we look forward to further work being undertaken to 
address the nature of provision to support the national priorities.

9.	 The question then arose as to whether the education reform 
agenda’s relationship to the wider policy landscape was similarly 
fragmented. To answer this, the RSE commissioned a systematic 
review of the education reform agenda as it relates to three of the 
Scottish Government’s stated priorities: growing the economy, 
eradicating child poverty, and tackling the climate emergency. 

10.	 The initial assessment of the internal coherency of the reform 
agenda provided a way of determining its inherent strengths and 
weaknesses, particularly as a catalyst for the types of change 
demanded by the three overarching priorities. 

11.	 Representative policy documents were identified for each 
government priority and their intended aim carefully scrutinised. 
The four main strands of the reform agenda – the All Learners in 
Scotland Matter – The National Discussion on Education (Scottish 
Government, 2023e), It’s Our Future: Report of the Independent 
Review of Qualifications and Assessment (Scottish Government, 
2023g), Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system 
to fuel economic transformation (Scottish Government, 2023f), and 
Purpose and Principles for Post-School Education, Research and 
Skills (Scottish Government, 2023h) – were then evaluated against 
these policies, looking for evidence of coherence or misalignment. 

12.	 The RSE Education Committee is not aware of a comprehensive 
analysis of the Scottish education landscape of this nature 
having been undertaken to date. The project’s aim is to provide 
value to key stakeholders by making sense of a complex policy 
landscape, helping to steer the education system towards the 
best possible future outcomes for Scotland’s citizens, economy, 
and environment. This report will provide a suggested direction 
of travel for the next phase of the education reform agenda. In 
implementing the agenda, we hope that stakeholders will be 
mindful of the gaps and overlaps that this research has revealed. 
By integrating policies across the piece, Scotland can get the best 
out of its education system and achieve its wider aims.
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Findings and recommendations 

13.	 A series of recommendations are provided for each identified 
priority that suggest how the various pillars of the education 
reform agenda can best serve that priority. In some cases, these 
recommendations are straightforward, calling for specific findings 
to be implemented as they stand. In other cases, they speak to 
more systemic and enduring challenges, most notably:

	⁃ the importance of reinforcing the parity of esteem between 
different educational journeys and career paths. Whilst changing 
current perceptions is a difficult task, addressing it should 
nevertheless be on the government’s immediate radar. 

	⁃ the important role of both colleges and universities in supporting 
those entering, and those already in, the work force to achieve 
successful and meaningful careers in roles that are needed for 
Scotland’s future success.

	⁃ a paucity of data and evidence. Without access to the right 
evidence, even the most well-intentioned policies are at risk of 
failure. This report would go as far as to say the most glaring data 
shortages should be addressed before any other recommendations 
are enacted to ensure any next steps are enlightened ones.

	⁃ the introduction of new initiatives, while established and valuable 
interventions requiring sustained investment are left dormant 
or discontinued. The fact that many of the required solutions 
already exist speaks to the quality and dedication of Scotland’s 
policymaking community.

	⁃ how policy misalignment might disproportionately impact certain 
groups, such as women, minorities, older adults, and communities 
who are dependent on carbon-intensive industries, bringing an 
added imperative to correct it.

14.	 The detailed findings of the research are presented within the body 
of this report, highlighting areas where educational policy and 
national themes are coherent and where gaps and mismatches are 
present. A summary of the recommendations that arise from these 
broader findings are provided below, categorised according to the 
relevant national priority.

1 .2

7



Key findings and recommendations – 
Education and growing the economy
There are already a number of worthwhile initiatives to be found 
across many of the policies under consideration, focused primarily on 
widening access and opportunities. 

Recommendation: These should be duly prioritised, given their 
demonstrated benefits.

Some valuable funding programmes have been curtailed or dropped.

Recommendation: The government is urged to monitor the impact of 
its interventions and review the removal of programmes such as the 
Flexible Workforce Development Fund (FWDF). 

There are broad overlaps between Scotland’s National Strategy for 
Economic Transformation (NSET) and Fit for the Future: developing a 
post-school learning system to fuel economic transformation. 

Recommendation: Whilst we acknowledge the institutional changes 
proposed by Withers, there remains plenty of scope to amplify NSET’s 
potential impact by linking it to education reform more deliberately.

There is a lack of research into older working adults. 

Recommendation: We propose greater research into – and indeed, 
practical efforts to harness – older adults’ experiences and talents to 
enhance equity and tackle skills shortages.

Recommendation: There should be a review of the age limitation on 
apprenticeship provision.

The proposal to establish “a new national skills planning approach” 
(Dey, 2025a) as part of the post-school funding landscape update is a 
positive step.

Recommendation: Policymakers are urged to seek genuine and 
meaningful alignment across the qualifications and skills landscape 
in secondary and tertiary education.

There is consensus on the need to maximise inclusivity and 
accessibility.

There is agreement across Fit for the Future: developing a post-school 
learning system to fuel economic transformation, the Adult Learning 
Strategy for Scotland 2022-2027 (ALS), and It’s Our Future: Report 
of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment on the 
introduction of a lifelong digital training record (LDTR).

Recommendation: The LDTR should be implemented. Its introduction 
should be preceded by a corresponding review of My World of Work 
to assess its suitability as a potential hosting platform.

8



Too little is known about the Skills Recognition Scotland (SRS) 
programme and its impact and effectiveness to determine how to 
proceed. 

Recommendation: We strongly urge the government to increase 
its efforts to make this programme meaningful and successful; in 
particular, we call for greater transparency, oversight, and evaluation 
of the social justice principles that have informed the SRS.

The aforementioned data gap found within the policy literature 
extends to the area of adult literacies, which are generally understood 
to mean literacy, numeracy, digital literacy, and problem-solving skills.

Recommendation: We propose action to address the gap in data 
relating to adult literacies.

A pledge was made in the Adult Learning Strategy 2022-2027 to 
undertake a review of Adult Literacies in Scotland 2020: Strategic 
Guidance, originally published in 2010. 

Recommendation: We would welcome clarity on the timeline, 
process, and outcome of this pledge. This would greatly contribute 
to our understanding of the adult literacies landscape and enable 
planning for provision to upskill for further opportunities and 
employment.

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) is particularly 
important for avoiding the pitfalls of underemployment: as one 
example, the Poverty Alliance reports the misassessment of migrant 
women’s levels of English, combined with a lack of instruments to 
suitably map their qualifications, resulting in their being put forward 
for roles for which they are overqualified.

Recommendation: Given Scotland’s ageing population and the 
reserved nature of migration policy, we urge the government to invest 
in the talent in our midst by accommodating New Scots appropriately 
in education, training, and employment.
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Key findings and recommendations 
– Education and eradicating child 
poverty

There is clear evidence that early childhood experiences extend well 
into adulthood. Accessing high-quality early learning and childcare 
is therefore vital in setting young people up to become healthy and 
successful adults. 

Recommendation: The next iteration of Best Start, Bright Futures 
(Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan: 2026 – 2031) (BSBF) should 
offer a clear sense of how education for caregivers is to be leveraged 
as a strategic measure to reduce child poverty and achieve better 
outcomes for young people in the long-term.

“Child poverty” is a manifestation of deprivation at the parental or 
family level. Interventions should therefore tackle the root causes of 
this deprivation (e.g. low-paid work) as well as its indicators.

Given its direct relationship to employability and earning potential, the 
post-school education system – including adult learning, community 
learning, colleges, and universities – should be a key locus for lasting 
poverty alleviation.

Recommendation: Given the range of courses, skills, sectors, and 
individuals that could be served by these funds – and, by extension, 
the breadth of policy priorities addressed by their availability – 
Individual Training Accounts (ITAs) and the Flexible Workforce 
Development Fund (FWDF) should be reinstated to facilitate adult 
employment and hence, mitigate family poverty.

Recommendation: The Lifetime Skills Offer should be taken forward 
at pace, given its ubiquity across policies and its potential to 
transform lives, communities, and public services.

Recommendation: Action on delivering the Adult Learning Strategy 
should no longer be delayed as it risks entrenching existing 
inequalities and counters its explicit mission “to tackle child poverty 
by ensuring that parents – both in and out of work – are able to 
access the skills they need to progress in their career” (Scottish 
Government, 2022e, p. 3).
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Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel 
economic transformation (the Withers Review) offers multiple ways 
to enhance parity for access for those who need it most, such as 
calling “for those undertaking part-time learning or pursuing certain 
approved accelerated retraining programmes to receive the same 
pro-rata level of funding support for living costs as those in full time 
education” (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 40). 

Recommendation: The findings of the Withers Review can be further 
applied to alleviate poverty by improving access to post-school 
education. Significantly, although the government has accepted 
this recommendation, its delivery does not appear imminent and so 
should be suitably fast tracked.

The BSBF Progress Report 2023 – 2024 acknowledges the role of the 
Withers Review in supporting parents, and that post-school education 
reform is part of the wider strategy for alleviating poverty, promising 
“a paper bringing together the full evidence and related source 
documents [about the longer-term programme of reform of post-
school education]” (Scottish Government, 2024a, p. 15). 

Recommendation: We encourage the government to accelerate its 
release.

Community learning and development (CLD) is significantly under-
funded given the strategic, social, and economic benefits it can 
address. 

Recommendation: Considering CLD aims to serve marginalised 
groups of learners and communities, its lack of status and funding 
raise questions about equity and social justice and counters the 
“equity and excellence” narrative of the broader educational policy 
landscape in recent years. We need a better understanding of the 
government’s intentions to strengthen CLD provision and resources 
as integral parts of the post-school education system.

Very limited Scotland-specific evidence exists on the role of skills and 
training in alleviating poverty and child poverty. 

Recommendation: The range and consequences of these data gaps 
is concerning and must be addressed, as it is difficult to imagine how 
sufficient progress can be made to eradicate child poverty without a 
meaningful strategy for research into this area. 
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Key findings and recommendations 
– Education and tackling the climate 
emergency
There is a need for clarity in the climate policy space, given there are 
several policies whose hierarchy and interrelations are not obvious. 
These include the Climate Emergency Scotland Action Plan (CESAP) 
(not formally updated since 2023) and the draft Energy Strategy and 
Just Transition Plan.

The RSE’s response to the Draft Energy Strategy and Just Transition 
Plan explicitly called for a skills strategy to align with the future 
energy strategy. 

Recommendation: Acknowledging the approach to delivering the 
just transition plan has changed, we hope the eventual policy takes 
adequate account of accompanying skills needs.

We note indications that the government will assume a more 
central role in national and regional skills planning in response to 
recommendations 3 and 4 from Fit for the Future: developing a post-
school learning system to fuel economic transformation (the Withers 
Review). 

Recommendation: This should come with greater reassurance and 
evidence that the government possesses the appropriate capacity 
to undertake this skills planning, that this planning is accompanied 
by appropriate funding instruments and processes, and that suitably 
designed qualifications and assessments underpin the skills 
development required for Scotland to achieve its net zero goals.

We welcome the government’s action following the recommendations 
of the Withers Review in relation to funding models, regarding these 
as positive steps.

Recommendation: Greater commitment will nevertheless be required 
to affect the extent of reform envisaged by other aspects by the 
Withers Review.
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There is consensus across Putting Learners at the Centre: Towards 
a Future Vision for Scottish Education, the Withers Review, and It’s 
Our Future: Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and 
Assessment (IRQA) to enhance and support modularisation and short, 
sharp, industry-specific courses for upskilling and reskilling.

Recommendation: Given the advantages of the Scottish Credit 
Qualifications Framework (SCQF) – which are well-suited to the 
rapidly evolving skills required for net zero – we urge the government 
to reconsider its hitherto muted responses to SCQF-related 
recommendations in these reports.

There is clear evidence that many of the existing or paused funding 
opportunities examined in this report have had a strong uptake and 
delivered clear impact. 

Recommendation: We urge the government to review, and consider 
reinstating, initiatives such as the National Transition Training Fund 
(NTTF) that have had a demonstrable impact.

It is unclear to what extent the original intentions and ambitions of 
the Green Jobs Workforce Academy have been realised, and how 
would-be users can currently benefit.

Recommendation: The functioning and intended legacy of the Green 
Jobs Workforce Academy warrant a reexamination.

While the success of the Modern Apprenticeship scheme is clear, it 
could be made even more inclusive by removing age-related funding 
restrictions and other potential barriers to participation.

Recommendation: We would recommend a review of the eligibility 
criteria for the Modern Apprenticeship scheme.

As with the other priorities discussed in this report, green data gaps 
(in relation to investment, demand, provision, career progression, and 
other issues) are widespread. 

Recommendation: Data gaps affecting the green sector must be 
addressed to avoid hampering training and recruitment efforts.
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Many of the recommendations made by the IRQA have not been 
implemented.

Recommendation: The recommended progressive changes to 
senior phase qualifications would offer greater potential to develop 
and harness the necessary skills to contribute to Scotland’s net 
zero targets. The strategic potential of the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement (the SDA), including its potential to align with tertiary 
pathways via the universal skills framework, warrants greater support.

The true extent and value of green careers is largely underrecognised 
by both learners and society. 

Recommendation: There is more that should be done across the 
education system to emphasise the full spectrum of green careers 
that are available to learners, particularly those predicated on a more 
vocational mode of entry. Exposing young people to role models and 
more thoughtful and nuanced careers advice could go some way in 
achieving this. Getting the messaging right can also help to address 
persistent shortfalls in representation across green sectors, such as 
of women and migrants. 

Education reform has a role to play in Scotland’s just transition, 
and there is a strong focus on the importance and strength of local 
provision throughout the education reform proposals. 

Recommendation: Local provision is indeed critical to upskilling and 
reskilling the immediate community in response to disruptions to 
anchor industries. However, this local provision must be appropriately 
situated in a national context to avoid becoming overly parochial, 
competitive, and fragmented.

Recommendation: While we welcome the work that is said to be 
taken forward to strengthen local and regional skills planning, we are 
sceptical about the success of this outcome as long as the further 
education sector remains undervalued.

There is a need to consider the mechanisms by which SMEs, which 
comprise the bulk of Scotland’s economy, can be suitably empowered 
and incentivised to upskill their workforce.

Recommendation: Existing approaches to career development and 
upskilling across SMEs should be assessed for their effectiveness.
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Introduction and 
methodology
Scottish Education

15.	 Scottish education is in a period of significant transformation. 
Over the last several years, various reviews have highlighted the 
need for change across the system and put forward a variety 
of recommendations. The reviews have in turn looked at the 
curriculum (Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence: Into the Future 
(OECD, 2021)), governance (Putting Learners at the Centre: 
Towards a Future Vision for Scottish Education (Professor Ken 
Muir) (Scottish Government, 2022b), overall vision (All Learners in 
Scotland Matter: The National Discussion on Education (Professors 
Carol Campbell and Alma Harris) (Scottish Government, 2023e), 
assessment and qualifications (Upper-Secondary Education 
Student Assessment in Scotland: A Comparative Perspective 
(Professor Gordon Stobart) (Stobart, 2021); It’s Our Future: 
Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment (Professor 
Louise Hayward) (Scottish Government, 2023g)), skills (Fit for the 
Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel economic 
transformation (the Withers Review) (Scottish Government, 2023f), 
and the post-secondary ecosystem (Purpose and Principles for 
Post-School Education, Research and Skills (Scottish Government, 
2023h)). Most recently, the Education (Scotland) Bill (Scottish 
Parliament, 2024), introduced in Scottish Parliament in June 2024, 
promises yet further change to organisational structures and 
responsibilities.

16.	 Many in the education sector have been left wondering how 
the findings of these reviews will be integrated and delivered. 
Importantly, does the broader Scottish policy community 
understand the implications of the education reform agenda? 
The effects of these policy changes will not be restricted to the 
education system, and the system must itself remain responsive to 
external policy drivers. For example, Scotland remains committed 
to an ambitious programme of decarbonisation. Achieving 
these targets will require a dramatic increase in the number of 
people trained and employed in certain jobs. However, green 
skills shortages continue to abound. How can national priorities 
be effectively linked to decisions taken at the delivery level, 
from careers advice to subject offerings to articulation between 
different stages of the learner journey? Without this mutual 
understanding, Scottish education risks becoming distanced from 
the very objectives it is intended to serve. 

2
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17.	 To provide a more workable framework for our analysis, we 
examined national priorities as articulated by the current 
Programme for Government.2 However, the underlying themes 
of economic growth, poverty reduction, and climate action are 
objectively important and transcend political boundaries. This 
report comments on current government performance only insofar 
as it highlights opportunities for greater policy alignment. Where 
specific targets or outcomes have not been met, we refrained from 
exploring the causative factors and instead asked how education 
could be leveraged to hasten progress. With that precondition, 
we invite stakeholders to engage with this analysis through an 
apolitical lens.

18.	 Although this analysis was considered comprehensive and 
accurate at the time of writing and publication, it is acknowledged 
that subsequent developments may alter the policy context 
and, by extension, the applicability of the report’s findings. 
Readers should exercise due diligence in referencing the report’s 
recommendations over time.

2	 At the time this research was initiated, our point of reference was the Programme for 
Government 2024 – 2025 (Scottish Government, 2024d). This was superseded by the 
Programme for Government 2025 – 2026 on 6 May 2025 (Scottish Government, 2025). 
As the identified priorities remained consistent across both documents, its release did 
not impact our overall findings, though any changes to relevant policies were noted and 
incorporated into the analysis as required.16



Approach: Phase one
19.	 The research was undertaken in two phases. The first phase 

examined the coherence between the four main education reviews 
that have defined the latest round of education reforms. 

Education reviews

All Learners in Scotland Matter: The National Discussion on 
Education (Professors Carol Campbell and Alma Harris) 
(Scottish Government, 2023e)

It’s Our Future: Report of the Independent Review of 
Qualifications and Assessment (Professor Louise Hayward) 
(Scottish Government, 2023g)

Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system 
to fuel economic Transformation (James Withers) 

Purpose and Principles for Post-School Education (Scottish 
Government, 2023f), Research and Skills (Scottish 
Government 2023h)

20.	 For the reviews to be regarded as tools to fulfil broader policy 
ambitions, their strengths and limitations needed to be 
understood. Using an assessment matrix populated with a list of 
key topics, members of the RSE Education Committee and the 
Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish STEM Education (LSG) (RSE, 
2025) systemically evaluated the four reviews to determine their 
respective stance on a particular topic. This format allowed for 
easy comparison of how a particular topic was covered across 
all four reviews. The commissioned qualitative researcher took 
account of these findings as appropriate during phase two.

21.	 Identifying the compatibilities and gaps within the reform agenda 
provided an early indication of where incongruencies with the 
broader policy landscape might emerge. If the reform agenda was 
found to be silent on a particular topic, it suggested that policy 
objectives relating to that topic may not be supported by the 
agenda, or at least not directly. For example, the reviews did not 
mention the viability of specific subject areas such as sciences 
and modern languages, despite their vital role in a globalised and 
green economy. If the reviews offered varying or conflicting views 
on a topic, it was believed this discord could similarly undermine 
the delivery of corresponding policy objective on a national scale. 
For example, the reviews did not take a consistent perspective 
on AI, with all four underemphasising the level of infrastructure 
required to adapt to increasingly digital delivery and the equity 
challenges this could introduce between local authorities and 
individuals.

2 .2
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22.	 In general, it was found that the majority of the reviews stayed 
within their defined remits and did not take cognisance of 
other aspects of the education and skills system. One notable 
exception was It’s Our Future: Report of the Independent Review 
of Qualifications and Assessment, which reflected on the findings 
of both the review by Professor Ken Muir (Scottish Government, 
2022b) and the report by the OECD (2021). The reviews’ narrow 
focus at times made it challenging to apply their recommendations 
to more holistic policy challenges, as represented by the three 
government priorities.

23.	 The results of this first phase of research have not been published 
as a standalone piece of work, though a list of topics used in the 
analysis can be found in Appendix III.

All Learners in Scotland 

Matter:

The National Discussion on 

Education

Final Report

May 2023

Fit for the Future: developing 

a post-school learning 

system to fuel economic 

transformationSkills Delivery Landscape 

Review – Final Report 

Submitted to Scottish Ministers, May 2023

May 2023

Purpose and Principles 

for Post-School Education, 

Research and Skills

June 2023June 2023

It’s Our Future: Report of the Independent Reviewof Qualifications and Assessment
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Approach: Phase two
24.	 The second phase of the exercise was undertaken by an 

independent researcher from September 2024 until March 2025. 
The researcher undertook a systematic analysis of the education 
reform agenda as it relates to three of the Scottish Government’s 
named priorities, as announced in May 2024 by First Minister 
John Swinney and subsequently entrenched in the Programme 
for Government 2024–2025 (Scottish Government, 2024d). These 
priorities are: growing the economy; eradicating child poverty; 
and tackling the climate emergency. The decision was made not 
to include the fourth priority of “improving public services” in the 
analysis, on the basis that the connection between education and 
public services would be too complicated to unpack within the 
parameters of this project, given that education is itself a public 
service and public services span many different policy areas. 

25.	 The aim was to determine whether the Scottish education reform 
reviews could support objectives across the wider Scottish policy 
landscape, highlight areas of positive impact, and point to any clear 
instances of misalignment or ambiguity that could give rise to 
unintended consequences. 

26.	 The research activities predominantly comprised secondary 
desk-based research. This involved multiple readings, coding, 
and thematic analysis of a range of primary sources. These were 
mostly policy papers and reports, but some were media texts and 
“grey literature”, such as briefing papers and meeting minutes. 
Around 50 texts were studied, coded, and thematically analysed. 
Representative core policies were identified for each of the three 
priorities (e.g. growing the economy – Scotland’s National Strategy 
for Economic Transformation (Scottish Government, 2022a); 
eradicating child poverty – Best Start, Bright Futures: Tackling Child 
Poverty Delivery Plan 2022–2026 (Scottish Government, 2022d); 
tackling the climate emergency – Draft Energy Strategy and Just 
Transition Plan (Scottish Government, 2023a)), augmented by 
additional policies as appropriate. 

27.	 The secondary research was supplemented with primary research 
that took the form of informal interviews with external experts and 
members of RSE’s Education Committee. Data from these primary 
sources expanded and clarified the findings from the secondary 
research.

28.	 The RSE Education Committee is not aware of a comprehensive 
analysis of the Scottish education landscape of this nature 
having been undertaken to date. The project’s aim is to provide 
value to key stakeholders by making sense of a complex policy 
landscape, helping to steer the education system towards the best 
possible future outcomes for Scotland’s citizens, economy, and 
environment.
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Education and growing 
the economy
Introduction

29.	 The RSE considers education as much more than an engine 
to drive economic development. Our concept of education 
emphasises the multiple benefits it brings to people, the 
economy, and society. This part of the research and reporting 
aims to highlight how education reform can be leveraged for 
the benefit of economic growth, alongside its broader aims of 
personal fulfilment and societal betterment. We acknowledge that 
Scotland’s economy is also subject to external factors in the form 
of reserved policies and global trends, making efforts to establish 
a cause-and-effect relationship between educational policies and 
economic performance more complicated. Nevertheless, there are 
levers that are within Scotland’s control, a key one being access to 
a strong educational and skills system for young people and adult 
learners. Our research and this discussion should therefore be read 
within that context.

30.	 Drawing initially on Scotland’s National Strategy for Economic 
Transformation (Scottish Government, 2022a) and Fit for the 
Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel economic 
transformation (the Withers Review) (Scottish Government, 
2023f), we extend our analysis to include the Learning: For All. 
For Life. A report from the Independent Review of Community 
Learning and Development (CLD) (Scottish Government, 2024c) 
(the CLD Review), It’s Our Future: Report of the Independent 
Review of Qualifications and Assessment (IRQA) (Scottish 
Government, 2023g), All Learners in Scotland Matter – The National 
Discussion on Education: Final Report (National Discussion) 
(Scottish Government, 2023e), work from the Poverty Alliance, 
Adult Learning Strategy for Scotland 2022–2027 (ALS) (Scottish 
Government, 2022e), and others. Our research points to an 
abundance of existing opportunities that are often undermined 
by a range of barriers and complexities that prevent people and 
employers from meeting their respective needs. We highlight 
examples of where talent in Scotland is not being optimally 
developed or harnessed, and draw on evidence of strengths and 
opportunities in the system. In the current context of constrained 
public finances, it is especially important to maximise existing 
resources, avoid waste and duplication, and invest strategically 
in the areas that need it most – and in the people most at risk 
of being left behind. As such, we aim to show ways in which 
education reform proposals can help the government achieve its 
ambitions for fair and inclusive economic growth.

3
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Key findings and recommendations – 
Education and growing the economy
There are already a number of worthwhile initiatives to be found 
across many of the policies under consideration, focused primarily on 
widening access and opportunities. 

Recommendation: These should be duly prioritised, given their 
demonstrated benefits.

Some valuable funding programmes have been curtailed or dropped.

Recommendation: The government is urged to monitor the impact of 
its interventions and review the removal of programmes such as the 
Flexible Workforce Development Fund (FWDF). 

There are broad overlaps between Scotland’s National Strategy for 
Economic Transformation (NSET) and Fit for the Future: developing a 
post-school learning system to fuel economic transformation. 

Recommendation: Whilst we acknowledge the institutional changes 
proposed by Withers, there remains plenty of scope to amplify NSET’s 
potential impact by linking it to education reform more deliberately.

There is a lack of research into older working adults. 

Recommendation: We propose greater research into – and indeed, 
practical efforts to harness – older adults’ experiences and talents to 
enhance equity and tackle skills shortages.

Recommendation: There should be a review of the age limitation on 
apprenticeship provision.

The proposal to establish “a new national skills planning approach” 
(Dey, 2025a) as part of the post-school funding landscape update is a 
positive step.

Recommendation: Policymakers are urged to seek genuine and 
meaningful alignment across the qualifications and skills landscape 
in secondary and tertiary education.

21



There is consensus on the need to maximise inclusivity and 
accessibility.

There is agreement across Fit for the Future: developing a post-school 
learning system to fuel economic transformation, the Adult Learning 
Strategy for Scotland 2022–2027 (ALS), and It’s Our Future: Report 
of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment on the 
introduction of a lifelong digital training record (LDTR).

Recommendation: The LDTR should be implemented. Its introduction 
should be preceded by a corresponding review of My World of Work 
to assess its suitability as a potential hosting platform.

Too little is known about the Skills Recognition Scotland (SRS) 
programme and its impact and effectiveness to determine how to 
proceed. 

Recommendation: We strongly urge the government to increase 
its efforts to make this programme meaningful and successful; in 
particular, we call for greater transparency, oversight, and evaluation 
of the social justice principles that have informed the SRS.

The aforementioned data gap found within the policy literature 
extends to the area of adult literacies, which are generally understood 
to mean literacy, numeracy, digital literacy, and problem-solving skills.

Recommendation: We propose action to address the gap in data 
relating to adult literacies.

A pledge was made in the Adult Learning Strategy 2022-2027 to 
undertake a review of Adult Literacies in Scotland 2020: Strategic 
Guidance, originally published in 2010. 

Recommendation: We would welcome clarity on the timeline, 
process, and outcome of this pledge. This would greatly contribute 
to our understanding of the adult literacies landscape and enable 
planning for provision to upskill for further opportunities and 
employment.

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) is particularly 
important for avoiding the pitfalls of underemployment: as one 
example, the Poverty Alliance reports the misassessment of migrant 
women’s levels of English, combined with a lack of instruments to 
suitably map their qualifications, resulting in their being put forward 
for roles for which they are overqualified.

Recommendation: Given Scotland’s ageing population and the 
reserved nature of migration policy, we urge the government to invest 
in the talent in our midst by accommodating New Scots appropriately 
in education, training, and employment.
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Scotland’s National Strategy for 
Economic Transformation

31.	 Our starting point is Scotland’s National Strategy for Economic 
Transformation (the NSET), whose programme of action, Skilled 
Workforce, comprises three Projects aimed at leveraging 
education and skills for economic benefits. These are progressive, 
sensible, and strategic actions with a welcome, inclusive 
ethos (Scottish Government, 2022a, pp. 40–41). It is, therefore, 
noteworthy that several of them were not mentioned in the 
Withers Review that otherwise aimed to take the Skilled Workforce 
programme forward; by extension, they do not appear in Purpose 
and Principles (Scottish Government, 2023h), the government’s 
response to the Withers Review. We wish to highlight these 
omitted parts from Skilled Workforce, given the education reform 
opportunities available to us. 

32.	 The most notable policy proposal from the NSET, the Lifetime 
Skills Offer, does not appear in recommendations from the Withers 
Review, although it is mentioned several times in the Review itself. 
Considering its ubiquity across policy texts since the NSET – 
and the work said to be taking place to advance this offer – we 
urge the government to enable its development and completion 
at pace. We are of the view that the withdrawal of the Flexible 
Workforce Development Fund (FWDF) was regrettable, given the 
immense benefits of the fund to tens of thousands of employees 
and hundreds of employers (Scottish Government, 2023b, p. 5) 
and given the government’s own ambitions and aims to “remove 
barriers to employment” (Scottish Government, 2024d, p. 22). The 
withdrawal has had a damaging impact on the college network 
and, in the context of the Apprenticeship Levy, has reduced 
employers’ engagement with upskilling and reskilling significantly.3 
Recommendation 6 in the Withers Review seeks to mitigate the 
opacity around the Levy by redesigning the funding system, but no 
firm commitment to fulfil this recommendation has yet become 
apparent, despite its premise being accepted (Dey, 2024, p. 3). An 
evaluation of the FWDF acknowledges “the role it can continue to 
play in supporting inclusive economic growth [and] in supporting 
Covid-19 recovery” (Scottish Government, 2023b, p. 2) so its 
withdrawal seems short-sighted given the ongoing challenges so 
many people continue to face following the pandemic and in the 
current adverse economic climate.

3	  Internal data from City of Glasgow College.
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33.	 Other proposals advanced in the NSET include links with the 
Adult Learning Strategy (ALS) (Scottish Government, 2022e). In 
the next chapter, we show how aligning adult learning provision 
across the whole tertiary education system could enable people 
to improve their economic circumstances and social mobility 
and, by extension, make them better contributors to the nation’s 
economic health. The NSET also proposed a National Digital 
Academy, extending the Green Jobs Workforce Academy (Scottish 
Government, 2021), and targeted measures for marginalised 
groups, particularly those at risk of poverty, recognising the six 
priority family types from Best Start, Bright Futures: Tackling 
Child Poverty Delivery Plan 2022–2026 (Scottish Government, 
2022a, p. 40). All these proposals centre on widening access 
and opportunities, are in alignment with other policies, and are to 
be welcomed. However, their current status is either unclear or 
awaiting government response and action. 

34.	 While we recognise the broad overlaps between the NSET and the 
Withers Review (i.e. regional focus, skills development, economic 
transformation) and acknowledge those areas of the Withers 
Review that are currently being actioned by the government, there 
remains plenty of scope to amplify NSET’s potential impact by 
linking it to education reform more deliberately.
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Mind the gap – in curricula, in skills, and 
in the economy

35.	 Taking forward key actions from the Scottish Funding Council 
review of coherent provision and sustainability (Scottish Funding 
Council, 2021), the NSET calls for a more responsive, coherent 
education and skills system (Scottish Government, 2022a, p. 40), 
echoed by its successors the ALS, the Withers Review, and the CLD 
Review, all of which approach this from the post-school education 
and skills perspective. This call for coherence and responsiveness 
in the curriculum – including in the context of economic benefits 
– has also come from the secondary education sector. The 
IRQA pays particular attention to the economic imperative of 
qualifications reform, citing the World Economic Forum and the 
OECD in developing its argument for recognising how crucial 
curricula and qualifications are to prosperity and stability (Scottish 
Government, 2023g, p. 18). The IRQA’s Recommendation 21 calls 
for flexible, modular curricula and qualifications that are responsive 
to the changing needs of individuals, society, and the economy. 
The National Discussion on Education, a vast public engagement 
exercise focusing on primary and secondary education, heard 
of the pressing need for a coherent approach, for skills “to be 
adaptable to respond to the evolving and changing economic 
landscape”, and for qualifications reform (Scottish Government, 
2023e, p. 23). Recommendation 9 from the Withers Review 
calls for greater articulation between tertiary and senior phase 
qualifications. There is, then, a substantial body of work available 
to inform this part of the reform process.

36.	 The IRQA and the Withers Review both call for a universal skills 
framework as the basis for a more coherent, clear, and equitable 
way to recognise achievement and plot out progression. In the 
IRQA, the framework underpins a specific component of the 
proposed Scottish Diploma of Achievement (SDA), namely, Project 
Learning (currently known as interdisciplinary learning). The 
government’s response to this shared recommendation from both 
the Withers Review and the IRQA does not make clear if such a 
framework is entirely supported. Its response to the IRQA mentions 
a national skills framework only briefly in the introduction and, 
elsewhere, offers a tentative commitment to strengthening Project 
Learning for which the universal framework is envisaged to be the 
foundation (Scottish Government, 2024f, p. 18). The response to 
the skills framework proposal in the Withers Review suggests it will 
be kept under review “…as the reform programme progresses” (Dey, 
2024b, p5.).
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37.	 Noting the government’s disinclination toward the SDA as 
proposed in the IRQA, it nevertheless feels appropriate to reiterate 
the sector’s calls for qualifications reform. 

Returning to the IRQA’s emphasis on the economic imperative of 
qualifications reform, its alignment with the NSET, with the Withers 
Review, and, indeed, with the Programme for Government 2024 
– 2025 (Scottish Government, 2024d) (which highlights the skills 
gap as a factor to tackle for economic growth), is remarkable, as 
evidenced by the following excerpt, listing one of the justifications 
for qualifications and assessment reform: “gaps identified by 
employers between the current skill base of learners exiting the 
Senior Phase and the skills required to help the economy to grow 
and broader society to thrive” (Scottish Government, 2023g, p. 
26). However, the government’s response to the IRQA does not 
mention the skills gap and the potential that updated, progressive 
qualifications have in addressing it. Instead, the response speaks 
of “rationalising” the senior phase (Scottish Government, 2024f, p. 
8), which the RSE is concerned may not go far enough. 

38.	 We are encouraged to see that “establishing a new national skills 
planning approach” is offered as part of the post-school funding 
landscape update (Dey, 2025a, p. 1) and we urge policymakers to 
seek genuine and meaningful alignment across the qualifications 
and skills landscape in secondary and tertiary education. There 
is one other, crucial, argument for qualifications reform that 
would have far-reaching benefits. Both the IRQA and the National 
Discussion have highlighted the entrenched inequity that is 
found in the current, exam-heavy qualifications system and the 
significant stress experienced by pupils for whom traditional, 
written exams are exceptionally challenging. If we accept that 
young people’s health and wellbeing are a top priority (a message 
that came through strongly in the National Discussion), then 
qualifications reform takes on a new imperative in the interests of 
building a more inclusive system. 

If left unaddressed, Scotland risks lagging behind other 
countries and perpetuating a system that is increasingly 

ill-suited to the needs of the twenty-first century. 
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Older working adults
39.	 The government already recognises a trio of challenges to 

economic growth: “economic inactivity, an ageing population, 
and skills shortages” (Scottish Government, 2024d, p. 22). It 
is noteworthy that only one Scotland-specific report on skills 
provision and equalities focusing on older workers was found 
by researchers undertaking the recent literature review of adult 
lifetime skills (CIPD, 2022). We propose greater research into – and 
indeed, practical efforts to harness – older adults’ experiences and 
talents to enhance equity and tackle skills shortages.  

The OECD notes that prevailing approaches to supporting 
and enabling older adults need to be rethought, given ageing 
populations and the hitherto disproportionate focus on, and 
funding of, education and training for younger people, particularly 
in higher education (OECD, 2020, p. 93).

40.	 A more equitable approach is essential, and Scotland already 
has the resourcefulness within the tertiary system to make this 
happen. The OECD report refers to older adults in the context 
of Scotland’s apprenticeship system; the Withers Review places 
a significant focus on apprenticeships and we welcome the 
pledge from the government, in Purpose and Principles for 
Post-School Education, Research and Skills: Initial Priorities, to 
“develop a model for student support and engagement that 
takes account of all provision pathways and not just further and 
higher education, including considering apprenticeships and CLD” 
(Scottish Government, 2023j, p. 16). We urge policymakers to go 
further in their considerations of equity and parity by recognising 
that apprenticeships are particularly important for older adults 
and have been disproportionately underfunded (OECD, 2020, p. 
99). As recently noted by a senior figure in the tertiary sector, “a 
greater focus must be placed on those more experienced workers 
– reskilling, upskilling, and lifelong skilling are vital if we are to 
succeed in filling skills shortages” (Little, 2024). This seems 
especially crucial in the context of upskilling and reskilling for a 
just transition, as we discuss elsewhere in this report.
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Evidence shows that older adults are more at risk of being 
marginalised and potentially missing out on access to 
higher level training, upskilling, and new employment.
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41.	 Research from the Poverty Alliance shows that older people of 
working age in Scotland do not feel that the main online portal 
for training and jobs, My World of Work, speaks to them (Poverty 
Alliance, 2023, p. 10). The website’s youthful imagery and language 
no doubt contribute to this impression, including a dedicated portal 
for primary-aged children found alongside one aimed at “adults 
looking for a change.” We propose a review of My World of Work 
to maximise inclusivity and accessibility. We note that My World 
of Work has been identified as the preferred locus for the lifelong 
digital training record advanced in the Withers Review and adopted 
in the ALS and the IRQA. We wholly welcome the government’s 
consideration of developing this potentially valuable resource, as 
expressed in its response to the IRQA (Scottish Government, 2024f, 
p. 12) and, therefore, suggest a review of My World of Work as part 
of preparations for the digital training record in recognition of its 
aim to serve pupils and students of all ages. 
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Migrants, the economy, and social justice
42.	 The previous chapter offered insights into the significant segment 

of the population at risk of exclusion from participating in 
education. A specific part of that segment comprises people new 
to Scotland whose skills, qualifications, and experiences need to 
be mapped and accommodated appropriately, for their own and 
for their communities’ benefit. A range of policy texts acknowledge 
this need to deploy migrants’ skills and experience: the NSET, the 
Withers Review, the Poverty Alliance report, the CLD Review, the 
ALS, and the NSET’s 2024 progress report all call for actions to 
ensure this talent is not wasted. Two programmes appear to have 
resulted from these policies: Scotland’s Migration Service and 
Skills Recognition Scotland. The former, launched in March 2024, 
was initially designed to offer advice and information to employers, 
graduates, and investors about skills, jobs, and opportunities. 
An expansion was announced in November 2024 to include “a 
wider range of individuals” (Scottish Government, 2024i) but it 
is not yet clear what this means, so additional information about 
its functioning and its associated strengths and challenges is 
awaited. 

43.	 Of more pressing concern is Skills Recognition Scotland (SRS), 
which is aimed at mapping migrants’ skills and experience 
against Scotland’s framework for qualifications to overcome 
underemployment. It appears to have been set up in 2018 
and to have become known as Skills Recognition Scotland in 
2022, though very little information about it is available beyond 
documentation from the SCQF suggesting its development has 
been difficult (SCQF, 2023). Despite a confident note about SRS in 
the NSET’s Second Annual Progress Report (Scottish Government, 
2024b, p. 24), the report on the SRS pilot (Scottish Government, 
2024h) shows a puzzling lack of data about what was, ostensibly, 
a five-year pilot. Given the calls across the policy space to mobilise 
migrants’ skills and expertise, the pilot does not appear to have 
resulted in meaningful outcomes. Data were collected from only 
11 interviews, none of which were with participants or employers 
(Scottish Government, 2024h, p. 5). This implies that migrants’ 
voices were not adequately captured in the production of this 
report. Similarly, employers were not able to give their views on 
the effectiveness of the service. The report notes: “there was a 
perception that participants in the SRS pilot were highly skilled 
and impressive individuals” (Scottish Government, 2024h, p. 9), 
which makes the lack of information about how (or whether) these 
talented people have been adopted into the system even more 
concerning. 
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44.	 The SRS pilot report contributes to the perception of data gaps 
we have uncovered across the policy literature: too little is known 
about the SRS programme and its impact and effectiveness to 
determine how to proceed.  

The report raises many – perhaps wider – questions about 
inclusion, participation, and representation, and leaves the distinct 
impression that SRS, though well-intentioned, is not yet fit for 
purpose. We strongly urge the government to increase its efforts to 
make this programme meaningful and successful; in particular, we 
call for greater transparency, oversight, and evaluation of the social 
justice principles that have informed the SRS.

Once again, there is a real risk that those who need 
SRS’ services the most are being overlooked. 
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Adult literacies, ESOL, and the economy
45.	 The aforementioned data gap found within the policy literature 

extends to the area of adult literacies, which are generally 
understood to mean literacy, numeracy, digital literacy, and 
problem-solving skills. Given the government refers to “making full 
use of our potential workforce” as part of its priority for growing 
the economy (Scottish Government, 2024d, p. 22), we propose 
action to address the gap in data relating to adult literacies. This 
would determine the correct scale of any associated interventions 
that would ensure this demographic is not inhibited from being 
economically active.

46.	 There are no baseline statistics on adult literacies in Scotland, 
due in part to the fact it has never participated in the OECD 
International Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (OECD, n.d.). Studies 
cited in the Adult lifetime skills literature review point to evidence 
from PIAAC surveys in other countries of the link between high 
levels of literacy in adults, successful skills development provision, 
and higher employment (Scottish Government, 2023d, p. 27). 
The absence of such data in Scotland, as pointed out in the CLD 
Review, means  

This lack of knowledge adds to the numerous barriers embedded 
in the system – a key theme across the literature and one that 
can be mitigated by accepting and enacting Recommendation 6.1 
from the CLD Review, calling on the Scottish Government to fund 
Scotland’s participation in the OECD International Survey of Adult 
Skills (PIAAC) (Scottish Government, 2024c, p. 39). 

47.	 We also await action following the pledge made in the ALS 
(Scottish Government, 2022e, p. 17) to undertake a review of 
Adult Literacies in Scotland 2020: Strategic Guidance (Scottish 
Government, 2020), originally published in 2010. This, too, would 
contribute greatly to our understanding of the adult literacies 
landscape and enable planning for provision to upskill for further 
opportunities and employment. A timeline for such a review has 
not been shared, and we would welcome clarity about this process 
and outcome. The NSET calls for investment in skills over people’s 
entire lifetimes; this means having a solid understanding of the 
skills and needs of the adult population as much as those of 
younger learners. It seems that a much richer body of knowledge 
and data in this area than we currently have is required to deliver 
this essential service to Scotland’s people. 

48.	 The ALS also pledged a review of Welcoming Our Learners: 
Scotland’s ESOL Strategy 2015-2020 (Scottish Government, 
2022e, p. 17) which has not yet emerged, to which sector-
leading voices have responded with disappointment (Scottish 
Government, 2024c, p. 31). ESOL is particularly important for 
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we do not know how to address challenges around basic adult 
competencies and, by extension, what steps to take to increase 

participation in terms of further education, skills, and work

(Scottish Government 2024c, p. 18)
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avoiding the pitfalls of underemployment: as one example, the 
Poverty Alliance reports the misassessment of migrant women’s 
levels of English, combined with a lack of instruments to suitably 
map their qualifications, resulting in their being put forward for 
roles for which they are overqualified (Poverty Alliance, 2023, 
p. 26). Research from Migration Policy Scotland similarly notes 
the importance of language learning to ensure migrants are 
accommodated in employment “better suited to their experience 
and qualifications” (Migration Policy Scotland, n.d.). Unmet 
demand is a key finding in research across three of Scotland’s 
local authorities (Stella and Kay, 2023) and is a significant part of 
the “crisis” noted in the CLD Review that reports significant waiting 
lists for ESOL provision (Scottish Government, 2024c, p. 30). Given 
Scotland’s ageing population and the reserved nature of migration 
policy, we urge the government to invest in the talent in our midst 
by accommodating New Scots appropriately in education, training, 
and employment.

49.	 If the crisis in ESOL is connected to the suboptimal functioning 
of Skills Recognition Scotland and to the challenges for migrants 
reported in the Poverty Alliance report, this leaves the distinct 
impression that migrants are being failed by significant gaps 
in policy implementation. These gaps speak to issues of parity, 
accessibility, and barriers evident across the wider policy space. 
For the government to make the most of the country’s available 
talent – to address underskilling, underemployment, and economic 
inactivity – attending to the educational needs of this vital 
demographic is essential. 
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 Conclusion: Fit for the present?
50.	 The NSET’s vision to develop a “wellbeing economy”, and its 

ambition for the post-school education and skills system’s part in 
achieving that vision, are laudable. There is no shortage of stated 
desire for a fair and equitable education and skills system that 
serves the most marginalised among us. The term “wellbeing 
economy” has infused the policy landscape since the NSET, and 
its 2024 progress report includes it to mean an economy that is 
“skilled, inclusive, and diverse” (Scottish Government, 2024b, p. 
25). Our research shows that for the wellbeing economy to achieve 
these things, much more needs to be done to harness the talent 
in our midst and avoid waste and missed opportunities – for the 
benefit of the economy and for individuals. For the phrase to be 
meaningful, the conditions for achieving it must include parity, 
equity, and accessibility for those at risk of being left behind 
– including, but not limited to, migrants and older workers. We 
have shown areas where policy misalignment, inaction, or delay 
are constraining the ambitions set out in the aforementioned 
policies. The government now has at its disposal a vast number 
of reports and recommendations about how to proceed and 
progress. We recognise and appreciate the potential for confusion 
and contradiction in this vast landscape. It is, therefore, essential 
to have an overarching policy and associated goals, action plan, 
and, importantly, tracking mechanisms. We urge policymakers to 
leverage existing educational opportunities and use the proposals 
for reform to a much greater extent to meet and exceed their own 
ambitions.
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Education and 
eradicating child poverty
 Introduction

51.	 We support the ambitious Scottish Government target of reducing 
the number of children in families in relative poverty to <10% by 
2030 (Scottish Government, 2022d, p. 17) and the vital work that 
is already underway to meet this target, as outlined in the recent 
Progress Report for the Best Start, Bright Futures: Tackling Child 
Poverty Delivery Plan 2022–2026 (Scottish Government 2024a) and 
in reports from key partners such as the Poverty Alliance (2024). 
We also note reference to the next Tackling Child Poverty Delivery 
Plan (2026–31) in the Programme for Government 2025–2026 
(Scottish Government, 2025), which will set a continued direction 
of travel to meet the 2030 target. 

52.	 Despite commendable steps being taken, further action is needed. 
Statistics from March 2025 revealed that the government fell short 
of meeting its interim targets of reducing relative child poverty 
below 18% and absolute poverty below 14% by 2023, although 
both figures had decreased from the previous year. The four main 
reviews for education reform at the centre of this policy coherence 
exercise contain a host of measures that could contribute 
significantly to alleviating child poverty if properly harnessed. For 
this to happen, Scotland must pursue better alignment between 
its child poverty policies and the post-school education (reform) 
landscape in particular, by which we mean the entirety of the 
tertiary sector. 

53.	 To frame this chapter, we would like to state two important caveats 
from the outset. First, whilst early learning and childcare provision 
(ELC) is an essential component of eradicating child poverty, it 
also serves a critical purpose in its own right. In expanding ELC 
provision to facilitate parental employment, there is a risk that 
we focus too heavily on childcare at the expense of education. 
Research is increasingly confirming the disproportionate impact of 
a child’s first few years on their overall life trajectory and a child’s 
experience of this critical life period can be significantly mediated 
through ELC. Having access to high-quality ELC can therefore have 
a positive impact on young people for years to come. As such, we 
must ensure that ELC continues to enrich children as much as it 
keeps them safe and looked after. In 2022, the RSE convened an 
online conference with over three hundred sectoral leaders and 
members of the ELC workforce which highlighted the importance 
of high-quality childcare for long-term childhood development 
(RSE, 2022). We would like to reiterate that messaging here. 
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54.	 Second, we wish to build on an important note in the Programme 
for Government 2024 – 2025 which states that “children’s poverty 
is parents’ poverty” (Scottish Government, 2024d, p. 13). This 
aligns with the Poverty Alliance who note that “children are not in 
poverty in isolation; their poverty is linked directly to family and 
women’s poverty” (Poverty Alliance, 2024, p. 5). We therefore 
suggest changing the nomenclature of “child” poverty to either 
“parental”, “household”, or “family” poverty. In doing so, we shift 
the focus to those interventions that stand to have the greatest and 
most sustained impact on child poverty: those aimed at providing 
adults with the right skills, training, and education to access better-
paid work. As the Programme for Government 2025 – 2026 states: 
“good quality, well-paid work provides an enduring route out of 
poverty” (Scottish Government, 2025, p. 17). We therefore propose 
a much greater focus on these matters in policy enactment 
and implementation than the current reliance on social security 
measures allows for. Also, in the context of devolution, Scotland’s 
government has greater control over education and employment 
as measures to eradicate (child) poverty than the social security 
levers which are largely controlled by the UK Government (Poverty 
Alliance, 2024, p. 8). By capitalising on those powers within its 
gift, the Scottish Government can accelerate its progress towards 
meeting its statutory commitments to eradicate child poverty. 
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Key findings and recommendations 
– Education and eradicating child 
poverty
There is clear evidence that early childhood experiences extend well 
into adulthood. Accessing high-quality early learning and childcare 
is therefore vital in setting young people up to become healthy and 
successful adults. 

Recommendation: The next iteration of Best Start, Bright Futures 
(Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan: 2026–2031) (BSBF) should 
offer a clear sense of how education for caregivers is to be leveraged 
as a strategic measure to reduce child poverty and achieve better 
outcomes for young people in the long-term.

“Child poverty” is a manifestation of deprivation at the parental or 
family level. Interventions should therefore tackle the root causes of 
this deprivation (e.g. low-paid work) as well as its indicators.

Given its direct relationship to employability and earning potential, the 
post-school education system – including adult learning, community 
learning, colleges, and universities – should be a key locus for lasting 
poverty alleviation.

Recommendation: Given the range of courses, skills, sectors, and 
individuals that could be served by these funds – and, by extension, 
the breadth of policy priorities addressed by their availability – 
Individual Training Accounts (ITAs) and the Flexible Workforce 
Development Fund (FWDF) should be reinstated to facilitate adult 
employment and hence, mitigate family poverty.

Recommendation: The Lifetime Skills Offer should be taken forward 
at pace, given its ubiquity across policies and its potential to 
transform lives, communities, and public services.

Recommendation: Action on delivering the Adult Learning Strategy 
should no longer be delayed as it risks entrenching existing 
inequalities and counters its explicit mission “to tackle child poverty 
by ensuring that parents – both in and out of work – are able to 
access the skills they need to progress in their career” (Scottish 
Government, 2022e, p. 3).
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Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel 
economic transformation (the Withers Review) offers multiple ways 
to enhance parity for access for those who need it most, such as 
calling “for those undertaking part-time learning or pursuing certain 
approved accelerated retraining programmes to receive the same 
pro-rata level of funding support for living costs as those in full time 
education” (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 40). 

Recommendation: The findings of the Withers Review can be further 
applied to alleviate poverty by improving access to post-school 
education. Significantly, although the government has accepted 
this recommendation, its delivery does not appear imminent and so 
should be suitably fast tracked.

The BSBF Progress Report 2023–2024 acknowledges the role of the 
Withers Review in supporting parents, and that post-school education 
reform is part of the wider strategy for alleviating poverty, promising 
“a paper bringing together the full evidence and related source 
documents [about the longer-term programme of reform of post-
school education]” (Scottish Government, 2024a, p. 15). 

Recommendation: We encourage the government to accelerate its 
release.

Community learning and development (CLD) is significantly under-
funded given the strategic, social, and economic benefits it can 
address. 

Recommendation: Considering CLD aims to serve marginalised 
groups of learners and communities, its lack of status and funding 
raise questions about equity and social justice and counters the 
“equity and excellence” narrative of the broader educational policy 
landscape in recent years. We need a better understanding of the 
government’s intentions to strengthen CLD provision and resources 
as integral parts of the post-school education system.

Very limited Scotland-specific evidence exists on the role of skills and 
training in alleviating poverty and child poverty. 

Recommendation: The range and consequences of these data gaps 
is concerning and must be addressed, as it is difficult to imagine how 
sufficient progress can be made to eradicate child poverty without a 
meaningful strategy for research into this area. 
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Best Start, Bright Futures
55.	 Our keystone document for this part of the policy coherence 

research was Best Start, Bright Futures: Tackling Child Poverty 
Delivery Plan 2022–2026 (BSBF) (Scottish Government, 2022d), 
supplemented with its Progress Report 2023–2024 (Scottish 
Government, 2024a) and analysis of several other central texts: 
two reports from the Poverty Alliance (The Lifetime Skills Offer 
(Poverty Alliance, 2023) and Submission to Post-Legislative 
Scrutiny of the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017 (Poverty Alliance, 
2024)); the Learning: For All. For Life. A report from the Independent 
Review of Community Learning and Development (CLD) (the CLD 
Review) (Scottish Government, 2024c); the Adult Learning Strategy 
for Scotland 2022–2027 (ALS) (Scottish Government, 2022e); No-
One Left Behind: Employability Strategic Plan 2024–2027 (Scottish 
Government, 2024e); and Adult lifetime skills: a literature review 
(Scottish Government, 2023d). 

56.	 We sought to identify how these texts recognise and advance the 
strategic importance of education for adults as a preventative 
and remediating measure against (child) poverty. In doing so, we 
looked to map them against the recommendations from Fit for the 
Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel economic 
transformation (the Withers Review) and the government’s 
response to it, outlined in the Purpose and Principles for Post-
School Education, Research and Skills suite of documents (Scottish 
Government, 2023h,j). We also draw on the ambitions laid out in 
Scotland’s National Strategy for Economic Transformation (NSET) 
(Scottish Government, 2024b) that led to the Withers Review of the 
post-school landscape.

57.	 BSBF contains a welcome and strong focus on benefits, childcare, 
transport, and digital connectivity. There is additionally a 
significant focus on pledges of support, on integrated measures, 
and on dignity and respect. Importantly, it introduces six 
representative priority families, many of which include women, 
at which the bulk of the proposed policy measures are directed. 
The “strengthened employment offer to parents” includes the 
Parental Employability Support Fund for vocational training for 
parents via the No One Left Behind employability strategy (Scottish 
Government, 2024e). The Programme for Government 2025 – 
2026 commits further resource to the Parental Employability 
Support Fund in the form of £40 million made available to Local 
Employability Partnerships in 2025/26 (Scottish Government, 
2025).

58.	 However, neither strategy includes a strong, clear, or detailed 
plan about the level and quality of skills training for those in the 
workforce and likely to be parents and carers or, importantly, 
reference to further and higher education provision as a 
preventative and remediating measure against family poverty. 
As such, BSBF does not offer a clear sense of how education for 
caregivers is to be leveraged as a strategic measure to reduce 
(child) poverty. It is recommended this shortcoming be addressed 
in the next iteration of the delivery plan.
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59.	 The section on Eradicating Child Poverty in the Programme for 
Government 2024 – 2025 (Scottish Government, 2024d) does 
not recognise access to education and skills development as 
key determinants of this outcome. Similarly, its discussion of 
“employability support” does not mention how adults will be 
prepared to reenter or assume new roles within the workforce. This 
is mirrored in the most recent Programme for Government (2025 
-2026) which again speaks of helping people into work without a 
corresponding commitment to expanding higher level training and 
education opportunities. As with BSBF and No One Left Behind, 
there are important and welcome measures in the most recent 
Programme for Government (2025 – 26) relating to childcare, 
benefits, housing, and advice – but not on provision for high-level 
training and education in adult, community, further, or higher 
education settings. Given its direct relationship to employability 
and earning potential, the post-school education system – 
including adult learning, community learning, colleges, and 
universities – should be a key locus for lasting poverty alleviation.

60.	 BSBF was published prior to the discontinuation of vital funding 
for individuals to access further education for upskilling and 
reskilling, such as the Individual Training Accounts (ITAs) and 
the Flexible Workforce Development Fund (FWDF), both of which 
were discontinued in 2023 and whose future remains unclear. 
BSBF links these funds, promisingly, to “higher level skills training” 
(Scottish Government, 2022d, p. 34) although without offering any 
detail about this. As with other measures and initiatives, these 
funds could have served multiple government priorities relating to 
child poverty, climate action, and the economy.

61.	 An evaluation of ITAs in 2023 reported positively on the 
programme (Scottish Government 2023c), although we also 
note that important recommendations from the Poverty Alliance 
to improve ITAs (2023, p. 13) appear to have been overlooked. 
Similarly, an evaluation of the FWDF reported favourably on that 
fund and concluded that “there is deemed to be a clear, strong, 
and continuing rationale for the Fund” (Scottish Government, 
2023b, p. 65). We are, therefore, concerned and surprised about 
its discontinuation and join sectoral calls for its reinstatement. If 
the measures proposed in BSBF rely on discontinued funds such 
as ITAs and FWDF, we wonder to what extent their withdrawal 
has affected the pledges made in the policy. Neither ITAs nor the 
FWDF are mentioned in BSBF’s Progress Report 2023 – 2024 
(Scottish Government, 2024a). Given the range of courses, skills, 
sectors, and individuals that could be served by these funds – and, 
by extension, the breadth of policy priorities addressed by their 
availability – it seems a mistake to make cuts to such strategically 
important funding measures. It will be important to find out how 
these cuts are reflected in the next progress report.
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Fit for the Future
62.	 The RSE recognises that the Withers Review emerged from NSET’s 

ambitions for building a skilled workforce and, as such, speaks 
mainly to the government’s priority of growing the economy. 
So far, we welcome the Scottish Government’s actioning of 
recommendations 1–5 from the Withers Review (Dey, 2024) and 
we understand that accompanying structural reform is in progress; 
for example, with Skills Development Scotland and Qualifications 
Scotland, which could temporarily affect the taking forward of 
some other recommendations while resources are directed at 
institutional reform.

63.	 However, we believe that the findings of the Withers Review can be 
further applied, both directly and strategically, to alleviate poverty 
through post-school education. Significantly, the Withers Review 
offers multiple ways to enhance parity of access for those who 
need it most. 

64.	 To illustrate this, we turn to Recommendation 7 and the 
government’s response to it. Recommendation 7 asks for provision 
“for those undertaking part-time learning or pursuing certain 
approved accelerated retraining programmes to receive the same 
pro-rata level of funding support for living costs as those in full 
time education” (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 41). In the June 
2024 update to the Scottish Parliament Education, Children and 
Young People Committee, the Minister for Higher and Further 
Education confirmed that a commitment for this was made in 
the Initial Priorities document within the suite of Purpose and 
Principles published in response to Withers (Dey, 2024). While this 
may have been the case, additional documentation accompanying 
the Initial Priorities, such as the Logic Model Outcomes purporting 
to show actions and outcomes following Withers, do not reflect 
the same commitment. Only when we look at the Long-Term 
Outcomes (“8+ years”) do we see a degree of the commitment 
that speaks to the type of parity of access that Withers calls for in 
Recommendation 7 (Scottish Government, 2023k)4. It strikes us 
that, for the government to achieve its poverty targets, measures 
to enhance skills, learning, and employability for those who need 
it most should not be delayed. This suggests a need to review the 
timeline for actions, based on available data, and the potential 
impact this could have.

4	 This policy proposal is also discussed in the chapter “Education and growing the economy”, but 
is discussed here in the context of eradicating (child) poverty and its links with skills for adults. 
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65.	 The BSBF Progress Report 2023–2024 acknowledges the role of 
the Withers Review, and that post-school education reform is part 
of the wider strategy for alleviating poverty. There is a short note 
indicating that “a paper bringing together the full evidence and 
related source documents [about the longer-term programme 
of reform of post-school education] has been prepared for 
publication” (Scottish Government, 2024a, p. 15) and we encourage 
the government to accelerate these developments.

66.	 We would like to highlight briefly three other ways in which the 
taking forward of more of Withers’ recommendations – which align 
with other policies – could help the government meet its aims 
for poverty alleviation. Continuing with our theme of education 
for adults to raise household income, the Withers Review calls 
for employer investment in reskilling and upskilling, for parity 
for academic and vocational learning pathways, and for a digital 
record of (lifelong) learning. The Purpose and Principles Initial 
Priorities and Logic Model Outcomes do not offer a convincingly 
robust commitment to Recommendation 14 (employer investment 
in reskilling and upskilling), but the June 2024 update from the 
Minister does offer greater reassurance of intended actions to 
strengthen co-investment from employers (Dey, 2024, p. 6). This 
is encouraging, as the Poverty Alliance reports uncertainty around 
employers’ engagement with, and commitment to, training and 
upskilling (Poverty Alliance, 2023, p. 18), suggesting this is an area 
with significant inconsistencies across sectors. 

67.	 The notion of parity, especially in the context of learning pathways, 
features throughout the policy literature and the Withers Review 
makes much of this, calling for parity of esteem between different 
types of learning and training (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 
36) to be reflected in the language we use (Scottish Government, 
2023f, p. 29), in how funding is allocated (Scottish Government, 
2023f, p. 40), and in how qualifications are named (Scottish 
Government, 2023f, p. 48). In this, it is joined by the ALS and the 
CLD Review (see more below) in calling for a coherent tertiary 
sector to serve all adults equally, especially those who need it 
most: arguably, adults at risk of, or already experiencing, poverty. 
Finally, another opportunity to enhance parity, enable easier access 
to adults’ ongoing learning, and facilitate transitions into new roles 
is the digital record of (lifelong) learning advanced in the Withers 
Review (Recommendation 10), in the ALS and, indeed, in It’s Our 
Future: Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and 
Assessment. Such a resource would inject a much-needed degree 
of parity and accessibility into lifelong learning that can allow 
people to better their lives. The Withers Review (and others) place 
a significant focus on enhancing parity and reducing barriers for 
people, which have emerged as major themes across the policy 
literature and which we strongly encourage the government to 
embrace as it seeks to meet its poverty-reduction targets.
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The Lifetime Skills Offer
68.	 Across the literature, the single most prominent adult education 

policy proposal is the Lifetime Skills Offer (sometimes known as 
the “lifetime upskilling and retraining offer”) initially introduced 
in the NSET (Scottish Government, 2022a) in 2022 and featured 
in many other policy texts since then. We welcome this policy 
proposal and while we understand that its development is in its 
early stages, we nonetheless urge the government to take this 
proposal forward at pace, given its ubiquity and its potential to 
transform lives, communities, and public services.

69.	 We note that, although the Withers Review sought to take forward 
the Skilled Workforce programme from the NSET – and that 
this included the Lifetime Skills Offer – it did not include it in its 
recommendations. In fact, it is mentioned only once in the Review 
itself (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 65). Hence, the Lifetime 
Skills Offer does not appear in Purpose and Principles: Initial 
Priorities (Scottish Government, 2023j) or subsequent responses 
from the government to Withers such as the June 2024 Ministerial 
update (Dey, 2024). 

70.	 We regard this as a critical policy proposal, particularly given its 
potential to alleviate poverty by enabling adults to progress and 
elevate their skills to secure better-paid work. In this regard, the 
work from the Poverty Alliance, commissioned by the government, 
speaks volumes. Their research, aimed at contributing to the 
development of the Lifetime Skills Offer, focuses on the people 
most at risk of poverty: women, migrants, the disabled, and older 
people (Poverty Alliance, 2023, p. 3). This is the very section of 
the population at which we encourage the government to direct 
its attention and resources to achieve the targets for reducing all 
forms of poverty.

71.	 However, that research was published in October 2023, at a time 
when funding such as ITAs and the FWDF were still available. We 
are, therefore, concerned that, along with similar proposals for 
skills and work outlined in BSBF, the withdrawal of vital funding 
risks undermining the recommendations from the Poverty Alliance. 
More clarity on this is essential, as is a timeline: in an email to our 
researcher in November 2024, the Lifelong Learning and Skills 
Directorate at the Scottish Government affirmed that “the work 
to develop a Lifetime Skills Offer has now been incorporated into 
the longer term programme of reform of post-school education,” 
which chimes with BSBF’s Progress Report of 2024 but still leaves 
uncertainty about the ultimate level of commitment from the 
government.
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The Adult Learning Strategy and the 
report from the Independent Review of 
Community Learning and Development 
(CLD)

72.	 Continuing with the theme of parity across the tertiary sector 
and eradicating (child) poverty, both the first ever Adult Learning 
Strategy 2022-2027 (ALS) (Scottish Government, 2022e) and 
Learning: For All. For Life. A report from the Independent Review 
of Community Learning and Development (CLD (the CLD Review) 
(Scottish Government, 2024c) offer policymakers well-founded and 
urgent clarion calls for cohesion, inclusion, investment, and action. 
The BSBF Progress Report 2023–2024 affirms adult learning and 
CLD as important ways in which to tackle poverty, but a response 
from the government following the recommendations from the 
ALS remains elusive, and the CLD Review notes that delays in 
action following the ALS have led to “deep disappointment” 
(Scottish Government, 2024c, p. 26). At the time of this report, 
“implementation of the Adult Learning Strategy has been paused” 
(Scottish Government, 2024a, p. 16), as we await the government’s 
response to the CLD Review.

73.	 The ALS aligns with the Withers Review and the NSET in that it 
focuses on upskilling and reskilling for in-work adults (which will 
include caregivers and those in priority families) but also in its 
repeated calls for parity for academic and vocational pathways 
and to strengthen partnerships across the tertiary sector (Scottish 
Government, 2022e, p. 6). In this respect, the ALS aligns with 
messaging from the preceding Scottish Funding Council Review 
to consider a more coherent tertiary system (Scottish Funding 
Council, 2021). Two key concerns in the ALS are the range of 
barriers people face in participating in adult learning, and the lack 
of connection between adult learning and the rest of the tertiary 
education sector. The Withers Review addresses barriers and lack 
of cohesion repeatedly; the government’s response, in Purpose and 
Principles and in subsequent updates, does not provide an action 
plan to suggest how this will be done. The range of barriers include 
those introduced by poverty, and additional exclusions relating to 
health, connectivity, and language (Scottish Government, 2023f, 
p. 24). Lack of action on the ALS therefore risks entrenching 
existing inequalities and counters its explicit mission “to tackle 
child poverty by ensuring that parents – both in and out of work – 
are able to access the skills they need to progress in their career” 
(Scottish Government, 2022e, p. 3). 
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74.	 The CLD Review sought to assess “the extent to which CLD is 
placed to contribute towards an education system that is fit for the 
future” (Scottish Government, 2024c, p. 11), building on the range 
of reports into (post) school reform already undertaken. Hence, the 
CLD Review takes its place as an integral part of the post-school 
reform landscape yet simultaneously seems to be marginalised in 
the educational ecosystem.  

Considering it aims to serve marginalised groups of learners and  
(Scottish Government, 2024c, p.21). communities, its lack of 
status and funding raise questions about equity and social 
justice and counters the “equity and excellence” narrative of the 
broader educational policy landscape in recent years. One of these 
marginalised groups are migrants, whose talents and skills – as 
also noted in the Withers Review (Scottish Government, 2023f, 
p. 44) and the NSET (Scottish Government, 2022a, p. 41) – are 
at risk of being lost in the context of “an ESOL5 crisis” (Scottish 
Government, 2024c, p. 30) that means their high-value skills 
cannot be used when faced with unresolved language barriers. 
The CLD Review could not be more emphatic about the need for 
immediate action for ESOL provision and offers a range of ways in 
which to do this. 

75.	 The extent to which a strong, well-funded CLD sector could 
contribute to meeting the government’s priorities – particularly 
in relation to poverty – appears to be substantial (Scottish 
Government, 2024c, p. 16). However, neither community 
learning nor adult learning have made it into the Programme for 
Government 2025-26 (Scottish Government, 2025). We need a 
better understanding of the government’s intentions to strengthen 
CLD provision and resources as integral parts of the post-school 
education system. Without a clear response and actions from 
the government to the recommendations from both the ALS and 
the CLD Review, the impression remains that a substantial and 
significant portion of the tertiary sector remains marginalised 
and neglected when, arguably, adequately developing that sector 
could hold the key to meeting national ambitions to reduce (child) 
poverty.

5	  English for Speakers of Other Languages. 

CLD is significantly under-funded given the strategic, social, and 
economic benefits it can address; it appears, quite literally, to 

be the poor relation of the post-school education family

(Scottish Government, 2024c, p.21).
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Adult lifetime skills and poverty: the data 
gap(s)

76.	 We are pleased that the government commissioned a literature 
review in 2023 of existing research into the link between adult 
lifetime skills and poverty (Scottish Government, 2023d) to help 
inform the development of the Lifetime Skills Offer introduced 
in the NSET. The findings make for sobering reading and offer a 
significant opportunity to develop our collective understanding 
about this link and, crucially, about what interventions work and 
do not work for poverty alleviation. The literature review reports on 
a range of findings echoed throughout the policy literature at the 
heart of our research: barriers to accessing learning and training; 
duplications and inefficiencies in the skills system; the need for 
flexible, modular provision; employers’ investment in learning and 
development; praise for ITAs and the FWDF; the positive influence 
of adults’ education on their children; the health benefits of lifelong 
learning; and, finally, the need to know what training is available.

77.	 The main findings from that literature review are that very 
limited Scotland-specific evidence exists on the role of skills 
and training in alleviating poverty and child poverty (Scottish 
Government, 2023d, p. 32). Furthermore, there is limited evidence 
on the strengths and weaknesses of the Scottish skills system, 
confirming what several other reports have also noted: we do not 
know what works. There is too little data on the impact of skills 
programmes on people’s lives: the Poverty Alliance report – also 
commissioned to inform the Lifetime Skills Offer – reports on the 
lack of data for equality groups’ experiences of skills programmes 
(Poverty Alliance, 2023, pp. 6–7) and the CLD Review notes there 
has been no data since 2009 on the link between deprivation and 
literacy levels (Scottish Government, 2024c, p.18). The range and 
consequences of these data gaps is concerning, and it is difficult 
to imagine how sufficient progress can be made to eradicate 
(child) poverty without a meaningful strategy for research into this 
area. Our expectation is that the Scottish Government is serious 
about developing the Lifetime Skills Offer. In this respect, there 
has already been some action, following one recommendation 
from the literature review findings: research into the experiences of 
different equalities groups of the skills system in Scotland (Poverty 
Alliance, 2023) which offers hope that other crucial data gaps will 
be addressed.
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78.	 We note that five reports from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
(the JRF) are among the sources included in the literature 
review – one of which appears to be the only Scotland-specific 
qualitative study on in-work progression and training (Yaqoob and 
Shahnaz, 2021), yielding some key findings on the plight of single-
parent families in in-work poverty and the need for interventions 
specifically targeted at single adults with caring responsibilities 
– one of the six priority families in BSBF. The importance of lifting 
this population segment out of poverty is difficult to overstate 
when we are reminded that this family type accommodates 90,000 
of the 230,000 estimated children in poverty. Among the specific 
needs of these caring single adults are training for upskilling by 
flexible delivery, as echoed in the Withers Review and in many 
of the other reviews discussed here. Given the JRF’s work is not 
cited in the two most recent Programmes for Government as 
contributors to developing a strategy for poverty alleviation, we 
would be interested to learn more about how else the government 
engages with the JRF’s work. 
 

Conclusion
79.	 The key themes that emerge from the policy literature are the need 

to develop and fund the Lifetime Skills Offer, the need for parity 
and accessibility, and the need to address critical data gaps. The 
government has a wealth of useful, robust, evidence-based reports 
and recommendations at its disposal from a wide range of sources 
to enable policymaking for the eradication of (child) poverty. The 
RSE urges the government to leverage the strength of the post-
school education and training system – across the entirety of the 
tertiary sector – to embed long-term and strategic, preventative 
measures to meet its aims. Presently, we are concerned that 
the defunding of training and (re)skilling opportunities, the 
underfunding of the post-school vocational sector, the hitherto 
elusive response and actions following the ALS and the CLD 
Review, and the apparent lack of functioning services for migrants 
wishing to enter employment6 give the impression that those who 
need access to post-school and tertiary education the most are 
being left behind. We urge policymakers to redouble their efforts 
and use the expertise at their disposal to develop sustainable, 
integrated approaches across the tertiary sector to eradicate 
(child) poverty long-term.

6	  As discussed in the “Education and growing the economy” chapter.
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Education and tackling 
the climate emergency
Introduction

80.	 The language of “fairer, greener” and the “wellbeing economy” 
infuses the policy landscape in Scotland, and these concepts 
are commendable aims. The chapter on Tackling the Climate 
Emergency in the Programme for Government 2025 – 2026 
(Scottish Government, 2025) puts forward new college-based 
initiatives to foster skills in offshore wind energy and zero emission 
vehicles and seeks to embed more climate education across select 
schools. While no one can deny that these sectors will benefit from 
increased workforce capacity and an enriched talent pool, there 
is still more that could be done to marshal the expertise of the 
education sector to meet Scotland’s climate targets.

81.	 In considering how education reform can advance this government 
priority, we have taken the term “climate” to mean more than just 
the status of the natural environment (as measured by the twin 
crises of climate change and biodiversity loss). It should also 
denote the social environment, encompassing wider matters of 
social sustainability and social justice, mindful of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SGDs) that underpin Scotland’s National 
Performance Framework (Scottish Government, n.d.). 

82.	 There are two reasons for this. The first is that social justice 
issues influence the net zero and just transition context; as one 
example, those in low-income employment experience particular 
barriers to reskilling. The second is that the voices of children 
and young people (CYP) feature prominently in two of the major 
education reform proposals: All Learners in Scotland Matter – 
The National Discussion on Education: Final Report (National 
Discussion) (Scottish Government, 2023e) and It’s Our Future: 
Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment 
(IRQA) (Scottish Government, 2023g). Given CYP’s instrumental 
position both as “end users” of education and future custodians 
and leaders in wider society, we wish to amplify these voices as 
part of our efforts to align education reform with the government’s 
priorities on climate matters. 

5
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Key findings and recommendations 
– Education and tackling the climate 
emergency
There is a need for clarity in the climate policy space, given there are 
several policies whose hierarchy and interrelations are not obvious. 
These include the Climate Emergency Scotland Action Plan (CESAP) 
(not formally updated since 2023) and the draft Energy Strategy and 
Just Transition Plan.

The RSE’s response to the Draft Energy Strategy and Just Transition 
Plan explicitly called for a skills strategy to align with the future 
energy strategy. 

Recommendation: Acknowledging the approach to delivering the 
just transition plan has changed, we hope the eventual policy takes 
adequate account of accompanying skills needs.

We note indications that the government will assume a more 
central role in national and regional skills planning in response to 
recommendations 3 and 4 from Fit for the Future: developing a post-
school learning system to fuel economic transformation (the Withers 
Review). 

Recommendation: This should come with greater reassurance and 
evidence that the government possesses the appropriate capacity 
to undertake this skills planning, that this planning is accompanied 
by appropriate funding instruments and processes, and that suitably 
designed qualifications and assessments underpin the skills 
development required for Scotland to achieve its net zero goals.

We welcome the government’s action following the recommendations 
of the Withers Review in relation to funding models, regarding these 
as positive steps.

Recommendation: Greater commitment will nevertheless be required 
to affect the extent of reform envisaged by other aspects by the 
Withers Review.

There is consensus across Putting Learners at the Centre: Towards 
a Future Vision for Scottish Education, the Withers Review, and It’s 
Our Future: Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and 
Assessment (IRQA) to enhance and support modularisation and short, 
sharp, industry-specific courses for upskilling and reskilling.

Recommendation: Given the advantages of the Scottish Credit 
Qualifications Framework (SCQF) – which are well-suited to the 
rapidly evolving skills required for net zero – we urge the government 
to reconsider its hitherto muted responses to SCQF-related 
recommendations in these reports.
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There is clear evidence that many of the existing or paused funding 
opportunities examined in this report have had a strong uptake and 
delivered clear impact. 

Recommendation: We urge the government to review, and consider 
reinstating, initiatives such as the National Transition Training Fund 
(NTTF) that have had a demonstrable impact.

It is unclear to what extent the original intentions and ambitions of 
the Green Jobs Workforce Academy have been realised, and how 
would-be users can currently benefit.

Recommendation: The functioning and intended legacy of the Green 
Jobs Workforce Academy warrant a reexamination.

While the success of the Modern Apprenticeship scheme is clear, it 
could be made even more inclusive by removing age-related funding 
restrictions and other potential barriers to participation.

Recommendation: We would recommend a review of the eligibility 
criteria for the Modern Apprenticeship scheme.

As with the other priorities discussed in this report, green data gaps 
(in relation to investment, demand, provision, career progression, and 
other issues) are widespread. 

Recommendation: Data gaps affecting the green sector must be 
addressed to avoid hampering training and recruitment efforts.

Many of the recommendations made by the IRQA have not been 
implemented.

Recommendation: The recommended progressive changes to 
senior phase qualifications would offer greater potential to develop 
and harness the necessary skills to contribute to Scotland’s net 
zero targets. The strategic potential of the Scottish Diploma of 
Achievement (the SDA), including its potential to align with tertiary 
pathways via the universal skills framework, warrants greater support.

The true extent and value of green careers is largely underrecognised 
by both learners and society. 

Recommendation: There is more that should be done across the 
education system to emphasise the full spectrum of green careers 
that are available to learners, particularly those predicated on a more 
vocational mode of entry. Exposing young people to role models and 
more thoughtful and nuanced careers advice could go some way in 
achieving this. Getting the messaging right can also help to address 
persistent shortfalls in representation across green sectors, such as 
of women and migrants. 
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Education reform has a role to play in Scotland’s just transition, 
and there is a strong focus on the importance and strength of local 
provision throughout the education reform proposals. 

Recommendation: Local provision is indeed critical to upskilling and 
reskilling the immediate community in response to disruptions to 
anchor industries. However, this local provision must be appropriately 
situated in a national context to avoid becoming overly parochial, 
competitive, and fragmented.

Recommendation: While we welcome the work that is said to be 
taken forward to strengthen local and regional skills planning, we are 
sceptical about the success of this outcome as long as the further 
education sector remains undervalued.

There is a need to consider the mechanisms by which SMEs, which 
comprise the bulk of Scotland’s economy, can be suitably empowered 
and incentivised to upskill their workforce.

Recommendation: Existing approaches to career development and 
upskilling across SMEs should be assessed for their effectiveness.
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The Energy Strategy and Just Transition 
Plan

83.	 At the time of undertaking this research, only the draft version 
of the Energy Strategy and Just Transition Plan (the ESJTP) from 
January 2023 was available for analysis (Scottish Government, 
2023a). The RSE understands that, since then, there has been 
a change in approach to the just transition agenda, and that 
efforts are ongoing to consolidate and action work in various just 
transition areas. At the time of publication of this policy coherence 
exercise, the long-anticipated final strategy was not yet available, 
and it is possible that the refreshed approach might take a 
different format. The RSE responded to the original consultation 
and takes this opportunity to highlight some of its key points, as 
well as offering fresh observations in the context of the education 
reform opportunities that have emerged since then. 

84.	 The consultation questions in the draft ESJTP to which we 
responded did not include any references to education, skills, 
training, or learning (Scottish Government, 2023a, p. 152). As such, 
our response explicitly called for a skills strategy to align with the 
future energy strategy (RSE, 2023, p. 4) and for tertiary education 
institutions to be supported to update their curricula to sustain and 
develop both the current and future workforce (RSE, 2023, pp. 7-8). 
We also noted that the draft ESJTP omitted consideration of its 
impact on future generations (Scottish Government, 2023a, p. 10); 
of the importance of climate education and the work of schools 
(Scottish Government, 2023a, p. 11); and of how communities 
at risk from loss of industries are to be supported (Scottish 
Government, 2023a, p. 10). We look forward to the eventual 
just transition plans to learn to what extent our responses have 
informed their development.
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85.	 Although it does not offer sector-specific recommendations, 
Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system to 
fuel economic transformation (the Withers Review) (Scottish 
Government, 2023f) is clear that the urgency to overhaul skills 
planning is strongly linked to the immediate requirement for 
skills and expertise to lead continued decarbonisation efforts 
(Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 67). We note indications that 
the government will assume a more central role in national 
and regional skills planning (Dey, 2024, 2025a) in response to 
recommendations 3 and 4 from the Withers Review. It will be 
critical that there is greater reassurance and evidence of the 
appropriate capacity to undertake this skills planning, that this is 
accompanied by appropriate funding instruments and processes, 
and that suitably designed qualifications and assessments 
underpin the skills development required for Scotland to 
achieve its net zero goals. We welcome the government’s action 
following the recommendations in relation to funding models 
(Dey, 2025b), regarding these as positive steps, but believe that 
greater commitment will be required to affect the extent of reform 
envisaged by the Withers Review. 

86.	 On the importance of enabling career progression and minimising 
duplication, the Withers Review is one of several calling for 
greater harnessing of the powerful instrument that is the Scottish 
Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) which enables clear 
articulation of qualifications. Given the potential for the Framework 
to enhance and support modularisation and short, sharp, industry-
specific courses for upskilling and reskilling – which are well-
suited to the rapidly evolving skills required for net zero – we 
urge the government to reconsider its hitherto muted responses 
to SCQF-related recommendations in the Withers Review (Dey, 
2024), in Putting Learners at the Centre: Towards a Future Vision 
for Scottish Education (the Muir Review) (Scottish Government, 
2022c), and in the IRQA (Scottish Government 2024f). 
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Skills for tackling the climate emergency
87.	 Predating the ESJTP and the education reform period is the 

Climate Emergency Skills Action Plan 2020–2025 (the CESAP), 
published by Skills Development Scotland in 2020 (Scottish 
Government and Skills Development Scotland, 2020) and followed 
up with a Pathfinder document in 2023 in response to it (Skills 
Development Scotland, 2023). Notwithstanding the ongoing 
provisional status of the CESAP and its actions as we await 
its absorption into subsequent Just Transition Plans, we wish 
to highlight its many strengths and its potential for achieving 
meaningful alignment with the education reform proposals. Among 
its striking features is its human-centered tenor, manifested in 
its consistent focus on people and communities – in particular, 
its concern for underrepresented workers and for people whose 
jobs are at risk from decarbonisation: “displaced workers” (SDS, 
2020, p. 18). In the CESAP, a just transition means a socially just 
transition. 

88.	 The contribution that education is envisaged to make to such 
a transition is clearly and systematically laid out: the CESAP 
introduces the National Transition Training Fund (NTTF) and 
establishes the Green Jobs Workforce Academy and the Green 
Jobs Skills Hub (SDS, 2020, p. 42); it focuses strongly on aligning 
education and training opportunities, activating the Joint Skills 
Alignment Team (with the Scottish Funding Council) to support 
provision for reskilling for green jobs (SDS, 2020, p. 34); and it 
prioritises tertiary education institutions’ review of their provision, 
identification of gaps, and development of plans to achieve 
alignment (SDS, 2020, p. 44). In short, there is a substantial focus 
on practical and necessary action steps, and attention paid to 
acknowledging and supporting those who need it most. 

89.	 It is therefore particularly noteworthy and disappointing that 
many of the CESAP’s ambitions seem to have been abandoned 
or otherwise discontinued: the NTTF was always intended to be 
a short-term provision in response to Covid-19 but, along with 
other funds examined elsewhere in our findings, does not appear 
to have been replaced with an alternative despite its two-year 
report acknowledging its significant contribution to the post-
school landscape and that there is “ongoing demand for flexible, 
business-specific training” (Scottish Government 2023i, p. 35). 
Given the impact from the NTTF (22,000 training places and 1,900 
businesses supported (Scottish Government, 2023i, p. 2) and the 
acute, significant skills shortages faced by all five CESAP sectors7 
due to an ageing workforce and curbed migration (SDS, 2023, pp. 
5-6), it seems essential to reinvest in skills development. 

7	  These are: energy and waste treatment; construction; transport; manufacturing (including 
engineering); and agriculture (including forestry and fishing).

5 .3

53



90.	 The Green Jobs Workforce Academy, introduced in the CESAP, is 
mentioned in the NSET and in the ESJTP, but has not appeared 
in the policy literature since. It was intended to help people 
in polluting industries reskill to serve less carbon-intensive 
industries. However, anyone seeking to access its services at 
www.greenjobs.scot to find courses and jobs ostensibly focused 
on “green” sectors will find it has been absorbed into the www.
myworldofwork.co.uk portal listing thousands of jobs, many of 
which do not appear to be focused on green sectors or skills. It 
is, therefore, unclear to what extent the original intentions and 
ambitions of the Green Jobs Workforce Academy have been 
realised and how would-be users can currently benefit from it.

91.	 The CESAP Pathfinder report, produced in response to the 
CESAP, presents a helpful range of data from extensive research 
into current skills needs for Scotland’s net zero ambitions, 
disaggregated by CESAP sector (footnote 7). We wish to extract 
some of the most pressing matters arising from this report as they 
speak to several of the topics discussed throughout ours. 

92.	 The Pathfinder report describes Scotland’s net zero industry as 
one inhibited by the quadruple challenges of retiring workers, 
an insufficient pipeline, cross-sector competition for skills, and 
reduced migration, suggesting that skills planning has not kept 
pace with demographic and industry developments. The report 
concludes this “acts as a barrier to achieving Scotland’s net zero 
ambitions” (SDS, 2023, p. 70). The relative impact of the first 
challenge – retiring workers – is sometimes underestimated. 
However, there is significant data to show that skills shortages are 
led by “replacement demand” (i.e. a retiring workforce) rather than 
by expansion demand (SDS, 2023, p. 28). In other words: 

In two of the sectors, there is even negative expansion demand, 
such that skills shortages are entirely driven by replacement 
demand in shrinking sectors (SDS, 2023, p. 26). 

Scottish society is ageing faster than it is growing.
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93.	 Further noteworthy data are the figures on talent retention from 
Modern Apprenticeships (MAs) and Graduate Apprenticeships 
(GAs) as compared to the “leakage” from university graduate 
talent (SDS, 2023, p. 68). Said leakage – from graduates in CESAP 
sectors continuing their career outwith Scotland – amounts to an 
estimated 40%8, whereas “over 99% of MAs work in Scotland 15 
months after completing their apprenticeship” (SDS, 2023, p. 65) 
and the figure is “100%” for GAs (SDS, 2023, p. 66), indicating that 
apprenticeships as provision pathways are critical contributors to 
Scotland’s net zero goals. The Withers Review places a significant 
focus on apprenticeship provision and enhancement, and we 
note that the recently introduced Tertiary Education and Training 
(Funding and Governance) (Scotland) Bill (the TET Bill) offers a 
statutory framework for apprenticeships (Dey, 2025b). 

8	  This figure is not unique to CESAP sectors.

94.	 While this is welcome and addresses some of the Withers Review’s 
observations and recommendations about apprenticeships, it is 
worth reiterating that in the absence of additional instruments to 
strengthen and protect apprenticeships – in this case, addressing 
how the new qualifications body and the apprenticeships 
framework accommodated therein are to align with provisions 
made in the TET Bill – there is a risk of limiting this vital provision 
for net zero (and other) skills and sectors. Further, while the 
success of the MA scheme is clear, it could be made even more 
inclusive by removing age-related funding restrictions and other 
potential barriers to participation. 

% working in Scotland post qualification

university 
graduate

modern 
apprentice

graduate 
apprentice

40%

99% 100%

Figures from Skills Development Scotland, 2023, p. 65-66
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95.	 A final aspect in which the CESAP Pathfinder work is useful is in its 
reporting of significant gaps in critical data about skills provision 
to meet net zero targets. These include gaps in data about the 
extent to which college graduates in CESAP sectors proceed into 
CESAP sector employment (SDS, 2023, p. 41), and data about 
investment, demand, and provision. The extent to which the 
demand for upskilling is being met by provision is noted as a “key 
weakness” and is accompanied by a warning that “the volumes of 
existing employees in CESAP sectors requiring upskilling is only 
set to accelerate as we move through the decade” (SDS, 2023, 
p. 73). The lack of consistency in the way provision for net zero 
skills from colleges, universities, and apprenticeships have been 
measured is noted as another gap. These green data gaps add to 
those in many of the other policy areas we have discussed. Given 
the ubiquity of upskilling across the policy landscape – appearing 
in nearly every single document we have reported on – the link 
between Scotland’s climate priorities and its education provision 
cannot be overstated. 
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Young people’s voices and education 
reform

96.	 The previously outlined quadruple challenges faced by the 
CESAP sectors – retiring workers, an insufficient pipeline, cross-
sector competition for skills, and reduced migration – signal to 
us that Scotland cannot afford not to mobilise education reform 
opportunities to capitalise on its talent, including the young people 
who will comprise the workforce of tomorrow. Although the word 
“future” and the notion of “education for the future” have featured 
prominently in either the titles or the content of every single 
education reform report since the OECD review of Curriculum for 
Excellence in 2021 (and indeed, the RSE has published its own 
commentary on how education and skills may evolve over the 
coming decades (RSE, 2024)), for this report we are deliberately 
choosing to focus on the present to eliminate any doubt or 
ambiguity about the need for immediate action. Children and 
young people (CYP) have spoken: their voices are heard throughout 
the reports from Professors Muir, Hayward, and Campbell and 
Harris, reflecting a wider generational desire for meaningful 
climate education. As the OECD report – from which Scotland’s 
current education reform landscape originates – points out: “it is 
time for adults to act on what we already know” (OECD, 2021, p. 
82).

97.	 This report has highlighted some of the ways in which individuals 
may struggle to access educational opportunities that would 
better their circumstances and fulfill their potential. The people 
most often affected are those from lower socio-economic groups, 
women, migrants, older employees, and people with disabilities. 
As it seeks to resolve these disparities, Scotland must ensure 
that CYP do not become another demographic facing barriers in 
accessing education that both captures their interest and serves 
national objectives. 

98.	 We encourage the government to consider how recommendations 
from, for example, the IRQA, can enable the concurrent 
achievement of these various priorities, including those on climate 
action. The progressive changes to senior phase qualifications 
recommended by the IRQA would offer greater potential for 
developing and harnessing skills that could contribute to 
Scotland’s net zero targets. At the same time, the true extent and 
value of green careers is largely underrecognised by both learners 
and society. This illustrates the importance of increasing the 
visibility and perceived appeal of such pathways, particularly those 
predicated on a more vocational mode of entry.

99.	 The strategic potential of the Scottish Diploma of Achievement 
(SDA), including its potential to align with tertiary pathways via the 
universal skills framework, warrants greater support. In particular, 
the Project Learning element of the SDA has the potential to 
address several concerns and policy priorities: significantly, 
the skills and aptitudes to be developed and evidenced as part 
of Project Learning (teamwork, problem solving, investigation, 
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and creativity) align fully with many of the skills celebrated in 
the CESAP (SDS, 2020, p. 15) and with skills needed in various 
industries, including those in CESAP sectors. Offering pupils 
space and a recognised opportunity to study a relevant topic of 
their choosing could go some way towards addressing pupils’ own 
concerns about environmental and societal issues, as amplified in, 
for example, the National Discussion:  

We heard a great deal of passion from the children and 
young people we spoke to about saving the planet, climate 

change, and upholding their rights. We also heard fears 
and anxieties, from them, about living in a world that is 

dramatically changing and evolving.

(Scottish Government, 2023e, pp. 21-22)

100.	We are not suggesting that adopting and developing the SDA will 
result in an army of climate scientists and technologists ready 
to remediate Scotland’s environmental and societal woes; but 
we are saying that rethinking how we design, name, and value 
qualifications is now overdue as the system seeks to deliver 
increasingly numerous outcomes. 

101.	 The need for a broader range of skills and attributes to be afforded 
space, time, and value within the education system is articulated 
clearly in the literature by CYP, by colleges and universities, and 
by employers: as one example of the latter, it is noted in the IRQA 
that “a broader range of evidence, including the skills developed by 
learners, would help them [employers] to make better decisions” 
(Scottish Government, 2023e, p. 102). If one of the expected 
outcomes in the updated National Improvement Framework is 
an education system that “enables the development of [CYP’s] 
knowledge, skills, values, and attributes that give [CYP] the best 
opportunity to succeed and contribute to Scotland’s society and 
economy” (Scottish Government, 2024g, p. 3), we encourage 
the government to reconsider the opportunities in the IRQA that 
advocate for the development of exactly such skills and attributes. 

102.	The vision for Project Learning, as a distinct part of the SDA, 
goes beyond the current practice of interdisciplinary learning: 
it should be considered as a strategic, integrated element of 
the senior phase that will align with – and inform – pupils’ post-
school destinations. Rethinking the curriculum, qualifications, 
and assessments is imperative to facilitate CYP’s contributions 
to delivering education reform, enhance the quality of climate 
education, and uphold the by now well-established and recurring 
terms of “equity and excellence” which Scotland uses to 
characterise its ideal education culture.
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Transition to justness

103.	 Recent reports have observed that the social and industry 
communities of Grangemouth have not been served with the “just 
transition” envisaged in policies ranging from the NSET to the 
ESJTP, the CESAP, and work undertaken by the Poverty Alliance 
(Just Transition Commission, 2024b, Bussey and Walker, 2025). 
The refinery officially stopped producing crude oil on 29 April 2025, 
moving instead to import processing, and with the future of the 
site – and its former workers – uncertain, Grangemouth’s closure 
has reinvigorated discussions about what it means to deliver 
a just transition in practice. Scotland has been in this position 
before, such as with the closure of the Texas Instruments plant 
in Greenock in 2016 and responded with bespoke support in the 
form of the Prioritising and Collaborating on Employment (PACE) 
programme. 

104.	A just transition needs to include a dedicated exit plan for workers’ 
skills to be transferred to new roles of equal value, ideally in “green” 
sectors; for Grangemouth workers, just transition also means an 
ongoing commitment to the needs of the local community (Just 
Transition Commission, 2024b, p. 22). Education reform has a role 
to play in Scotland’s just transition, and there is a strong focus 
on the importance and strength of local provision throughout the 
education reform proposals. Local provision is indeed critical to 
upskilling and reskilling the immediate community in response to 
disruptions to anchor industries. However, this local provision must 
be appropriately situated in a national context to avoid becoming 
overly parochial, competitive, and fragmented.

105.	 The 2023 Adult lifetime skills: a literature review finds: “among the 
notable strengths of the current tertiary system are its flexibility 
and its ability to respond to local labour market demand” (Scottish 
Government, 2023d, p. 40). Local and regional skills provision 
are key considerations in the CESAP, the Withers Review, and the 
National Discussion. The Withers Review notes a lack of clarity 
around skills planning between national and local partners, and 
the absence of a “clear framework for regional planning which 
is predicated on local intelligence and empowers (and trusts) 
providers to work with employers locally” (Scottish Government, 
2023f, p. 17). This leads to Recommendation 4 from the Withers 
Review, which puts forward a “genuinely place-based approach to 
regional and local skills planning” (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 
34). In its response to this, the government pledged a commitment 
to “a regional approach that builds on existing regional economic 
partnerships and has employers and local providers, in particular 
colleges, at the centre” (Scottish Government, 2023h, p. 27). 
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106.	We welcome the work that is said to be taken forward to 
strengthen local and regional skills planning (Dey, 2024, p. 2) but 
we are sceptical about the success of this outcome as long as the 
further education sector remains undervalued. Colleges provide a 
direct route into many of the careers on which our net zero targets 
depend. These roles often come with job security, good pay, and 
room for progression, and yet many people are unaware these 
jobs even exist, let alone how to obtain them. There also remains 
an enduring societal bias towards more academic pathways, 
regarding their destinations as the ultimate determinants of career 
success. The connection between parity of esteem and the climate 
emergency is undeniable: “underfunding of the further education 
sector is a major strategic risk to the delivery of both net zero 
and just transition” (Just Transition Commission, 2024a, p.14). 
However, 

(Just Transition Commission, 2024a, p. 14).

107.	 The power of local provision for local people and employment is 
presented clearly in other texts such as the CLD Review, the ALS, 
and the National Discussion. In the ALS, the focus is on local 
partnerships but also on raising awareness of what is on offer 
(Scottish Government, 2022e, p. 35). The seemingly persistent 
challenge around messaging of local education provision is 
echoed in the Withers Review (Scottish Government, 2023f, p. 63) 
but is articulated best in a survey of workers in carbon industries, 
in the ESJTP, when speaking of their perceived barriers to 
achieving a just transition:  

These included not wanting to leave their current job; 
not being able to find equivalent good pay and a lack 

of information around reskilling/retraining and job 
opportunities...they needed clearer information on 

retraining pathways, help with mapping their skillset and 
financial help for retraining.

   (Scottish Government, 2023a, p. 92)

the aspirations of a “fairer, greener” society are in jeopardy 
while “colleges are enduring significant annual budget cuts and 

consistent underfunding relative to the university sector”
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108.	Finally, in the education reform context, we wish to make the case 
for a stronger focus on the contribution of women to net zero 
goals and just transition. The skills pipeline in CESAP sectors – 
already facing quadruple challenges – is also impacted by a lack 
of diversity in all five identified sectors (SDS, 2023, p. 43). Here: 
“women are markedly underrepresented in green occupations – 
25.7% of jobs in green occupations are held by women compared 
to 72.2% for men” (SDS, 2023, p. 26). This shortage speaks, at 
least in part, to the historical scarcity of girls taking up science, 
engineering, and technological subjects (STEM) while at school, 
which are prerequisites for many (though not all) green jobs. 
Coupled with this is evidence of a universal need for robust climate 
education, which education reform proposals are seeking to 
address: the IRQA draws on international work from Masters(2022) 
to argue for education reform for “skills to tackle major challenges 
to our existing ways of life ... climate change and the protection 
of the environment, the role of science in society...” (Scottish 
Government, 2023g, p. 59); while both the Muir Review and the 
National Discussion report on pupils’ (Scottish Government, 2022b, 
p. 18) and employers’ (Scottish Government, 2023e, p. 73) calls for 
more climate education. 

109.	 Efforts to attract and retain women and girls in the STEM 
disciplines will undoubtedly be positively reinforced by enhanced 
climate education to illustrate how acquired STEM skillsets might 
be deployed. However, as mentioned, there is more that could be 
done across the education system to emphasise the full spectrum 
of green careers that are available to learners. Exposing young 
people to role models and more thoughtful and nuanced careers 
advice could go some way in achieving this. In particular, it will be 
important to champion the equal value of more technical careers in 
spaces where academic routes have historically been favoured.

110.	 Findings from a Poverty Alliance report (Poverty Alliance, 2023), in 
response to the government’s request for its input into the design 
of the Lifetime Skills Offer, align closely with data from the CESAP 
Pathfinder report and could be instrumental for addressing the 
green gender gap. Having its origins in school education, this gap 
is maintained by systemic barriers, as “women’s concentration 
in low-paid, part-time and precarious work means that they often 
have less access to in-work training and upskilling support” 
(Poverty Alliance, 2023, p. 9). Further, “there seems to be a lack of 
acknowledgement that these new [net zero] roles are concentrated 
in male dominated sectors. As a result, the drive for green jobs 
could entrench rather than tackle gender inequality” (Poverty 
Alliance, 2023, p. 25). 
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111.	 It is possible that this inequality deepens when the women in 
question are also migrants, as the sector has “low representation 
from minority groups” (SDS, 2023, p. 38) whose “lack of 
opportunity to equate and convert international qualifications 
to Scottish/UK equivalents particularly undermines the existing 
skillsets of migrant women who may be suitably qualified for any 
number of roles” (Poverty Alliance, 2023, p. 9). This brings us back 
to Skills Recognition Scotland (SRS) and the lack of evidence of 
that programme’s effectiveness (so far) at mapping migrants’ skills 
and experience against Scotland’s framework for qualifications 
to overcome underemployment. Connecting the data from the 
three reports discussed in this section (CESAP Pathfinder, Poverty 
Alliance, and SRS) invites the question whether the “impressive 
individuals” in the SRS pilot findings found their way into any 
of the CESAP sectors and green jobs. The engineering and 
construction sectors feature as destinations for at least some of 
the participants in the SRS programme (precise data unavailable), 
so while it is possible that they are in CESAP sectors, we do not 
know whether they are in roles suited to their level of expertise. 

112.	 Recommendations and solutions presented in the Poverty Alliance 
report in the name of improved outcomes for women in green 
sectors include better policy coherence and more attention to 
women’s unique circumstances and needs; these include flexible 
learning pathways and employers willing to invest in upskilling, 
all of which are also addressed in the original CESAP and the 
Withers Review. Although the latter is undeniably important, it 
bears remembering that Scotland’s economy is characterised by 
a high prevalence of SMEs which traditionally have limited time, 
money, or scope to invest in training. There is a need to consider 
the mechanisms by which SMEs can be suitably empowered and 
incentivised to upskill their workforce.
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Conclusion: a sustainable education 
culture

113.	 Our findings indicate that for Scotland to meet its aspirations 
for an inclusive, equitable, and excellent education system that 
advances net zero aims, more work needs to be done to address 
the barriers that prevent individuals from accessing the right 
education provision. These barriers can be remediated through 
joined-up policymaking and communication across directorates. 
The literature indicates that certain social groups are privileged 
over others in terms of their access to education: barriers are, 
mostly, experienced by working class women, migrants, mature 
employees, and disabled people (Scottish Government, n.d.). The 
skills shortage for net zero industries is pressing and requires 
progressive and creative approaches to reduce waste in the talent 
pool, harness the existing talent in our midst, and enable everyone 
– especially at local and community levels – to access education 
provision. The National Outcome for Education in the National 
Performance Framework is: “we are well educated, skilled, and 
able to contribute to society.” The literature shows that too many 
people in Scotland are not able to meet this outcome because of 
the systemic obstacles this and other chapters in this report have 
described.

114.	 We acknowledge the exceptional work that is already underway in 
schools across the country in relation to Learning for Sustainability, 
and the ongoing curricular development led by Education Scotland 
in this respect (Education Scotland, n.d.). However, that is only 
part of the solution. What Scotland ultimately needs is a sustained 
focus on a sustainable education system: one that advocates 
for all pathways as equally legitimate and rewarding; one that 
redresses the lack of girls taking STEM subjects; one that enables 
women to upskill into green sectors; and one that accommodates 
migrants’ qualifications and experiences adequately so that their 
talents are channeled towards meaningful destinations.
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Appendix II: Abbreviations
Document Abbreviation
Adult Learning Strategy ALS

All Learners in Scotland Matter 
– The National Discussion on 
Education: Final Report 

National Discussion

Best Start, Bright Futures: Tackling 
Child Poverty Delivery Plan 2022-
2026

BSBF

Children and young people CYP

Climate Emergency Skills Action 
Plan 2020 – 2025

CESAP

Community Learning and 
Development

CLD

Energy Strategy and Just 
Transition Plan

ESJTP

Fit for the Future: developing a 
post-school learning system to 
fuel economic transformation

The Withers Review

Flexible Workforce Development 
Fund

FWDF

Learning: For All. For Life. A report 
from the Independent Review 
of Community Learning and 
Development (CLD)

The CLD Review

It’s Our Future: Report of 
the Independent Review of 
Qualifications and Assessment

IRQA

Individual Training Accounts ITAs

Joseph Rowntree Foundation JRF

Scotland’s National Strategy for 
Economic Transformation

NSET

National Transition Training Fund NTTF

Prioritising and Collaborating on 
Employment

PACE

Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework

SCQF

Scottish Diploma of Achievement SDA

Skills Recognition Scotland SRS

Tertiary Education and Training 
(Funding and Governance) 
(Scotland) Bill

The TET Bill
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Appendix III:  
Phase one matrix themes
Theme: STEM teaching and learning

a.	 To what extent does the document make specific 
recommendations regarding STEM teaching and learning, 
including but not limited to factors such as:

•	 Uptake of STEM

•	 Multi-course teaching

•	 Subject-specific progression

•	 Teacher workforce

•	 Diversity in STEM

•	 Etc.
b.	 By comparison, to what extent does the document make specific 

recommendations regarding other subject areas (e.g. modern 
languages)?

Theme: curriculum content

a.	 To what extent does the document refer to curriculum content?

b.	 Do the recommendations seek to support or challenge the 
original aims of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE)?

c.	 What mention is made of knowledge, skills, and the balance 
between these?

d.	 Does the report draw distinctions between education and 
skills as separate offerings or does it make the case for 
integration of academic and practical learning (e.g. in the form 
of competences)? Does it suggest how this would be achieved in 
practice?

Theme: interdisciplinarity

a.	 How does the document regard interdisciplinary or problem-
based learning?

Theme: health and wellbeing

a.	 To what extent does the document refer to the health and 
wellbeing of young people or of members of society?

b.	 What prominence is this issue given in relation to other topics?

c.	 What responsibilities are assigned to the education system in 
meeting this objective? By comparison, what focus is given to 
the holistic environment of the young person as a determinant of 
health and wellbeing outcomes?

71



Theme: AI/technology

a.	 What mention is made of the potential impact of AI/
technological innovation on education?

b.	 Are both the opportunities and risks explored?
Theme: assessment and qualifications

a.	 Do the recommendations propose how learning should be 
captured, evaluated, and awarded?

b.	 Does the document reflect a position on the balance between 
internal and external assessment?

c.	 Does the document take a view on the integration of curriculum 
and assessment?

d.	 Does the document take into account potential implementation 
issues?

e.	 Does the document propose metrics to monitor progress of the 
individual learner and also of the education system as a whole? 

Theme: progression

a.	 How does the document cover progression between different 
stages of the education system?

b.	 Do the recommendations seek to support alternative pathways 
and promote parity of esteem?

c.	 Do the recommendations seek to support lifelong learning and 
changing careers?

Theme: pedagogy (teacher/tutor/lecturer/facilitator)

a.	 How does the document propose to empower the teaching 
profession to deliver the changes identified (for example, through 
career-long professional learning (CLPL)? 

b.	 Does the document identify a role for peer learning?

c.	 Does the document identify a role for industry in upskilling 
teaching staff where relevant?

d.	 Is the professional learning of a voluntary or mandatory nature?
Theme: engagement

a.	 Does the report prioritise engagement with the teaching 
profession, government, learners, parents, carers, wider society, 
etc.?

b.	 If so, how does the report propose this engagement will be 
undertaken?

c.	 If so, how does the report propose this engagement influence 
factors such as implementation or future policy development?
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Theme: institutional reform

a.	 What mention is made of institutional reform? What agencies 
and/or bodies are named and what changes to their structure or 
remit are proposed?

b.	 Is institutional reform seen as an immediate priority, taking place 
ahead of systemic or cultural change?

Theme: data availability

a.	 Does the document reference relevant datasets?

b.	 Does the document acknowledge or provide for gaps in the 
available data?

c.	 Is there existing or hypothetical data which the document 
overlooks?

Theme: resonance with past policies

a.	 To what extent does the document mention or build on relevant 
findings from the OECD review of curriculum for excellence, the 
Muir review, and the Stobart review?

Theme: implementation

a.	 Does the report detail plans for implementation?

b.	 Does implementation involve quantitative outcomes with 
accompanying deadlines?

c.	 Are specific actions assigned to named agencies, elected 
positions, etc.?

d.	 Will the implementation be subject to regular evaluation? 
Theme: unintended consequences/whole-systems thinking

a.	 To what extent does the document draw connections between 
changes enacted in one part of the system to unintended 
consequences experienced elsewhere?

b.	 Is mitigating the risk of unintended consequences (e.g. through 
phasing changes to avoid overwhelming the system, piloting, 
etc.) mentioned?

c.	 Does the document identify challenges to delivery? Are 
corresponding solutions proposed?

Theme: Scottish Government response

a.	 Has Scottish Government responded to the document?

b.	 Has it accepted the document’s recommendations in full or in 
part?

c.	 Does the response reference the other reviews that comprise the 
reform agenda and/or wider Scottish Government policy?

d.	 What subsequent actions are proposed? 
Theme: other

a.	  Do you have any other points or issues to raise?
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