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A New Social Contract for Education
Scotland’s Futures Forum & The Goodison Group in Scotland, 2025.

Background
According to the Scottish Government:
‘Scotland’s education system is being reformed to improve outcomes for learners of all ages, while ensuring that those delivering education in settings, schools and colleges are better supported. 
Our education reform programme has been informed by a series of independent reviews which were published between 2021 and 2023. These reports detail ways in which we could build on the strengths of the current system, for the betterment of children and young people, adult learners and practitioners. 
Education reform is about drawing on the strengths and successes of our system and ensuring it is ready to meet changing needs now, and in the future.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Scottish Government, undated: https://www.gov.scot/policies/schools/education-reform/ - accessed 18.11.25.
] 

Around the same time as the Scottish education reviews were being carried out and published, the United Nations’ Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) published the report of its International Commission on the Futures of Education.  The Commission was set up in 2019 ‘to reimagine how knowledge and learning can shape the future of humanity and the planet’.  Its aim was ‘to catalyse a global debate on how education needs to be rethought in a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty, and fragility’[footnoteRef:2] and its report was entitled Reimagining our Futures Together: a new social contract for education. [2:  international commission on the futures of education, 2021: Reimagining our futures together: a new social contract for education, UNESCO, Paris.] 

In 2025, the Scottish Government’s Education (Scotland) Bill[footnoteRef:3] was passed by the Scottish Parliament.  Its aim was to replace the Scottish Qualifications Authority with a new body - Qualifications Scotland - and to establish a Chief Inspector of Education in Scotland.  [3:  Scottish Government 2024: Education (Scotland) Bill, Scottish Parliament Corporate Body, Edinburgh - https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/legislation/bills/s6-bills/education-scotland-bill/introduced/bill-as-introduced.pdf - accessed 21.11.25.
] 

The rationale for this was ‘to provide the legal underpinning to support the design and delivery of a national organisational infrastructure for education in Scotland that more effectively supports the system to deliver the vision for education in Scotland.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Scottish Government 2024: Education (Scotland) Bill policy memorandum, Scottish Parliament Corporate Body, Edinburgh - https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/legislation/bills/s6-bills/education-scotland-bill/introduced/policy-memorandum-accessible.pdf - accessed 21.11.25.] 

The Scottish Qualifications Authority states that its two main roles are to:
- develop, maintain, and improve a framework of qualifications which can be gained from schools, colleges, employers, and other providers of training 
- accredit other bodies that confer awards.
While the Scottish Government’s vision is to improve outcomes for all learners and to better support educators in Scotland, the UNESCO Commission, having a global remit, had a much wider and deeper scope.  It set out its aspirations in terms of social-ecological equity, and justice for all humans and other organisms.  Emphasizing the human right to education, its aim is learning that will help humans to negotiate the futures that are currently unfolding.  To support thinking and deliberation that would be less constrained by our enmeshment in our own education systems, the International Commission’s vision was used as a stimulus and provocation at the first of two workshops. 



Alternative possibilities for education and learning
As a comparator - and perhaps complement - to the Scottish Government’s vision, the following alternative possibilities are drawn together from the outputs of Scotland’s Futures Forum’s workshops.  It is an imagining of what, if Scotland’s approach to education and learning were based on analysis of the discussion and debate of the experts and activists who took part, that might look like in the future.
It is worth noting that workshop participants tended to focus on formal learning, especially schooling.  Prominent themes included criticism of conventional forms of measurement, assessment, and examination, the communal nature of education and learning, and the need to support more interdisciplinary learning and critical thinking.
The possibilities set out below reflect the various views that were expressed, without encumbering this document with the complete workshop notes.   

Education and learning: a shared endeavour
Decision-makers understand that the purposes of education and learning vary with social group, and that stakeholders can have different perspectives.  Therefore, they are carefully and collaboratively co-designed to benefit learners, with the genuine participation of learners, families and carers, communities, stakeholders, educators and teachers, as well as employers and the state.  
Building on the strengths of what has gone before, the multiple purposes that education serves are recognized.  Among these are: providing learning spaces, fostering social skills, problem-solving and the ability to deal with complexity, preparing learners for life and work, and shaping future leaders.  These purposes are underpinned by the principles of joy, curiosity, love, and bravery, and the Rights of the Child.  There is a greater focus on the importance of childhood.
Educators are careful to understand children and their contexts, and work to provide conditions that support flourishing.  Learners are not grouped according to their capabilities.  Measures to extend support to school children outwith school, such as funding to tackle holiday hunger, and a greater understanding of children’s behaviours, are in place.
Society invest   s in teachers, ensuring they have a clear understanding of the purposes of education and learning, and are able to engage in discussion and debate about, for example, curricula.  
In shaping learning systems, the innately interpersonal and intercultural nature of sharing knowledge and thinking is recognized, and prescriptive decision-making is no longer reserved to the government and its agencies.  Political interference and pressure to reproduce what previous generations were taught are no longer a feature of the education and learning landscape.
More collaborative provision of learning brings different resources into learning systems, and leads to richer learning experiences.

Knowledge and knowing
Academic knowledge is no longer privileged, and diverse ways of knowing and forms of knowledge are recognized.  There is a focus on inter- and trans-disciplinary learning, supporting learners to develop broad and deep world-views, and understand complexity and interdependence.
Global citizenship and peace-building are incorporated into learning systems, where learners have space to consider how we can see ‘others’ as part of ‘us’; classrooms can be connected across the planet to nurture understandings of citizenship as something broader than just belonging to a state with constructed borders.  We have learned from places that are not similar to Scotland, and now use some of their educational methods.
Teacher education is structured to develop teachers’ capacity to support interdisciplinary learning for the future.  They are able to foster critical thinking and questioning, so that learners gain agency, including to rethink the future.  There is less instruction of trainee teachers, and more collaborative learning, sharing of experience and good practice, and facilitated rediscovery of the joy of learning.  Lifelong learning, equity, inclusion, and activism within the profession are encouraged.  
Teacher education is not confined to ‘mainstream’ teaching.  
Within schools, the balance of class contact and non-contact time allows for professional development.

Appraisal
There is no longer an insistence on assessment, ‘attainment’ and unhelpful examination systems that may not help to draw out learners’ capabilities.  Learners are no longer treated as identical: rather, differences are recognized and valued, and curriculum and assessment are broadened to recognize vocational, informal, and community-based learning.
Top-down inspection has been phased out and replaced by more co-creative processes, whereby things are done with people, rather than to them.  This has helped to reduce the ‘baked-in’ inequalities of educational pathways, shifting the focus of education and learning towards collective flourishing.
Previous over-reliance on measurement has been minimized, so that what is valued is no longer mostly what is measured, and narrow definitions of what ‘a good school’ is are no longer used as yardsticks.

The social contract
The idea that staying at school will lead to a better quality of life is no longer promulgated, and educators and stakeholders seek to inspire a love of learning and nurture the joy of discovery.  Exams are a thing of the past.
Young people are made to feel that the school is theirs and for them.  More creative curricula cultivate independent critical thinking and support social connections.  
While child poverty, large classes, and tensions between children having space to express themselves, and learning how to behave in ways that don’t distress others still exist, the wider availability of family learning spaces is helping to ameliorate underlying disadvantages.
  
Epilogue
The views of those who participated in our education workshops provide a rich, inclusive, and deeply empathetic picture of what education and learning could be.  It suggests that there may be an implementation gap between aspirations set out, for example, in the curriculum for excellence, the recommendations of the reports commissioned by the Scottish Government and UNESCO, and current learning and education practices. 
In particular co-design, local governance and better accountability, equal recognition of academic and non-academic learning, e.g. vocational, informal, community-based, etc., and perhaps a broadening of teachers’ roles into these areas, were stressed as the possible foundations of what is needed for learning for the future. 
Inequitable / inappropriate assessment systems and indicators were rejected.
More detailed notes on the discussions that took place over the two workshops are provided below.
 


Workshops
A diverse range of people with relevant interests were invited to participate, including education academics and practitioners; sustainability advocates; people involved in the governance of education, and in commerce and industry; internationalists,[footnoteRef:5] including those with an interest in decolonization, and futurists. [5: 
 Defined as ‘someone who favours the common interests, or action, of all nations’ – Marr , V. (Editorial Director) 2008: The Chambers Dictionary, 11th ed., Edinburgh.
 ] 

Loosely drawing on the seven questions method, Workshop 1 participants were asked to consider what key questions we might need to ask in order to understand whether and how Scotland’s current education reform agenda aligns with, or diverges from, the International Commission’s principles for renewal.  Participants’ questions were thematically clustered, and a meta-question constructed for each theme. 
Participants in Workshop 2 were asked to respond to the meta-questions for the seven most popular clusters[footnoteRef:6], which were: [6:  As voted for by Workshop 1 participants.] 

A. Co-creation, voice, power, and governance  
Who should education be for, and who should it be shaped by? 

B. Definition and purpose
How should we define education, so that its focus is to provide participants with the knowledge and skills to help societies to avert, mitigate, or cope with the undesirable futures we are facing (as set out in UNESCO’s Reimagining our Futures Together: a new social contract for education)?  

C. Global citizenship and peace-building 
Can education reshape society so that we can become open to thinking, ideas and world-views from elsewhere? 

D. Governance and resources
How can we safeguard education from being commodified and/or used for political ends, while ensuring that it’s sustainably resourced?

E. Role of the teacher
How should teacher education and development be structured so that teachers are able to foster interdisciplinary learning for the future, rather than simply transferring ‘knowledge’? 

Social contract and education model
Is the current social contract fit to deliver learning for the future?  does schooling meet learners’ needs?

F. Appraisal – what are we doing right?
What is the purpose of education, and is what we teach failing learners?

The workshops were concluded with a plenary discussion
Note that although the Forum’s provocation was set out in broad terms, the discussions, which were allowed to flow naturally, tended towards formal learning, particularly relating to schools.
Themes
Workshop 2 discussions were wide-ranging, surfacing critiques and appreciation of the current situation, as well as aspirations for the future.  
Although Scotland’s Futures Forum framed ‘education and learning’ in broad and open terms, rather than restricted to particular groups such as children, or professionals, or those learning practical skills or theory, participants tended to focus on the formal education of the young.
Following is a brief note of the most salient themes that emerged within and across groups.

Defining education
The fluid nature of education was discussed - how its purposes vary with social group, and that it is therefore important to understand the impact of any definition of education on people and society.  
Participants’ view that parents, government, and teachers all have different perspectives, leads to questions around:
· what outcomes should be, and what is therefore taught (and how); 
· whether we want to pass on certain views and ways of knowing for our own reasons, reproducing what came before,[footnoteRef:7] or something that is carefully and collaboratively designed to benefit learners. [7:  It appears that formal school education dates back to at least the Education Act 1496: https://www.rps.ac.uk/. 
] 

Purpose
Those discussing the purpose of education agreed that it varied by social group, for example parents, government, and teachers each have a different perspective, and it is important to understand the impact of how education is defined on people and society.  This can be unpacked by considering what and who learning is for, and why it takes certain forms.  Purposes cited included problem-solving, and preparing people for life and work.
It was also felt that while teachers want to actively shape education, heavy workloads can prevent them from doing so.
Some suggested principles for learning systems and opportunities were joy, curiosity, love, and bravery; that children and their contexts should be understood; and conditions support flourishing, with a more personal, human, and appreciative approach.
Another group pointed out that ‘What education is ‘for’ seems to slip’, suggesting that the purposes of education are not being paid attention to, or achieved.  Included among these are being in a learning space and learning social skills – possibilities which are undermined by grouping learners according to capabilities.

Valuing strengths
A number of strengths of Scottish learning systems were noted – in particular holiday hunger funding, home school for workers (which was cut), and the multiple purposes that education serves, such as shaping future leaders and building the ability to deal with complexity.  
However, even this group fell to asking questions, such as whether parents are valued as parents, and what bringing them into ‘the current environment’ changes.  A number of problems were discussed – ‘behaviour’ and what it might be caused by, societal inequality, whose rights are most important in relation to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Ideas for the future were: greater focus on the importance of childhood, clarity of purpose, and investment in teachers, who must understand this purpose, debate about curriculum, and rather radically, ‘revolution with a purpose’. 

Societal and systemic shaping of education and learning 
Some participants felt that education should be shaped by families and communities, putting learners first and providing life-skills for the common good. Others pointed out it is shaped by the needs and machinery of, for example, universities and ideologically narrow curricula (sometimes further narrowed for convenience).
A related, but more holistic view was that communities and schools are mutually constitutive – i.e., they shape each other.  Indeed, some expressed the similar view that ‘education is society’, perhaps referring to the social transmission of knowledge being a key element of education - sometimes its main focus for ‘keeping our culture going’ and ‘preserving the planet’.  It may be this type of knowledge transmission that ensures that ‘inequality [is] baked in and…mirrored in educational pathways’, while privilege sustains and reproduces itself.
Both views highlight that participants had found that societal systems and institutions have a strong influence on the nature of teaching and learning, perhaps at the expense of interdisciplinary learning in rights-based, brave, spaces where the foci are learners’ and stakeholders’ needs.  This relates to the view, expressed in the second workshop, ‘that education and politics are intertwined.’

Education and learning as shared endeavours
It was widely agreed that education and learning are communal undertakings, and that this must be recognized and fostered.  
Participants emphasized the innately intercultural and interpersonal nature of the sharing of knowledge and thinking.  In support of this, it was felt that education and learning should be shaped by learners, families and carers, communities, stakeholders, and educators and teachers, as well as employers and the state.  Further, that this must be via collaborative and co-productive methods.
To achieve this approach, the pressures of class and culture, politics, and prescription must change, as well as the insistence on assessment and ‘attainment’, which may not help to draw out or develop learners’ capabilities, so much as foster performativity.[footnoteRef:8]  The transmission model of education, whereby assumed knowledge may be passed on as fact, was also seen as problematic.  [8:  See for example Macfarlane, B. 2016: The Performative Turn in the Assessment of Student Learning: a rights perspective, Teaching in Higher Education: critical perspectives 21(7): 839 – 853.] 

One group noted that trust is eroded by the pressures to make curricula prescriptive, and of assessment.  It was felt that a top-down approach, whereby policy and curriculum design are reserved to government and its agencies, is not desirable.  Currently, where the voices of learners, educators, and parents are included, it is through ‘consultation’ rather than shared decision-making.  
It was broadly agreed that this imbalance of power should be challenged.  Some opined that ‘the system’ is shaped by top-down inspection, rather than co-creation – perhaps amounting to enforcement, rather than support - and doing things to people, rather than with them.
Closely related to questions of power, is that of whose or what knowledge is privileged.  One participant observed that formal ‘academic’ knowledge is favoured, to the detriment of other forms of knowledge, considered ‘informal’ or ‘vocational’, and which may be community-based.  This may lead to non-academic forms of knowledge and ways of knowing not being sufficiently recognized, or being viewed as lesser or unauthorized.  
One suggestion for coping with the many layers of influence and pressure placed on education systems was that agreement should be fostered within the education establishment before looking to wider society to contribute.

Governance and resources: safeguarding education
Problems highlighted were implementation failure; insufficient funding; examination systems that are ‘actively unhelpful’; pressure on teachers, resulting in burnout; political interference that reproduces what previous generations were taught; insufficient space for new ideas to fully develop; poor learning environments and narrow views of what education is for.  A trend that was highlighted was the loss of support systems and structures to help learners remain engaged.  
Some of the solutions proposed were to ‘put learning back into a real-world context’, with a focus on supporting learning spaces to provide richer experiences, such as using art and drama as ways of building empathy; building social skills; and not grouping learners based on capability.
To support this, a broadening of thinking about what should be valued (compared to what is currently valued) is necessary, while safeguarding what is positive, e.g. fee-free education.  
One participant pointed out that we should not assume that we know what the future will hold.  

Interdisciplinary learning
This was a strong thread of discussion.  Some felt interdisciplinary learning (IDL) needed definition, and for a common purpose and appropriate conditions to be articulated.  Others preferred a transdisciplinary approach.[footnoteRef:9]   Both approaches provide a more holistic and/or integrated perspective, drawing on multiple disciplines, and seeking freedom from inappropriate categorization of learning. [9:  For reference, interdisciplinarity refers to working across or drawing on several disciplines, whereas transdisciplinarity is a broader rejection of disciplinary boundaries.] 

Some of the aspirations for IDL were that learning settings themselves could be structured to break down disciplinary divisions and narrow perspectives.  However, a challenge to this view was that some learners may never become expert students, or realize that knowledge is continuous and evolving.  
Nevertheless, it was considered ‘right’ to aim to support the development of critical understanding, and informed and questioning learners with agency, who might rethink the future.  One participant added that futures thinking is interdisciplinary thinking.

Teacher education
The importance of structuring teacher education and development so that teachers can foster interdisciplinary learning for the future, rather than simply transferring received understandings, was stressed.
Key elements of teacher education were considered to be lifelong learning, equity and inclusion, cohesion within the profession, activism and activist teaching, the feedbacks between knowledge and skills, and improvement.
However, the Scottish Qualifications Authority (as was) was said to constrain and shape what can be provided as part of initial teacher education, which is another example of the system determining outcomes.  
Preferable approaches proposed included collaborations and partnerships (as opposed to instructions); non-formal and structured sharing of professional good practice; a broader approach to teacher education without structural impediments; building on existing strengths; stability of context to allow for development; rediscovering the joy of learning.  
The opportunity to teach and learn with all types of learners is important, but teacher education and initial teacher education tends to focus on mainstream teaching.
It was noted that the balance of class contact- and non-contact time does not sufficiently support professional development.
A key question is who is being recruited into education and teaching?
Conditions for the flourishing of teachers were listed as the encouragement of bravery, system change, and collaborations and partnerships within an independent education system that is fair and inclusive.  Consideration should be given to how teachers’ own curiosity should be supported.

Global citizenship and peace-building
The notion of ‘elsewhere’ can be rethought through curiosity about different ideas, beliefs, and peoples, and thinking about how we can incorporate ‘others’ into ‘us’ – one suggestion for achieving this was connecting classrooms across the globe, as ‘citizenship education is about the wider system.’
Participants questioned the extent to which we have really looked at education systems elsewhere, and what others consider an ‘educated person’ to be?  This begs the further question of whether we always limit our investigation to places similar to this one, such as Northern Europe?  
The diminishment of democracy was discussed in the context of global citizenship, and how we share what is ‘good’ in a world in which knowledge-sharing is rapidly accelerating, and ‘facts’ may not be as certain as they have previously been.  In particular, the UK media landscape was thought to be unconducive to ‘good’ knowledge.  However, participants’ opinion was that while young people are not cynical, and can navigate complex knowledge environments, educators should seek to understand what support they might require. 
The question of whether people should be being prepared to live with others in disharmony and chaos - which the UNESCO report highlighted seems a likely future – was considered.  It was thought that such preparation could lead to a creative and multiplicitous ways of being.  
The need to address past injustices (noted in the UNESCO vision) that have left terrible legacies of entrenched inequity and ongoing exploitation[footnoteRef:10] was questioned, but countered with the view that injustice results in violence, and the possibility that fairer systems could lead to more peaceful worlds.  It was posited that a better approach to dismantling colonialism would be anti-colonialism, rather than decolonization, as the former requires us to know and recognize it, and shift to a different pathway. [10:  Hamouchene, H. 2019: Exactrativism and Resistance in North Africa, Transnational Institute, Amsterdam: https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/web_maghreb_en_21-11-19.pdf ] 


Measuring performance
There was widely felt to be an over-reliance on measurement, and questioning of why and what we actually celebrate, stemming from who society recognizes, why and when.  And further, who is not included in this recognition.
Measurement of performance could, as noted on p.9, lead to performativity - learners working to act out what they have been led to believe is required of them, rather than exploring their selves and their worlds.  This is compounded by the valuing of what is measured, rather than measuring what is valued, with schools ‘being pushed into a corner by [normative] definitions of what a good school is… [whereby] focussing on attainment overshadows understanding of collective flourishing’.
Whether what attributes employers say they want match what is examined was also questioned.
Another perspective was that knowledge and skills are assessed by conventional assessment methods because it is cheaper.  This was associated with the propagation of misinformation about knowledge, suggesting that society can be misled by shallow assessment systems that treat all learners as identical, rather than recognizing and valuing differences, and an ‘overemphasis on the measurable'
One group asked: ‘Why not do something radical and throw out exams [and] curricula?  Another felt that the higher level Scottish Qualifications Certificate as the gold standard is problematic’ 

The social contract
Those discussing the existing social contract for education started by noting the assumption that persevering with school to gain qualifications will lead to ‘a better quality of life’, and questioned whether young people ‘buy into this’ and whether ‘we inspire a love of learning… nurture the joy in’ it.
They also questioned whether ‘young people feel the school is theirs and for them’, and highlighted the possibility of children being lonely during vacations.  The difficulty of parental expectations and communication with them was noted, and the fact that compliance is valued.
The group called for a more creative curriculum that fosters independent critical thinking, and supports social connections.  The idea of family learning was raised, and the matters of child poverty, large classes, and tension between ‘giving children space to express themselves and learning how to behave.’
The group referred to the work of Lindsay Paterson, and concluded that a ‘different approach can give greater benefits.’  


Appendix: impact statement
1. Diversity and inclusivity: Scotland’s Futures Forum strove to gather together as wide as possible a range of people for each of the workshops.  We focussed on ensuring that a diverse a range of backgrounds, experiences, and views from across Scotland and beyond were represented.  We invited:
· Academics
· Business people
· People from different types of schools and learning programmes as possible, such as Forest School, Eco-Schools, Montessori school, and from tertiary education.
· Members of the Scottish Youth Parliament and a representative of Young Scot, as well as a representative of the Children’s Parliament and involved in attainment of children’s rights.
· People involved in the governance of, and policy-making for education
· Those representing educators
· The Convention of Scottish Local Authorities spokesperson for children and young people
· Those working for other think tanks with an interest in education
· Internationalists and those with an interest in de- and anti-colonization; those working for peace education; those working with and for refugees
· Sustainability experts
· Other public bodies

2. Bringing people together: While not all those invited were able to attend, our first workshop was full, with around 40 participants, including several with roots outside the UK.  The richness of the discussion and ideas generated at both workshops, and the shared concern that education and learning serve individuals and societies of the future well, drew participants together.  

This led to the compassionate and inclusive possibilities for education and learning presented on pages 3 – 5.

3. A continuing conversation: As the Forum provided additional time and space specifically for participants to connect with each other, and that conversations were clearly going on as they departed, it is our hope that they will remain connected and continue the conversations that began with our workshops.  

At the end of the second workshop, a number of attendees asked us what might be next for this work.  The Forum may be able to share this work with members of the current and/or next Education Committee in support of its work.  It will be freely available via our website.  In the Epilogue to the alternative possibilities for education and learning that emerged from our workshops (p.5), is highlighted the view of some participants that there is an implementation gap between aspirations for education and learning, and current practices.  We hope that the conversations that started in our workshops will continue and bear fruit for future generations of learners.
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