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A Call for Action regarding the Scots Language and Scottish Literature
in Scottish Education

Dear Mr Russell,

We, the undersigned, are calling on the Scottish Government this Burns’ Day to
end generations of neglect of the Scots language and Scottish literature within
Scotland’s education system.

Successive Scottish Ministers and education policy makers have said that
Scotland’s language and literature are important to learning and teaching in
this country. The national curriculum documents English Language 5-14 and
Curriculum for Excellence contain statements encouraging teachers to engage
with our country’s language and literature. But each administration has failed
to invest adequately in training and resources to support this and to ensure
that this engagement actually takes place at every level. The result is that
Scotland has a teaching profession often ill-equipped to teach Scotland’s young
people about their own country’s language and literature despite the positive
interest of many of its members.

This is a shameful situation which affects education in Scotland in a number of
ways. The absence of Scots language and Scottish literature from many
classrooms sends the message that our own language and literature are simply
not important. The lack of any mandatory formal assessment of Scottish
literature in the examination system reduces its status in the eyes of many
teachers and often denies our students access to the literature of the land in
which they live. And the continuing low level of Scots language provision
perpetuates discrimination against those tens of thousands of pupils in our
schools for whom Scots is their first language.

Under the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, the Scottish
Government has responsibilities to support the Scots language. Yet Scotland
remains one of the very last countries in Europe not to make its language and
literature an integral part of mainstream education. We appreciate recent
initiatives by the present Government to raise the status of Scots in general,
but consultations and well-meaning statements about Scots language and
Scottish literature in education are no longer enough. Action and investment
are long overdue and urgently required.



In order to address this neglect we call on the Scottish Government to take the
following first steps as a matter of urgency.

Curriculum and Exams

If our children are to develop an appreciation of ‘Scotland’s vibrant literary
and linguistic heritage and its indigenous languages and dialects’, as
recommended in Curriculum for Excellence, course guidelines must require the
study and assessment of ‘a wide range of texts’ across the whole range of our
linguistic heritage, including texts in Scots, to ensure that ‘this principle
suffuses’ the curriculum. It is particularly important that the Scottish
Qualifications Authority’s current project to develop assessment

arrangements for upper stage qualifications should address this issue. Weak and
imprecise recommendations like “‘at least one Scottish text should be studied’
(Discussion Paper on new National Qualifications) will fail to achieve this.
Curricular and exam guidelines should also specify that students may use Scots
in any oral or written assessments if they wish to do so. In the examination
system there should be a minimum mandatory Scottish literature element at
every level: e.g. in the current system, at least one exam essay at
Higher/Intermediate and at least one folio essay at Standard Grade must be on
a Scottish text. These steps could be implemented from next session and would
have insignificant cost implications.

SEQIA

We strongly support all the proposals recently put forward by the Ministerial
Working Group on the Scots Language, but especially for the appointment of
Scots Language Co-ordinators at Local Authority level. To complement this
proposal we feel it is essential that a designated full-time post or department
responsible for Scots language and Scottish literature should be created within
the new flagship education organisation, SEQIA (Scottish Education Quality and
Improvement Agency). This agency’s remit, which is to drive forward the
Curriculum for Excellence and support effective innovation, should, in our
view, entail delivery of essential continuing professional development for
teachers at a time when local authorities have drastically reduced their own
CPD programmes. It should work with other literary and linguistic agencies to
help support the teaching of Scottish literature at all stages. It should act as a
central point for producing and sharing resources and on-line teaching
materials. And it should support education professionals in their development
of good teaching practice in Scots language and Scottish literature.

Establishing a Scots language and Scottish literature post/bureau within SEQIA
to respond to teachers’ needs would require only a moderate level of
investment. There is already tremendous goodwill, interest and growing
commitment within Scotland’s education community on which Government
could build. The return on any investment would be huge in terms of social
inclusion, improved language and literacy skills and the individual confidence
of our young people, all aims shared by the Scottish Government.



On the anniversary of the birth of our national Scots poet, we are asking the
Scottish Government to take action immediately to give all our children and
young people the means to access, fully explore and enjoy their own linguistic
and literary heritage. In 2011 more than ten years after devolution, Scotland’s
teachers and children have the right to expect their Scottish Government to
take at least these few small inexpensive steps towards ensuring that the Scots
language and Scottish literature have a central role in the life of our schools.

Yours aye,

Matthew Fitt, Education Sub-Committee Cross Party Group on the Scots Language
John Hodgart, Education Committee Association for Scottish Literary Studies
lan Brown, President ASLS

Dr John Corbett, Professor of English University of Macau & Vice President ASLS
B. David Baird, President, The Robert Burns World Federation, Professor Marina
Dossena, Head of Department Comparative Languages, Literatures and Cultures
University of Bergamo, Italy

Professor lan Duncan, Department of English, University of California (Berkeley)
USA

Douglas Gifford, Emeritus Professor of Scottish Literature Glasgow University

J. Derrick McClure, Senior Lecturer School of Language and Literature
University of Aberdeen

James McGonigal, Emeritus Professor of Education Glasgow University

Jan Pilditch, Associate Professor Arts & Social Sciences, University of Waikato,
New Zealand

Alan Riach, Professor of Scottish Literature, Glasgow University

Professor Carla Sassi, University of Verona Italy

Roderick Watson, Emeritus Professor in English Studies, Stirling University

Dr Fiona Wilson, Sarah Lawrence College, Bronxville, NY, USA

Sabhal Mor Ostaig, University of the Highlands and Islands

Ali Bowden, Director Edinburgh UNESCO City of Literature Trust

Eileen Brooke-Freeman, Vice Convener Shetland ForWirds

Sally Evans, Poetry Scotland

David Francis, Traditional Music Forum

Marc Lambert, Scottish Book Trust

Jamie Jauncey, Board Member Edinburgh International Book Festival

John Mcintyre, UK Committee European Bureau for Lesser Used Languages
Robyn Marsack, Director Scottish Poetry Library

Cynthia Rogerson, Moniack Mhor

Donald Smith, Director Scottish Storytelling Centre

Simon Thoumire, Hands Up for Trad

Rosemary Ward, Gaelic Books Council

Jim Alison

Scoular Anderson

Meg Bateman

Jill Bennett

Alan Bissett
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Tony Bonning
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Ron Butlin
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