
‘Private schools show state secondaries the way 

ahead’……to the 19th Century? 

    

Hjul, Cochrane and their favourite private schools 

 

Jenny Hjul is former director of St George’s School for Girls in Edinburgh. Her article in the 

Glasgow Herald on 11th June 2016, was such a staggering piece of distortion, one might 

think that she was directly employed by the London-based Daily Torygraph and the 

Conservative Party rather than, only, being married to its editor and that party’s tame 

Scottish apologist, the dread Alan Cochrane. Her words in italics below: 

Hjul: IF the captain of a well-run industry offered advice to politicians on how to increase 

production or boost exports, they would probably pay attention. …, when the head [George 

Heriot’s school] of one of the top education establishments in the country makes a few 

suggestions on how to lift standards in schools, he is immediately dismissed by the powers 

that be. 

The Head, Mr Wylie, is the internally-promoted head of a school for children. He has no 

advanced qualifications. He has no record of authorship which might reveal him to be a 

major contributor to progressive developments in education. He manages a socially atypical 

school with good academic results which are based to a large extent on a selective process 

designed to make sure it faces no challenges in achieving them. Why on earth would he be 

anywhere near the head of a list of experts the Scottish Government might want to hear 

from? 

 



Hjul: Wyllie said he is seeing a sharp rise in applications to his fee-paying school in S3 

because CfE, as it is known, does not challenge brighter pupils.  

I can’t of course dispute Mr Wyllie’s figures for his own school but there is no evidence of 

any credible kind that they may be part of a wider phenomenon worth informing the public 

of. In the same Herald, as recently as December 2015, we saw: ‘Scottish private schools see 

pupil numbers fall to record low. Pupil numbers at Scottish private schools have reached 

their lowest level for a decade, new figures show. An official census of the independent 

sector shows total numbers have dropped six per cent from a high of 32,065 in 2007 to a low 

of 30,238 in 2015.’ 

The problem was not just in Scotland either. Across the UK, private schooling is in trouble 

and that despite its favoured charitable tax status. From the Economist also in 2015 we had: 

‘Marked down: As fees rise, fewer parents beyond the capital are choosing to go private’ 

Hjul: The problem is that while pursuing such vague notions [broad education], educators 

seem to have taken their eye off the basics, and numeracy and literacy levels in Scottish 

schools are in a downward spiral. 

This is at best confused. At worst it’s a deliberate lie. Here is the actual evidence of Scottish 

schools as having already begun to pull out of a downward trend begun under New Labour: 

Here are the actual figures from the full report, available online, in graph form: 

 



The above graphic is from Chapter 3: Numeracy attainment over time at: 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/05/2836/4  

 

No sign of a downward spiral is there? Here is how this graphic is interpreted on the 

gov.scot site and indeed should be interpreted: 

 

The proportion of P4 pupils performing well or very well decreased between 2011 and 2013, 

and again slightly between 2013 and 2015. 

 

The proportion of P7 pupils performing well or very well decreased between 2011 and 2013 

but remained constant between 2013 and 2015. 

 

The proportion of S2 pupils performing well or very well remained stable between 2011, 

2013 and 2015. 

 

I’m not suggesting this is good. It is evidence of some ongoing decline but also of a 

deceleration of that decline or even of its flattening out.  

 

These data suggest a flattening out of a decline. Now if that decline is one which goes back 

well before 2013, it’s stalling, decelerating or flattening might be a sign for optimism. The 

good news is that we can go back much further, to 2000 AD, deep into the long days of New 

Labour Scotland Branch rule and, presumably, better attainment? These data from PISA 

(Programme for International Student Assessment) cover a broader range of mathematics 

skills. See this from PISA 2009 which reveals a decline going back at least to 2000.  

 

Year Mean Score 
 
2000 533 

2003 524 

2006 506 

2009 499 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/05/2836/4


These figures can be found in: http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2010/12/10141122/16 

So, what we have here is evidence of a longer decline perhaps caused by New Labour 

policies and being slowed, if not stopped, by the Scottish Government’s actions in the last 

few years. Remember, changing educational outcomes takes time, decades even. 

Hjul: Wyllie said he believes radical changes should be made to CfE to allow some pupils to 

do more exams. The first thing he would do is scrap the policy of a broad general education, 

which he has always found "deeply perplexing". 

Mr Wylie is deeply perplexed by a broad education. He might benefit from reading this from 

Eileen Prior, executive director of the Scottish Parent Teacher Council: 

‘We have to ask about the purpose of education. It is surely about much more than simply 

preparing young people to sit and pass exams. Employers tell us often about the attributes 

they are looking for such as team working, communication, collaboration, problem solving 

and entrepreneurship and these are part of the reason the broad general education has been 

supported in principle by many parents.’ 

 

Hjul: Children’s backgrounds are, of course, a factor but they are not the whole story. 

Ministers here find it easy to excuse poor school attainment on socio-economic criteria but 

the sweeping reforms in English schools have shown that a disadvantaged start in life does 

not have to decide a child’s fate. 

Words almost fail me after reading the above so see this from the OECD:  

‘Young people in England are the most illiterate in the developed world with many 

students graduating with only a basic grasp of English and maths, an in-depth analysis by 

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development has found. The OECD 

report rated English teenagers aged 16 to 19 the worst of 23 developed nations in literacy 

and 22nd of 23 in numeracy.’ 

 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2010/12/10141122/16
http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.oecd.org/


http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/young-people-england-have-lowest-literacy-levels-developed-

world-says-oecd-1540711 

Hjul: The academies released from local authority control have transformed the prospects 

for many youngsters south of the border and could do the same in Scotland, if only our 

government would follow the lead of the best performing institutions. 

Again, this is just another big fib. Despite better funding, academies are not succeeding. See 

this from the Independent on 30th June 2015:  

‘Children in schools that have converted into academies do not perform significantly better 

than pupils in similar schools that choose to remain under local authority control, research 

suggests.’ 

It’s remarkable that the former director of a private school for girls should be so rubbish at 

writing, isn’t it? 

Hjul: Yet such attributes need not be lost in the drive for exam excellence. Private schools are 

often hailed by parents for their extra-curricular provision and, ironically, in focusing on 

getting the best out of every child, they instil a love of learning and create confident 

individuals and effective contributors along the way. 

Again, the research evidence point the other way. See this from Professor Keltner at the 

University of California: 

‘Coming from an upper-class background, defined by greater wealth, education and 

prestige, costs people in terms of their ability to engage in the thoughts and feelings of 

others…The capacity to flexibly move from one’s own perspective to the perspectives of 

others also contributes to more rigorous problem solving, enhanced innovation, more 

productive negotiations, more sophisticated legal reasoning and even more effective 

political discourse.’ (Keltner, 2016, page 109) 

Hjul: They are obviously doing something right, so if the state can’t beat them, why not join 

them? 

I’ll leave you to make your own final comment. 

http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/young-people-england-have-lowest-literacy-levels-developed-world-says-oecd-1540711
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/young-people-england-have-lowest-literacy-levels-developed-world-says-oecd-1540711


Professor John Robertson (Retired), 11th June 2016 

Sources not in the text: 

http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/14123235.Scottish_private_schools_see_pupil_num

bers_fall_to_record_low/ 

http://www.economist.com/news/britain/21677658-fees-rise-fewer-parents-beyond-

capital-are-choosing-go-private-marked-down 

Keltner, D. (2016) The Power Paradox, Allen Lane 
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