
Introduction
Ro-ràdh
This latest (2013) revision of the Highland Learning, Teaching and Assessment 
Policy reflects changes in our educational thinking since the launch of the 
original in 2003 and subsequent versions.  We have shortened the title - but not 
diminished the significance of our collective ideas about the curriculum, learning, 
teaching and assessment.  The Learning Policy has been written for Education, 
Culture and Sport staff, parents, young people and others involved in lifelong 
learning.  Consequently, its principles apply to learners of all ages - especially 
those involved in updating their professional learning. 

Our Learning Policy endorses wholeheartedly the educational purposes 
described in Curriculum for Excellence.  We aim to develop ourselves and those 
we teach as: Successful Learners, Confident Individuals, Responsible Citizens 
and Effective Contributors.  Our success in this aim will depend on how far all 
involved feel secure and valued, and the extent to which we all learn how to think 
effectively in different contexts. 

Our Learning Policy is supported by its Toolkit and the Highland CPD Reflection 
Framework.  These professional learning materials are available from the following 
link: 

www.highland.gov.uk/learningpolicy-highlandprofessionallearningresources

Experience shows that these materials are best used collectively.  Teachers 
are learners.  They have a professional responsibility to improve their skills and 
knowledge and should actively seek out learning opportunities to do so.  The 
Toolkit and Framework offer just such opportunities for learning through reading 
and reflection, dialogue and ‘doing’. 

In order to achieve school improvement, managers have a crucial facilitating 
role to play in collegial activity.  As part of School Improvement through Self-
Evaluation (SISE), managers and other leaders of learning should apply the 
principles and foster the characteristics of the Highland Learning Policy when 
facilitating CPD.  
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Leaders of learning should: 
• Provide a strategic stimulus through Learning Policy development. 
• Encourage informal and formal dialogue to engage with principles and 

improve practice. 
• Facilitate groups (learning communities) within the establishment and across 

schools.
• Organise and participate in learning visits and action research in order to 

improve individual practice and share good practice.
• Advertise and facilitate attendance at appropriate external CPD events and 

engage the learner in subsequent dialogue including identification of next 
steps. 

Getting it Right for Every Learner

Ga fhaighinn ceart airson Gach Neach-ionnsachaidh

What needs to be in place for learning to happen?
No learner of any age can be fully effective if he or she feels unhappy, or troubled 
or insecure.  It is the responsibility of the school community - school staff, young 
people, parents and carers, professionals from partner agencies and others in the 
local community - to work together to ensure that each learner feels safe, healthy, 
achieving, nurtured, active, respected, responsible and included. 

But young people believe, and research consistently shows, that the teacher has a 
crucial role in this process.  Quite simply, the teacher makes the difference.

Over the last sixty years, young people’s ideas about what makes a successful 
teacher have been consistent.  These ideas focus on personal qualities - how the 
teacher acts as a role model - building relationships with individuals and the class 
as a whole, fostering relationships amongst learners. 

According to young people, successful teachers are: 

RESPECTFUL
 Genuinely like young people, care about them, listen to them, enjoy their 

company and do not disrespect them individually or collectively. 
OPEN
 Prepared to challenge their own thinking and admit they may be wrong. 
ASPIRATIONAL
 Genuinely believe that all learners can succeed; have high expectations.
ASSERTIVE
 Decisive and confident, firm but fair. 
ENCOURAGING
 Positive, supportive, welcoming error as an opportunity to learn. 
ENTHUSIASTIC
 Believe in what they are teaching and enjoy the job. 
HUMOROUS
 Show humour naturally and put learners at ease. 

Before we engage with the key principles and characteristics of our policy, 
we should consider fully how we go about demonstrating these personal 
qualities in our interactions with others - because without them, high quality 
learning cannot be achieved.
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Key Principles
Prìomh Phrionnsapalan

The Four Capacities provide our goals - we know that we want all learners to be 
successful, to be effective contributors, to be responsible citizens, to be confident 
individuals.  What, then, are the key principles which inform our curriculum, 
learning and teaching, and assessment?

Our starting point is inclusion.  Learners should not be subject to discrimination 
- intentional or otherwise - on the grounds of their social circumstances, gender, 
race, religion, cultural beliefs, disability or sexual orientation.

Our first step is the curriculum - the ‘what’ of learning in relation to skills and 
knowledge.  We cannot divorce what we learn from how we go about learning it. 
Each school community, then, should develop a rationale for its curriculum, one 
not only based on the seven principles of Building the Curriculum 3:
www.highland.gov.uk/building-the-curriculum-3  but also on the values 
and needs of those who make up the community.

Many of these values and needs will be shared across Highland, the nation and, 
indeed, internationally.  But there will be a difference - perhaps in emphasis, 
perhaps in actual content.  This difference will reflect local circumstances - 
geographical, social, cultural, historical.  As a result, each school’s curriculum 
should be unique; it should demonstrate the difference.

N.B. In the statements which follow, ‘teachers’ comprise all staff undertaking a teaching role. 

Our key principles for all learners are:

ENGAGEMENT
Learners need motivation.  They should have a significant 
reason for engaging in the learning process and positive 
feelings about involvement. 

Learners - especially the young - are often self-motivating; 
they are desperate to find out, know, understand - it’s as 
natural as breathing.  Learning brings its own emotional 
and/or intellectual reward.  Equally often, though, learners 
require an external incentive to provide motivation - an 
award, a certificate, a prize, praise, promotion.  To be 
effective, such incentives must be meaningful to the 
learner. 

As teachers - often through personal example - we should 
foster a love of learning by nurturing self-motivation.  But 
we should also motivate - inspire, challenge and praise.  We 
should show that we value all learners, creating an ethos of 
achievement and organising tasks which will bring rewards 
that matter from the learner’s point of view. 
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PARTICIPATION
Learners need to participate actively in the learning process.  They 
should take progressive responsibility for their own learning. 

Learners should lead whenever possible.  They should make 
informed choices about what, where and how they learn; they 
should self and peer assess.  Learners should be aware of themselves 
as learners, conscious of their own preferred styles of learning, 
confident enough to seek help, perceptive enough to know where 
help may be best sought, skilful enough to access help readily. 

As teachers, we are lifelong learners - a state of mind which should 
inform our professional practice, development and our own 
wider learning.  Through collegiality, we should create learning 
communities in our classrooms, establishments and beyond. 

DIALOGUE
Learners need to share ideas and emotions through verbal and/
or multi-sensory dialogue.  Real understanding takes place when 
learners work through with someone else what is to be learned 
and how far they have been successful - make sense of a learning 
experience. 

Learners, where possible, should talk through their learning 
regularly with their teachers, their peers, parents and others.  They 
should question, answer, expound, challenge assertions, support 
propositions, offer alternatives, suggest solutions … 

As teachers - through personal example and setting standards in our 
questioning and feedback - we should create the conditions in which 
dialogue can thrive, where self-confidence and respect for others 
underpin all interaction, where achievement is celebrated and error 
welcomed as a stepping stone to success. 

THINKING
Learners need to think.  This thinking should be critical and creative, 
robust and flexible in order that all may understand and achieve their 
potential whatever the context. 

Learners should be positively critical: questioning, investigating, 
testing, seeking the truth about themselves, others and the world 
in which they live.  They should be creative: imagining, expressing, 
exploring the boundaries of the possible so that there are no limits to 
ambition. 

As teachers we should be thinkers: reflective professionals who 
are self-aware, systematically evaluative, focused on our own 
improvement and that of those in our care.  We should use the 
language of thinkers, ask the questions that matter, enable and 
empower other learners to ask those questions, so that they and 
those who respond may make their thinking explicit.  Crucially, 
despite the pressures, we ourselves should take time to think and talk 
about learning.
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The Highland Model of Engagement
Modail na Gàidhealtachd airson Com-pàirteachas

The Highland model of engagement illustrates the relationship between the principles and practice 
described in this policy and how these impact on learners, supporting them to take greater responsibility 
for their own learning, to become more resilient, resourceful and reflective. 
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Professional learning materials related to the model may be accessed at:

www.highland.gov.uk/learningpolicy-highlandprofessionallearningresources

The Highland Model of Engagement
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The Assessment is for Learning School
An Sgoil airson Measadh airson Ionnsachadh

Our Learning Policy articulates the ideas of Highland teachers influenced by the work of Paul Black, Brian 
Boyd, Robert Fisher, Mark Priestley, Eric Young and others in our local authority.  These ideas and the concept 
of the AifL School continue to underpin our thinking about how a good school learns.

Our pupils and staff 
help to set their own 

learning goals.

Our classroom assessment involves high quality interactions, based 
on thoughtful questions, careful listening and reflective responses.

Our pupils and staff are fully 
involved in deciding next steps in 

their learning and identifying
who can help.

Our pupils and staff are given 
timely feedback about the 

quality of their work and how 
to make it better. 

Our pupils and staff 
and parents are clear 

about what is to be 
learned and what 

success would be like.

Staff use a range
of evidence from
day-to-day activities 
to check on
pupils’ progress.

Staff talk and work together 
to share standards in and 
across schools.

Staff use assessment information 
to monitor their establishment’s 
provision and progress, and to 
plan for improvement.
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assessment.
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Key Characteristics
Prìomh Fheartan

What are the key characteristics which demonstrate high quality learning in our 
schools, learning centres and beyond in the community?  

When we self-evaluate - reflect about our own practice and engage in learning 
visits - over time we should see, celebrate and strive to improve the following: 

• People welcoming other people, enjoying challenge, hard work and 
each other’s company in an ethos where error is not feared, but seen as a 
stepping stone to success.

• Learners reviewing prior work, making choices, discussing and agreeing 
what needs to be done and what success will look like for the learner and 
the class.

• Learners engaging in work which meets their needs in relation to skills and 
knowledge, which stimulates and challenges, which takes full account of 
local, Highland, national and international contexts and settings.

• Learners leading - taking roles of responsibility, exploiting information 
technology, asking each other thoughtful questions, engaging in dialogue 
as a class and in groups, modelling processes and presenting knowledge 
and skills to each other and ‘external’ audiences. 

• Learners reflecting about their own progress, giving and receiving feedback 
focused on success criteria, agreeing next steps and taking action to 
achieve improvement.

Curriculum Learning
& Teaching

Aligning the Curriculum, Learning, Teaching and Assessment
Taken together, our principles, our key characteristics and the elements of the AifL School represent 
an aligning of the curriculum, learning and teaching, and assessment.  Through this alignment and its 
demonstration in our practice, all learners will enjoy high quality learning experiences and achieve success 
in the Four Capacities.
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Further Information: 
For further information about this Learning Policy, please contact:

Jim Steven
Email: jim.steven@highland.gov.uk

Ruth Binks
Email: ruth.binks@highland.gov.uk
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