
 

 
Archives for Learning and Education Section 

Ales@archives.org.uk  
 
Dear Mr Swinney 
 
We are the Archives for Learning and Education Section of the Archives and Records 
Association (UK & Ireland), and are writing with the support of the Association’s Scottish 
Nation Representatives. The Association represents and supports Record Keeping 
Professionals, and our Section in particular supports and promotes the use of archives in 
learning and education activities. 
 
You may be aware of the ARA’s recent statement on Slavery and Archival evidence which 
affirms that “We are committed to educating and empowering everyone who works in 
record-keeping or uses our records to eliminate the ignorant and offensive opinions 
expressed about slavery and widely reported in the media” and references the joint 
statement of intent for the heritage sector which acknowledges “that our nation’s history 
and heritage is an invaluable tool in the fight against racism and discrimination”.  
  
In the light of the recent examination of unconscious bias in our young people in Channel 4’s 
The School that Tried to End Racism, we believe that “teaching children about the 
importance of having respect and tolerance for all cultures” is not enough.  Like the 
Runnymede Trust, we remind you of the recommendation of the 1999 Macpherson report 
that the curriculum be amended with the aim of “valuing cultural diversity and preventing 
racism, in order better to reflect the needs of a diverse society”, and draw your attention to 
Wendy Williams’ finding that,  
  

‘The Windrush scandal was in part able to happen because of the public’s and 
officials’ poor understanding of Britain’s colonial history, the history of inward and 
outward migration, and the history of black Britons.’ 
  

We note that one of the four capacities that underpins the Curriculum for Excellence is to 
help young people become “Responsible citizens”. That this requires learning to “respect 
and value other people and to develop an understanding of their beliefs and feelings” in 
order to “help them to develop positive relationships, promote equality and fairness and 
counter discrimination”. We welcome these goals and the opportunity they present for 
schools to develop curriculums incorporating black histories. However the Principles and 
practice outline for Social Studies does not explicitly include reference to diverse histories. 
This risks the omission of black histories in school curriculums, in favour of more familiar 
subjects and prevailing historic narratives favouring colonial perspectives.  
 
As archivists with a stake in education, we reject the idea that Black history is some kind of 
optional extra, rather than an integral part of everyone’s history.  We do not feel the 
Curriculum for Excellence is explicit enough to adequately prepare Scottish young people for 
21st Century citizenship, leaving them ill-equipped to comprehend the past and present 
experiences of, and contributions made by, people from global majority populations.  The 
recent  
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Tortoise Education Summit has similarly recommended both that the history and legacy of 
the British empire and the workings of the UK’s internal union become integral to 
citizenship education.  
 
One of the overarching aims of the 2020/21 review of the Curriculum for Excellence is to 
identify particular areas/issues that require to be focussed on for development to ensure it 
contributes as effectively as possible to the education of all young people in Scotland.  
  
We call on you and the Scottish government to seize the opportunity presented by the 
current review into the Curriculum for Excellence to ensure that histories of empire, 
colonialism and migration, including Black Scottish histories, are embedded more 
explicitly in the guidance.  While we welcome the inclusion of topics of migration and 
empire, the Atlantic slave trade and civil rights in the USA as optional topics of study for 
National Qualifications at stage 4 and 5, we note that the Curriculum guidance lacks 
explicit signposting to the longstanding ethnic and racial diversity of migration and 
settlement in Scotland; histories of BAME communities and related movements for 
equality and justice; the involvement of Scots in the development of British colonies 
around the world; the nature and impact of British colonialism at home or abroad (from 
1901 onwards); and to histories of decolonisation across the globe. These omissions must 
urgently be addressed. 

 Crucially, as a result of a systemic failure to teach these topics, existing teachers will require 
support to embed these subjects into their curriculums and teach them effectively. A survey 
by the Our Migration Story project, found that 78% of history teachers wanted more 
training on teaching migration and 71% on teaching empire. These findings support the 
recommendations of TIDE-Runnymede report, Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in 
Secondary Schools (August 2019), particularly the call for an evidence-informed approach to 
training and professional development for history teachers. 
 
We also note the relative unpopularity of history as a subject of study for black students at 
University, and a correspondingly disappointing rate of recruitment of black teachers of 
history.  This in turn impacts in our profession’s ability to recruit a representatively diverse 
workforce. 
  
It has never been more important for us, as a society, to accurately and critically 
acknowledge – and teach – our collective past. As such, I hope you will treat this matter as 
one of urgency. 
 
Yours Sincerely 
The Archives for Learning and Education Section and the Archives and Records Association 
Scotland 
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