Annex D

100 HTs verdict on election manifestos: “Could try harder” 

The Association of Headteachers and Deputes in Scotland (AHDS) warns that none of the six main parties have yet produced education commitments that fully address the system’s challenges or what schools and school leaders need from this election. 

Before manifestos were published, AHDS set out five clear “asks” for parties: fix the gap between ASN aspiration and delivery; increase and re‑target funding with ASN support at the heart of budgets; continue and enhance PEF; address headteacher workload and wellbeing; and support the Curriculum Improvement Cycle with the time required to implement change. One head summed up the overall verdict on the manifestos bluntly: 

“Scottish party leaders are talking a big game on schools - but when you line their manifestos up against five clear tests from AHDS, none of them passes outright.”

What headteachers were asked to do
AHDS invited 100 headteacher members from across Scotland to respond to the education commitments from the manifestos of the 6 main parties. They were also asked to judge how far each offer matched AHDS’s five asks and to describe the overall package “in one sentence” from a school leader’s perspective.

Headteachers’ biggest worries
Across all parties, school leaders’ questions focused on funding, workforce and realism. 
They asked where money will come from, whether there will be cuts to pay for new pledges, and if ASN and PEF funding will be ring‑fenced and sustained rather than promised for a single parliamentary term. 

Many doubted there are enough trained teachers, PSAs and specialists to deliver expanded childcare, ASN and behaviour support, and worried that “curriculum change without time to implement” would simply add pressure to already unsustainable workloads.  

As one head put it, the system needs “a fully costed, time‑aware, workload‑sensitive package” which “no party has yet produced”.
AHDS’s 2026 workload survey – completed by over 1400 school leaders – made very clear that the number 1 issue faced by schools is inadequate support for ASN.

Members report that the number of pupils with additional needs is rising, the resource available to support them is reducing and that it is harder to access. (Annex B) 













How manifestos are viewed – and where they fall short
Overall, HTs saw some parties as closer to addressing key pressures than others, but were clear that significant gaps remain in all cases. (see Annex A).

SNP proposals on equity and ASN were recognised as positive, but the package as a whole was branded “ambitious and well‑intentioned but underfunded and unrealistic in the current economic environment”, “full of flash, visible gimmicks” and “over‑ambitious, under‑costed and operationally unrealistic.” One headteacher said universal offers such as free P1 schoolbags and meals “won’t result in positive impacts for all learners” when “core budgets are crumbling” and ASN demand is rising.  Considerable concern was expressed about securing the required workforce and about increases to school leader workloads.

Labour’s education commitments were described by one HT as “a highly structured and standards‑driven offer focused on behaviour, attainment and workforce reform, with strong potential impact but dependent on workforce capacity, clarity of delivery, and maintaining school‑level flexibility.” Another said Labour’s plans “prioritise behaviour, recovery, inclusion and workforce stability”, but warned that staffing pledges “would be a drop in the ocean” without detail on funding and leadership workload.

The Conservative manifesto drew a mixed response. Some leaders welcomed a “long‑overdue” mainstreaming review, increased PEF and more autonomy for headteachers, but many others called it “a huge backward step in equity and equality” and “a very dated view of education and our young people.” One head summarised it as “a standards‑focused and autonomy‑driven offer… but with significant implementation risk given the scale of change and workforce demands.”

The Liberal Democrat offer was generally seen as positive but lacking in detail. Heads “like the focus on early years and the recognition of more support staff being needed” and praised it as “a supportive, inclusion‑led and workforce‑focused offer that prioritises staffing stability and pupil wellbeing”, but also described it as “surface level and not well thought through”. Its success, they said, “will stand or fall on funding, recruitment and leadership workload.”

The Scottish Greens attracted strong praise for ambition – “It is child‑centred, addresses poverty and has equity and wellbeing at its heart” - alongside equally strong concern about feasibility. One head called it “a bold, wellbeing‑driven and reform‑heavy offer… but [it] poses significant challenges in terms of system‑wide change, workforce capacity, and practical delivery.”

Reform Scotland’s proposals prompted the most concern from headteachers. Members raised particular alarm about a heavy reliance on exclusion and a narrow, exam‑driven curriculum, with many feeling that the package did not reflect the needs and realities of Scotland’s schools as they experience them with one head describing the offer as “…ill‑informed and not at all child‑centred”.


How parties measure up against AHDS’s five asks
On ASN, school leaders welcomed the fact that “everyone gets it”, with all six parties acknowledging the crisis in support.  However, heads felt “no one funds it properly”, pointing out that most pledges rely on small numbers of additional staff, repurposed budgets or unspecific workforce plans.

On funding and PEF, one member noted that “no one is standing still, but few are honest about scale.”  Only the Conservatives “say the quiet part out loud” by explicitly committing to increase Pupil Equity Funding and send it directly to schools; other parties prefer universal offers such as free meals and breakfast clubs, which heads fear may “misdirect scarce resources away from core priorities like specialist staff, smaller classes and sustainable, school‑controlled budgets”, appearing to increase education spending but not focused on the core issues in the eyes of school leaders.

On workload and leadership, the Greens go furthest by “making reducing teacher workload a mission across the education sector”, while others emphasise extra staff, digital systems or discipline powers. AHDS’s concern, as articulated by one HT is that “leadership workload and wellbeing remain a subplot, not the headline, in most manifestos - even as headship vacancies rise and interest in the role falls.”  No party has properly recognised the excessive workload faced by school leaders or consequently very low levels of interest in becoming a head teacher.  
AHDS’s 2026 workload survey highlighted that only 23% of head teachers would now recommend headship to others – a record low – down from a high of 49% in 2021.  Similarly, only 14% of depute who responded indicated interest in becoming a head teacher.  

The key disincentives reported were excessive workload, inadequate support for pupils with additional needs and the additional workload required to undertake Into Headship. (Annex C) 










And on curriculum and assessment, parties are “bold on reform, but timid about the time and space needed to make it work”, with none explicitly backing AHDS’s call for additional in‑service days and protected time to embed change.

As one headteacher put it, “we do need change - but we can’t go back to a model from the Victorians, and we can’t keep piling new initiatives onto schools without the money, people and time to make them succeed.”

In summary 
AHDS is clear that Scotland’s headteachers are not looking for perfection on paper, but for credible plans that can actually be delivered and make a genuine positive impact for in real schools with real staff and real budgets.  For this to happen, they need to engage more fully with the profession.

The manifestos do show that parties have been listening - especially on ASN, equity and workload - but they still fall short of the fully funded, time‑aware, workload‑sensitive package that school leaders know is needed to secure a sustainable future for Scottish education. 

For the sake of children, families and staff, all parties must now go further: be honest about the investment required to tackle the ASN challenge – matching ambition with capacity; take seriously the undesirability of the role of head teacher; and move from headline promises to detailed, costed, workable plans that school leaders can trust to address AHDS’s 5 asks.

END.
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If implemented as described, how would the Labour package affect your school overall?

1. “Lacks detail on how their high level messages would translate into practice and doesn't seem to recognise that the staffing levels described would be a drop in the ocean.”
2. “This offer prioritises behaviour, recovery, inclusion, and workforce stability, and its success will depend careful implementation, however gives no acknowledgment of the impact on school leaders when implementing these initiatives.”
3. “A highly structured and standards-driven offer focused on behaviour, attainment and workforce reform, with strong potential impact but dependent on workforce capacity, clarity of delivery, and maintaining school-level flexibility.”

If implemented as described, how would the Green Party package affect your school overall?

1. “It is child-centred, addresses poverty and had equity and wellbeing at its heart, but raises concerns about feasibility, workforce capacity, and the need for careful implementation.”
2. “Some aspects of this are exactly what we would like to happen – reduced classes, later school start age – however, the detail of some promises are vague and open to interpretation.”
3. “A bold, wellbeing-driven and reform-heavy offer that prioritises equity, mental health and reduced pressure on pupils and staff, but poses significant challenges in terms of system-wide change, workforce capacity, and practical delivery.”

If implemented as described, how would the Liberal Democrat package affect your school overall?

1. “I like the focus on early years and the recognition of more support staff being needed.”
2. “A supportive, inclusion-led and workforce-focused offer that prioritises staffing stability and pupil wellbeing, with strong potential but dependent on effective coordination, recruitment, and sustainable funding.”
3. “There are some good concepts and emphasis on supporting the school workforce but would like to see more specific mention of supporting school leadership teams.”

If implemented as described, how would the SNP package affect your school overall?

1. “An aspirational focus on poverty and ASN but without convincing regard for practicality or impact.”
2. “An ambitious and equity-driven programme that aligns well with school priorities on inclusion and poverty, but whose success will depend heavily on clear funding, workforce capacity, and deliverability at school level.”
3. “The benefits to families and children are strong but the workload for school leaders will ultimately continue to rise and we are already stretched to breaking point.”



If implemented as described, how would the Conservative package affect your school overall?

1. “A huge backward step in equity and equality. An infringement on children’s rights and an insulting package of measures which take no account of progress in Scottish education.”
2. “A standards-focused and autonomy-driven offer that prioritises curriculum reform, stronger discipline and direct school funding, but carries significant implementation risk given the scale of change and workforce demands.”
3. “There are some good points but the negatives are hugely concerning and will negatively impact – it would take away what is unique and positive about Scottish education.”

If implemented as described, how would the Reform package affect your school overall?

1. “… ill-informed and not at all child-centred.”
Annex A: Overall impact and quotes for each of the 6 manifestos
2. “Lack of understanding of the issues faced by the Scottish education system at this time so pledges don't meet the known needs.”
ASN from AHDS annual workload survey 2026

Inclusion has been a recurring theme in response to successive annual workload surveys and has been repeatedly communicated to the main parties over the course of the last parliament as the key issue identified by school leaders.

The 2026 survey response once again makes this clear:


The challenges faced by schools are increasing levels of need while the resource available to provide the required support falls:


55% of members who had sought a specialist placement for a pupil had their request rejected.  The vast majority (84%) felt that placements would have been approved for these pupils in the past.  Instead, they reported being required to maintain the pupils in mainstream without the support necessary to meet pupil need.
Annex B


Undesirability of headship & recommendations, annual workload survey 2026

Depute Heads are the group of professionals next in line to become Scotland’s Head Teachers.  The interest in taking on the role of HT amongst DHTs has declined markedly over the eleven years or our survey

	Year
	DHT keen to be HT

	2016
	35.7%

	2017
	27.6%

	2018
	26.9%

	2019
	20.0%

	2020
	22.2%

	2021
	24.3%

	2022
	18.0%

	2023
	19.0%

	2024
	14.6%

	2025
	16.6%

	2026
	13.9%




The key reasons stated relate to the excessive workload they see undertaken by their HTs and the impact that it has on them.  

“The job appears to becoming unmanageable due to the constant cuts in budgets while expectations and demand only ever increase.”

“I have watched HTs around me become shadows of their former selves due to the relentless pressures and stresses of the job.”

“I have a young family and already struggle with work life balance. I don’t think it’s possible to have a young family and be a headteacher in the current climate. You will always either be letting down school or your family which is a feeling I feel regularly however I know this would increase significantly as a head teacher.” 

This links closely to the ASN challenge as that is identified as the single biggest workload issue by HTs.  

DHTs also noted their own excessive workload, that they could not envisage working any more hours which they perceived as necessary in a HT role.  21 members specifically mentioned the impossibility of the additional workload (and time) associated with undertaking Into Headship:
“Into Headship is a barrier.  It would be impossible to complete alongside a very demanding full-time DHT job and family/personal life.  Not possible to do all at once, it would have a detrimental effect on mental health.”

“The requirement to complete the ‘Into Headship’ qualification which I feel completely unable to do because of my current workload mean my opinion has changed and I no longer have the desire to become a head teacher.”

“I have no idea how I would have capacity to undertake Into Headship.   I see the strain my headteacher is under and do not want this, I have enough stress and pressure at the moment in the role I am in.”


Draft recommendations flowing from the 2026 workload survey:
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Recommendation 3:
Candidates undertaking Into Headship should be released from school 1 day per week for the duration of the programme.
Recommendation 2:
To address the excessive working hours of school leaders and the continual decline in desirability of headship, the Scottish Government and local authorities must increase and protect management capacity in schools.  This must include action to ensure that any extension to class teacher non-contact time is not delivered at the expense of management time nor in ways which offer pupils lower quality learning time.

Recommendation 1:
Significant and sustained investment is required to enable schools to effectively support pupils with additional needs.  



About AHDS

Established in AHDS is a trade union for school leaders (Head Teachers, Deputes and Principal Teachers) from Scotland’s primary, nursery and ASN schools.

We have over 2900 members including 83% of Scotland’s primary Head Teachers.

General Secretary: Greg Dempster, greg@ahds.org.uk, 07910291918
Website: www.ahds.org.uk
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What would make your role more manageable (2026)
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ASN Demand v's Resourcing, 2026 
(no. responses 1403) 

Have the number of pupils requiring additional support changed in your school in the last three years?	Increased a great deal	Increased a little	No change	Decreased a little	Decreased a great deal	87.099073414112624	10.263720598717036	1.639344262295082	0.42765502494654317	0.57020669992872419	Has resource to enable support for pupils requiring additional support changed in the last three years? (per head)	Increased a great deal	Increased a little	No change	Decreased a little	Decreased a great deal	2.9957203994293868	9.9857346647646228	19.186875891583455	23.323823109843083	44.507845934379461	
%




Application not approved, 
please respond to the following statements. 
(807 respones in 2026)
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"I'm a Depute: I am keen to become a HT"
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