
 
 

(For official use only) 
PUBLIC PETITION NO. PE1366 

 
1. Name of petitioner 
James Forbes 
2. Petition title  
Abolition of church appointments to the General Teaching Council for 
Scotland 
3. Petition text  
Calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to remove 
the seats reserved for the Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic 
Church from the General Teaching Council for Scotland. 
4. Action taken to resolve issues of concern before submitting the 
petition 
Raised the issue on the floor of the General Teaching Council on 17.3.10 and 
again on 2.6.10. 

 
In the record of the minutes of the meeting of 17.3.10 my question  
"Can anybody give me one good reason why a teacher who is neither a 
Presbyterian nor a Roman Catholic, practising in a non-denominational 
school, should be subjected to the judgement of, and possibly struck off, on 
the casting vote of a Church?" 
was not recorded, so I objected at the meeting of 2 June 2010 on the grounds 
that the people I represent have the right to know that I am asking questions 
on their behalf. The response I received was that the Scottish Government, 
not the GTC, decided which organisations would be entitled to represent the 
public interest on the GTC. 

 
Correspondence with Scottish Government civil servants on this issue. The 
response stated— 
‘The Scottish Government has proposed that the independent Council will 
contain 37 members (19 elected teachers, 11 appointed members from key 
organisations and 7 members appointed to represent the public interest). The 
make-up of the 19 elected teachers will be a matter for Council in consultation 
with its stakeholders as will be the creation of the appointments process for 



members representing the public interest. As is currently the case, the 
organisations that have a right to appoint and the number of seats they are 
obliged to fill will be set out in legislation.  This position is set out in more 
detail in pages 39 to 45 of the Scottish Government response to the 
consultation on the future status of the GTCS.’  
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/02/23133936/0
 
Letters to Margaret Smith MSP (no reply), Patrick Harvie MSP (interested, on 
holiday), Robin Harper MSP (interested, on holiday) and Shirley-Ann 
Somerville MSP (has written to Government, awaiting reply). 
5. Petition background information  
I am raising this petition in a private capacity and not on behalf of any 
organisation of which I am a member. 
 
It seems to me that the majority of teachers in Scotland (and interested 
members of the general public) think that churches sit on the GTC solely to 
judge the suitability of teachers to teach in denominational schools. However 
this assumption is erroneous. (I am not in a position to conduct a survey to 
confirm this statement and that is why I have opened with the words “It 
seems”. However I have been an elected member of the GTC since 2001 and 
have discussed this issue on many occasions with my electorate.  On each 
occasion (without exception) teachers have expressed surprise (even when 
they belong to one of the two churches) that a church could have a say on 
their suitability to teach.  
 
Like all other members of the General Teaching Council, churches can sit on 
its statutory committees in judgement over all teachers practising in the state 
sector in Scotland. 
 
A teacher who, for reasons of conscience, is neither a Presbyterian (of the 
Church of Scotland) nor a Roman Catholic and who has always deliberately 
sought employment in non-denominational state schools can be judged and 
possibly struck off on the casting vote of an organisation whose influence he 
or she has always sought peacefully to avoid.   
 
On the present GTC 2009-11, the Roman Catholic Church has a 
representative on the Investigating Sub-committee to decide whether an 
accused person has a prima facie case to answer. On the last GTC 2005 to 
2009 the Roman Catholic Church also sat on the Investigating Sub-
committee.  On the tenth Council 2001-2005 the Roman Catholic Church had 
a representative on the Disciplinary Sub-committee and I seem to recall that 
the Church of Scotland had a representative there as a reserve. The 
Disciplinary Sub-committee is the only one that can remove a teacher’s name 
from the Register of Teachers. At present church representatives can be 
allocated to that committee to decide whose name should stay on the 
Register, regardless of the religious affiliation of the accused. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/02/23133936/0


 
The Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic Church each get one seat 
out of 50 on the GTC.  After proposed reforms each church will continue to be 
entitled to one seat out of 37. 
 
The Teaching Council Scotland Act 1965 states— 
[F1 (2A) The principal aims of the Council in exercising their functions shall 
be—
(a) to contribute to improving the quality of teaching and learning; and
(b) to maintain and improve teachers’ standards of professional competence.]
[ F2 (3) In exercising their functions, the Council shall have regard to the 
requirements of persons who are disabled persons for the purposes of the M1 
Disability Discrimination Act 1995.]
[ F3 (4) In exercising their functions the Council shall have regard to the 
interests of the public.] 
 
I cannot find any specific definition of the role of a member in the Act however the 
same Act continues at section 2 
(1) It shall be the duty of the Council to keep under review the standards of 
education, training and fitness to teach appropriate to persons entering the 
teaching profession and to make to the Secretary of State from time to time 
such recommendations with respect to those standards as they think fit. 
(2) Without prejudice to the foregoing subsection the Council may in particular 
make to the Secretary of State recommendations as to the [F1 matters] which, 
in their view, should be prescribed by him under [F2 , or determined by virtue 
of,] [ F1 section 7(1)(b) to (d)] of this Act.
(3) It shall also be the duty of the Council to consider, and make to the 
Secretary of State from time to time recommendations on, such other matters 
relating to the education, training [F3 , career development] and fitness to 
teach of teachers as they think fit or as may be referred to them by the 
Secretary of State. 
It seems to me that these responsibilities of the Council are the closest one 
can get to a definition of the responsibilities of any individual member whose 
role seems difficult to justify if it is not to ensure that the Council fulfils its 
obligations to the wider Scottish public and does not act outside its remit.  The 
powers of church members here are no different from the powers of any other 
member. 
 
The consultation exercise “Towards an independent General Teaching 
Council for Scotland” was conducted by the Scottish Government between 2 
April 2009 and 26 June 2009: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/04/01102731/0
 
It published its findings from the consultation in August 2009: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/08/03120632/0
 
The outcome will be a reformed General Teaching Council reduced from 50 

http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556636&filesize=6114#945538
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556636&filesize=6114#945539
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556636&filesize=6114#945540
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556636&filesize=6114#945541
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556638&filesize=5012#945546
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556638&filesize=5012#945547
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556638&filesize=5012#945546
http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?LegType=All+Primary&PageNumber=1&BrowseLetter=T&NavFrom=1&parentActiveTextDocId=1556632&ActiveTextDocId=1556638&filesize=5012#945549
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/04/01102731/0
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/08/03120632/0


seats to 37 seats with 19 seats reserved for elected teachers, 7 seats for 
Ministerial nominations, 3 seats for Local Government employers, 1 seat for 
Colleges of Further Education, 1 seat for the Scottish Council for Independent 
Schools, 3 seats for universities, 1 seat for the Church of Scotland, 1 seat for 
the Roman Catholic Church and 1 seat for the National Parents Forum. 
6. Do you wish your petition to be hosted on the Parliament’s website as 
an e-petition? 
YES  
7. Closing date for e-petition 
18 October 2010 
8. Comments to stimulate on-line discussion 
1 Church representatives do not sit as of right on the Law Society of 

Scotland, the General Medical Council nor other regulatory bodies 
operating in Scotland, though all regulatory bodies have an interest in 
professionally associated ethical issues. 

2 Some teachers hold strong convictions regarding adherence to the 
Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic Church.  It is therefore 
questionable whether these two churches should hold the privilege of 
non-elected representation when other well established Christian 
denominations, as well as representatives of other religions and 
secularism, have no voice at all. 

3 Removal from the GTC will not prevent churches from offering their 
opinion on the curriculum, just like all other sections of society.  It will not 
affect the appointment of those teachers who apply to practise in 
denominational schools.  It will simply terminate the power of churches to 
decide on the suitability of those teachers who reject their spiritual and 
temporal authority. 

4 The Government held a consultation exercise on the composition of the 
GTC in spring 2009.  It asked whether any bodies not on the GTC should 
be there.   It did not ask whether any bodies there should not be there.  
Several contributors expressed the view that churches should not be 
there.  Only the churches seem to have indicated specifically that they 
should be present.  Three organisations called for some ecclesiastical 
representation, but not in the present form. 

5 “Faith groups” were specifically invited to respond to the consultation 
exercise, but only the Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic Church 
responded.  Other Christian churches were specifically invited to respond 
only through umbrella organisations such as Action for Churches 
Together in Scotland and the Scottish Interfaith Council, on which both 
the Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic Church are already 
represented anyway.  Organisations which exist to promote separation of 
church and state were not specifically invited to comment at all. 

 
 


	 

