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Education and Skills Committee 
 

Senior Phase Subject Choice and Higher Education Institutions’  
Entry Requirements 

 
8 March 2017 

 
The Committee agreed to undertake work on subject choice in the senior phase and 
entry requirements at higher education establishments.  The Committee invited 
survey responses from every mainstream publically funded secondary school in 
Scotland and every Higher Education Institution.   
 
Subject choice and the structure of the senior phase was discussed during the 
Committee’s work on key public bodies in late 2016 and again in the Committee’s 
evidence session with the Curriculum for Excellence Management Board on 18 
January 2017. 
 
SPICe reports on both surveys are included in this paper. 
 
Survey of secondary schools 
 
Survey of Higher Education Institutions 
 
  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/101126.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10739&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10739&mode=pdf
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Survey of secondary schools 
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Introduction 
In January the Committee decided to undertake a short survey of all secondary 
schools to establish further evidence of emerging Senior Phase patterns.  The 
survey focused on: 
 

 number of subjects taken in S4 

 ability to take 3 sciences 

 running Higher courses over two years 

 taking Highers without first taking an N5 
 
Schools were also asked about any plans for change they had for their Senior Phase 
curriculum structure. The survey was sent by e-mail to all publicly funded 
mainstream secondary schools and ran from 27th January to 13th February. The 
Committee received 87 completed responses. Further detail about the responses is 
provided at the end of this report. 
 
Response rate and demographics 
Completed responses were received from around a quarter of local authority 
mainstream secondary school (86 out of 359) local authority mainstream secondary 
schools.  The grant-maintained school, Jordanhill, also submitted a response. 
 
Responses were received from all but two local authorities (West Lothian and East 
Renfrewshire).  Chart 3 shows the % of secondary schools responding in each local 
authority.  There were four areas where 50% or more of schools responded: 
Aberdeen, Aberdeenshire, Eilean Siar and West Dunbartonshire. 
 
Schools were also asked about their pupil roll and the proportion of pupils on free 
school meals.  The general pattern of survey responses is reasonably similar to the 
range of size of school across Scotland, although the survey responses do show 
some over-representation from schools of a middling size (between 600 to 800 
pupils). 
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Chart 1: % responses by school size, comparing survey responses and all 
schools.  

 
 
Responses were also checked against the general pattern of free school meal 
registration.  Again, the responses do seem to loosely reflect the national pattern, 
although there is some over representation of schools with very low fsm registration 
and some under representation of those with middling fsm registration. 
 
Chart 2: % responses by free school meal registration, comparing survey 
responses and all schools  
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Chart 3: Proportion of responses by local authority 

 
 
Number of subjects taken in S4 
The survey asked about the maximum number of subjects that can be studied in S4.  
As table 1 below shows, over half of schools responding offer a maximum of 6 
subjects.  However, nearly a third of these (16 schools) are looking at increasing the 
number of subjects offered.  (There was also one mention in the comments of a 
school planning to reduce from 7 to 6 subjects).   
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Schools’ plans for increasing the number of subjects offered would suggest that the 
level of diversity may increase.  Applying the plans for increase mentioned would 
result in 50% offering 6 subjects and 48% offering 7 subjects. 
 
Table 1: Maximum subject choice in S4 
Maximum 
subjects 

number of 
schools 

% of 
responses 

of which, number 
planning to increase 

5 subjects 1 1% 1 

6 subjects 50 57% 16 

7 subjects 26 30% 3 

8 subjects 10 11% 1 

 
N = 87 

   
Reform Scotland undertook a similar exercise published in May 2016. National 4 and 
5: Unintended Consequences found that, of the 292 schools that gave specific 
answers, 16% offered a maximum of eight subjects, 33% a maximum of seven, 49% 
a maximum of six and 1% a maximum of five. 
 
While the results are far from an exact match, taking the two surveys together does 
confirm that most schools offer 6 or 7 subjects at S4. 
 
In the Committee’s survey 14 responses commented on S4 subject choice, with 
mixed opinion on the value of offering 6 subjects in S4. Interestingly both those in 
favour and those against ‘6 subjects’ base their view on improving pupil choice. 
 
Narrowing choice 
Amongst the 14 schools that commented, there were 6 comments that six subjects in 
S4 narrows choice.  One said it: 

 
“restricts pupil choice and progression routes and undermines the viability of 
subjects outwith the core of English, Mathematics, Sciences and Social 
Subjects” 

 
There were also concerns that it results in pupils dropping modern languages, 
including Gaelic.  Two respondents said they were reluctantly moving to 6 subjects 
against their better judgement.  One said: 

 
“(we were) instructed by our Local Authority to move to 6 subjects this session 
which was very much against the will of the school community; it has reduced 
choice and caused problems for some pupils” 

 
Conversely, another school is planning to increase from 6 to 7 subjects at S4 in 
order to: 

 
“increase pace and challenge in S3 and S4 as well as offering more breadth 
of choice.” 
 

https://reformscotland.com/2016/05/national-4s-and-5s-unintended-consequences/
https://reformscotland.com/2016/05/national-4s-and-5s-unintended-consequences/
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Support for 6 subject model 
Like those that opposed it, those that supported the 6 subject model often did so on 
the basis of pupil choice.  For example: 

 
“It is my personal opinion that  6 subjects in S4 and 6 in S5 and S6 is the best 
model to deliver increased pupil choice and pupil pathways in the senior 
phase.” 

 
another said: 

 
“We are planning to move to a common choice form for S4-S6. This would 
reduce the number of courses from 7 to 6 at S4. It would also increase the 
availability of applied learning courses for S4 - S6 pupils and also increase the 
availability of N4/N5 courses to S5 and S6 pupil” 

 
and another that: 

 
“The move to a 6 subject model choice in S4 allows for greater depth and 
specialisation of study but we view the vast majority of our pupil coursing as a 
two or three year development as the vast majority of our pupils stay on until 
S5 and S6.” 

 
National guidance 
The lack of clarity in the national policy was highlighted.  One respondent 
commented: 

 
“The diversity in opportunity across the country regarding how many courses 
a child can pursue in S4 is something which I believe must be reviewed at a 
national level. There is significant variation from authority to authority and this 
has the potential to become something of a post code lottery for young 
people.” 

 
Another commented that: 

 
“Over the last few years there has been a lack of clarity in advice for the 
senior phase -particularly over how more than 6 subjects can be taken in S4 
and how that relates to the purpose and rationale for S3” 
 

Another that: 
 

“The continuing ambiguity at national level in this regard is unhelpful.”  
 

Related to this is a comment from one respondent expressing frustration at criticism 
for following national guidance: 
 

“Schools, like ourselves, who have followed guidance to the letter and 
embedded all aspects of CFE such as entitlement to work experience, 
foundation apprenticeships and wider achievement opportunities are correct.  
Yet we are the schools often criticised for only allowing 6 nationals as 
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'standard' in s4 with some degree of flexibility for a few.  ALL SCHOOLS 
should be following the same model.” 
 

Constraints on the number of subjects offered 
The survey also asked whether certain factors  - recruitment, resources and 
timetabling capacity – limited the number of subjects offered.   
 
Around three quarters of schools considered that difficulty recruiting teachers was 
constraining subject choice either a great deal or to some extent.  Nine respondents 
made comments about staffing constraints.  For example one said: 
 

“increasingly choices in the Senior Phase are driven by what we can staff due 
to very challenging recruitment difficulties in the North East rather than the 
school’s rationale for our Senior Phase curriculum.” 
 

Timetabling capacity also acted as a constraint, but to a lesser extent (61% said it 
impacted ‘to some extent’ or ‘a great deal’). Interestingly, for 29% of schools, 
resources (other than teachers) did not act as constraint at all.  However it is 
possible that the term ‘resource’ might have been interpreted in different ways. 
 
Table 2: Number of schools facing constraints on offering S4 subjects 

  
A great 
deal 

To some 
extent A little 

Not at 
all all 

Difficulties recruiting teachers 
with the required subject 
specialisms 

27  
(31%) 

36  
(41%) 

15  
(17%) 

9  
(10%) 

 
N= 87 

(100%) 

availability of resources (other 
than teachers) 

7  
(8%) 

24  
(28%) 

31  
(36%) 

25  
(29%) 

N=87 
(100%) 

capacity in the school timetable 
19  

(22%) 
34  

(39%) 
28  

(32%) 
6  

(7%) 
N= 87 

(100%) 

Question: To what extent do the following factors constrain the number of subjects 
offered in S4.  
 
By-passing National 5 
The survey asked how many subjects could be taken at Higher without first having 
taken a course at N5.  Table 3 below shows that around half of schools responding 
require a National 5 before a pupil can take a Higher.  Around a fifth have the option 
for one or two subjects, and 27% offer this for more than 2 subjects. 
 
Table 3: Number of Highers that can be taken without an N5 

 

Number of 
schools % schools plans to increase 

none 43 52% 8 

1 or 2  17 21% 8 

3 to 7 8 10% 0 

12 or more 8 10% 0 

all 6 7% 1 

  82 100.0% 17 
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There were few comments on the idea of by-passing National 5 and going straight to 
Higher, possibly because few schools appear to be contemplating changes to their 
current policy.  One respondent commented that: 
 

“I have never been aware of CfE being designed to bypass N5” 
 
Another considered that for their school, such an option would reduce choice 
 

“Whilst the notion of 'by passing' qualifications may seem attractive in some 
settings it would have the effect of reducing options/choice in our setting” 
 

Another disagreed on the grounds that it risked a pupil leaving without qualifications 
 

“I also do not agree with not sitting a N5 in year one of aiming for higher - 
particularly in knowledge base courses such as Maths/Science as you have 
no idea what will happen to the child during the course of two years - if they 
leave then they will only get units and that is if you still do units!!! Children 
need to be protected from leaving with no completion of courses.” 
 

The reference to the importance of a ‘fall back’ position was reflected in other 
comments.  For example: 
 

“In terms of by-passing N5 to Higher for some students, our parents, students 
and teachers have told us they would be concerned about the risk of 
potentially not having N5 as a safety net” 

 
Similarly, another stated that the idea had not been supported by parents. 
 

“The original consultation with parents (on Senior Phase) showed that they 
did not support the idea of going straight to Higher without the N5.” 
 

Direct entry may be more common in some subjects rather than other.  One 
commented: 
 

“Direct entry is common in subjects such as Business Management, Physical 
Education, Modern Studies and to a lesser extent in Art, Graphic 
Communication, Design & Manufacture, Music and Drama.” 
 

Two year highers  
Linked to the idea of bypassing N5 is the idea of studying Highers over two years – 
either in S4/S5 or S5/S6.  In three quarters of schools responding (62 schools) it is 
not possible to take a Higher over two years. However 12 of these schools have 
plans to allow this in future.  (See Table 4 below).  
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Table 4: Ability to study Highers over two years 

Number of 
subjects  Number of schools % 

Schools planning  to 
increase  

none 62 75% 12 

1 or 2 7 8% 1 

2 to 24 6 7% 1 

All 8 10% 1 

 
N= 83 

   
Eight respondents provided comment on the two year higher.  Constraints discussed 
included the timetabling and staffing difficulties in offering this, particularly in small 
schools.  One said: 
 

“only a large school could manage the challenge of timetabling both one year 
and two year Higher course in the same session.”   
 

It was also suggested that better articulation between N5 and Higher would mean 
students could be taught the same content, but be examined at different levels, and 
this would ease timetabling issues.  There were several comments that a two year 
Higher is offered or planned over S5/S6 but not S4/S5.  
 
Taking three sciences 
In a letter to the Committee, Education Scotland stated that while schools enable 3 
sciences where needed, very few pupils actually take this up. 
 

“I can confirm that our inspectors are finding that secondary schools are 
generally still making arrangements for three sciences where needed. Indeed, 
the percentage of young people taking 3 science subjects to qualifications has 
remained around the same over the past few years with only slight 
fluctuations. It has ranged from 3.1% to 3.6% across the 2012 (3.1%) to 2016 
(3.2%) period.” (Education Scotland letter dated 16th December 2016) 
 

From the survey it appears that the vast majority of schools allow pupils to study 
three sciences in one year and almost all enable this over the Senior Phase as a 
whole. 
 
The Committee has also asked Scottish HEIs about their standard entry 
requirements for courses such as medicine and whether this requires 3 sciences at 
one sitting.   
 
Table 5: % schools that allow three sciences, in one year and across Senior 
Phase 

  % schools n= 

At National 5 in S4 83% 87 

At National 5 during Senior Phase 95% 86 

At Higher in S5 83% 86 

At Higher during Senior Phase 98% 86 

 

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20161216ESFollowUP.pdf
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There were few comments on this subject.  However, one respondent mentioned 
that teacher recruitment difficulties led to pupils being taught by a non-specialist prior 
to S4 and that:  
 

“this then impacts on attainment further up the school.  Unless we recruit 
further in science for next session, we may have to limit the number of pupils 
taking sciences in the senior phase next year.” 
 

One respondent referred to university entrance requirements: 
 

“we have been assured by several Universities that they do not have a 
requirement for 3 Sciences at one sitting. In fact, they have said they are keen 
that young people show that they can pick up a 3rd science in S6 and show 
continuing commitment and the ability to learn new subjects.” 
 

There was however one comment that pupils should not be sitting all three sciences: 
 

“I am an ex PT Science.  There is absolutely no need to take three sciences in 
the traditional sense and that includes for high tariff courses such as 
Medicine.”   
 

Vocational subjects  
A number of respondents also referred to the importance of vocational pathways and 
collaboration with other schools and colleges.  There were references to existing or 
planned collaboration although one respondent said that they were planning to 
increase their in-house provision due to the impact that travel time had on other 
subjects and the extra costs of provision in college.   
 
 
Camilla Kidner 
SPICe  
16th February 2017 
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Survey of Higher Education Institutions 
 
HEIs were asked: 

 the standard offer made to SQA applicants for law, medicine and mechanical 
engineering, including whether any elements needed to be achieved in a 
single sitting 

 the proportion of all undergraduate entrants to these courses who had sat 
SQA qualifications  

 
Entrants with SQA qualifications 
The table below summarises the information provided on the proportion of first year 
entrants who had come through the Scottish qualifications system.  This shows that 
for medicine, only around half of entrants had done SQA qualifications.  In the case 
of Law and Mechanical Engineering both generally show higher proportions of 
students entering from the Scottish system. 
 
Table 1: Proportion SQA entrants to medicine, law and mechanical engineering 

  % SQA entrants 

  Medicine Law 
Mechanical 
Engineering 

 
SQ
A 

all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

SQ
A 

all 
entrants 

% 
SQ
A 

SQ
A 

all 
entrants 

% 
SQ
A 

Aberdeen 112 * * 152 * * 76 * * 

Abertay n/a n/a n/a 24 44 55% n/a n/a n/a 

Dundee 97 152 64% 33 50 66% 27 55 49% 

Edinburgh 81 196 41% 89 109 82% 26 75 35% 

Edinburgh 
Napier 

n/a n/a n/a 51 58 88% 34 43 79% 

Glasgow 118 251 47% 202 228 89% 76 123 62% 

Glasgow 
Caledonia
n 

n/a n/a n/a 48 50 96% 46 53 87% 

Heriot 
Watt 

n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a  83 147 56% 

Robert 
Gordon 

n/a n/a n/a 59 71 83% 53 67 79% 

St 
Andrews 

56 152 37% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Strathclyd
e 

n/a n/a n/a 183 234 78% 15 33 45% 

Total 352 751 47% 689 844 82% 360 596 60% 

notes: 
Aberdeen – information on the total number of entrants was not provided (only Scottish students).  
Data on SQA entrants that has been provided by Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Edinburgh Napier, Glasgow, 
Glasgow Caledonian and St Andrews may include those who entered with HNC and HND 
qualifications or with Highers/Advanced Highers. 
 

Standard Offers 
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HEIs were asked about their standard offer, as opposed to minimum entry 
requirements.  They were asked to specify if applicants should have achieved a 
certain number of grades in a single sitting.   
 
Grades required at one sitting 
For some institutions, standard offers require a five or six highers by the end of S5. 
 
The following provides some examples:  
 
At Edinburgh, for Law, the standard offer was AAAAA at Higher, achieved in S5 (not 
including contextual factors).  Edinburgh has no evidence that any issues were 
caused by curriculum constraints in schools. 
 
At Aberdeen, for Law, the standard offer was AAAB or AABBB at Higher or AAB at 
Advanced Higher, at one sitting.  For law it was noted that “A number of candidates 
were eligible for a conditional offer but were unable to meet because of the 
curriculum being studied.  Offer making was therefore adapted to take account of the 
S6 curriculum which incorporated Advanced Highers.” 
 
At Edinburgh, for Medicine, the standard offer included a requirement that the 
applicant had AAAB at Higher by the end of S5, to include 3 sciences (where 
science includes maths).  They also required to have BBB from either 3 Advanced 
Highers and one Higher or 3 Advanced Highers.  There was no subject requirement 
at S6 unless students did not already have Biology or Chemistry. 
 
At Glasgow, the standard offer is AAAAA or AAAABB by the end of S5 as well as A 
and B in two Advanced Highers by the end of S6. 
 
A number of submissions made the point that they count Highers achieved in S4 and 
S5 as ‘one sitting’ i.e the applicant can have sat Highers in both S4 and S5. 
 
The submissions from Abertay, Glasgow Caledonian, UHI, Napier and Robert 
Gordon do not specify that grades must be achieved by a certain point  
 
Napier stated that: “for admission to all our degree programmes we look at student 
achievement at the end of their studies and as such we do not ask for students to 
achieve their qualifications either in a single sitting or in a single academic year.” 
 
Heriot-Watt noted that: “As far as first attempt versus second attempt in theory this 
makes no difference but inevitably applicants that have taken one attempt are 
ranked higher and so more likely to receive an offer” (It may be that this refers to re-
sits rather than taking different subjects at S6). 
 
Grade requirement increased if over two sittings 
It is common practice to require higher grades overall if they are achieved over two 
sittings.  For example: 
 
At Aberdeen, for Mechanical Engineering, students with grades achieved over two 
sittings were required to get AABBB, whereas the requirement if achieved at one 
sitting was lower – AABB.  A similar point was made by Edinburgh, who generally 
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require grades to be achieved by the end of S5.  Highers in S6 are accepted, but the 
grade requirement increases. 
 
At Strathclyde, for law, the standard offer is AAAAB at first sitting, or AAABBBB at 
second sitting. 
 
At Dundee, the standard offer for law is AABB at one sitting or AAAB at two sittings. 
 
Requirement for 3 sciences in medical degrees 
Medicine at Aberdeen’s standard offer is “3 sciences” at one sitting, although it 
includes maths as a science. 
 
Similarly at Edinburgh, the standard offer for medicine includes 3 sciences (including 
maths), although the university: “recognises that for some applicants, this 
combination of subjects in S5 may not be possible/appropriate” and allows them to 
take the missing subjects in S6.  However, the submission notes that: “the vast 
majority of applicants to medicine had the required five Highers from S5 and there is 
no evidence that those who did not, resulted from curriculum constraints in schools.” 
 
Glasgow generally requires 3 sciences by the end of S5, although includes maths as 
a science.  They do also allow any ‘missing’ sciences to be taken in S6, if they have 
AAAAA or AAAABB at Higher in S5 in other subjects.  The standard offer at Glasgow 
also includes 2 Advanced Highers at A or B. 
 
Dundee only requires 2 sciences – chemistry and one other. 
 
At St Andrews the standard offer is BBB in 3 advanced highers at S6. 
 
Subject choice 
Glasgow Caledonian provided results from focus groups with 92 S6 pupils which 
discussed their experiences of S4-6 option choices and post school plans.  This 
found that: “It is evidence from the focus group findings that many pupils struggle to 
take their preferred subject choices in S5 and S6”.  The group was asked whether, 
when making their options for S5, there were any subjects that pupils would have 
liked to have studied, but which they were not able to.   
 
22 pupils said that the reason they couldn’t have their preferred subject was that 
there was no option to choose three sciences.  However more common reasons 
were timetable clashes (42 pupils) and the subject not being offered by the school 
(32 pupils). 
 
The table below lists those subjects which the most pupils said they were not able to 
choose at Higher and Advanced Higher. It is notable that choice appears far more 
restricted at Advanced Higher than at Higher.  It prevalence of STEM subjects is also 
of interest. 
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Table 2: Pupils unable to choose subjects at Higher and Advanced Higher 

 Highers in S5 Higher in S6 Advanced Higher 

Biology 9  17 

Chemistry   20 

English   14 

History 7  21 

Maths   30 

Modern Studies 8  21 

Physics 8  17 

French 7   

Politics 11 8  

Psychology  11  

source: Glasgow Caledonian University focus group report submitted to Education 
and Skills Committee.  Focus groups with a total of 92 pupils. 
 
Commenting on the issue of subject choice Strathclyde University said that: 
 

“We have been made aware, in a small number of cases, of students whose 
performance has been impacted by classes being withdrawn or teaching 
being impacted by resource constraints […] additional, and again anecdotally, 
we have been made aware of students who require to take (in particular) 
Advanced Higher options externally.”  
 

Strathclyde further noted that:  
 

“anecdotal evidence suggests that a small number of applicants (to 
mechanical engineering) are restricted in their curriculum choices that 
prevents them taking Higher maths and physics in the same year.” 
 

In all of these instances the university notes that it aims to be flexible in offer making 
taking account of the particular circumstances of the applicant. 
 
Suzi Macpherson 
Camilla Kidner 
Senior Researchers 
SPICe 
2nd March 2017 
 


