
SUBMISSION FROM Professor Catriona Paisey and Professor Georgios Panos, 
University of Glasgow 

We are, respectively, Professors of Accounting and Finance at the University of 
Glasgow.  We are currently undertaking a research project into accounting and 
personal finance education in Scottish schools.  This submission draws on the findings 
of this, as yet unpublished, research.  In addition, Catriona Paisey previously 
conducted research into business education in Scottish schools, relevant results of 
which are also included here.   

Our comments relate to questions c) narrowing of the range of subjects, d) factors 
influencing the range of subject choices, e) changes in the level of uptake in the past 
five years and f) impacts of limitations on the range of choices. Our comments relate 
solely to certificated provision in four business subjects in Scottish schools – 
Accounting, Administration and Information Technology, Business Management and 
Economics, and associated non-certificate provision in relation to personal financial 
education.  

Narrowing of the range of subjects 

In terms of non-certificated provision, our research shows that individual schools adopt 
a variety of approaches to the inclusion of financial awareness, typically via short 
courses in the early secondary years, some coverage in Mathematics teaching and in 
Personal and Social Education.  Our current research shows that provision varies from 
school to school, that schools tailor the provision to suit their students’ interests and 
abilities, and that different schools place different emphasis on the place of such 
provision e.g. allocating different amounts of resource to the topic area.  Teachers 
report challenges with the preparation of materials because these tend to be produced 
by individual teachers rather than being available nationally.  Teachers are generous 
in sharing materials but provision reflects teachers’ interests and knowledge areas.  
We believe that the work being done in this non-certificate provision is creative but 
variable.  Given the importance of financial literacy, we believe that a more planned 
and co-ordinated approach to the preparation of materials would enable teachers to 
develop their offerings but we note that often the emphasis in current provision is on 
business development and information technology rather than personal financial 
education hence, in our opinion, course content also requires review.   

In terms of certificated provision, the following charts show how the number of students 
gaining certification at Higher level in the four subject areas has changed over time.  
Chart 2 shows that, at Higher level, Business Management is the most popular subject, 
followed by Administration and Information Technology.  Accounting lags considerably 
behind in terms of student numbers and the numbers taking Higher Economics are 
very small.  What is clear, however, as Chart 1 shows, is that this trend began prior to 
the introduction of Curriculum for Excellence, though that Curriculum has consolidated 
the trend in the case of Accounting and Economics and exacerbated the trend in the 
case of Business Management and Administration and Information Technology. 

Chart 1 – Certificated entries sourced from SQA Course Reports prior to the 
introduction of Curriculum for Excellence 



 

 

Chart 2 – Numbers of certificated entries in 2001, 2009 and 2018 

 

 

Factors influencing the range of subject choices 

Previous research carried out by Catriona Paisey and co-authors1 examined the 
reasons for the above trends.  Teachers reported that it was difficult for schools to 
support four subject areas because of a lack of staff, a lack of expertise of staff (some 
not being qualified to teach Accounting or Economics), school policies requiring ten 

                                                 
1 McPhail, K., Paisey, C. and Paisey, N. (2010) Class, social deprivation and 
accounting education in Scottish schools: implications for the reproduction of the 
accounting profession and practice, Critical Perspectives on Accounting, Vol. 21, No. 
1, 31-50. 
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enrolments for classes to run and, in some cases, directions from local authorities that 
only two subjects be offered.  Since Business Management includes elements of 
Accounting and Economics, it had tended to supplant the separate provision of 
Accounting and Economics.  Teachers also reported that Accounting and Economics 
were perceived to be harder subjects and hence the other two were more popular.  We 
were concerned to see that whilst schools in all areas tended to offer subjects at lower 
levels, by the time students had reached Higher level, there was evidence that 
Accounting and especially Economics were being delivered mainly in affluent areas 
(as measured by the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation) and in the independent 
school sector.  One teacher commented that Economics was dying out in state schools 
and that Accounting was going the same way.  This is especially concerning if 
provision is inadvertently denied to some students based on the school they attend 
and their address. 

Since the introduction of Curriculum for Excellence, with schools offering students 
fewer slots for subject choices, Accounting and Economics are sometimes taken in 
sixth year as a ‘crash higher’ which accounts for their number remaining reasonably 
steady over the past decade, albeit at a low level. The numbers for the other two 
subjects have increased, further securing their position.  As the two larger subjects 
appear secure, concern must exist for the long-term survival of Accounting and 
Economics since Curriculum for Excellence has not increased demand for these 
subjects. 

 

Changes in uptake over the past five years 

As set out above, the trends in uptake of the four certificated  business subjects 
predate the introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence but the new Curriculum has 
consolidated the position of two subjects while the other two are now very much 
minority subjects.  In non-certificated provision, schools tend to provide students with 
an introductory course, typically in S1 and S2, and occasionally in S3.  These short 
courses tend to combine information technology skills with topics such as business 
start-ups.  We found that coverage of personal financial education was more likely to 
be included as part of Personal and Social Education, varying from school to school 
and not necessarily being taught by subject specialists.   

 

Impacts of limitations on the range of choices 

We believe that the current subject choices in Scottish schools do not provide 
opportunities for certificated provision in personal and financial education.  We note 
the decline over the past two decades in Accounting and Economics uptakes and are 
concerned that if these subjects are not available to pupils for the reasons described 
above, then many students in Scottish schools will be unable to experience these 
subjects at school which may limit their subject choices at higher education level. 

Professions such as medicine, law and accountancy have been criticised for a lack of 
social mobility but the accountancy profession has been proactive in trying to provide 
for greater levels of social mobility into the profession.  However, if students come from 



non-professional homes where knowledge of the accountancy profession may be 
limited, and if they are unable to take the subject at school, they may not consider this 
subject area as a degree choice.  The position of Economics is even more critical.  The 
paper by McPhail, Paisey and Paisey (2011, p.46) concluded that: 

“While pupils across the range of schools were equally likely to be offered the 
opportunity to study Accounting, there was a noticeable tendency for pupils in 
the less deprived schools to take the subject at Higher Grade, the level on which 
university offers are based.  It was also noted that the rhetoric of management 
was evident in schools, with subject choices being driven by demand and 
management strategies, but that less deprived state schools and independent 
schools appeared to have greater flexibility in subject offerings.  There was also 
some evidence that these schools were more mindful of the views of parents.  
These findings …provide some evidence of differential attitudes and policies 
influenced by pupils, parents, teachers, school management and local authorities 
which reflect the habitus and capital of their catchment area.  This in turn helps 
to shape cultural reproduction by restricting or offering choices that have the 
potential to affect opportunities and reinforce class divides.” 

In the years since that research was published, the position in relation to Accounting 
and Economics has not changed.  We therefore conclude that it is important not only 
to look at subject choices on paper but also to consider whether differences reflect 
different social and cultural contexts since this can entrench disadvantage 


