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Dear Mr Swinney 
  
Senior phase review - terms of reference 
  
I am writing in response to your letter dated 8 November 2019. The Education and 
Skills Committee welcomes the opportunity to shape the remit of the senior phase 
review. A central message of its report on Subject Choices in Schools, which acted as 
a catalyst for this review, was the extent to which subjects are not being studied in the 
senior phase because they are not available to be chosen by students. Factors 
influencing the availability of subjects were explored in the report and the review 
presents an opportunity for further valuable work in this area.   
 

• Ability to choose subjects 
 
Crucially, the review must be clear between the distinction of the number of choices – 
how many subjects can be taken in a single year – and the breadth of subject choice 
– the number of subjects an individual may choose from.  Conflating these two issues 
is unhelpful. 
 
As you will be aware the number of choices available in S4 has been a particular focus 
of scrutiny and discussion. The number of subjects taken in S4 is important as it 
provides a platform for future qualifications. There are sufficient schools using different 
models for the review to explore in detail the effect on depth and breadth in both BGE 
and the Senior Phase of a school offering 6, 7 or 8 subjects in S4. 
 

• Factors affecting ability to expand choice 
 
In terms of the number of choices available, how choice is expanded (e.g. multi-level 
teaching, consortia arrangements) may depend on a number of factors such as 
rurality, size of school, socio-economic factors, and location. The extent to which the 
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method to expand choice impacts on teaching and learning and how these approaches 
are distributed should be explored by the review. 
  

• The relationship between subject choice availability and deprivation 
  
The Committee agreed to undertake its inquiry into subject choices following an 
evidence session in September 2017 involving a number of academics. Dr Marina 
Shapira presented findings of work which explored, amongst other things, the 
correlation between subject choice availability and the socio-economic composition of 
schools. Since the Committee reported further research has been published on this 
issue, for example: Shapira M & Priestley M (2019) Do schools matter? An exploration 
of the determinants of lower secondary school subject choices under the Scottish 
Curriculum for Excellence (and we are aware that the authors of this research will be 
undertaking further work in this area in the near future). The importance of ensuring 
equity in the Scottish school system does not require to be re-stated in this letter. The 
Committee considers that existing research reflects a likely correlation between 
schools in higher levels of deprivation having lower levels of the number of subject 
choices and different courses being offered. The review should build on this research 
and produce findings that ensure the underlying issues behind such a correlation are 
thoroughly explored and therefore reflected in the review’s findings. The Committee 
requests that the same process is followed to further analyse the correlation between 
subject choice and rurality. 
  

• Multi-level classes  
  

The Committee expects the review to establish the extent to which multi-level teaching 
is being used and the impact this has on learning in different disciplines. Multi-level 
teaching was a theme that emerged from the inquiry survey responses and was 
pursued in oral evidence. In oral evidence the Royal Society of Edinburgh for example 
informed the Committee that it had raised concerns over the quality of teaching of 
sciences in multi-level classes with Education Scotland and the Scottish Government 
in 2016. The Committee’s report recommended that work be undertaken by Education 
Scotland and the SQA to “work together to identify which subjects could be compatible 
with multi-level teaching, taking into account the content of the curriculum and 
progression between different qualification levels”.  The review may wish to 
complement this work. 
 
Since the Committee published its report, we are aware that further research has been 
published on this issue. The Committee hopes that, for this issue and others, the 
existing evidence will inform work of the review. For the avoidance of doubt, the phrase 
multi-level teaching refers to different levels of qualifications being taught in the same 
class.  This is a different issue to multi-age teaching.  
 

• Structure 
  

The structure of the senior phase and its impact on the availability of subject choices 
is a fundamental issue for the review to consider. The perceived ‘disconnect’ between 
the Broad General Education and the senior phase also merits closer scrutiny.  
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One of the issues raised by witnesses with the Committee, including Education 
Scotland, is the extent to which schools have mapped the new National Qualifications 
onto existing ideas of when exams should be taken.  The Committee concluded 
“implementation of the Senior Phase has resulted in many schools attempting to 
implement a new curriculum within the structure of the previous curriculum which has 
resulted in unintended consequences.”  The extent to which schools are offering two-
year courses in senior phase, and the outcomes those schools are achieving needs 
to be explored. 
 

• Number of subjects taken 
 

The senior phase should be considered as a whole and a key aspect of maintaining 
breadth is the ability to “crash” courses in S5 or S6.  It is unclear how many young 
people do this and how many different subjects young people take qualifications in.  
The Committee concluded that “the opportunity to retain a breadth of learning 
throughout secondary school and to gain a broad set of qualifications are cornerstones 
of Scottish education which are in danger of being lost.”  The review should consider 
the impact of curricular models on the number of different subjects taken by young 
people in senior phase. 
 

• Qualification size 
 
The Committee also looked at the 160 hour qualification size. Breadth, as measured 
by the number of subjects being taken, could be achieved by there being more time to 
teach courses, i.e. two year courses either in S3 and S4 or S4 and S5.  However, if 
this flexibility is not possible or is considered undesirable, another option would be to 
reduce the size of the qualifications.  It would be useful for the review to consider this 
option. 
  

• Impact on specific subjects 
  

The Committee suggests that the review could consider, as context for its findings on 
the senior phase, which disciplines should continue to be central features of the 
curriculum. You stated during evidence on 27th November that “If we want to have a 
discussion about what need to be core qualifications, let us have that discussion, but 
that is not a feature of curriculum for excellence and its design.” In this context, the 
Committee wishes to highlight the subjects which receive a focus within its report due 
to a fall in uptake. Computing is one such a subject. Computing is undoubtedly a 
discipline central to ensuring Scotland has a future workforce is that can meet the 
demands of an economy moving into the fourth industrial revolution.  
 

• Impact on language learning  
 
The position of Gaelic – particularly given the growth in Gaelic Medium Education, 
which requires Gaelic speaking teachers – should also be a distinct part of this review. 
  
The Committee also believes that the review should look at the distinct challenge faced 
by modern languages. The distinct discipline of developing language skills requires 
continuity of learning throughout secondary school.  This links to the ability to crash 
subjects in S5 and S6.  It is important to identify which, if any subjects lend themselves 
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to being crashed.  This information could be crucial in how schools develop their offer 
in senior phase. 
 

• Responsibility 
  

The Committee considers that there is a lack of clarity as to where responsibility lies 
between the Scottish Government, Education Scotland and the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority on key areas of education policy and oversight of its implementation at a 
national level. This clarity is fundamental to making progress with a number of the 
issues the Committee has raised in its report. Committee members raised this with 
you during your evidence session on 27 November, including who is responsible for 
identifying national trends for further examination and associated action (See Official 
Report columns 28 to 33). The Committee has raised this issue on a number of 
occasions, including at an early stage in this Parliamentary session in relation to 
Curriculum for Excellence. 
 
The debate on the impact of reforms to upper secondary relies heavily on the work of 
a few academics.  The review should consider the suite of metrics and analyses 
needed to evaluate how the education system is performing in years covering upper 
secondary.   
  
The Committee looks forward to engaging with the findings of the review once it has 
been completed. 
  
Yours sincerely 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 


