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On behalf of the RSGS we would like to reflect our concerns in relation to the perceived 
narrowing of the curriculum. 
 
In our conversations throughout Scotland with a wide range of academic and educational 
bodies, and directly with head teachers, parents and teachers, we have found a good deal of 
shared concern for the rigour of the third year of BGE in S3 and the narrowness and 
inconsistency of subject choice in S4.  Our fundamental concern is that the evident reduction 
in the number of subjects restricts individual choice, which consequently restricts life choices 
and opportunity.  It is clear that children in most state schools are given as few as 5 and up 
to 7 subject choices.  It is noteworthy that every independent school in Scotland offers 8.   So 
long as attainment is perceived as qualifications success, it is difficult to see how this variation 
and narrowness can do anything other than widen the attainment gap further. 
 
Our belief, which we have heard echoed by almost everyone we have spoken to is that every 
child should have the opportunity to study 7 or 8 Nat 4/5’s.  Whilst there are clearly 
circumstances where this may not suit an individual child and therefore some flexibility needs 
to be applied, the opportunity none the less should be universal.  The current narrowed 
choice channels the pupils limiting their further choice of higher studies at S5, S6 and 
beyond.   
 
The primary reason for this narrow choice would appear to be lack of time in the curriculum 
in S4 and a great deal of effort has been undertaken in the last 2 years to reduce teacher and 
pupil workload in order to reduce this time pressure in S4.  However, an obvious solution to 
both increase pupil choice and reduce the time pressure, is to make it clear that subject matter 
can be taught in S3 that is relevant to the Nat 4/5.  Those schools that have largely ignored 
the presumed guidance are in large part coping perfectly well but those schools that have 
interpreted the guidelines more literally and begin the courses on the first day of S4, are 
rushing the content and to some degree having to teach to the exam.  We believe a strong 
indication from government (perhaps through the forthcoming restatement of CfE) about the 
flexibility to teach more of the appropriate course content in S3 would go a long way to 
addressing these time pressures and consequent knock on issues.   
 
For Geography specifically, we have seen a reduction in uptake (20% at Nat 5 since 2014, 
7% since 2015).  This has been steady and only downward to date since the introduction of 
CFE.  We are also increasingly finding schools where due to a reduction in numbers we 
believe (as a consequence of less choice), classes are more and more commonly being 
taught as bi- and tri- level courses.  This makes it much more challenging for any teacher to 
teach.  We have also, through a recent survey with SAGT, seen increasing reports that 
schools are unable to offer Geography as a Higher at all.  This is an extremely worrying 
development and whilst it remains difficult to get clear evidence across Scottish schools, we 
remain confident that our concerns are well founded. 
 
Around 50% of schools we have surveyed currently operate a 3+3 programme.  35% reported 
a 2+2+2.  Other common findings from our research highlighted once again that there was 
not enough time in S4 to cover course content and consequently some teachers are being 
forced to teach to the test.  More than 40% of schools reported cuts in subject uptake. Another 



 

finding was that the BGE in S3 was often considered too broad.  Whilst this might seem to 
support the idea that the curriculum is somehow broader, this is not a meaningful indicator 
because the depth of study is constrained by time to fit in all of the subjects at S3. This lack 
of depth, exacerbated by non-specialist teaching, fails to prepare pupils for the Nat 4&5. 
 
In conclusion, we firmly believe that S3 requires more rigour than is currently evident and that 
all pupils should be given the same opportunity to study 7 or 8 subjects at Nat 4/5, the 
teaching of which must begin in S3 in order to allow the time. 
 
In answer directly to the questions of the Committee: -  
 

a. Our sense is the structure has not allowed for better learning and overall 
achievement because it is too narrow and rushed.   70% of those in our recent 
survey with SAGT reported the same. 

b. The danger of offering very few subjects in S4 means that for some pupils who are 
capable of studying more subjects, the decision has already been made for them 
that they can’t.  That feels counter intuitive if the intention is to increase flexibility and 
personalisation.   There is a strong sense that choice is limited and there is not the 
required level of depth in subject teaching because of time pressures. 

c. Within BGE subject choice is not narrowed but in S3 the depth of learning has 
suffered in part through non-specialist teaching.  However, in S4 there is no question 
that for a large percentage of pupils the choices have narrowed which in turn 
constrains their choices in S5 and S6 and beyond.   Almost half of schools report a 
reduction in subject choice in S4.   And, in an echo of a widely held sentiment, one 
respondent pleaded “make S3 meaningful again”. 

d. In most cases the school or local authority determine the number of subjects 
available at Nat 5 but clearly timetabling plays the most significant factor, although 
government funding cuts to Local Authorities have also played a very significant 
role.  Where the subject is not being taught in any real depth within S3 and where 
the subject is taught in bi and tri level classes in S4 and beyond, both are likely to 
impact the quality of learning on the pupils and effect decision making.   

e. Yes, we believe there is an evidential decline in Geography uptake.  In most part as 
a consequence of narrower subject choice in S4 and to some degree through 
decisions on timetabling.   In addition, the assignment in geography has proved a 
barrier to uptake. 

f. We have clear concerns about the uptake of Geography, which we view to be a vital 
subject in today’s modern world full of complex global problems (such as the 
Sustainable Development Goals) and a vital topic for young people.  In S3 the lack of 
challenge and superficiality of courses does not provide adequate basic learning and 
in S4 we believe the lack of choice inhibits pupils who would study Geography given 
more of a free rein.   The narrowing of the curriculum in S4 onwards greatly limits 
future choice in S5 and S6 and wider career opportunities for young people, in 
developing the young workforce. 

 
In conclusion, by applying more rigour and challenge to S3 and ensuring that content relevant 
to the qualifications in S4 is being taught, it would alleviate time pressures on teachers and 
allow a far more satisfying and in-depth learning experience for pupils.  By ensuring that 
pupils in S4 are universally given the opportunity to study 7 or 8 subjects this would also 
redress those concerns about narrowness in the curriculum and constraint of pupil choice, 



 

both in S4 directly, and with knock on impacts on opportunities in S5/6 and into degree and 
career choice. 
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