
Findings from Community Outreach Sessions 
 
The Scottish Parliaments Community Outreach Services conducted 3 community 
workshops with young people to look at the topic of Subject Choice. The format of the 
workshop was the same as that used at the Scottish Youth Parliaments recent sitting 
in Dalkeith and the findings below reflect the feedback from all 4 sessions. 
 
The 3 community sessions were held in Fortrose, Edinburgh and Stevenston. These 
areas were chosen to provide a broad range in terms of Geography, Rurality and 
Affluence and were held in 3 areas with similar size schools. 
 
A total of 81 young people took part across the 4 workshops (34 female, 47 Male) and 
a full results table can be found at the end of the summary. 
 
 
Were you able to take all the subjects you wanted to at school? 
 

 Yes No 

BGE 63% 37% 

S4 66% 34% 

S5 53% 47% 

S6 22% 78% 

 
These numbers were broadly the same across all 4 workshops with most young 
people being able to take all of the subjects they wanted up to S5 and then feeling that 
there were unable to take all of their chosen subjects in S6. One slight exception was 
in Edinburgh where 55% of respondents felt they were unable to take all the subjects 
they wanted to from S5. 
 
What were the reasons you could/couldn’t take all the subjects you wanted? 
 
BGE 
The majority of young people explained that they are given a general timetable at least 
for S1 & S2 with subjects narrowing from S3. Of those who felt they were not able to 
take all of their subjects it was a lack of Teachers that was the most common reason 
given. 
 
S4 
Timetabling issues or problems with subject clashes across “columns” were by far the 
most common reasons given by those who answered “No” to question 1. Lack of 
Teachers was also mentioned in 3 of the 4 workshops. 
 
Those who had been able to take all their choices said they had generally chosen 
popular subjects and followed Teachers’ advice. 
 
S5 
Again, the main reasons given for not being able to take all of the subjects they wanted 
in S5 were timetabling (columns) and staffing issues. Young people at 2 different 
workshops (Fortrose & Stevenston) did mention that they were able to pick up subjects 



elsewhere such as online or at a local college, but they were not always made fully 
aware of this. 
 
S6 
While Timetabling issues was a frequent comment again for S6 this time around there 
was much more mention of Advanced Highers being unavailable either because of 
timetable clashes with Highers or because of a lack of trained teachers to deliver them. 
 
One exception to this was in Stevenston where pupils felt they were not allowed to 
take subjects in S6 because they were told they wouldn’t have a chance of passing. It 
was their belief that the school didn’t want their failure to reflect badly on the school. It 
should be noted, however that this was a very small group compared to the other 
workshops with only 5 participants. 
 
 
What impact did your subject choice have on you at or after school? 
 
Many young people commented that the broad timetable in S1-3 gave them a broad 
overview and a chance to work out what they liked doing before narrowing their 
choices in later years. 
 
Others mentioned that any restriction in subject choice affected their ability to get in to 
their College or University of choice after they left school. Others said that although 
they were still able to go on to further study they had perhaps had to delay that by 
picking up on Highers at college first or they had to adjust the course they applied for. 
 
What could be done to change or improve subject choice in school? 
 
There was a feeling across all 4 workshops that more teachers were needed to 
address some of the issues with subject choice. In Fortrose there was a particular 
comment that staff being off long term had a bigger impact due to their rural location. 
 
There was also a feeling across all 4 areas that there may be options to pick up 
subjects at local colleges or elsewhere but that this wasn’t always communicated 
effectively or done in a way that made it easy for pupils to access. 
 
There was a feeling at both the Edinburgh and Stevenston workshops that better 
support for ASN was needed to allow more young people to pick up on their subject 
choices. 
  



Scottish Youth Parliament 
 

 
 
Were you able to take all the 
subjects you wanted to at school? 
 
 
What Local Authority Area are you 
from? 

BGE  
(1 Don’t Know) 

S4 S5 
(2 Don’t Know) 

S6 
(2 Don’t Know) 

Y 
 
8 

N 
 
3 
 

Y 
 
8 

N 
 
4 

Y 
 
7 

N 
 
3 

Y 
 
4 

N 
 
6 

Fife 
Dumfries & Galloway 
Glasgow 
Argyll & Bute 
South Lanarkshire 
North Lanarkshire 
West Lothian 

Fife 
Dumfries & Galloway 
Glasgow 
Argyll & Bute 
South Lanarkshire 
North Lanarkshire 
West Lothian 

Fife 
Dumfries & Galloway 
Glasgow 
Argyll & Bute 
South Lanarkshire 
North Lanarkshire 
West Lothian 

Fife 
Dumfries & Galloway 
Glasgow 
Argyll & Bute 
South Lanarkshire 
North Lanarkshire 
West Lothian 

What were the reasons that you 
could/couldn’t take all the 
subjects you wanted? 

• There were no Home 
Economics Teachers 

• There wasn’t any choice 
you just took everything 

• Timetables didn’t allow for 
all subjects 

• No Science in S2 (even 
although compulsory) due 
to lack of teachers 

• Good Experience in BGE 

• Got the subjects I wanted 

• Timetable was pre made 

• My school started 
nationals in S3 and we 
didn’t get a choice about 
what to take 
 
 
 

• No Modern Studies 
Teachers 

• No Drama Teachers 

• Not enough teachers 

• I got to take what I wanted 

• I chose popular subjects, 
so it fit the timetable well 

• Timetabling issues 

• Teachers advised best 
subject 

• All subjects were available 

• Was only able to choose 7 
subjects for Nat 5 while 
other schools can choose 
8 or 9 

• School told me there was 
no spaces in English 

• I easily got a reduced 
timetable through 
guidance 

• Didn’t get to choose music 
at higher because of 
columns 

• I chose popular choices 

• No Advanced Highers 
Offered (A&B) 

• Got to take 4 Advanced 
Highers (Fife) 

• Unable to take higher PE 
so had to take Geography 
(And Failed) 

• I had to get help from my 
MSP to be able to take 
music due to apparent 
timetable restructuring. 

• Lack of subject range 

• Due to my schools new 
timetable system 

What impact did your subject 
choice have on you at or after 
school? 

• Meant I could work out 
what I was good at and 
what I liked 

• Greater Opportunities 

• Mandatory Maths and 
English was helpful 

• Gave an insight in to all 
subjects 

• Helped me to recognise 
what subjects I would like 

• Start of career Route 

• Knew classes well and 
what was expected 

• Got higher marks due to 
being interested and 
engaged 

• Prepared for Highers 

• Resulted in having to 
crash subjects in later 
years 

• Limits choices for career 
and Uni options 

• It’s hard to do a subject 
you don’t love 

• I dropped higher maths 
which allowed me to focus 
on other 4 Highers and did 
well 

• Impacts future decisions 
eg College/Uni 

• Chose wrong subjects 
which resulted in having to 
crash subjects to meet Uni 
Offer 

• Makes it harder to get in to 
Uni. Affects the whole of 
your future career 

• Didn’t impact too badly as 
results were good enough 
for Uni but still would’ve 
preferred PE 

• It didn’t really impact as I 
now work in a field with no 
relation to my academic 
career 



• Didn’t offer advanced 
Highers 

• Lack of Subject choice 
meant that you missed 
vital skills that could be 
transferred to later 

What could be done to change or 
improve subject choice in 
Scottish Schools? 

• Could be tiered to take in 
to account different 
abilities 

• More teacher focus on the 
younger years too 

• This is too early to be 
choosing careers and 
narrowing subject choice 

• Standard set format for 
subject time limits and 
timeline for choosing 
courses 

• Set amount of national 
subjects pupils are 
allowed to do so nobody is 
disadvantaged 

• Having enough teachers 
to cover all subjects 

• Courses should be kept 
different between BGE 
and S4 allowing pupils to 
decide whether they like it 

• Allow pupils to change in 
S4 without being 
disadvantaged 

• Don’t let local businesses 
hold such power over 
what subjects are 
encouraged 

• More cooperation 
between schools in the 
same local authority area 
to offer advanced Highers 

• Taking timed conditions 
out of assignments in 
Social making them more 
accessible 

• Stop limiting subjects due 
to columns 

• Run classes when needed 
not when convenient 

• Ensure you have enough 
staff to cover the subjects 

• More funding needed to 
bridge the gap between 
public and private 
education 

• Don’t discourage 
creativity for good 
attainment at “good” 
subjects 

• Widen subject range to 
improve transferrable 
skills 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Fortrose 
 

 
Were you able to take all the 
subjects you wanted to at school? 
 
 
How many subjects were you 
allowed to take? 

BGE S4 S5 S6 

Y 
 
16 

N 
 
1 

Y 
 
12 

N 
 
5 

Y 
 
10 

N 
 
7 

Y 
 
4 

N 
 
12 

12 – although subjects narrow to 10 
in S3 
 
8 or 9 
 
8 or 9 
 
All available 

6 
 
6 
 
6 
 
6 

5 (Highers) 
 
3-6 (college courses as well) 
 
5 
 
5 

5 (Highers/Advance Highers) 
 
1 - 5 
 
3 - 5 

What were the reasons that you 
could/couldn’t take all the 
subjects you wanted? 

• We had all the teachers 
and facilities we needed 

• Some Columns didn’t 
match up 

• School made you take 
everything 

• Lack of space 

• Wasn’t made aware of the 
variety of subjects 
available 

• Not enough Columns 

• Columns wouldn’t match 

• Lack of teachers due to 
cuts 

• Some people couldn’t take 
woodwork because too 
many pupils selected it, 
not enough resource 

• The school didn’t offer 
some courses 

• Wasn’t made aware of the 
variety of subjects 
available (Online or 
otherwise) 

• Staff shortages 

• Budget Cuts 

• Staff don’t let you or don’t 
want you to 

• I was limited by the 
subjects taken in previous 
years 

• Wasn’t able to take 
advanced Highers as 
some teachers were not 
capable or trained to teach 
them 

• I failed my exam 

• Columns 

• Some Highers clashed 
with advanced Highers 

• Open learning courses 
 
 
 

What impact did your subject 
choice have on you at or after 
school? 

• It gives pointers on what 
you might want to do after 
school 

• S3 would be a problem for 
some as some subjects 
were full 

• Ability to move on to Nat 
4/5 

• Had to go elsewhere 
because of school not 
allowing it 

• Can’t go to Uni 

• It limits the subjects you 
can do 

• Gives a greater 
understanding of course 
paths 

• Ability to move up to 
Highers 

• More 4 year courses 

• I had to take other 
subjects instead 

• Lays down the foundation 
of your chosen career 

• Ability to go on to more 
Highers or Advanced 
Highers 

• I could only take 4 
subjects in S5 instead of 5 

• It limits my Uni Course 
entry as some courses 
want specific subjects 

• Solidifies your chosen 
career 

• Blocked a career path for 
me 

• University 

• Led to a job 

• Would’ve liked to take my 
first choice but didn’t 
matter in terms of Uni 

What could be done to change or 
improve subject choice in 
Scottish Schools? 

• Don’t make us specialise 
too quickly please 

• More teachers/subjects 

• Offer college courses and 
support rather than just 
handing out leavers slips 

• More school supplies 

• Give us teachers Please 

• In a small school, teachers 
being off sick or off long 



• Teachers with a better 
understanding of the 
subject 

• Open up college options 
for younger years 

• Make students aware of 
subjects available online 
or elsewhere 

• More funding for subjects 
like languages – 
languages need to be 
acknowledged as 
essential given the current 
political situation (Brexit) 

• Increased support from 
College/Uni to take 
modules as often the 
school doesn’t know what 
it’s about 

• Allow pupils more freedom 

• More money 

term seriously effects the 
education of the pupils 

• Lack of staff for certain 
subjects due to lack of 
funding 

• If fewer than 20 pupils 
want to take a subject they 
won’t advertise it 

 
 



Edinburgh 
 

 
Were you able to take all the 
subjects you wanted to at school? 
 
How many subjects were you 
allowed to take? 

BGE S4 S5 S6 

Y 
 
22 

N 
 
24 

Y 
 
31 

N 
 
18 

Y 
 
23 

N 
 
28 

Y 
 
5 

N 
 
23 

8 
8 
7 
8 
7 

6 
7 
7 
7 (media not running – Drama and 
Physics clashed) 
5 
6 

5 
(7,6,5) 
4/5 
5 
4 
5 

3 – 6 
5 
4 
5 
Advanced Higher = 3 – Others = 4 
5 

What were the reasons that you 
could/couldn’t take all the subjects 
you wanted? 

• S1 & S2 there is no choice 
but in S2 we only had 1 
Drama teacher so we 
didn’t run that class 

• S1 & S2 it was forced on 
us, S3 there is a little more 
choice 

• Didn’t get a choice 

• There were some 
Teachers that I didn’t get 
along with and they had a 
bad attitude towards 
pupils 

• We were just given 
timetables 

• Timetable issues 
(Columns) 

• Not enough staff 

• Teacher said no 

• Couldn’t choose 2 classes 
in one column 

• Multiple classes were full 

• My subject wasn’t running 

• Choices were in the same 
Column 

• Restricted as per Columns 
 

• Timetable issues 

• Not enough staff 

• People were forced in to 
classes for the sake of 
being in a class 

• No Higher Woodwork 

• Not enough people chose 
business 

• I did all the same classes 
as everyone did 

• Lack of Teachers 
(Business Studies) 

• Columns Clashed 

• Subject Not running 

• Not enough teachers 

• Choices were in the Same 
Columns 

• Instantly refused without 
thought or explanation 
(Higher PE) 
 

• Timetable issues 

• Not enough tachers for 
some classes (Art, 
English, Graph Comm & 
Computing) 

• Done all my classes 
except 1 

• Denied by Tecaher 
because of “too many 
Highers” (3) 

• Didn’t let me do PE 
because I was doing it in 
S5 (although probably 
won’t pass) 

• Advanced Highers not 
running 

• Course Choices were 
rubbish 

• No teachers for Advanced 
Higher Computing 

• Not enough pupils took 
the subject 
 

What impact did your subject choice 
have on you at or after school? 

• You got a taste of subjects 
across the school which 
made it easier to choose 
in senior school 

• Forced to do subjects that 
we didn’t need 

• Not a good lead up in to 
S5 - 6 

• Starts you planning for 
your future 

• Don’t like doing subjects 
like RME 

• Class (Maths) too big 

• Maths course too long and 
not enough resources 
(printing etc) 

• Not a good lead in to S5-6 

• Getting to go to 
Uni/College etc 

• Part time college courses 
got people extra 
qualifications 

• Tri-level classes 

• Have to go to College to 
get Highers 

• Travel Time 

• Some had to go to other 
schools to do Art 

• Stress – lack of time in 
maths class 

• You didn’t get the 
qualifications you wanted 

• Had to take a lower course 
in College 



 • Lack of time in Maths 
class and mixed classes 

• Large jump from previous 
years in Maths hence gap 
in knowledge 

• Stressful due to unrealistic 
expectations 

• Anger and Stress 

• Had to take another 
related course at College 

• I plan on studying 
Computing at Uni so the 
potential to fall behind. 

What could be done to change or 
improve subject choice in Scottish 
Schools? 

• Make the above classes 
choices 

• More support for people 
with Dyslexia 

• Give pupils choice 

• Give us more time to 
make subject choices 

• More support for Dyslexia 

• Let us opt out of subjects 
like RE, CDT, HE if we 
don’t want to take them 

• We should be taught more 
about meaning of subject 
choices for our futures 

• All subjects at all schools 

• Option to do Nat 5 over 2 
years 

• School Basketball team 

• Need more Teachers 

• Improve Maths courses 
and make them more 
manageable  

• Let us pick our 
column/choices 

• Should be equal funding 
for all subjects 

• Small classes should get 
to run if the teacher is 
willing 

• Should be allowed study 
periods if doing the 
subjects you need – 
shouldn’t be put in classes 
for the sake of a full 
timetable 

• College Courses based in 
schools 

• More classes should be 
available at Easter 
revision 

• Higher Psychology, 
Higher Woodwork 

• Electrical Engineering 

• More direct contact with 
universities & college 

• Need study periods 

• Need Teachers for 
Advanced Highers 

• More Support for Dyslexia 

• More staff in the school 
(my teacher wasn’t able to 
teach AH Computing 
since workload meant that 
he was not able to re-learn 
the course material after 
significant changes were 
made to the course 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Stevenston 
 

 
Were you able to take all the 
subjects you wanted to at school? 
 
How many subjects were you 
allowed to take? 

BGE S4 S5 S6 

Y 
 
4 

N 
 
1 

Y 
 
4 

N 
 
1 

Y 
 
4 

N 
 
1 

Y 
 
0 

N 
 
4 

 
6 

 
6 

 
5 – 7 depending on number of 
advanced Highers 

 
5 – 7 depending on number of 
advanced Highers 

What were the reasons that you 
could/couldn’t take all the 
subjects you wanted? 

• Classes were full 

• They lost my choices then 
I had to just take what was 
left 

• I wasn’t even given a 
choice 

• Columns didn’t allow 
(maths and computing 
clashed as did Art and 
music) 

• I was only given a limited 
list f subjects that they 
thought I would pass 

• You could go to other 
schools or college to pick 
up subjects but you had to 
find all that out yourself. 

• Teacher told me there was 
no point in taking a subject 
because I’d fail 
(Dyslexia/Dyspraxia) 

• I was told I wouldn’t 
achieve 

• Teachers don’t want fails 
reflecting badly on them or 
the school 

What impact did your subject 
choice have on you at or after 
school? 

• I am moving school 
because I want to be a 
doctor which requires all 3 
sciences and this school 
doesn’t have the support 
for Dyslexia to allow me to 
take all 3. 

• I failed Maths so was put 
in a “personal Finance” 
class which was 
effectively a free period 

• I had poor guidance for my 
chosen career. Wasn’t 
told I would need Maths 
for Computer 
Development 

• I left before S6 because I 
wasn’t allowed to take 
Higher English 

• I’m now having to pick up 
on Maths/Computing at 
College so I am now 
behind in my Career Path. 

What could be done to change or 
improve subject choice in 
Scottish Schools? 

• Teachers who care about 
teaching more than their 
reputation 

• At least give us a chance, 
don’t just say we’ll fail 

• Let us know about options 
at other places rather than 
just leave us to find them 
ourselves 

• Better support for ASN 

• Put less pressure on 
Young People 

• Why do we have to do 
prelims before our course 
work is finished which 
results in a poorer prelim 
result and added pressure 
on the actual exam? 

 


