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Education and Skills Committee 

9th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 13 March 2019 

Subject choices – submissions pack 

Call for views responses 
 
The Committee agreed to issue a call for views, asking specific questions regarding 

subject choices please find the responses below.  

Please note that the Bòrd na Gàidhlig is the final submission for formatting purposes.  
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TEACHING STAFF 
 

IAIN AITKEN 
 

Local Authority Decision Making 

Our teaching staff and parents were against the reduction of S4 subject choices in 
2013 (from 8, initially 7 and then to 6, the current position) when this was first muted.  
But it was enforced by the local authority who did not want any of the secondaries 
deviating from the "norm".  Arguably this goes totally against one of the key tenets of 
CFE, relating to personalisation and choice. This is purely based on timetabling 
reasons and not academic choices.  Previously you would have had fourth years 
doing Standard Grade, and fifth years doing a similar course at Intermediate 2 level.  
By combining you have "timetabling efficiencies" and larger class sizes - less 
teachers are needed to teach a combined cohort, saving staff and ultimately money. 

Changes to the SQA Exams 

The introduction of ghastly assignments has reinforced this reduction of subjects.  As 
well as being open to abuse and rampant cheating and offering no real academic 
value (children go away and learn a script and reproduce it under exam conditions); 
their introduction has been used to reinforce a reduction in subjects studied in S4.  
For instance, in social subjects a pupil at N5 now has to do a 2-hour 20 min exam 
and a one-hour assignment write up, whereas previously they would just have sat a 
2-hour Credit or 2-hour Int 2 paper.  This equates to a 67% increase. This huge 
increase of formal assessments is used as an excuse to deny a return to 7 or 8 
subjects in S4 - due to the burden on pupils.  The assignments need scrapped.  
They are worthless, rote learning tasks which add no value whatsoever. 

Increase in Some Subjects 

Uptake in PE and technical subjects (woodwork, metalwork) have increased at N5 
level.  This is hardly surprising as there is no final exam. Schools put more pupils 
through for these subjects as there is a 99% pass rate! There is no level playing field 
across secondary subjects in Scotland.  

Breadth in Learning? 

The 6/6/6 model which our authority follows (where all S4, S5 and S6 pupils are 
timetabled together choosing 6 subjects) actually means a reduction in time at 
Higher subjects (from 6 to 5 periods) and many were forced to choose an additional 
National 5 subject so they could fill up their timetable. This diluted success at higher 
- 5 Highers is more than enough for any pupil in fifth year.   

It also means you can have a 17-year-old pupil (an older S6) in the same class as a 
14-year-old S4 - where there is a huge difference in not just ability, but social skills 
and maturity. Yet teachers are expected to manage all these differences.  

Other issues that the committee should be aware of include: 
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• The expectation that teachers can deliver a Higher and a National 5 in the same 
room at the same time is becoming increasingly common. However, this is 
virtually impossible.  These are classed as "bi-level" courses which is a complete 
misnomer, as they are actually "bi-course" classes.  Before 2013, you would 
never have put a Standard Grade and a Higher class in the same section and 
expect decent attainment, so what has changed with the creation of these new 
CFE courses? These are totally unrealistic demands being put on teachers, 
adding to workload, stress and pupil and parent dissatisfaction.  Some schools 
actually have N4, N5, H and AH in the same classroom.  It’s a disgrace. 

• S4 pupils are now commonly getting several double periods in a week, which 
they have never been used to. Does a 14-year-old have the maturity and 
concentration span to come with 1 hours 40 minutes in the same class, when 
perhaps they may only have had 2 single periods in that same subject in S3? 

• The creation of the junior and senior phase is one of the biggest mistakes in 
secondary education in recent years. We had a system that worked well, it was 
called Standard Grade, where pupils were pushed and challenged from the start 
of S3, and had 2 years to prepare for the assessments in S4.  Whilst it needed 
revised, and the exams needed refreshed and modernised, throwing the baby out 
with the bathwater has proved to be rather idiotic.  All we have done is now made 
S3 BGE another year of "treading water" and dropped the "2 term dash" from S5 
into S4 and burdened pupils with additional assessments with the horrendous 
assignment processes. 

• Pupils are now effectively picking their Higher options in S3, which is far too early 
and the number of subjects they can do is far too restrictive. The success of the 
Scottish education system was the breadth we offered up to S4. This system has 
been binned and there is no supporting evidence that what has replaced it is any 
better educationally. It's clearly not. 

• In many schools (not my own, but it is widespread), the S3 BGE is not even 
delivered by a subject (Geography) specialist.  How can this properly prepare 
students for the senior phase? 

The system is fundamentally broken. There is an urgent need to revert to a system 
where pupils can follow at least 8 subjects in S4, allowing them the personalisation 
and choice that CFE mandates. 

Iain Aitken 
Principal Teacher of Geography 
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JIM SUTHERLAND 
 
I retired as Head Teacher of Lochaber High School (The Highland Council) in 2018. I 
led a successful school and had been a Head Teacher – in two different Highland 
schools – for 17 years.  
 
a) 
I do not believe that the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for 
Excellence has allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously. I 
believe this is because the reduction of the number of subjects in S4 has significantly 
narrowed choice for young people moving on to S5 and S6. 
 
I have evidence of overall attainment dropping and attainment at the highest level (in 
S4) dropping when the number of subjects offered reduced from eight to six. 
 
Example: One young person studying six subjects in S4 had a particular aptitude for 
Maths/Science subjects; he was also aware that he was never going to achieve top 
grades in English and did not plan to study this beyond S4. His aim was to continue 
with Biology, Chemistry, Computing Science, Maths and Physics in S5. 
Unfortunately, the Computing teacher left during his S4 year and it was impossible to 
recruit a replacement, which resulted in him achieving a much lower grade in this 
subject, leaving him on a much poorer footing for S5. Had he been studying seven or 
eight subjects, he would have had something else to fall back on for S5. 
 
Personal Example: When I attended secondary school in the 1970s it was the norm 
to study eight or nine subjects. If I had been restricted to six subjects, I would have 
been channelled into what were considered to be more ‘academic’ subjects: Maths, 
English, Sciences, Language, Social Subject. As it was, I picked up two Technical 
subjects as my seventh and eighth choices. This led to a career as a Technical 
teacher and, ultimately, a Head Teacher. I am very grateful that I was not restricted 
to just six subjects. 
 
b)    
There is no doubt that there are curriculum pathways which contribute to meeting the 
needs of all learners; many of these pathways have been introduced as part of the 
‘Developing the Young Workforce’ initiative. However, these pathways vary widely 
across the country and are very much dependent on local opportunities. Many young 
people are now being denied the opportunity to pursue studies in subjects of interest 
as they are being forced to restrict their studies to six (or in some cases five) 
subjects. 
 
While fewer subjects should lead to a greater depth of learning, many of the possible 
benefits were lost initially with over-complex and burdensome assessment 
procedures. Reducing courses from two-year (S3-S4, Standard Grade/Intermediate) 
to one-year (S4 only, Nationals) has also impacted negatively on the depth of young 
people’s learning. 
 
c)   
There has definitely been a narrowing of subject choices, particularly in S4, with a 
knock-on effect for S5 and S6. 
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Many young people are forced to concentrate on the subjects they will require to 
progress to the next stage of their education. This means that they are no longer 
taking subjects such as Art, Music, Drama – subjects which encourage personal 
development, group participation and really add to the ethos and ‘life’ of a school.  
 
d)     
Timetabling, school size, availability of staff/budget and school demography all 
influence the range of subject choices. However, in my experience, the biggest 
single factor affecting subject choice was a Local Authority directive that all schools 
should move to six subjects in S4. 
 
e)     
I have experienced significant changes in the level of uptake in several subjects in 
the Senior Phase since the school was directed to move to six subjects in S4. In 
particular, Languages (Modern Languages, Gaelic and Gàidhlig), Art & Design, 
Business Studies, Drama, Music and Technical have had much lower uptakes, 
sometimes affecting the viability of courses. 
 
f)      
Choosing eight subjects is not necessarily the right pathway for all young people and 
there are some who benefit from concentrating on fewer subjects. However, the 
narrowing of subject choices has had a negative impact on many young people who 
would benefit greatly from a broader curriculum, both for attainment and personal 
development. 
 
I believe that the narrowing of the curriculum in S4 has contributed to widening – not 
closing – the attainment gap. Young people from more affluent backgrounds tend to 
choose subjects which are more inclined to lead-on to higher or further education 
while children from more deprived backgrounds tend to choose subjects which some 
would describe as “less academic”.  
 

 
Within Curriculum for Excellence, ‘Building the Curriculum 3’ stated, “Establishments 
have freedom and responsibility to meet the needs of children and young people in 
their local communities”. Our school consulted extensively with learners, parents and 
staff and we made a conscious decision that eight subjects was the most suitable 
curriculum for most of our young people. This was overruled by a subsequent Local 
Authority directive.  
 
When I retired last year, I felt very strongly that I was leading a school community 
with a curriculum model that neither I, the staff or the parents believed in or had 
confidence in and, most importantly, did not meet the needs of our young people. 
 
I care passionately about young people’s education and personal development and 
would be more than happy to contribute to discussions with the Education and Skills 
Committee.  
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RICHARD BOOLES 

a)    Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

No. Adding S4 into the senior school has had a negative impact on attainment.  
When we had Standard Grade, pupils were given 2 years to study a range of 
subjects, 7 or 8, over a 2-year period.  This gave the pupils time to grow into the 
subject and for the teacher to build a relationship with them.  Now S4 are thrown into 
a 2-term dash with no prior knowledge of the subject and with teachers having no 
specific knowledge of their learning.  They also only do 5 subjects. Standard Grade 
also allowed for a subject to be taught at 2 levels, this allowed teachers to stretch 
pupils with the insurance of a lower level of attainment in the background.  S3 also 
now seems a wasted year, with many pupils not carrying on subjects from S3 into 
S4. 

Having S4-S6 together could lead to greater flexibility but for the lack of resources 
including courses and teachers.  This has therefore led to multi-level classes which 
are impossible to teach.  This is not good for pupils.  Pupils only have a limited 
choice of subjects as teacher shortages increase. 

b)    Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 

With budget cuts and the shortages in staffing flexibility is curtailed by the lack of 
resources.  The choice of subjects is not determined by what the pupils need or want 
to study but by the availability of staff in each school.  Every school is different.  We 
have lost consistency and standards in Scottish Education by giving too much power 
to individual head teachers and the curriculum is too open to interpretation.  We 
need a robust curriculum to give every one of our pupils the same chances to 
achieve. 

We need to update our subjects. Traditional subjects are no longer in demand and 
we need to look at equipping our pupils with the skills and knowledge that they need 
in the technological age. 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 

I.        broad general education (BGE)? 

Some subjects are not taught at all due to staffing in years 1-3.  No clear guidance 
on modes that must be covered which again gives patchy coverage.    

 

                        

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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II.        S4? 

Pupils do not always carry on the subjects into S4 that they studied in S3.  The 
choice is also sadly lacking as they only chose 5, which after English and maths 
reduces the choice to 3. 

This is a long way from the 7 or 8 that we did under Standard Grade. 

III.        S5? 

This follows on from the reduction at S4 and again due to the lack in supply of staff 
senior pupils are restricted to what there is staff available for. As the choices are 
narrowed at S4 so they are going into S5. 

IV.        S6? 

Same as S5 

d)    What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and 
school demography. 

Tradition:  Schools are slow to change their offer in response to the changes in the 
external environment.  We are not equipping our pupils well for the modern world. 

Head teachers: They are setting their own agendas and it is often based on their 
own subject area. Again, we need a robust curriculum so every school has a breadth 
of subjects. 

Timetabling: Lots of split classes, especially at certificate level do not help the 
attainment levels. This also adds extra workload onto staff. 

Area: Rural areas find it hard to “share” courses because of travelling time.  Perhaps 
more investment in IT is needs to create a solution for this.  Rural areas also seem to 
have been hardest hit by the teacher shortage. 

School Size: Smaller schools definitely have less scope for flexibility again because 
of staffing. 

e)    Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects 
in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has 
caused this change? 

Business Studies has seen year on year increases over the past 5 years.  This is 
because all of our subjects are relevant, they change with the work environment and 
more people study Business Studies than any other subject in further and higher 
education.  The growth could be higher but in my school, there is no contact with S1 
and S2 which is wrong as Digital literacy is now a national priority. Alo0 Business is 
“tacked” on to other departments to make up a faculty in our region.   
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f)     What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

I preferred when pupils could choose 7/8 subject at standard grade and then narrow 
their choices in S5.  Now pupils are being asked to choose too soon and in a lot of 
cases are making ill informed decisions that leave them in a subject that they do not 
enjoy.  The 2 2 2 system was far superior to the CfE 3 and 3.  The only motivation for 
it seems to have been in cost cutting and not to improve the standard of teaching 
and learning. 
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TEACHING UNIONS 
 

NASUWT 
 
1. The NASUWT welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Education and Skills 

Committee’s inquiry into subject choices, specifically the extent and basis for any 

narrowing of availability of subject choices. 

 

2. The NASUWT is the fastest growing teachers’ union in Scotland, representing 

teachers and school leaders in all sectors of education. 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
3. The NASUWT considers that having access to a wide range of subjects is 

important for ensuring equivalence of opportunity and for ensuring all children 

and young people across Scotland have a common entitlement to education and 

are able to best use their school experiences to move on to further education, 

training or employment. 

 
4. Concerns have rightly been raised regarding the implementation of Curriculum for 

Excellence (CfE) and the fragmentation and narrowing of the curriculum, 

including in September 2018, in front of the Education and Skills Committee, 

when a number of academics gave evidence on the curriculum and attainment 

trends. Evidence clearly revealed that in spite of CfE, the curriculum remains 

fragmented along the lines of the former curricula lines with a 3-12 curriculum, a 

broad general education (BGE) curriculum in S1-3 and a senior curriculum 

shaped by qualifications studied in S4-6.  The evidence also reveals a clear 

narrowing of choices in the senior phase (S4-6) with most schools offering a 

maximum subject choice of six (57% of schools surveyed) or seven (30% of 

schools surveyed). 

 
5. As Professor Scott has previously outlined to the committee, modern languages 

and technology and to a lesser extent the creative subjects and the social 

sciences have experienced sustained declines since the appearance of CfE.  

 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

11 

 

6. The NASUWT agrees that the current model is restricting pupil choice and 

progression beyond core subjects and undermining the viability of other subjects. 

Feedback from members shows that in some schools many of the most able 

pupils are choosing to leave, because there are not enough of their chosen 

Advanced Higher courses running.  In one example, a pupil left to attend private 

school to access a wider subject choice, but a system where only those who are 

able to pay can access a wide range of curricular choices is inherently unfair. 

 
7. While CfE sought to provide a coherent curriculum offer from the ages of 3 to 18, 

evidence indicates that many school curricula are based on historical models and 

many schools have failed to adopt a broad and coherent curriculum offer along 

the lines intended in CfE. It is clear that schools need to receive substantial 

support (including time) around curriculum design. 

 

SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

a)      Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

 

8. There is no doubt that the Senior Phase of CfE has the potential to allow for 

better learning and overall achievement than previously; unfortunately, this 

potential has not been realised.  One key reason for this is the tension between 

giving a suggested framework or dictating from the top level and allowing local 

freedom/flexibility. The NASUWT considers that the system has provided too 

much local flexibility, the result of which has been a postcode lottery of subject 

choice, depending on local authority/school. National 5 is a good example, as 

there are significant differences in the numbers of subjects offered by different 

schools. This variability has an enormous impact on teachers, too, because the 

same course with the same expectations and outcomes is being covered with 

significant differences in teaching time.  For example, in one school a teacher 

may have four periods per week to teach National 5 English, but elsewhere other 

teachers may have five or six periods per week, depending on their curricular 

model. 
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9. The NASUWT has consistently raised the above concerns since the inception of 

the new National Qualifications.  It is deeply unfortunate that these concerns 

have not been acted upon as, to date, no progress has been made to address 

this variability. 

 

b)      Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a 

range of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all 

learners”. How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the 

Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and 

the depth of pupils’ learning? 

 

10. The NASUWT has consistently raised concerns that some schools and local 

authorities have not made best use of the flexibilities offered by the Senior Phase 

to benefit pupils. For example, there has been a repeated failure to allow the 

bypass of National 5 in S4 for the most talented pupils: rather than beginning the 

study of a two-year Higher in S4, many high-achieving pupils are forced to jump 

through the hoops of a National 5 course, when they would be more than capable 

of coping with Higher work. Equally, many schools fail to consider a two-year 

National 5 course for other pupils.  

 

11. National 4 remains a qualification which lacks credibility and is avoided by many 

pupils and parents, even where it is obviously the most appropriate pathway. The 

abject failure of the Scottish Government and Education Scotland to address this, 

despite a sensible proposal to do so from the NASUWT, is deeply disappointing. 

The difficulties with National 4 must be addressed head on, not ignored. 

 

12. Although the Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES) has 

agreed that it would prefer not to have classes where more than one level/course 

is studied, the reality is that a lack of adequate funding means there are classes 

with National 4 and National 5 students forced together, or National 5 and Higher 

students or, in extreme cases, three different levels of course being 'taught' in the 

same room. Whilst this might be possible in a small number of subjects, or where 

there are a very small number of students, the reality is that many schools in 

Scotland are forced to run multi-level/multi-course classes, causing intolerable 
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workload/stress to teachers and impinging on the likelihood of success for the 

pupils in these classes. 

 

13. The range of pathways available must also include vocational routes which 

attract parity of esteem.  It has been noted by members that as more pupils stay 

on at school, S5/6 cohorts are much larger and many of these children are 

completing Highers/Advanced Highers in S5/6. Members have noted that in some 

schools a significant proportion of pupils repeat Highers or National 5 

qualifications and the pass rate is low. Many students would benefit from a 

broader vocational curriculum.  However, as a result of budget cuts, their choices 

have been limited.  

 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 

choices in (i) BGE, (ii) S4, (iii) S5, (iv) S6? 

 

14. Feedback from members clearly indicates that there has been a narrowing of 

subject choice in Modern Languages, Home Economics, Science, Engineering, 

and Computing.  Staff shortages in vocational subjects such as Home Economics 

and Computing, and a reduction in the scope of modern languages along with 

local authority budget cuts and the limitations on the use of Pupil Equity Funding 

(PEF) monies, has undoubtedly led to pupil choice and provision being 

diminished. 

 

d)       What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? 

 

15. The Committee must recognise the impact of austerity on the curricular offer. 

Schools are increasingly limited in the subjects they can offer due to staffing and 

timetabling constraints. Consortium arrangements for Advanced Higher have now 

worked their way down to Higher and many pupils are having to travel to other 

schools to take qualifications, which wastes time and money as they have to be 

transported between schools. 

 

16. In addition to curriculum timetabling and staffing, other possible factors include: 

local decision making; school size; area and school demography; and cuts to 
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school budgets.  Many members agree that the narrowing of the curriculum in the 

Senior Phase is not due to CfE, but is rather as a direct result of budget cuts: in 

some school’s whole subjects have been removed and many other classes are 

not running unless there are large numbers. 

 

17. Teachers have noted in some schools that the biggest driver of subject choices at 

the end of S2 is what the school perceives to be the most passable subjects.  For 

example, feedback from one school noted a big decline in sciences and 

geography and a big increase in PE and modern studies as a result of subjects 

with all, or a large part of internal N5 grading being promoted to students.  In this 

example, the school under the standard grade had at least 20% of a cohort being 

foundation level. N4, being internally assessed, it was felt that all learners could 

achieve this.  However, these pupils then go into S5 and N5 with limited 

prospects for passing the exam.  Consequently, the school has looked to find 

SQA-equivalent courses, without an exam, to improve results. It was felt that the 

pass rate of schools and their place in league tables is the driver, not the career 

prospects of the learners. Further, in this example, it was noted that learners 

moving on to medicine and dentistry have dwindled, as very few students 

undertake two sciences whereas a decade ago this was the norm for the more 

able.  Concerns continue to be raised that awards without an exam lack 

credibility. 

 
e)      Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular 

subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you 

think has caused this change? 

 
18. Concerns have been raised that pupils are being advised to take subjects which 

will give easy success: this benefits the pupils in the short term and also the 

school’s results. There is a perception that science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) subjects are not being undertaken as students see them as 

being difficult.  Worryingly, some members believe that the STEM stereotype is 

being reinforced by internal careers advice and guidance.  It has also been noted 

by members that increasing numbers of pupils are arriving at secondary school 
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without the required numeracy skills to excel in science and have to be brought 

up to speed to allow them to make appropriate progress. 

 

19. Feedback also suggests that the uptake in languages is down, potentially as a 

result of schools streamlining their modern languages departments to offer only 

one language. By doing so, it makes school/departmental management and 

staffing easier, but limits pupils’ choice.  

 
20. The implementation of faculties in schools has also had a big impact on the 

variety of developmental work which can be done to offer a broad choice of 

courses for pupils.  

 

f)      What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject 

choices? 

 

21. Pupils who are shoehorned into subjects they are not interested in is in no-one’s 

interest. It is clear that pupil choice has significantly reduced, with local authority 

cuts preventing schools offering a wider range of subjects. Staffing shortages and 

budget cuts are a significant contributing factor in pupils exiting school poorly 

prepared for the workplace. 

 

The 2+2+2 model or the 3+3 model introduced by the Curriculum for Excellence. 

 

22. Teachers are calling for an honest discussion about whether the S3 part of the 

BGE has been abandoned.  The Union has noted that many schools are using 

S3 as preparation for the national exams in S4. Indeed, feedback from one 

member noted that: ‘the idea that the BGE is a proper preparation for a mad dash 

in S4 to Nat 4 or Nat 5 exams is discredited in schools where real teachers have 

to implement models designed by academics on paper’. Another teacher 

commented that ‘the S3 part of the BGE has been abandoned. Pupils opt out at 

the end of S2. Some schools are more blatant than others, e.g. we call it 

“personalisation”, but they start N4/5 in S3.  Inspectors never appear to notice 

this.  For the first couple of years we stuck to the three years of BGE with folios of 
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level 3 work at the end, but as others abandoned it, we followed suit.  We still 

record it as BGE in reporting, but it isn’t’. 

 

23. Real consultation with classroom teachers and their representatives has to inform 

the future of BGE/National qualifications.  The NASUWT will continue to raise the 

concerns of our membership with the Scottish Government.  

 
 

Chris Keates (Ms) 
General Secretary  
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EIS 
 

EIS response to the Education and Skills Committee Inquiry into Subject 
Choices 
The EIS, Scotland’s largest teacher trade union, representing more than 80% of 
Scotland’s teachers at all levels of their careers, is pleased to provide evidence to the 
Committee’s inquiry into Secondary school subject choice.  

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

The EIS is of the view that the structure of the Senior Phase is mostly unchanged from 
its pre-CfE design. While the qualifications themselves have changed, the ways in 
which young people undertake them much too closely resemble the experiences of 
senior students a decade and a half ago when the new ambitions of CfE, including 
those for the Senior Phase, were being articulated out of the desire to transform the 
curriculum for the better.  
Indeed, it could be argued that the current arrangement is poorer as the compression 
of qualifications at SCQF levels 4 and 5 into one year (S4) rather than the two years 
of Standard Grade (S3 and S4), has required a reduction in the number of subjects 
chosen and also a significant time pressure in delivering said courses in a single year.     
The inertia in terms of progress towards achieving the ambition for the Senior Phase 
is for three main reasons. One- an unstinting and misplaced focus on qualifications by 
government and Education Scotland as CfE was being implemented, rather than on 
support to schools in re-designing coherent new curricula reflecting the design 
intentions of the CfE Senior Phase: breadth and depth of learning, and parity of esteem 
for ‘vocational’ and more traditional learner pathways, courses and qualifications. Two- 
the rush to implement the new qualifications in 2014 before schools had been afforded 
the time to consider how to transform their Senior Phase curriculum offer. Three- the 
profile given to school attainment data from within the system itself and by external 
observers and commentators, particularly politicians and the media. 

Schools, under pressure to deliver the new qualifications in such a context, achieved 
this without detriment to young people’s qualifications but only through a significant 
explosion in excessive workload for teachers. Having battled consistently since the 
introduction of the new qualifications with short-notice changes to courses and 
assessment, only now are schools, to some extent, beginning to make adjustments to 
the Senior Phase curriculum to bring it in line with what was originally intended.  

Education Scotland and the SQA have both identified that there are modest signs of 
greater curriculum diversification. In the view of the EIS, this is not enough to account 
for the positive picture painted in the recently published School and Leaver Attainment 
and Destinations data. There is evidence within the data that Scottish Education is 
performing well by the measures set:  

• 94.4% of school leavers were identified as being in work, training or further 

study within three months of leaving school last year, this the highest rate of 

such success since 2009  

• a halving of the gap in the achievement of positive destinations by the most 

and least deprived young people, in addition to the eighth successive 

reduction in the gap between the most and least deprived young people in 

terms of attainment of Higher passes 
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• overall attainment at Higher is also an improved picture with more than 30% 

of young people leaving school with five Higher passes or better; the 2009 

figure was 22.9%  

• a strong level of engagement by young people in their school experience with 

further increase in the numbers staying on at school into S6- almost two thirds 

in total.  

The EIS would argue, however, that this is more a sign that the qualifications are being 
well delivered rather than that the overall structure of the curriculum has been 
transformed according to CfE principles to deliver these outcomes. Much more needs 
to be done to meet the ambitions of CfE and this should not be piecemeal.  

The majority of schools, for the reasons outlined above, continue to structure their 
senior curricula as per pre-CfE- i.e. around annual acquisition of qualifications. There 
has been no significant change to presentation patterns as a result of CfE. Even the 
welcome increase in students being presented for and achieving qualifications from 
the extended SQA qualifications menu, largely reflects the continuation of work 
already established pre-CfE through such means as school college partnerships. A 
combination of annual patterns of presentation across S4, S5 and S6, and insufficient 
curriculum diversification, therefore, conspire to inhibit progress in learning and 
achievement of the kind envisaged.   

To realise the vision, the EIS believes, learner pathways designed for two years of 
study from S4 towards an exit qualification, based on students’ prior learning, 
achievement and attainment during the three years of Secondary BGE, are the way 
forward. Such pathways should be creatively constructed to engage students in 
academic, ‘vocational’, and personal and social skills-based learning in a balance that 
suits their prior learning, achievement and attainment, and which is appropriate for the 
next stages of their learner journey. S6 should enable students to deepen their 
learning in some areas, diversify in others, and in so doing, acquire additional 
qualifications as necessary and appropriate to their chosen post-school destinations.  
Within such a model, National Qualifications would be undertaken for the vast majority 
of students, for the first time, in S5; only the 10-11% of students who leave school at 
the end of S4 should sit National Qualifications after one year – or more realistically 9 
months -of study within the Senior Phase.    

Where schools (only a small minority currently) have moved to curriculum models that 
closely reflect the original design intentions of CfE Senior Phase – which maximise 
opportunities for depth and richness in learning, and consequently minimise the 
amount of unnecessary formal assessment which detracts from the core purpose of 
learning and teaching- our members report positive impact on learning and overall 
achievement.  

They cite the shift to a three-year Senior Phase as being beneficial to student 
outcomes because it enables much greater flexibility within the timetable for young 
people to take courses at a level and at a point within the three years of the Senior 
Phase as most appropriate for them. For example, students sitting National 5 and 
SCQF Level 6 Units during S4 and S5, then sitting Higher in S6, or students studying 
Higher during S4 and S5, and having the option of more ‘vocational’ learning in the 
remaining available time. There are different models in operation across different 
schools. 
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Where increased flexibility within the timetable has been matched by a widening of 
achievement opportunities such as ‘vocational’ qualifications, leadership and 
employability awards, our members indicate that this reflects fairer, more inclusive 
prioritising within the curriculum offer than perhaps was the case previously when 
timetabling decisions rested often on ensuring that Higher and Advanced Higher 
classes would run. 

In scenarios in which the curriculum architecture has changed its overall shape but 
where the ethos continues to be rooted in the pursuit of maximising the number of 
Higher passes attained, the benefits to students’ learning and achievement are 
questioned by our members, particularly where it is felt that the individual needs and 
interests of students are not the key determinants of subject choice. 

Our members in schools which have maintained pre-CfE curriculum shape, report 
either no significant change or deterioration to learning, achievement and attainment.  
In these contexts, in particular, difficulties remain in relation to National 4 courses. The 
EIS has been of the view for some time that National 4 courses require to be re-
structured to include an assignment, perhaps in replacement of the Added Value Unit, 
which is externally marked and graded by the SQA. Scottish Government has 
procrastinated on this issue for over two years. 

Over-assessment persists, also. While EIS members welcomed the removal of 
mandatory units from National Qualifications, the EIS is aware that too many schools 
continue to present students for National 4 or SCQF Units in addition to presenting 
them for qualifications which include a final exam. Such practice strangles progress 
towards realising the ambition of the Senior Phase, and fails to address the problem 
of SQA-related teacher workload. We welcome the albeit late-in-the-day 
announcement from the Deputy First Minister that such presentation patterns will not 
be permissible next session.  

Also of concern in relation to presentation patterns, is the tendency in the majority of 
schools for the curriculum to resemble a ‘ladder’ of qualifications, with students 
required to sit N4 before progressing to N5 before progressing to Higher. The intention 
to enable students to ‘by-pass’ unnecessary qualifications in S4 and to deepen 
learning within a course of two-year study at an appropriately challenging level is being 
realised still only in a minority of schools. This needs to change. 

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. 
How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase 
and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of 
pupils’ learning? 

The EIS has previously argued that the curriculum in S4-S5 should be structured as 
per the Standard Grade S3-S4, with eight available options and two school sessions 
within which the associated learning is undertaken. Not all of the eight options would 
be National Qualifications, therefore time and space would be created for students to 
engage in a broader range of learning experiences- community-based learning, 
Modern Apprenticeships, Duke of Edinburgh Awards, etc. – and in greater depth in 
some, depending on course and level. 

Schools which have continued to structure their Senior Phase curricula as per the 
Standard Grade model- S1&S2, S3&S4, and S5&S6- offer the least flexibility in terms 
of the range of pathways, with students still undertaking eight National Qualifications 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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in S4. In such schools, breadth of learning, or at least a perception of it, is treated more 
as a priority than depth.  

As referenced above, this raises significant questions about the amount of teaching 
time that S4 candidates studying eight National Qualifications in one year are 
receiving. In many/most cases, teaching time falls far short of the 160 hours allocated 
notionally per course, with learning for what were originally designed to be two-year 
courses being crammed into a timescale that stops significantly short of one school 
session. This strongly mitigates against the principle of depth in learning. 

Where schools have sought to embrace the design intentions of the Senior Phase, 
members report greater diversification of learner pathways- subjects being delivered 
on a school cluster basis, and a larger number of ‘vocational’ courses, some of which 
are delivered through partnership with colleges. In these cases, timetables are being 
built around learner pathways rather than timetables dictating the pathways. Flexibility 
is further enhanced through the offer of lateral as well as linear progression within a 
curricular area, and accreditation of wider achievement. 

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 

I.        broad general education (BGE) 
In some schools, the BGE offer is reduced. This is particularly the case where there 
are staffing shortages which result either in BGE courses not running at all or being 
allocated less time within the timetable. Where staffing within a particular subject area 
is limited, our members report that priority is given to staffing Senior Phases classes. 
Aside from this, difficulties arise, again, where schools treat the third year of the BGE 
as preparation for undertaking National Qualifications in S4 (as per the Standard 
Grade model), and not as intended, the final year of the BGE experience. Subject 
choice is unsatisfactorily narrowed for young people at the end of S2 as a result of this 
approach, for example, from 13 to 6, 7 or 8 subjects, depending on how many 
qualifications students undertake in S4. Worse still is that many S3 pupils for whom 
National 4 study is not planned, are needlessly sitting N4 units which are ‘banked’ 
before progression to N5 in S4. This is far from what was intended for the BGE.  

Other schools have sought to address issues around the transition from BGE and the 
Senior Phase by providing ‘masterclasses’ and other enrichened learning experiences 
that are intended to support more seamless movement from S3 and the end of the 
BGE into S4 and beyond. This is not universal, however. The EIS is of the view that 
progression from the BGE to the Senior Phase is an area that requires time and space 
for system-wide thinking and subsequent action in order to improve it for all young 
people regardless of the school that they are in.  

II.        S4? 
As previously mentioned, where schools have sought to deliver the aspirations of the 
Senior Phase of CfE, students often study 6 subjects in S4, whilst other schools remain 
fixed to the previous curriculum model with students studying eight subjects – National 
Qualifications in the main- and the vast majority of pupils sitting qualifications including 
exams at the end of S4.  

The latter is effectively the Standard Grade model, largely unaltered from the previous 
O Level model, which was structured to enable the completion of seven or eight 
(sometimes nine) qualifications before the majority of students left school at the end 
of S4. S4 no longer serves that primary purpose. 
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It is for this reason that the EIS advocates re-purposing of that year as the first of a 
two-year learner pathway that incorporates both depth and breadth of learning, and 
greater diversity of experience, with stronger emphasis on the development of 
creativity skills, as outlined previously in this paper. 

III.        S5  
As outlined above, the EIS believes that S5 should be the second year of a two-year 
learner pathway for the vast majority of students, and the first in which they sit exit 
qualifications. Within most current models, the range of subject choice for S5 remains 
at is was in the past but is too narrow to realise the full ambition of Senior Phase CfE. 

S6? 
This varies from context to context - some members report that the range of subject 
choice in their schools has remained the same, others that it has increased, others 
that the range of subjects on offer has reduced somewhat.  
The EIS believes that the fullest range of subjects should be available to young people 
in S6 to maximise opportunities for their progression, and to enable them to undertake 
learning at the appropriate level, and as far as possible at the appropriate stage, in 
their individual learner journey.   

d)  What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area 
and school demography. 

As articulated in the early sections of this paper, the key driver in influencing the range 
of subject choices is strong adherence to an atomised qualifications-gathering 
approach rather than universal commitment to the creation of coherent learner 
pathways that offer more holistic learning experiences.   

Also featuring heavily in the influencing factors as cited by our members are the 
availability of staffing and school size. Staffing levels in Secondary school’s influence 
to a large extent, what can and cannot be offered. What has until recently been a 
challenge relatively exclusive to particular geographical areas and affecting a minority 
of subjects, is now being more universally experienced across the country and in a 
large number of subject areas. The challenge is compounded in small schools where 
the size of the school roll, in limiting the overall size of the staffing complement, 
restricts also the range of subject specialism within the teaching staff profile. Larger 
schools can benefit to some extent from economies of scale. 

Increasingly, schools facing shortage in certain specialisms are reliant on cluster 
arrangements and college provision to maximise the options choice. Commonly, in 
single-teacher subject areas, teachers are under increasing pressure to teach multi-
level classes, this effectively amounting to multi-course teaching in subject areas 
where there is little commonality of course content across levels. The EIS has 
consistently argued that this is neither educationally sound nor conducive to teacher 
wellbeing.  

EIS members also report moves towards the delivery of learning and teaching for 
some subjects, in order to keep them as live options, within ‘digital campuses’- a 
development which raises many questions about the quality of teacher-student 
interactions and the ability to learn co-operatively with fellow students in the context of 
learning being a fundamentally social experience. The EIS is keeping a watching brief 
on such developments.  



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

22 

 

In some schools, parental demand for the priority provision of particular subjects, a 
broader range of subject choices and students undertaking more qualifications in one 
year- S4 in particular- has also been identified as an influencing factor. Schools 
perceive the need to maintain such curriculum architecture in response to parental 
demand and the continuing misunderstanding of employers, also, about the purpose 
of the Senior Phase and the value of some of the new qualifications, National 4 being 
one of them.  

Parental preference for their children to study STEM, and arguably the drive from 
government, in addition to more ‘academic’ subjects, has reportedly led to some 
marginalisation of Creative and Aesthetic subjects, Social Sciences, Home 
Economics, etc. in some schools. 

The EIS is of the view that system-wide efforts are needed to enhance parents’ and 
employers’ understanding in this regard. Again, we see it that the rush to implement 
the new qualifications in 2014 missed the crucially important step of educating and 
gaining ‘buy-in’ from stakeholders who are highly influential in the decisions that young 
people make about their Senior Phase options, and thereby in the decision-making 
that occurs at school level around curriculum architecture.  

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular 
subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you 
think has caused this change? 

This appears to be a mixed picture across schools.  
Teacher availability, of course, is critical to subject options being available. For 
example, the EIS is aware of the critical shortage in Home Economic teachers which 
has resulted in this subject being removed from the curriculum in many schools. 

The proliferation of faculties and subsequent diminution in the number of subject 
specialist Principal Teachers is having an impact on the uptake of some subjects. In 
the past, each subject in a Secondary School was led by a PT who had a role in 
promoting awareness of their subjects and of the benefits of studying them to young 
people. Increasingly, collections of subjects are grouped together within Faculties led 
by Principal Teachers who are specialist in only one of the disciplines, leading to less 
even promotion of individual subjects across the range.  

In instances where Maths is no longer mandatory at S5, members report some modest 
decrease in uptake. Maths qualifications have not been without their difficulties in 
recent years. This may be influencing decision-making. 

Other schools report increased uptake in more ‘vocational’ or practical subjects such 
as Accounting, Practical Cookery, Cake Craft, Music Technology and Practical 
Metalwork and Woodwork at N5. At Higher, Administration and IT, Computing 
Science, Engineering Science and Photography have increased uptake; whilst at 
Advanced Higher the demand for Art and Design, Business Management and 
Computing Science has increased significantly. This may be accounted for by these 
schools’ sharpened focus on creating learner pathways, or at least providing subjects, 
that more accurately capture the interests and talents of the majority, if not all, of the 
learner population.  

In schools where there is a strong focus on STEM, and particularly where this is 
supported by parents, EIS members report decreased uptake in creative, social and 
languages subjects.  
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f)  What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject 
choices? 
Limiting subject choice without ensuring sufficient richness and diversity of the learning 
experience within the Senior Phase, and just as importantly within the BGE from S1 
to S3, is likely to impact negatively on young people’s motivation, and the quality of 
their learning, achievement and attainment.  

Of primary importance is that each school has a sufficiently diverse choice of coherent 
learner pathways which are flexible enough to prevent young people being locked into 
narrow routes; to enable the possibility of them changing their minds about the 
direction they would like their learning to take without valuable learning being lost; and 
to enable them to undertake learning at the appropriate level at the appropriate time 
in their development.   

We stress that young people should not as a rule sit qualifications in the same subject 
at a different level, year upon year. While qualifications and/ or exams in S4 may be 
necessary for those leaving school at the end of the year, this is not needed and indeed 
is an unhelpful barrier to depth and richness, and arguably greater enjoyment, of 
Senior Phase study, for the vast majority of young people -almost 90%- who remain 
at school until the end of S5, two thirds till the end of S6.  

A two-year S4-S5 approach to presentations would enable a greater breadth of 
experience and greater creativity within individual subject areas. More time and space 
would be freed up for projects and visiting specialists; interdisciplinary learning and 
collaboration with other learners; sound formative assessment practice that 
encourages young people’s ownership of their learning; extension to learning contexts 
beyond the classroom and school, strengthening relevance, deepening understanding 
and enhancing creativity; and building engagement with Modern Apprenticeship and 
other work-based programmes of learning.  

The relative freedom that such approaches would offer from the constraints of the 
traditional examination regime and the gift of time that it would give to spend on 
activities which are nurturing and beneficial to personal, social and emotional 
development, would be hugely beneficial to young people’s mental health and overall 
wellbeing, to their enjoyment of their Senior Phase experience, and thereby to their 
learning and overall achievement.   
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SCHOOLS 
 

GLASGOW GAELIC SCHOOL  
 

Catrìona Chaimbeul 

Question A 
Has the structure of the senior phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 
better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

As the structure of Senior Phase allows a curriculum structure appropriate to local 
circumstances it can be designed for the needs of individual young people.  The 
challenges are supporting the curriculum through having enough teaching staff and 
this is particularly problematic in Gaelic Medium Education. 

Question B 
How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the senior phase and 
how does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupil’s 
learning? 

As a growing school we have increased our secondary roll from 147 in 2010 to 340 
this session and primary numbers show that this trend is set to continue.  Therefore, 
as our pupil numbers and therefore staff numbers have increased, we have also 
increased the range of subjects available and are planning to continue to do so e.g. 
pupils previously attended Hillhead High School for Advanced Higher Biology – we 
now offer this ourselves.  We are planning to do the same for Advanced Higher 
Chemistry, staffing permitting.  The changes required as a growing school mean that 
we have to be able to be flexible and that the range of subjects offered must change 
as our cohort changes. 

We are fortunate in that we have a number of partners which we work with for Senior 
Phase – local schools, the Schools College Partnership, The Advanced Higher Hub 
at Glasgow Caledonian University.  This allows us flexibility in increasing the range 
of subject’s pupils can study from e.g. Level 4 Construction, Level 5 Hair and Beauty, 
Level 6 Care, Advanced Higher History and so on.  The school also actively 
promotes Foundation Apprenticeships to both pupils and parents and we have young 
people engaging in the one year and two-year Foundation Apprenticeships for the 
first time this session.  We are also in the planning stages for introducing a 
Foundation Apprenticeship – Social Services, Children and Young People in 
collaboration with Sabhal Mòr Ostaig 
These multiple learning pathway options are facilitating pupils’ transitions to positive 
destinations either in further education or into the workforce.  

Question C  
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education and S4? 

We are challenged in the range of subjects we can offer in BGE through the medium 
of Gaelic as we are finding some subjects particularly difficult to staff eg Modern 
Studies and Drama.  The school has also prioritised Gàidhlig as a core subject in 
school without narrowing subject choices for our academic cohort.  The increased 
range of vocational courses offered within the city has also allowed for us to support 
pathways appropriate to different cohorts. 
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Question D 
What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? 

This primarily depends on staffing – particularly in Gaelic Medium subjects.  We are 
also constrained by considering an ‘efficient’ timetable when pupil numbers are 
increasing.  At times it is not possible to offer some subjects or courses as the class 
sizes have not yet reached a level which makes it possible to run them for one or two 
years until the number of pupils allows this. 

Question E 
Have you experienced any changes in particular subjects in the past five years? 
What has caused this change? 

The major challenge is to recruit staff, particularly in Gaelic Medium subjects. This 
has constrained the expansion and continuity of GME, particularly re the introduction 
of Modern Studies and Scottish Studies to our curriculum.   

The workload for pupils as a result of the removal of units has meant that SQA have 
increased the length of exams, unnecessarily in the opinion of feedback received 
from teachers (and pupils).  Some National Qualification courses have also been 
well underway in school before instructions for candidates have been issued by SQA 
which has caused anxiety for pupils and teachers. 

Question F 
What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

Any limitation of subject choices, for whatever reason, or in the number of subjects 
pupils can access in Senior Phase is bound to have a negative impact on pupil 
choice and their application, achievement and attainment.  It may also impact on 
future career pathways and positive destinations.  In our school terms, the limitations 
on for example pupils being able to access Advanced Higher Geography either in 
school or within travelling distance of the school has provided a barrier to the 
recruitment of students to Teacher Education courses and therefore to future GM 
Geography teachers. 

  



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

26 

 

PARENTS 
 
ARTHUR CORMACK 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
As a former Cathraiche (Chair) of Bòrd na Gàidhlig, I have had a long-term 
involvement in initiatives to promote and develop Gaelic medium education (GME).  I 
am married to a secondary Gaelic teacher who is now Director of Teacher Education 
at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig and we have three children, brought up with Gaelic in the 
home, who benefitted from GME in primary and secondary school.  As Chief 
Executive of Fèisean nan Gàidheal, my work involves the promotion of Gaelic culture 
and the organisation supports children in GME and Gaelic learner education (GLE).  
As a member of Comann nam Pàrant Port Rìgh I was involved in a protracted, 
ultimately successful, campaign to establish a Gaelic primary school in Portree and 
the organisation now runs Gaelic pre-school services locally.  While a trustee of 
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, I gained experience of Gaelic further and higher education as 
well as teacher training needs. 
 
My submission deals with my own experience of our local secondary school, as a 
parent, as well as wider Gaelic education matters relevant to the inquiry. 
 
RESPONSES TO THE QUESTIONS POSED BY THE COMMITTEE 
 
Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
It is difficult to say without knowledge of achievement levels which I have not had the 
opportunity to examine.  

 
Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all 
learners”. How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the 
Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and 
the depth of pupils’ learning? 

The school my children attend(ed) now offers a maximum of six subjects at National 
5 stage and there is no flexibility around that number.  Around 1/3 of pupils in the 
school come from Gaelic medium primary education.  If the school has a full 
complement of staff, pupils in BGE are offered 9 subjects through the medium of 
Gaelic; a range not replicated elsewhere except, perhaps, in Sgoil Ghàidhlig 
Ghlaschu.  In the senior phase, however, the number of subjects taught through the 
medium of Gaelic reduces to just 3 - Gàidhlig, Eachdraidh (History) and PSE (which 
does not lead to a qualification) with all other subjects delivered in English. 
 
I expected my children to be educated through the medium of Gaelic from pre-school 
to the end of secondary.  While I have no doubt, they attain(ed) in line with their 
academic abilities, the opportunity has been missed to strengthen their Gaelic 
language skills to the fullest extent possible through learning, one of the main 
expectations parents have when enrolling their children in GME.  I would argue that, 
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since most of the senior phase is delivered in English, the depth of their learning did 
not reach its full potential linguistically.   
 
The lack of flexibility in the school at senior phase results in teachers, perfectly able 
and willing to teach their subject in Gaelic, not being afforded the time or resources 
to do so.  They are deployed, instead, to teach in English.   
 
For my children, brought up with Gaelic in the home, this may not result in a 
diminution of their confidence in using Gaelic.  The outcome is likely to be different 
for children whose main exposure to Gaelic is in school.  
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: I. broad general education (BG) II. S4, III. S5? IV. S6? 
Yes.  See response to previous question. 
 
What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; 
area and school demography. 
All of the above factors affect subject choices, along with policies that result in 
teachers not being replaced when they leave, or cover not being provided while they 
are absent.  Local authorities often take advantage of such situations to make short-
term financial savings. 
 
In our local school we have had the experience of teachers being absent long-term, 
for perfectly understandable reasons, but with little or no effort made by 
management to replace the provision in Gaelic.  Instead, the subjects are simply 
offered in English.  This does not satisfy parental expectations of GME. 
 
Statutory Guidance on Gaelic Education places a duty on local authorities to 
promote the potential provision of GME and GLE and provide support for pupils and 
teachers in these types of Gaelic education.  Perhaps questions need to be raised 
about the extent to which the Guidance is having an intended positive influence on 
Gaelic education. 
 
In a place such as Skye, where Gaelic is spoken by around half of the population 
and Gaelic medium primary education has been offered for some 34 years, the only 
local secondary school should, by now, be capable of catering fully for the needs of 
Gaelic medium pupils.  The teachers who currently teach their subjects in Gaelic 
could easily extend their teaching to the senior phase but are not supported to do so. 
 
A recent Education Scotland (ES) inspection rightly recognised its Gaelic medium 
provision as a strength of the local secondary school but highlighted, as an area for 
improvement, the need for an increase in the range of subjects being taught through 
the medium of Gaelic in the senior phase leading to awards and qualifications.  The 
inspectors also asked that staff continue to identify ways in which they can meet 
statutory requirements for Gaelic and suggested this may be an appropriate time to 
review how well the remits reflect statutory guidance. 
 
Parents have put forward proposals to help address the issues raised by inspectors 
which have, so far, been ignored.  A disappointing demonstration of the non-
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prescriptive nature of ES’s relationship with the school and local authority is that 
there are no plans for inspectors to return in order to ensure those improvements are 
being executed. 
 
As a minority concern in Scottish education, the future of Gaelic is far too important 
to be left in the hands of local decision-making.  Support for Gaelic needs to be 
prioritised from the centre and supported nationally.  There is an unwelcome 
situation currently where the Scottish Government says Gaelic is a national priority, 
and invests in it, while at the same time decision-making at local authority or school 
level has, in places, removed Gaelic as a subject available to young people. 
 
The emphasis on local decision-making works against the national priority given to 
Gaelic and this needs to change. If the Scottish Government is serious about its 
commitment to support  
 
Gaelic, which I have no reason to doubt, it needs to follow that right through to the 
local level.  Ministers and senior civil servants should ensure the needs of Gaelic and 
Gàidhlig are catered for in every education policy.   
 
Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects 
in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think 
has caused this change? 

Statistics available for SQA presentations in Gaelic and Gàidhlig between 2012 and 
2018 are shown in two tables in Annex 1, along with a summary of what I conclude 
they show.   
 
It is important to state that I am not a statistician.  It is also the case that comparing 
the current SQA qualifications with previous awards on anything approaching a like-
for-like basis is problematic. I would be content for the figures provided to be 
interrogated and corrected if found to be erroneous.  The same is true of any 
conclusions I have drawn from them. 
 
The statistics appear to show an overall drop in Gaelic presentations from 844 to 239 
between 2012 and 2018 and a drop in Gàidhlig presentations from 360 to 355 during 
the same period, over which numbers in primary Gaelic medium education were 
growing modestly. 
 
Considering there could well be ‘blip’ years, where class sizes generally were 
unusually larger/smaller and overall school rolls higher/lower, average figures are 
also included in both tables which give a slightly different picture.  Overall, however, 
the trends seem similar. 
 
Having looked at SQA presentation figures in several subjects as comparators, there 
have been fluctuations in numbers but no decline in uptake quite as dramatic as that 
suffered by Gaelic.  Numbers in French have, however, suffered similarly. 
 
This would suggest it seems reasonable to conclude that the statistics examined 
show a focus on STEM subjects, lack of flexibility in some schools (often imposed by 
the local authority) and perhaps other factors, dealt with later, combine to have a 
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negative effect on young people presenting for Gaelic and Gàidhlig SQA 
qualifications. 
 
What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
Limitation of choices, particularly when pupils are having the importance of STEM 
subjects impressed upon them, appears to be working against Gaelic at a time when 
the Scottish Government says securing the language’s future is important.   
 
If it is deemed important at government level, there should be flexibility afforded to 
head teachers to enable pupils wishing to take Gaelic or Gàidhlig SQA qualifications 
to do so, even if that means breaching a limit in the number of subjects set by a local 
authority. ES should have a role in facilitating this. 
 
A continued downward trend in the number of young people presenting for Gaelic 
and Gàidhlig SQA qualifications could have a devastating effect on Gaelic 
development more generally.  A decline in numbers achieving Gaelic and Gàidhlig 
SQA qualifications will result in fewer students available to enrol for Gaelic courses 
at universities, Sabhal Mòr Ostaig and other educational institutions leading, 
ultimately, to fewer people being qualified to fill the growing number of teaching 
posts needed to secure a sustainable future for the language.  A supply of people is 
also needed to fill non-teaching jobs where Gaelic is either essential or desirable.  
Gaelic qualifications are often needed by people to apply for such posts. 
 
It cannot be assumed that every pupil taking Gaelic or Gàidhlig qualifications would 
wish to embark on a career where they will use their Gaelic skills.  Clearly, therefore, 
a greater number of young people need to be educated, for longer, in Gaelic if the 
Scottish Government’s desire, shared by the Gaelic community, to secure a secure 
future for the language is to be realised.  Present curriculum arrangements appear to 
work against this area of government policy. 
 
WIDER GAELIC EDUCATION MATTERS RELEVANT TO THE INQUIRY 
 
Whichever set of figures is used, statistics show there has been a serious decline in 
uptake of all Gaelic and Gàidhlig qualifications apart from Higher Gàidhlig.  The 
number of pupils presented for Gaelic qualifications in 2018 was just about a quarter 
of the number presented in 2012.   
 
Given the increases in Gàidhlig medium pupil numbers over the past few years, who 
would be expected to progress to secondary qualifications, a 1% overall decrease in 
pupils presenting for Gàidhlig qualifications is disappointing. The 37% increase in 
Gàidhlig Higher presentations is encouraging, but it remains to be seen whether that 
will be maintained should a drop off rate - currently 19% - continue at National 5 
stage.  It should also be noted that exactly the same combined number of pupils took 
Gaelic/Gàidhlig Highers in 2018 as did in 2012.  There are now more Higher Gàidhlig 
candidates than Higher Gaelic candidates.  While this shift may be a welcome 
endorsement of Gaelic medium education, there has been no upward progress in the 
overall number of pupils presenting for Higher qualifications. 
 
Teachers say they are witnessing a definite drop off in Gaelic presentations due to 
the limiting of choices in some local authority areas and individual schools, resulting 
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in fewer pupils being able to continue to study Gaelic.  The same would be true, to a 
lesser extent, in National 5 Gàidhlig.  The statistics seem to confirm the views of 
teachers but it is perhaps unlikely such a dramatic drop off is due to the limiting of 
choices alone.  There may be a number of factors at play.   
 
Availability of Gaelic education is a factor.  There are still far too many young people 
coming through Gaelic medium primary education who are unable to continue with 
any Gaelic/Gàidhlig at all in secondary.  A few years ago, the drop off rate was 60% 
in the transition between primary and secondary, i.e. only 40% of pupils had the 
opportunity to continue Gaelic/Gàidhlig studies in their chosen secondary school.  I 
doubt this figure has improved. 
 
Workload is a factor which affects teacher supply and, therefore, availability of 
Gaelic.  Dedicated Gaelic teachers invariably have to spend an inordinate amount of 
time creating resources that are readily available to those teaching in English.  This 
is especially true of those who teach their subject through the medium of Gaelic, as 
they get very little paid time to prepare.  There is no equity in the additional 
assistance Gaelic teachers get in the classroom compared to their peers teaching in 
English. 
 
For those with the fortitude and goodwill to continue, their workload is inevitably 
heavy.  Understandably enough, some teachers feel it is not worth the effort as their 
contribution is often undervalued. Investment in people is poor and in a situation 
where there is a shortage of teachers, they should be nurtured and retained in jobs 
which carry a reasonable workload. 
 
The lack of financial investment is another factor.  After a great many notable 
successes in Gaelic education over the 35 years since primary GME was first 
offered, the lamentably slow pace of Gaelic medium development at secondary level 
undermines the achievements of primary schools and poses a threat to the future of 
the language. 
 
With priority given to the needs of GM pupils, provision for Gaelic learners has 
declined over the past decade and there is no good reason for this.  Where once 
there were hundreds of pupils in GLE, that is no longer the case.  Some large 
schools where Gaelic used to be compulsory in S1 no longer make it so, or offer 
Gaelic as a subject at all.  When it is considered that just one school in Highland 
had, at one time, an intake of around 160 S1 pupils, all of whom studied Gaelic with 
a good proportion continuing to qualification level, it is not difficult to see how policy 
changes at school and local authority level have had a detrimental effect on numbers 
presenting for SQA qualifications.   
 
Thousands of young people learn some Gaelic in primary schools through the 1+2 
initiative with programmes such as GLPS, GoGaelic! and Fèisgoil’s Blasad Gàidhlig.  
Far too few of those pupils have the opportunity to continue with any Gaelic 
education in secondary.   
 
ES has a key role to play in better supporting Gaelic education but the organisation 
has a somewhat dogmatic approach to facilitating ‘local leadership’ and ‘local 
priorities’ with a resulting unwillingness to be prescriptive.  This manifestly does not 
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work for Gaelic education which, in common with other minority education, needs 
prioritisation, intervention and central support.  For as long as ES fails to understand 
that both GME and GLE need to be prioritised, the organisation will continue to fail 
teachers and pupils in Gaelic education.  Changes are needed in ES policies which 
are working against the growth of Gaelic education at a time when they should be 
supporting it. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
There has been a serious decline in the uptake of Gaelic awards over the 7 years 
examined in Annex 1.  This is, at least in part, a result of a narrowing of the 
curriculum and pupils taking fewer subjects, particularly in S4, as well as a lack of 
flexibility.  However, there may be other factors at play and perhaps the Education 
and Skills committee should recommend a task to examine this decline in an attempt 
to better understand all that is involved and help facilitate improvements.  I am 
optimistic that improvements could be made in all those areas, but it will require 
political intervention and meaningful, sustained joint working on the delivery of an 
agreed plan of action. 
 
Without intervention, there is a risk the situation will continue whereby the Scottish 
Government states Gaelic is important yet, at another level, curriculum 
arrangements work against the language.   
 
Arthur Cormack 
February 2019 
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ALYS RODWELL 
 

My experience relates to the 3+3 model. 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 
allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
No – achievement levels have dropped, this is particularly evident with regard to 
pupils of mid-range ability (i.e. General level in Standard Grade / those that are not 
quite up to N5s) as the N4s are often considered “worthless” by employers. 
 
b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
Because less subjects are available to be taken at N5 than at Standard Grade, 
pupils are being forced to take only those subjects which are necessary for their 
perceived future career. This means that some subjects are being phased out. The 
reduction in pupils taking Languages is a case in point – and hardly what is required 
for a small nation which thinks it should be playing a part in Europe!  
 
c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 
I.        broad general education (BGE)? 
As yet, only German has been dropped, however subject choices are likely to 
become narrower as less mainstream subjects become untenable. 
 
II.        S4? 
Definitely – particularly with regard to Languages German N5 is no longer available 
at my kid’s school – primarily because pupils cannot take all the subjects they would 
like. Only allowing six subjects also narrows the horizons of many pupils who are 
forced to drop subjects that they might have taken further. Having so little flexibility 
also means that pupils are effectively having to choose their Highers when they 
choose their N5s. This often also means that they have to choose their future career 
when in S3, which is too soon. The benefits of a broad Scottish education are 
disappearing… My scientific kids would have taken a language at N5 but could not 
do so as it would have meant that they would have to drop a subject necessary for 
their chosen career paths.   
 
III.        S5? 
Definitely – Languages in particular. If there hasn’t been an opportunity at S4 then 
there is no chance at S5. Sadly, some pupils will have been so restricted with only 6 
N5s that they find they are being effectively forced on the wrong career path as they 
have no option but to continue with 5 of those subjects.  
 
IV.        S6? 
Definitely – Languages in particular. If there hasn’t been an opportunity at S4 and S5 
then there is no chance at S6. 
 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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c) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and 
school demography. 
 
Essentially Curriculum for Excellence. We are lucky to have a very good school and 
the demographics mean that there is a high value placed on Education ….pity help 
the capable kids living in more deprived areas. 
 
d) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular 
subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think 
has caused this change? 
 
Definitely – Languages and less mainstream subjects. Quite simply Curriculum for 
Excellence is the root cause of this narrowing of the curriculum. It will only get worse 
unless there are changes to enable pupils to follow a broader range of subjects by 
taking more N5s. There also needs to be something more concrete for those that are 
academically just below N5 level. 
 
e) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
There is no positive impact whatsoever. The negative impact of narrowing the 
subject choices will have a knock-on effect on the success and employability of the 
young people of this country for years to come. Curriculum for Excellence is already 
showing a widening of the attainment gap between the different ends of the socio-
economic spectrum. Unless there are changes the standing of the Scottish 
Education System will continue to fall in comparison with the rest of the world. 
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MARK GUNN AND SALLY GUNN 

Note on contributors. 
Mark and Sally Gunn have had children in Scottish state schools for all but 6 of the 
last 25 years, and have experience of secondary schooling in Scotland as parents 
dating back to the 2000-2001 session, so well before CfE implementation. We also 
have experience of the International School system at the equivalent of P5 to S4. 
Mark Gunn is the Secretary to the Highland Parent Council Partnership (HPCP), a 
representative body for Parent Councils in Highland, and thus has a good 
understanding of the wider parental view in Highland of state education across Primary 
and Secondary.  This submission is informed by that wider appreciation, but is not 
however made on behalf of the HPCP as there has been insufficient time to collate a 
collective response to the questions set by the committee. 
 
 
 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed
for better learning and overall achievement than previously?

Absolutely not for those who pupils at the upper end of the academic ability scale, 
where the constraint of being limited to just six National Five subject’s results in undue 
limitations on the vital “first take” of Highers that the most demanding Universities 
concentrate upon.  This problem has also meant that continuing with a modern 
language is almost impossible for those pursuing the 3 core sciences plus Maths at 
Higher and wanting to also continue with History or Geography for example.  It is very 
difficult to drop a language at S4 and then take it up again successfully in S5 or S6 for 
Nat 5/Higher.  Overall the new structure has seriously damaged the progression of the 
most academically able and in particular those who need all 3 sciences at Higher to 
progress to the university of their choice. 

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how does
this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning?

The school can offer a slightly greater range of vocational courses at National 4/5 and 
in Progression Awards, but at the upper end, Highers and Advanced Highers, the 
choice and quality has declined significantly.  Advanced Highers are now limited to 
just 5 subjects and will soon be impossible if the decline continues.  Modern languages 
and the humanities are already very constrained or, as with ICT, entirely unavailable 
in the senior phase unless accessed remotely via the single college option. 

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject
choices in:

I. broad general education (BGE)?
II. S4?

III. S5?
IV. S6?

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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Yes, to all four. The BGE is now so broad and so general as to be almost useless in 
many areas. Much of what is required to be taught is boring, formulaic and so 
uninspiring that many teachers seem demoralised by having to teach it.  The level of 
superficiality is such that what used to be taught for example in Maths at P7 or S1 five 
years ago is now having to be covered again in S4 because it is not taught properly or 
revisited enough in S1 to S3 to be retained.  The lack of academic rigour in the BGE 
is appalling – facts are optional and study skills, for example even the most basic 
concepts of essay planning, are barely covered.  Much of this is not down to any lack 
of teaching skills, but rather the poor quality of the syllabus and support materials. 
Whilst on paper the BGE covers more subjects, the reality is that so much of what is 
covered is just skimmed over, so no real depth of understanding is achieved.  Offering 
2 modern languages in S1 sounds all well and good, but when it actually means you 
get two periods a week for one, and just one period a week for the other, to fit in all 
the other “stuff”, the pupils make no real progress in either, wasting their time and 
destroying the opportunity to learn either properly.  Pupils are then faced with a huge 
struggle to catch up to the level needed by the end of S4 when exams are sat, making 
progression to Higher unappealing. 
 
The enforced reduction to just 6 subjects at S4, down from 8 (even 9 for those able to 
take on extras like music in their own time) has been a catastrophe.  Schools cannot 
maintain teaching numbers as a result, with a vicious circle in that the loss of modern 
languages in S4 and beyond further reduces staff numbers (lack of ability to recruit 
being a big factor) and thus the ability to then teach at Higher or Advanced Higher. 
Many Highers like ICT cannot be offered at all, or only by college courses, and we 
have been told at Local Authority Director of Education level that Advanced Highers 
will cease to be viable within the next few years. For the most academic children, 
especially those from the most disadvantaged backgrounds who cannot afford tutoring 
support, this is destroying future university course choice options and harming social 
mobility. 
 
 
d)    What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
One of the biggest issues is the continuing and indeed worsening shortage of 
teachers, especially good teachers, as far too many of the new teachers the training 
colleges are now turning out are not well trained. This applies especially for techniques 
involving teaching involving Chromebooks, or coping with those pupils with needs 
arising from Dyslexia and Dysgraphia. School size, demography and location are 
significant issues, as remote and rural areas struggle to fill any post, let alone those in 
pinch-point areas like STEM, ICT or languages.  I know of schools that have not had 
an ICT teacher of any sort for years, and cannot support subject Principal Teachers, 
only Faculty ones at best, the position our school now finds itself in.  The biggest single 
influence is the Local Authority; in Highland it was decided to reduce to 6 subjects at 
Standard Grade/National 5 despite overwhelming public opposition to that approach.  
This was presented as a choice for schools (in theory they could still offer 7 or 8 if they 
wanted), but in fact this was disingenuous as the Council had no wish to allow any 
Secondary under its control to sustain the staffing needed or flexibility in timetabling 
to offer more than 6 subjects in S4. 
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e)    Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 
 
Modern languages have been hit very hard, and ICT has effectively disappeared as 
there are no teachers.  We are seeing signs that uptake in the sciences is also 
suffering, as if you choose the wrong one(s) in S4, getting back into one of the others 
in S5, for Nat 5 or Higher, is difficult to achieve, and has a huge impact on University 
options. 
 
f)     What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
The overall impact of the limitations on subject’s choices has been massively negative 
in our view.  At every level we see damage done.  The BGE has become so superficial 
in many areas that many pupils now struggle to cope with the National 5 syllabus even 
though this is substantially less demanding than the old General and Credit level ones 
previously taught at Standard Grade. Whereas the ability to take Intermediate 2 Maths 
in S3, and the choice of 8 subjects in S4, allowed for a progressive determination of 
which four or exceptionally even six subjects could be sensibly tackled at Higher, this 
flexibility has disappeared in Highland.  Make a mistake in your four optional choices 
in S4 (Maths and English being compulsory), and you face the likelihood of having to 
“crash” a Higher in S5 that you have not studied since S3, and given the dumbing-
down of the BGE content, that jump is likely to be huge in comparison to what pupils 
faced before the CfE was implemented.  Music, Modern Languages and ICT are 
disappearing from the options for many at S4; once lost, these are hard to then recover 
in S5 or S6, especially as staffing levels continue to fall.  S6 pupils do not like being in 
National 5 classes with the S4 cohort, and many now leave to go to the more adult 
environment of college as soon as they are able – and assuming they can get to 
college from the rural locations many live in. 
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OWEN MORRIS 
 

I am responding as a parent with several children in (or recently completed) secondary 
education in a Highland Council secondary school. 

a)    Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 
allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

No. It has caused a narrowing of the curriculum and is causing pupils to make 
important life decisions at an earlier stage than before. I have included an explanation 
of this in c) below. 

b)    Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a 
range of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all 
learners”. How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the 
Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and 
the depth of pupils’ learning? 

Flexibility has in fact been lost in our local school. Prior to Curriculum for Excellence, 
the highest Maths set each year was allowed to sit Standard Grade Maths in S3 and 
then to start the Higher course early, but this is no longer permitted. A very welcome 
arrangement enables a few pupils to sit Higher Music in S4, but this is possible 
because of the extreme dedication of individual teachers rather than anything inherent 
in CfE. 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and 
subject choices in: 
                             I.        broad general education (BGE)? 
                            II.        S4? 
                          III.        S5? 
                          IV.        S6? 
 
There has been a narrowing of subjects in S4. When the new qualifications were 
introduced, our local school initially continued to offer eight subjects in S4, as before, 
and my eldest two children gained eight National 5 qualifications (at high grades). After 
that, a reduction to six subjects was imposed by the local authority and my third child 
gained only six National 5s. 

Given that the six subjects include English and Maths, this allows pupils only to choose 
four subjects. This means that in many cases they can choose only the subjects they 
consider the most relevant to their future. 

Because six subjects are studied in S4 and five in S5, the choice made in S4 is largely 
a choice of one subject to drop, so the (career-critical) choice of Higher subjects is 
effectively being made in S3 (at age 14) which is a very early stage to be making such 
an important decision. 

d)    What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area 
and school demography. 
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The current curricular structure was imposed on the school by Highland Council. Such 
centralised decision-making has removed the ability of schools to come up with 
creative curricular structures as originally envisaged under Curriculum for Excellence. 

e)    Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular 
subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you 
think has caused this change? 

Local schools have experienced a significant downturn in uptake of Modern 
Languages in S4. In some cases, the decline is in the vicinity of 50%. Creative and 
aesthetic subjects such as Music and Art have also been negatively affected. 

f)     What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject 
choices? 

Scotland has long had a reputation for offering breadth in education, but the changes 
to the S4 curriculum have made it much narrower than the corresponding stage in 
England and most other countries. Pupils should have the opportunity to study 
subjects out of interest rather than focusing only on those which are essential to their 
future careers, and the great reduction in the number gaining a Modern Languages 
qualification must be a negative outcome for the country as well as for the many 
individuals involved. 
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SIMON WAIN 
 

a)    Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

Difficult for me to say as my experience is only on the 3+3 CfE 

b)    Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how does 
this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 

The school has a very flexible range of pathways and they look for what is best for 
each individual child rather than chasing stats. 

The range of subjects has increased significantly over recent years and is definitely 
been helped by the current system. 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 

 I.        broad general education (BGE)?  

Only at S3 where the number of choices started to get limited 

 II.        S4?  
Definitely yes. Due to the limit of 6 Nat 5's, after compulsory English and Maths this 
left 4. My son was keen to take 2 sciences and a modern language so this left only 
one available subject. He selected Accounting but would also have liked the option to 
do Business Management or Computing Science or potentially even a subject he 
would have found to have a less academic slant for greater enjoyment such as Music 
technology.  
Therefore, it wasn't the lack of subject options, just the number of choices he could 
select. 
 
III.        S5?  

My son is entering this stage just now but by being limited at S4 this is having a knock-
on effect to S5 and S6. However, there is also flexibility in being able to pick up other 
subjects and “crash” study to add to the portfolio of qualifications gained. This also 
give the school the opportunity to offer courses across different ages in the senior 
phase that they otherwise might not have been able to take. 

IV.        S6?  

Comments as S5 

d)    What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 

Size of school, locality to others. Number of teachers for given subjects. 
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e)    Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 

I am not best placed to comment on this. 

f)     What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

Positive:  

Guides pupils and schools to focus on selected areas that are generally more core. 
This might result in better servicing the job market. 

Resources can be more focused. 

Negatives:  

Less broad knowledge and divers skill sets. 

Remaining subjects might not capture the interest of pupil 

Remaining subjects might not maximise pupil’s potential 

Increase demand on specific subjects for teachers 

Lower interest in a subject could result in poorer performance and behaviour 

Less diversity to service industry and the job market 

Young people might leave education earlier and not end up in a positive destination  
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TORMOD MACLEÒID 
 

Tha mi làn bheachd gu bheil an lùghdachadh a tha cuid de chomhairlean (Comhairle 
nan Eilean Siar nam measg) a’ dèanamh air cuspairean as urrainn do sgoilearan 
taghadh a’ toirt droch bhuaidh air a’ Ghàidhlig. Tha e a’ ciallachadh ann an tòrr 
shuidheachaidhean gu bheil a’ Ghàidhlig air a chur ann an roinn còmhla ri cuspairean 
nas motha agus a tha nas riatanaiche aig amannan airson tagraidhean Oilthigh agus 
rudan dhen leithid. Leis an sin, chan eil an aon àireamh de sgoilearan a’ taghadh na 
Gàidhlig agus tha sin a’ fàgail nan clasaichean Gàidhlig nas lugha. Nam biodh an 
cothrom aig tòrr dhe na sgoilearan, dhèanadh iad Gàidhlig cuideachd ach cha leig 
cuid de chomhairlean leotha. Tha sin a’ fàgail a’ chànain ann an suidheachadh nas 
cugallaiche agus chan eil an fheadhainn os cionn an fhoghlaim a’ faicinn seo tha mise 
a’ faireachdainn. Ma tha adhartas a’ dol a thighinn air a’ chànan feumaidh sinn taic a 
chur rithe agus tha sin uabhas duilich a dhèanamh an uair nach eil taic aig òigridh a’ 
chànain. 

 

The following English translation has been supplied by the Parliament’s Gaelic 
team: 

I strongly believe that the reduction that some councils (including Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar) are making in the subjects that pupils can choose is having a negative 
effect on Gaelic. It means that in many situations Gaelic is placed into a category with 
the biggest subjects – ones that are often essential for university application and 
suchlike. Therefore, the same number of pupils aren’t choosing Gaelic and this is 
resulting in smaller Gaelic classes. If more students had the opportunity, they would 
choose Gaelic but the councils aren’t giving them the opportunity. This leaves the 
language in an even more fragile position and I feel that those in charge of education 
aren’t seeing this. If the language is to make progress, we must support it and this very 
hard to do when there isn’t language support for the young.  
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DR NATASHA USHER  
 
a) Not sure about this. 

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 

There are a large number of apprenticeships offered, but this does seem to be at the 
expense of more academic subjects.  

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 

I. broad general education (BGE)? – yes, no computing teachers has meant 
computing/business not available in S2 

II. S4? – more limited choices, difficult to take three sciences without losing other key 
subjects 

III. S5? – as for S4 

IV. S6? – as for S4 

d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 

I would agree all these have an effect, along with the ability to recruit teachers in 
specific subject areas.  

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 

Not aware of this.  

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

Restricts the ability to study science etc in particular along with more IT based 
subjects. Options are limited. 

Much of the restrictions are linked to a combination of timetabling and teacher 
availability.  

 
 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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PARENT COUNCIL / SCHOOL BOARDS 
 
PARENT COUNCIL, GLASGOW GAELIC SCHOOL 
 

Parents with pupils in the Senior Phase were asked to gather views from the Parent 
Forum of Sgoil Ghàidhlig Ghlaschu (SGG). These were then discussed at a Parent 
Council committee meeting which took place on 28th February 2018 and the wide-
ranging discussion and view of parents are captured in the responses to the question 
posed by Committee below.  
 
Question A 
 
Has the structure of the senior phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
Given the success of pupils at Sgoil Ghàidhlig Ghlaschu (SGG) in terms of 
attainment over the years before Curriculum for Excellence (CFE), one could argue 
that the Curriculum for Excellence and the structure of the Senior Phase has done 
nothing to deter the continued high attainment levels achieved by pupils. 
 
One question is whether those pupils who struggle academically at National 5 and 
Higher levels have found better or more flexible or other learning opportunities 
through the CFE? SGG has developed an array of learner journeys and the high 
proportion of pupils leaving and entering positive destinations would suggests that 
the flexibility of CFE has served the whole school community well.  
 
Of significant concern to our School Community is not so much the structure of the 
Senior Phase but the availability of Gaelic speaking teachers to teach our children 
through the medium of Gaelic in their chosen subjects. The ability of the school to 
teach subjects in Gaelic is wholly dependent on the availability of subject Gaelic 
speaking staff and this can vary through natural staff turnover and lack of 
replacement staff. The school have managed through employment of English-
speaking staff and partnerships with other schools and colleges, to maintain high 
levels of achievement in a broad range of subjects.  
 
Question B 
 
How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the senior phase 
and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of 
pupil’s learning? 
 
In S4 pupils must select Gàidhlig, English and Maths and select a further five 
subjects from a list of option columns. Our experience in SGG is one where pupils 
can be presented early for National 5 and Higher exams and we have flexibility here 
for pupils to develop additional depth and / or breadth through selection of Advanced 
Higher courses (where available) or additional subjects where relevant. Some 
Advanced Higher course are offered by the School (dependent on pupil demand and 
teacher / timetabling availability) or can be offered by local partner schools where 
pupils can embed in another school’s Advanced Higher course.  Pupils can also 
attend the Glasgow Caledonian University Advanced Higher Hub which is a central 
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resource for all of Glasgow’s secondary schools.  It would be helpful if Geography 
could be added to the subjects offered by the GCU AH Hub as this is very much a 
shortage subject in GME. 
 
The school has partnerships with local colleges for vocational courses and 
streamlining of timetabling is enabling pupil choice to take up vocational studies. The 
Schools College Partnership has courses from Level 1 to Level 7 and pupils from 
SGG have attended college for a range of specialist subjects at Level 6, equivalent 
to Higher, and Level 7 equivalent to Advanced Higher E.g. H Psychology, Level 6 
Legal Studies and Level 7 Anatomy.  The school also participates in Developing the 
Young Workforce through enabling work experience and offering Foundation 
Apprenticeships. These multiple learning pathway options are facilitating pupils’ 
transitions to positive destinations either in further education or into the workforce.  
 
Again, what is of concern is the fragility of the teacher workforce to offer these 
subject choices through the medium of Gaelic. Inevitably, course delivered outside 
the school will almost always be through the medium of English.  
 
Question C  
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education and S4? 
 
In SGG, the school aims to offer flexibility in subject choices and there has not been 
a narrowing of subjects on offer. The ability of the school to offer broad general 
education and S4 subjects through the medium of Gaelic has come under pressure 
with an increasing school roll and general shortage of subject-specific teachers with 
Gaelic  
 
Question D 
 
What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? 
 
Primarily the availability of Gaelic speaking staff and timetabling. Where there are 
timetabling conflicts the school appear flexible in accommodating pupil choice and 
have partnerships with other schools and further education colleges to offer a wide 
range of subject choices. The blend of opportunities for pupils to pursue vocational 
or traditional subject choices in more depth appears to work well given the high 
attainment figures and high positive destination figures for SGG pupils.  
 
Question E 
 
Have you experienced any changes in particular subjects in the past five 
years? 
 
What has caused this change? 
 
It remains challenging to recruit Gaelic speaking subject-specific teachers to offer 
pupils the full range of subjects to present for the examinations in Gaelic.   With the 
increase in pupils in primary Gaelic Medium Education in recent years, and these 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

45 

 

numbers now flowing through into secondary school, this will be a significant 
challenge going forward. Both the increase in pupil numbers and the increase in the 
number of Gaelic schools offering subjects from BGE onwards will dilute the ability of 
schools like SGG to offer subjects through Gaelic unless there is a significant upturn 
in the number of new teachers coming though.  
 
Question F 
 
What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
Flexibility and choice have served SGG pupils well with the school being able to 
work in partnership to allow pupil subject choices to be accommodated. This 
however creates pressure on timetabling and staff commitment and pupils show 
great resilience in adopting learner journeys that take them outside their normal 
school and peer-groups. The whole school community would like to see as many 
subjects as possible offered through the medium of Gaelic and it is a travesty that 
the extent to which subjects can be offered through Gaelic from year-to-year is 
simply dependent on whether a teacher is available or not. Whilst the school has 
worked hard not to limit subject choice and learner pathways for pupils, the 
diminution of Gaelic in this offering is of great concern to us as a Gaelic community.  
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BUN-SGOIL SHLÈITE PARENT COUNCIL 
 

Bun-sgoil Shlèite is Scotland’s only Gaelic medium primary school with an English 
medium department. The Parent Council works in close partnership with the school.  

Pupils from Bun-sgoil Shlèite go on to attend Portree High School (occasionally 
Plockton High School) as their catchment secondary school. Both schools are subject 
to the current Highland Council Curriculum for Excellence guidance which restricts 
pupils to six subjects at Nat 5 level. We write to represent the views of primary parents 
concerned that this policy will have a detrimental impact on our children’s opportunities 
at high school and beyond, and in effect works against the principles of Broad General 
Education which the CfE was designed to support.  

Pupils will all be expected to sit Nat 5 examinations in English and Maths, leaving only 
four additional subject choices though which to cover all the languages, arts, 
humanities, and science subjects. While it is arguably possible to take at Higher a 
subject not taken at Nat 5 level, in practice nearly all subjects require a pass at A or B 
at Nat 5 level in order to gain entry to Higher courses. In effect, then, the choices made 
by young people in Year 4 determine the subjects they are able to take at Higher, 
limiting the range of subjects they are able to take overall, and restricting their future 
options prematurely.    

We are concerned about the narrowing of the curriculum for all pupils, and particularly 
about the impact on uptake of subjects which require cumulative study and practice. 
We would argue strongly that pupils should not be forced into choices between 
disciplinary areas at a stage when their future interests and career paths may still be 
very fluid. Languages and the creative arts are especially vulnerable. The significant 
drop in presentations for modern language examinations in recent years cannot be 
addressed without acknowledging the disincentives that curriculum arrangements 
create for pupils needing to choose exam subjects from such a restricted programme. 
Equally, an emphasis on the importance of STEM disciplines can inhibit pupils’ 
confidence in ‘using up’ their choices on arts subjects.   

We note that a number of local authorities have adopted different strategies and allow 
pupils to take varied numbers of subjects at Nat 5. This creates an inequitable 
‘postcode lottery’ across the country which inevitably disadvantages pupils from some 
areas in relation to their peers.  

Parents of Gaelic medium pupils have a particular concern that restricting subject 
choices can lead to situations where pupils who have learned through the medium of 
Gaelic throughout their school careers and wish to take it as an exam subject face an 
even narrower set of choices for their remaining subjects in consequence. 
Alternatively, pupils may not feel able to make space for Gaelic as an exam subject 
and end their formal study of the language, limiting their access to Gaelic-related 
Higher Education courses and careers. This undermines the significant commitment 
to Gaelic made both in national policy and by individual families who choose GME for 
their children, and will have an obvious detrimental impact on the future sustainability 
of Gaelic.  
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PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS 
 

CLAS- COMANN LUCHD- TEASGAISG Àrd SGOILTEAN 
 

Gaelic Secondary Teachers’ Association 

Catriona MacPhee: Chair CLAS 

a)    Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

Pupils do have the option of individuality and choice within the courses at times, 

ensuring more of what they study is real and relevant. This leads to more 

engagement within the courses so in essence, better learning may be evident. 

Overall achievement appears to many to have stayed much the same, although this 

may vary from school to school.  

There is great concern amongst the profession however (especially amongst those 

who are employed in smaller centres or in certain Authorities) that the constraints of 

studying less subjects at N5 level disadvantages learners greatly: a) when opting for 

subjects to follow to H or AH level as they have a narrower base of subjects to 

choose from than might be found in schools offering a greater number of N5 subjects 

and b) when the learners come to apply through the UCAS process for further 

Education, as there appears to be a discrepancy between what larger centres in 

central belt centres are able to provide compared to smaller centres in more remote 

authorities. This has created a geographical inequality. 

b)    Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a 

range of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all 

learners”. How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the 

Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and 

the depth of pupils’ learning? 

The senior phase does indeed offer the flexibility in the pathways in which learners 

can achieve their goals. Different centres frequently work with Colleges, employers 

and other partners to give relevant and engaging options to pupils. There are also 

increased courses on offer. When this all works, this is a great opportunity for 

learners. However, the greatest constraint here is staffing. This negates the positive 

effect of additional courses and pathways. It can be frustrating for some learners not 

to be able to follow additional courses or pathways when they discover their school 

may be unable to offer them due to lack of staffing. There are many schools who do 

not allow some courses to run if a threshold number of learners has not signed up for 

the class, making it no longer viable. This is especially challenging for Gaelic 

language and subjects as there are smaller base numbers of pupils who would be 

able to opt for Gaelic or Gàidhlig in the first place, based on the number who had 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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BGE experience of the subjects. Some schools allow courses to run with smaller 

numbers on the basis that classes are multi-level, with perhaps N5, H and AH 

learners timetabled at the same time. While this does ‘allow’ them to study the 

subject, it is not a good basis for challenging, deep learning.  

There are increased opportunities for learners to study courses on an online basis. 

Whilst this again allows learners to choose from a broader base of courses and 

options, it frequently does not offer the same depth of learning nor the engagement 

with the teacher/course as they might have in a more traditional class environment. 

Online courses can be a tremendous addition for certain learners (the more 

responsible, independent learners) but many teachers find that certain pupils lack 

the motivation or organisational skills to follow this as a viable long-term course 

option. It is not therefore a preferred solution to course expansion. 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and 

subject choices in 

I.        broad general education (BGE)? 

There has not been any great change in what is offered in BGE, though much of this 

in most schools is offered on a mainstream English basis. Regarding GME, at the 

risk of sounding like a broken record, staffing is the biggest issue which has resulted 

in a narrowing of the subjects offered. Subjects can only be offered where there are 

suitably qualified, fluent teachers available to teach the subjects. Even where these 

teachers may exist, unfortunately they may not be employed in a school delivering 

GME. Also, when GME staff leave a post for one reason or another, the subject they 

may have taught is all too often abandoned. GME progress and learners’ continued 

learning is disrupted. More staff are needed across the board to effectively deliver 

GME subjects. More Authorities need to be aware of the value of GME teachers and 

employ them so that these teachers are used effectively according to their skills. 

Otherwise, effective GME delivery is often erratic, and on a similar note, GME staff 

are lost from GME forever when they experience how much better supported 

mainstream delivery and resources are. 

II.        S4? 

There has been quite a considerable narrowing in a number of Authorities as regards 

the number of N5 subjects that can be studied/sat by learners. This in turn narrows 

their choices for future years of further study. The situation is exacerbated by the fact 

that this narrowing is not uniform across the country, more often than not affecting 

smaller schools and more rural Authorities where economies of scale come into play. 

S5/6  See the response above which also relates to this level                
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d)    What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 

factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; 

area and school demography. 

There are many factors in play here. Staffing must be the most influential one where 

classes sometimes will not run even where there are suitably qualified staff on site 

due to the fact that they could be used more cost-effectively with larger classes. 

A lack of qualified teachers to teach GME subjects to higher levels is also a relevant 

factor, with enough staff to cover absences and staff relocation in an ideal world. 

Sufficient commitment by authorities to invest in the delivery of subjects to higher 

levels, to the senior phase rather than as far as just the BGE. 

Curricular timetabling issues, especially in smaller schools where staff cover is 

tighter, where subjects are up against each other e.g.: Gàidhlig being up against 

English. 

Perception and national promotion of STEM subjects over languages has quite a 

dramatic effect on language uptake. This is especially the case in Authorities where 

it is possible to only take 6 subjects to N5, languages suffer more than many other 

subjects. 

School size and geographical area inevitably have an adverse effect where the 

number of subjects on offer is dictated by the number of staff available in the school 

and their specialist subjects. 

Local decision-making and Authority recommendations or staffing situations also 

affect the number of staff employed and the extent to which expansion is 

encouraged or allowed. 

e)    Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular 

subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you 

think has caused this change? 

Changes in different schools have inevitably been evident in the cases of staff 

leaving their posts, moving elsewhere, family/maternity leaves and long-term 

illnesses. This affects the numbers continuing with subjects, understandably. 

Learners want and need continued provision. The only solution to this delicate 

situation however is for enough staff to be available to cover on supply or for new 

staff to move to areas. Again, this situation is always more difficult in more remote 

areas, with fewer, if any suitably qualified potential staff living nearby.  
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SCOTTISH ASSOCIATION OF GEOGRAPHY TEACHERS 
 

The Scottish Association of Geography Teachers (SAGT) recently conducted a 
survey of members and welcomes this opportunity to share the results with the  
Education and Skills Committee.  
 
We are very concerned that the widespread narrowing of the curriculum has reduced 
choice for individual pupils thus limiting their career opportunities too soon and 
restricting the opportunity to change career pathways further into the senior school. 
Because the system is now so fragmented countrywide, pupils no longer have equal 
opportunities. 
 
Regarding the overarching aims of providing more breadth and depth for the 
development our young workforce, we appear to be doing just the opposite. Far from 
closing the attainment gap and raising standards, it appears to make our young 
people less competitive with serious consequences for the future workforce in 
Scotland. 
 
By continuing BGE into S3, pupils perceive that they are wasting time which could 
better be used to study towards National exams over two years thus allowing the 
depth encouraged by CfE to be achieved.  
 
While we acknowledge that some schools have made some of CfE work well, the 
vast majority of state schools have serious issues. 
 
With specific reference to our subject, Geography, we feel it is distinctly different as it 
takes a board view and encourages the tackling of the big issues which face all the 
citizens of our world today.  
When specialist Geography teachers teach the subject from S1, its innate 
interdisciplinary nature fully addresses the four capacities of CfE by giving our young 
people the means to link the human and physical worlds and to understand their 
impact on the environment. The deeper understanding can be lost when delivered in 
integrated courses where there may be less time and specialist enthusiasm. This, in 
turn, leads to a decline in uptake at National stage. Geography is a natural vehicle 
for fieldwork and outdoor learning which adds to the wide range of transferrable skills 
the subject provides. 
 
We, therefore, recommend 
1.  A return to a consistent 2+2+2 model across the country. 
2. Remove the assignment which takes up too much teaching, reduces learning 
time, causes teacher and pupil stress and which is open to abuse and varies widely 
in level of demand across subjects. 
3. A requirement to keep breadth up to S4 with at least 7 or 8 subjects 
4. Teaching of subjects from S1 onwards should be by a subject specialist to ensure 
rigour, challenge and progression. 
 
In response to the Education and Skills Committee’s questions: 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 
better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
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72% said that it had not. Very few respondents said it had encouraged better 
learning and achievement. A range of reasons were given including – changes had 
led to limited choice; pupils had less depth of knowledge; enrolment/uptake of 
subjects had therefore been reduced; attainment had been lowered by having less 
teaching time and/or/both having to teach bi or tri-level classes which disadvantages 
ALL pupils in the class(es). 
 
b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
Many said there is actually less flexibility. Some have tried to address this problem 
by -merging BGE with national stage: - by accessing local colleges/skills for work 
courses or apprenticeship schemes. Others offer ‘less academic’ Highers to reduce 
the number of assignments pupils have to do. An obvious concern with this is that 
pupils may not so well prepared for more demanding HE courses or be able to 
compete at entry with pupils from schools retaining a wider range of subjects. 
 
c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 
                             I.        broad general education

 
S4 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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S5 
 
 
 

 
 
A wide range of responses reflected no countrywide agreement.  
Decisions by individual schools and Local Authorities mean that opportunities for 
young people vary considerably throughout Scotland. 
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d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 

 

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 

 
 

Narrowing of the curriculum restricts options. Geography not being taught by 
specialist teachers in BGE. Competition from perceived ‘easier’ Highers (e.g. with no 
exam/assignment). The Geography assignment causes issues and reduces teaching 
time. The assignment is considered to be much more demanding than other 
subjects. 

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
Fewer pupils are choosing Geography. Pupils are making choices at National which 
restrict their choice and career opportunities at Higher and beyond. 
 
Many observed that CfE does not provide the educational value it was supposed to 
do and feel that the old system was fairer across the country. The 2+2+2 system 
allowed for greater depth and better preparation for meaningful progress to Higher 
and beyond. 
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The lack of an exam for National 4 adds to the feeling of being devalued by less able 
pupils. 
Standard Grade, which needed updating, granted, offered fairer opportunities to 
pupils of all abilities.  
 
Integrated social subjects coupled with the faculty system disadvantages pupils in 
many areas. 
 
Timetabling issues with bi and tri level classes means that teachers feel that they 
can’t do a good job and pupils’ learning is affected by distractions while other levels 
are ‘attended to’. 

A few quotes from the survey follow which may not exactly fit the answers expected 
above but which are heartfelt and widely held: 

What is unfair for students is that independent schools can still do the 2 2 2 model and so 
they are not only giving more personalisation and choice, they are also getting more 
choice to progress in S5. So how are LA schools to close the attainment gap? 
 

I would like to see a return to a 2+2+2 model. Pupils after effectively 10 years (P! to S3) 
of broad general education find it extremely hard to adjust to more serious work in S4. I 
also find in our school where they chose 11 subjects for S3 it is really hard for them to go 
to a much more concentrated curriculum. 
 

Make S3 meaningful again by adopting a newly renovated 2-2-2 model. Of all the schools 
and local authorities, I’ve worked in S3 is always viewed by students as a waste of year. 
Many students want to be in meaningful subjects. Behaviour issues often accelerate in 
S3 as students themselves feel they are not valued or feel that the year is meaningful. 
Bring back an approach where students can learn their N4/5s over 2 years to really 
develop core skills and abilities, required in the senior phase. 
 

The assignment for Nat 5 is awful. Both staff and kids loathe it. I have met loads of 
geography teachers and they all hate it. Puts kids off taking the subject at Higher level. 
This desperately needs to be fed back to SQA.   
 

CfE has been wholly unhelpful and an unnecessary waste of government, local authority 
and teacher time, money and resources. I know many teachers who left the profession 
because of the changes and increased workload it created.  
 

CfE does not provide the educational values it was supposed to. 
Can we go back to the old system please? 
 
I am recently retired. Very sad to spend my last couple of years seeing the job turn in to 
a bureaucratic exercise where form filling and ticking boxes took over from inspiring young 
people to learn about the world around them. 
 
I very much hope that the government listens and responds to the concerns of teachers 
and addresses widening inequality in the system. Scotland always had a great reputation 
for education, but I fear that it is slipping, and Scottish pupils may be at a disadvantage 
when compared with their peers from other countries. 
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ORGANISATIONS 
 

HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS ENTERPRISE 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION  
 
In 2018 Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) undertook research to track the 
evolving attitudes and aspirations of young people aged 15-30, and to explore how 
opportunities around education, training, and employment can be maximised for all 
young people currently living, or aspiring to live, work and study in the Highlands and 
Islands.  More than 3,000 young people took part in the study. 
 
Increasing numbers of young people want to be able to stay in the Highlands and 
Islands (46% compared with 36% in 2015), while the proportion of committed leavers 
has fallen (from 34% to 22%).  School pupils are still more likely to want to leave than 
other age bands, but the proportion citing this has fallen over the last few years (from 
56% to 42%).  
 
The research suggests that subject choices at school are more limited in fragile areas 
and that opportunities for distance learning that broaden subject choices are not being 
well communicated, do not significantly enhance provision or are not being taken 
up.  Only half of pupils in fragile areas consider the range of subjects available to them 
as very good/good compared to 73% in non-fragile areas and 71% overall.  Just under 
half of school pupils (46%) agree that the range of subjects available will limit their 
post-school options, rising to 63% amongst those in fragile areas. 
 
However, almost 70% of survey respondents agreed that people who stay are lucky 
to be able to work or study locally and most believe that leavers will return to the region 
when the time is right.  There has also been a positive shift in perceptions of the further 
and higher education offer, although more needs to be done to improve the breadth of 
educational provision and to increase the reach across the region. 
 
Almost two-thirds (64%) aspire to work in the Highlands and Islands – 40% in their 
local area (rising to 51% in more fragile areas) and 24% elsewhere in the region. 
However, lack of local opportunity is a key barrier in realising this aspiration. Quality 
of life is perceived as excellent by these young people, and levels of pride and affinity 
for local communities is extremely high across all parts of the region. 
 
A broad strategy is being implemented to retain and attract young people to the region. 
Various policy developments in education, employment and infrastructure have taken 
place. Increased research activity across the University of the Highlands and Islands 
and other academic institutes active in the region, has helped attract more students. 
The Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) programme has been implemented 
through eight regional groups; promoting opportunities and helping people become 
work ready. 
 
The Inverness and Highland City Region Deal is helping to deliver projects such as 
HIE’s Northern Innovation Hub and Science Skills Academy. These create education 
and career opportunities for young people in the region. Similar projects are contained 
within proposals for growth deals in Argyll and Bute, Moray and the islands. 
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HIE continues to employ a co-ordinated partnership approach at local, regional and 
national level to maximise the opportunities that exist for young people, enabling them 
to remain, return or move to the Highlands and Islands to live, work and study. 
 
HIE’s Young People report can be found on our website at  
http://www.hie.co.uk/regional-information/economic-reports-and-
research/archive/young-people-and-the-highlands-and-islands--maximising-
opportunities.html 
  

http://www.hie.co.uk/regional-information/economic-reports-and-research/archive/young-people-and-the-highlands-and-islands--maximising-opportunities.html
http://www.hie.co.uk/regional-information/economic-reports-and-research/archive/young-people-and-the-highlands-and-islands--maximising-opportunities.html
http://www.hie.co.uk/regional-information/economic-reports-and-research/archive/young-people-and-the-highlands-and-islands--maximising-opportunities.html
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COMMAN NAM PÀRANT  
 

Magaidh Wentworth 
 

Comann nam Pàrant (Nàiseanta) (CnP(N)), established in 1994, is a national 
organisation that seeks to represent the views of parents and carers of children and 
young people in Gaelic Medium Education. 
 
Our vision is one of a growing but sustainable Gaelic medium education sector. One 
which, whilst delivering a quality education for all families who wish their children to be 
educated in Gaelic, also crucially produces fluent Gaelic speakers.  
 
We are restricting our comments to the effect of the curriculum structure on the uptake 
of Gaelic, both as a subject for Gaelic medium pupils (Gàidhlig) and Gaelic learners 
(Gaelic), and other subjects taught through the medium of Gaelic for Gaelic medium 
pupils. 
 
Gàidhlig 
CnP(N) is particularly concerned that pupils who have been immersed in Gaelic for all 
of their primary education, with all the investment that this entails, are in many 
instances unable to study Gàidhlig beyond broad general education. This is primarily, 
we believe, a result of pupils being able to study only 6 subjects at 4th year in many 
schools (Maths and English compulsory, plus 4 others).  In smaller schools, due to 
timetabling issues, some subjects such as Gaelic may only appear in one column, 
often in competition with subjects important for pupils’ future career choices.  The 
structure is inflexible and limits pupils’ choices. 
 
The negative impact of this is evident in the figures with the decline in numbers in 
senior phase Gàidhlig, despite an increasing number of pupils coming to secondary 
from Gaelic medium primary education. 
 
Furthermore, if pupils do not study Gàidhlig in S4 it is very difficult for them to pick it 
up again in S5/6 if they have not been able to maintain their language skills through 
S4, for example by studying other subjects through the medium of Gaelic. There are 
however few opportunities for pupils to do this (see below). 
 
Gàidhlig should not be placed in competition with key subjects.  It should be treated 
as a core subject for those pupils who have come through immersion education and 
pupils should be given every encouragement to continue to study the language.  
 
Gaelic 
For the same reasons as those noted above we have also seen a decline in the 
numbers of pupils choosing to take Gaelic as a subject.  The drop in numbers is 
however more dramatic than in Gàidhlig. 
 
Subjects taught through the medium of Gaelic 

Parents have an expectation that their children will be taught through the medium of 
Gaelic from pre-school through to secondary. The reality is very different. Gaelic 
medium education at secondary has made little progress despite the 
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recommendations in the Statutory Guidance for Gaelic Education and the Advice on 
Gaelic Education. 
 
Statutory Guidance: 
Schools should aim to deliver a sufficient proportion of the secondary curriculum 
through the medium of Gaelic to enable young people to continue to develop their 
fluency in Gaelic. Schools and education authorities should plan for this, taking their 
lead from the subjects for which qualifications are available from the SQA (see 
paragraphs 2.18-19). Some secondary schools with GME will offer other subject 
provision and this will depend on local circumstances and teacher availability. Schools 
and education authorities should collaborate to develop secondary level GME 
curriculum opportunities, sharing of expertise, courses and a range of delivery 
methods, including the use of distance learning and technology. 
 
Advice on Gaelic Education: 
The Gaelic Medium curriculum from S1 to S3 and into the senior phase remains one 
based on the principles of immersion.    
Young people need to experience a continuum of learning in the broad general 
education and the senior phase with opportunities to develop their fluency across all 
four contexts of the curriculum.   
To allow progression in immersion, schools need to aim to deliver a sufficient 
proportion of the curriculum through the medium of Gaelic.  
 Gaelic Medium Education needs to be a compulsory part of the Broad General 
Education up to the end of S3, after which learners move on into the senior phase 
from S4-S6. 
 
At a time when there is an increasing demand for a Gaelic speaking workforce in a 
range of careers such as: early learning and childcare; teaching; classroom support; 
health service; and development staff for national organisations; the decline in uptake 
of Gaelic awards is extremely concerning. The decline may only be partly due to the 
structure of the curriculum, but it is certainly an important factor.  
 
The situation needs to be addressed urgently or the decline in the number of pupils 
leaving school with a Gaelic qualification will almost certainly damage current 
endeavours to create a sustainable future for the language.   
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NATIONAL PARENT FORUM OF SCOTLAND 

Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously?  

There has been very little improvement on helping parents support their children to 
make appropriate subject choices. Parents are often unequipped to help due to a 
lack of knowledge on CfE and the pathway choices on offer. Schools frequently 
leave it very late to try and involve parents and spend very little time on this: the 
process can feel rushed and many parents feel their involvement is a “token sign 
off”. The NPFS is aware that the new guidance suggests that a parent/ child/ teacher 
meeting should take place, but this does not seem to be widespread.  
 
The NPFS believe that the structure of CfE has the potential to allow for better 
learning and overall achievement, and we have heard from some parents with very 
positive experiences of the Senior Phase working as it was intended to. Parents 
praised the breadth of subjects as “an amazing choice of subjects that weren't on 
offer when I was at high school.”  New Senior Phase choices such as attending 
college or open university were also welcomed, as well as the flexibility to 
incorporate volunteering (e.g. helping at PE or Duke of Edinburgh). This allows for 
much more personalisation for pupils. 
 
A particularly lauded concept was ‘free choice’, where students pick from a range of 
subjects without the limitations of having to select subjects according to column 
listings. These parents asked why this method is not used in all schools. We would 
urge for this to be shared as good practice through the NIF hub and the Regional 
Improvement Collaboratives. 
 
Other parents told us that their school has retained a column choice model but that 
this is more flexible than previously. For example, ‘’my child can sit drama and art ( 
she could have taken music too had she wanted) similar options were available with 
social subjects, languages and technical subjects. In the past only sciences had this 
luxury.’’ 
Parents also spoke of schools working very hard to remove timetable clashes on an 
individual basis. 
 
Some parents told us about schools making creative arrangements for students who 
needed a particular subject but were constrained by the timetable, such as Higher 
students being accommodated within a National 5 (N5) class.  Unfortunately, 
examples such as this are not commonplace and often require a very involved 
parent advocating for their child. 
 
For a large number of parents, however, the constraints of the column choices model 
are key reasons why the Senior Phase has not resulted in any improvement.  They 
feel it is negatively affecting their children, as they can be forced into taking "make-
do" choices. Clearly, this can never result in better learning and can lead to children 
becoming less engaged with school than they could have been. Many parents 
described situations where children were unable to take subjects, they had a clear 
aptitude or interest in because of timetable clashes. 
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Several other parents described situations where they felt their child had been 
entirely disadvantaged.  
 
“He’s unable to take Higher Art and Design; a subject he requires for his chosen 
career path. In a school of 1,200 pupils and Art and Design Higher is only offered in 
one column.” 
 
Some parents would also like children, who have the capability and motivation, to 
have the option to study more N5 subjects. Some parents feel the inability to do this 
in their schools is impacting overall potential academic achievement. 
 
“Not offering additional qualifications to pupils who would be able to handle them is 
also an issue. [There are options for] 6, 7 or 8 Nat 5s depending on which school you 
attend.” 
 
Parents in rural areas felt that better learning and overall achievement could be 
further improved by using technology to its upmost.  
 
Overall, parents told us they do not feel enough “real” careers guidance is given prior 
to the cut off. There often is not enough focus on the talents and aptitudes of a 
young person and what career paths these would suit. 
 
“It seems like luck when children stumble on good pathways.” 
 

Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all 
learners”. How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the 
Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and 
the depth of pupils’ learning? 

Parents told us of a range of good practice in schools in terms of offering flexibility in 
the Senior Phase. For example, many schools are trying to offer a range of pathways 
such as modern apprenticeships. Colleges can play a big part in offering a range of 
options such as practical courses, or subjects not historically offered in schools. 
However, some parents told us that this is inconsistent and very dependent on the 
schools and local authorities: 
 
“If some schools are only interested in Highers the input of colleges diminishes.” 
 
College options can also depend on affordability. One parent told us:  
 
“Our local college is eight miles away and requires two buses that a young person 
must pay for themselves.” 
 
In more rural areas, parents felt schools are “trying” with Foundation 
Apprenticeships, but that “it all feels like there is really very little choice - in spite of 
eSgoil.” 
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Although some local authorities are working well at offering subjects in other schools 
if a student is willing to travel, parents reported that this practice seems to have died 
out in other authorities.  
 
A large number of parents spoke out about constraints due to teacher shortages. In 
particular, the lack of subject teachers. This has the obvious effect of subjects not 
being offered but parents also pointed to the difficulties of constant supply teaching: 
 
“A lack of continuity in what is being taught with supply teachers has severely limited 
the basic teaching provision and put great pressure on the students to teach 
themselves.” 

Parents told us the focus in many schools after S4 is on Highers and Advanced 
Highers, the traditional academic routes, and that the column choice issue comes 
into play again. Parents also explained an aspect of flexibility that can be useful, in 
that pupils can theoretically complete a Higher in S6 if they need a subject dropped 
at the end of S3.   

Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education (BGE)? 

Many parents praised the concept of the Broad General Education (BGE) but were 
concerned that teacher shortages have negatively impacted. For example, one 
parent told us: 

“The delivery of BGE lacked continuity in the delivery of science.” 

If the presumption of mainstreaming is to be effective, there must be a consideration 
of what is right for each individual child in the curriculum.  Many parents of children 
with additional support needs (ASN) feel their choices are restricted; they are being 
forced to take subjects in which they will never achieve a useful level of attainment. 
For example, one parent explained that her dyslexic child finds language learning an 
incredible struggle but, due to the Languages 1 + 2 policy, it is insisted upon that he 
keeps a language up to S3. 

Similarly, another parent of a child with ASN told us that her child finds the 
processing side of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths) subjects 
unattainable. She feels taking a STEM subject is not the best use of her child’s 
aptitudes and “causes confidence issues as he struggles to attain.” 

Some parents told us their schools prepare for N4 and N5 in S3, to make the move 
from BGE to Senior Phase a smaller step. Those parents felt such an approach: 

“would allow students to be taught one or more additional subjects, that would 
undoubtedly be a good thing.” 

If schools were teaching a full BGE as was the vision of CfE, with a focus on skills, 
then we believe that parents wouldn’t feel as some do now that after all the order 
and good study habits established in primary school, the children are just sampling 
subjects from S1-S3 so are just "spinning their wheels". 
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S4 

There were two main concerns from parents of children at this level. The first was 
from some parents in schools where  5 or 6 subjects are offered in S4 who felt this 
“is too narrow too early”, particularly when two of these subjects are often Maths and 
English.  

The other was again the constraints of the column choices. Many parents agreed 
that, in lots of schools, there is a widening of the range of subjects but the column 
choice structure is a “narrow way of allowing students to choose their subjects”, 
resulting in a much reduced choice for young people.  

“We ended up taking a subject we don’t want and not able to take the one we do.” 
 
Parents would like to see their young people at the heart of decisions rather than set 
constraints on subject numbers and columns. 
 
“Why don’t schools first figure out the demand for each subject and then formulate 
the curriculum. Instead of the other way around?” 
 
Some parents told us of a ‘’volunteering column’’ in their school where pupils can 
gain valuable skills in their school or wider community. 
 

S5 

Parents told us the progression from S4 to S5 and to S6 works well for young people 
following a full academic route but they are not given enough information about the 
value of other routes, such as Foundation Apprenticeships.  
 
However, pupils who only want to sit one or two Highers are not well catered for in 
many schools. Parents also described situations where children are basically filling 
up their timetables to meet requirements, rather than focussing on the one or two 
Highers they want to sit.  

“He’s being steered towards subjects just to fill his timetable, [this] has predictably 
led to him being even less keen on school.” 

S6 

The ability to broaden education in S6 was welcomed by parents. As previously 
discussed, there is an option to pick up subjects previously dropped in S5. Many 
parents told us that, because Scottish universities do not require Advanced Highers, 
pupils can branch out and choose new Highers in S6.  

However, parents whose children did want to sit Advanced Highers often told us that 
the teacher shortage is having a huge impact on availability and it is dependent on 
schools working together. In local authorities where schools are working well 
together, there is much wider choice. 
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“My daughter is unable to do any modern language subject in Advanced Higher.” 

What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; 
area and school demography. 

Parents agreed that all the factors previously mentioned influence their range of 
experiences. As discussed, curriculum timetabling was a huge factor for many 
parents as was the lack of teacher availability.   

“My children have chosen subjects in the Senior Phase on the basis of what 
teachers were available, as opposed to what they might have wanted to do.” 

Collaboration between schools to offer shared teaching on Highers and Advanced 
Highers can be helpful but often timetabling and travelling stand as a barrier. Many 
parents felt that local decision-making favours the largest school in the education 
authority and the smaller schools have to follow from that. 

It is clear that rural schools face a very clear set of challenges and are further hit by 
teacher shortages. Pupils travelling to other schools is often not an option, 
logistically. Parents also said that although E-Sgoil has been promoted as a solution 
for rural schools, there has been no obvious impact. One parent had been advised 
that eSgoil could not be better used in their school because “the pupil- teacher ratio 
is so high that extra tuition can't be added in.” 

Other rural schools described a more positive situation, where “pupils have 
Chromebooks and can access online courses which offer a wider subject choice” but 
go on to explain that shared timetabling for ‘real time’ lectures brings constraints for 
schools. 
 
Another factor is that parents are often unaware of what is on offer in their school or, 
more crucially, what options could be on offer if investigated. Many of the flexible 
pathways are new to parents and it can be detrimental to choices if schools do not 
communicate these well.  
 

What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

Parents were very clear about the negative impact of placing limitations on subject 
choices. As one parent commented: 

“Limitation on subject choices means we are producing less rounded citizens of the 
future.” 

If pupils feel their choices are limited then it is inevitable they will become 
disengaged with school and this will impact on their achievement. 
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ROYAL SCOTTISH GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY 
 

RSGS response to Scottish Government enquiry into Narrowing of the Curriculum, 
March 2019, Mike Robinson, Chief Executive, RSGS 
 
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. 
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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. 
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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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CONNECT 
 

Introduction 

Connect is a long-standing independent parents’ organisation and the only Scottish 

charity which is dedicated to parental engagement in education. We provide 

membership services to Parent Councils and PTAs, as well as offering advice and 

information to individual parents who have concerns about any aspect of the 

education of their child, or the wider education system. We support education 

professionals in developing their skills and understanding around effective 

partnership working with families and the wider community 

Connect is happy to respond to the Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into 

subject choices. We conducted an online survey of parents, which we promoted 

through our social media channels and Parents’ Voice survey group. Eighty-five 

respondents provided us with their experiences of their child/children’s subject 

choices, and we have drawn from these comments to inform our response, using 

parents’ own words as much as possible, along with the questions and comments 

we have received from parents over recent years. What is most evident from our 

survey is that there is a wide range of opinion among parents. This reflects the range 

of experiences in different schools and local authorities, as well as how parents and 

young people have varying priorities with regard to subject choices.  

Decrease/increase in subjects  

Our survey asked parents if they were aware if there had been recent changes to the 

number and range of subjects a pupil could study in a school year. In relation to the 

number of subjects a young person can study in a school year, 18% said there had 

been an increase, 16% said there had been a decrease, 26% said there had been 

no change, and 40% said they did not know if there had been any changes. In 

relation to the range of choices available, 27% said there had been an increase, 18% 

said there had been a decrease, 17% said no change, and 38% did not know.  

Some parents commented on changes as follows: 

“Oldest son did 8 Nat5s, younger son doing 7 and I think 7 is about right - enough to 

get a breadth of subjects but not so many the curriculum is too cramped.” 

“Our school has recently moved from maximum of 6 subjects in S4 to maximum of 7 

subjects. This was due to concerns about early specialisation and reduction in pupils 

choosing less popular subjects which gave pupils a very narrow range from which to 

choose Higher subjects. In order to be able to offer 7 subjects in S4 the school has 

had to reduce the number of subjects in S3 in order that the National courses could 

commence in S3 so that the course content could be covered.” 

“Too many compulsory subjects to fit into a school week. Doesn't allow children to 

keep their options open. Would suggest allowing up to 10 subjects to Nat 5 

equivalent level for academic pupils. Then pupils can specialise for 

highers/advanced highers in S5/S6. Which would give them a better basis if they 

wish to change direction in later life.” 
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On making choices  

“Our S3 have been asked to submit their choices within the past week, BEFORE the 

school has held a Choices Info evening for parents and carers, should be the other 

way round surely!” 

“They are asked to choose too soon and then offered a limited choice. My daughter 

was limited to one social science subject and forced to take a computer subject that 

she didn't want. It is not in the interest of the child to force them to take subjects they 

don't like.” 

“We were not happy that it is government policy that children are to take drama, 

music or art, this is OK in 1st and second year but a waste in third year, and would 

have limited my child's choice, much better for them to take a second language or 

science, so we had to fight to have this choice. My child has no interest in the arts 

and is of no use for their future, so if this is the policy, this needs to be looked at, as I 

will be making the same complaint for my S1 child.” 

“Allowances always made for pupils wishing to take 3 sciences but unable to take 3 

creative subjects at Nat 5 level. Unable to take music & drama together also.” 

Availability 

Parents highlighted the issues caused by a lack of teachers for specific subjects and 

the number of pupils needed to request the subject for courses to run. 

On pupil uptake: 

“Too many people wanting to do the Higher in S5 so asked to wait until S6 to do 

Higher Chemistry and Physics. Made the experience much harder (with probable 

lower grades)” 

“Pupils may choose a subject at one level not knowing if it will run at the next level. 

E.g. choosing Spanish to study in S3 not knowing if numbers will be enough for it to 

run as a N5 class the following year. Knowing this, pupils may not choose Spanish 

for S3, thus lowering the chance it can run at N5 for others who did take the risk of 

choosing it. If a school offers a subject at S3, for example, it should commit to 

running a N5 class (and by doing so increase the number of pupils opting for it). This 

it timely as a report had just been published saying language teaching in schools is 

at an all time low.” 

“Music, drop in numbers due to cost earlier on” 

On availability of teachers: 

“Pressures on some subjects e.g. lack of computing teachers, mean the school may 

not be able to offer a course, but young people can usually travel to another school 

for that subject.” 

“Decline in languages as not many people requesting and no teacher availability. 

Disasters with Home Ec. too - our school had no teacher for 2 years.” 
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“School too small and teachers unqualified to take certain subjects e.g. human 

biology so therefore not offered” 

“AH English was also unavailable this year. Computing is not running next year at 

any level. Both due to lack of teaching staff.” 

“Home Ec. - Fabric and Textile is now dropped due to lack of teachers.” 

Timetables 

Even if the desired subject is offered by the school, parents reported that timetable 

clashes affected the choices available. Many parents highlighted the column method 

of timetabling, where pupils pick from a list and so there is a risk desired subjects 

might appear in the same column, as a barrier to desired subjects:   

“I'm not sure if she will get her preferred choices as you are supposed to choose one 

subject from each column and the columns don't reflect the subjects she is naturally 

good at - she's naturally good at the arts and not at tech, but looks like she will be 

forced to drop an art subject and choose a technical one. We will probably fight this.” 

“Could not take French because the way choices were in columns to choose from. 

Had to sacrifice a language in order to do both sciences she wanted to take.” 

“Believe a large part of subject choice is the restrictions by the columns in the 

timetabling so whilst 'choices' are made these are not necessarily 'first choices'” 

“My son was lucky enough to get to do higher geography at another school in 

Edinburgh due to a clash with other subjects. In 6th year the school adjusted his 

timetable to help him get his choice. However, there is a clear restriction in choice 

and I now feel that my daughter is choosing some subjects that are not ideal due to 

choice restriction.” 

The traditional ‘column’ approach to subject choices has always caused issues for 

young people. At Connect we have long argued for a more creative and flexible 

approach – one which matches the promise of Curriculum for Excellence. There are 

examples of different approaches which work, such as Preston Lodge High School in 

East Lothian which has moved away from the column structure and instead pupils 

are free to select their choices and rate them by preference.1 Subject teaching is 

then matched to demand and a flexible approach adopted to class and year 

structures so that different levels may be taught together, with young people from 

different year groups. 

Conclusion 

Our survey flagged up the following requests from parents: 

• More flexible timetabling to access courses which build on young people’s 

strengths (e.g. expressive arts, social sciences, sciences, languages) 

                                                 
1 https://issuu.com/prestonlodge.net/docs/making_choices_for_the_senior_phase p.24 

https://issuu.com/prestonlodge.net/docs/making_choices_for_the_senior_phase
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• Consistency of course offer i.e. if a subject is offered for S3 choices, it should 

be available in S4/S5/S6 

• Clear, timeous information about subject choices, courses and career 

guidance  

However, the issues described in this submission are not new. In September 2014, 

Connect (then Scottish Parent Teacher Council) responded to the Scottish 

Parliament’s Education Committee’s enquiry on Curriculum for Excellence, 

describing concerns parents had raised with us in regard to subject choices. 

Shortages of subject qualified teachers and cuts leading to a reduction in the range 

of subjects expected were one of the issues highlighted.2 Five years later and these 

continue to be a point of concern of parents. 

Further, the Broad General Education phase (up until S3) continues to be widely 

disregarded, with narrowing of the curriculum taking place early in secondary school, 

and in some cases SQA qualification commencing in S3.  

This, combined with Inflexible approaches to timetabling and the well-documented 

challenges of recruiting and maintaining subject specialists, mean the ideal of CfE is 

still a long way away. 

 

Eileen Prior  

Executive Director 

4 March 2019 

  

                                                 
2 SPTC submission to the Scottish Parliament Education and Culture Committee enquiry into Curriculum for 

Excellence: National Qualifications, September 2014 
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CHILD POVERTY ACTION GROUP (CPAG) IN SCOTLAND 
 

Evidence from CPAG in Scotland’s Cost of the School Day project to Education 
and Skills Committee inquiry into subject choices  

Since 2014, CPAG’s Cost of the School Day project has been working with children, 
parents and staff in schools across Scotland to identify actions which help tackle 
financial barriers to children’s participation, learning and wellbeing at school.  

CPAG in Scotland is responding specifically to question (e) ‘Have you experienced 
any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the past 5 years? If 
so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change?’ We are answering from the perspective of an organisation working with 
schools rather than as practitioners with in depth knowledge of changing uptake 
patterns but would like to highlight evidence from school staff and young people on 
how costs and charges can affect uptake in particular subjects.     

The Cabinet Secretary’s 21 February letter to the Education and Skills Committee 
states that there should be no charges for children and young people to participate in 
activities which are part of the core curricular offer but that some schools may ‘choose’ 
to ask for a ‘contribution’ for materials while ensuring that pupils unable to pay are not 
excluded. The same letter states that there is no national picture of which education 
authorities sanction charging for in-school activities or the level of these charges, and 
that a survey to find this out is not practical.  

Cost of the School Day evidence suggests that charges for children and young 
people to participate in the curriculum are commonplace across a wide range of 
subjects and that inability to afford these costs risks uptake of certain subjects.  

Young people and teachers have highlighted a range of subject related costs which 
families are asked to meet:  
 

• Subject charges: Home Economics (e.g. ingredients and containers), Design and 
Technology (e.g. materials), Art and Design (e.g. portfolios, materials), Music 
(e.g. instrument hire)  

• Curricular trips (e.g. live performances for Drama or Geography field trips) 

• Costs for clothing and equipment (e.g. PE kits, swimwear, clothing for exams)   

• Equipment across subjects such as replacement jotters, pencils, pens, folders 
and calculators   

• Texts for English and Drama  

• Past papers and study materials  
 

Staff and pupils say that inability to pay for subject costs can affect which 
subjects young people go on to choose. Costs mean that young people may 
not be able to develop their talents and achieve their full potential in particular 
areas of the curriculum   

"There will be certain pupils who will not pick certain courses knowing that there's 
costs assigned to it." (Teacher)  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/cost-school-day
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"Some kids will have a natural talent for drama but they’re penalised because of the 
costs involved." (Teacher)  

“I didnae want to pay 50 pence on Home Eccies. I didn't want to pay that because I 
couldn't be bothered because then that takes money off my lunch money, and I was 
like, nah.” (Pupil S4) 

“I'm lucky that my parents have a decent amount of money - I'm lucky that I could pay 
for these subjects and actually do these subjects.” (Pupil S6)  

For some subjects such as Home Economics, even if curricular charges can be 
managed, ongoing uptake of the subject incurs extra charges: "to practice a similar 
dish [as made in class] we're saying you need to spend £30 on all of these 
ingredients that many children won't have" (Teacher)  
 
Inability to pay can lead to non- participation in certain subjects  
 
Practice in ‘chasing up’ payment appears to vary between schools and often 
between teachers in the same school. Similarly, decisions vary about whether young 
people are allowed to participate if they haven’t paid - frequently we hear that pupils 
might be let off with payment for a couple of weeks but then chased up or stopped 
from participating in practical activities.   
 
School staff report feeling frustrated when tasked with asking pupils to pay as they 
are aware that money is difficult to find and asking for it can lead to embarrassment 
and stigma.  
 
"A lot of pupils are taking 20p out their own dinner money to pay." (Teacher)  
 
“Children have the embarrassment of us saying 'do you have your money? You can't 
cook today’. If you’re collecting money there are other things you’re not doing.” 
(Teacher)   
 
“Course fees are just really unfair. It’s not a free curriculum.” (Teacher) 
 
Many schools are trying to reduce subject charges and costs for young people 
and their families but this is difficult to achieve 

Pupils often talk positively about the ways in which their schools have helped them 
with costs and resources that are required but this varies between schools and 
between teachers. We are aware of schools using Pupil Equity Funding (PEF) to pay 
for curriculum charges, e.g. weekly Home Economics charges at BGE level, 
containers for food, scientific calculators, subsidies or payments for curricular trips. 
However, two concerns are often raised which may limit the effectiveness of this 
support:  

• Accurate targeting of resources: SIMD statistics and free meal entitlement help 
schools to identify some young people on low incomes but staff are aware that 
poverty is often hidden and that there are families sitting above the FME eligibility 
thresholds and outwith the lowest SIMD datazones who struggle financially: "We 
sat down to try and work out who we could waive the fees for and it was a mine 
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field, it wasn't clear cut, ‘cause there were loads [of young people] that weren't 
being picked up." (Staff)  

• Sustainability: while PEF exists, some costs and charges can be subsidised or 
waived, but school staff are fearful about raising expectations by lowering costs 
now only to raise them again in future years if PEF ends. 

 
Inability to pay for subject costs and charges can affect young people’s experiences 
at school and whether they choose to take subject at certificate level. We would urge 
the committee to take the potential impact of charges to access the curriculum into 
account when looking at the wider topic of subject choices.  
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SABHAL MÒR OSTAIG 
 

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig is the National Centre for Gaelic Language and Culture on the Isle 
of Skye. It is the only HE organisation in Scotland that delivers its complete full-time 
degree programme through the medium of Gaelic, including our initial teacher training 
programme. We are one of the lead organisations involved in the Gaelic revival in 
Scotland, conducting research on the health of the language throughout the county, 
and also research on the provision of Gaelic education on all levels, and we are also 
the natural destination for high-school graduates (both learners and fluent speakers) 
seeking to continue their education at the university level through the medium of 
Gaelic.  

Over the past several years we have seen a worrying decline in applications to our 
degree programmes, both from learners and from fluent speakers, and this is in direct 
contrast to the continued growth of Gaelic medium education (GME) at the primary 
level: 

 

All the current data indicates that the Gaelic language in Scotland is in severe decline, 
and to reverse this decline, we urgently need to accelerate the growth of Gaelic 
education at all levels. Unfortunately, the trend at the high-school level is in the 
opposite direction. The numbers studying for a Gaelic learner qualification in high 
school has decreased by 72% since 2012, while the numbers studying Gaelic as fluent 
speakers over the same period has remained almost unchanged (-1%), while the 
numbers in GME at primary level have been steadily increasing.  

We believe from our consultations with School staff that the narrowing of subjects to 
a maximum of six subjects at National 5 is the main factor causing this trend. Others 
cited include a shortage of Gaelic teachers, local-decision making on teacher 
replacement and recruitment, and curriculum time-tabling. The structure of the Senior 
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Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence and local decision-making are, therefore, 
undermining the national Gaelic policy as written in the National Gaelic Language Plan 
2018-23 and National Advice on Gaelic Education for local authorities. They also run 
contrary to John Swinney’s aim for a faster rate of progress in the expansion of Gaelic 
education across Scotland. 

In our discussions with high-school students, it has been made clear to us that time-
tabling and a lack of subject choices is the single most important factor militating 
against studying Gaelic beyond Nat. 5 and continuing on with Gaelic to the university 
level and our own numbers confirm this.  

We have seen an over-all decline in 
applications to the first year of our 
degree programmes and this decline 
has been particularly steep in the last 
three years. It is our goal as an 
organization to always be expanding 
our provision and increasing the 
number of students who successfully 
graduate from our programmes. Our 
success in this respect is critical for the 
over-all success of the Gaelic revival. 
At Sabhal Mòr Ostaig we train the next 
generation of teachers, broadcasters, 
language-planners, and creatives who 
will secure a sustainable future for the 
language into the 21st century, but we 

cannot perform this crucial role if students stop studying Gaelic early in high school 
before they ever have a chance to come to the college. 

The growth of Gaelic education in Scotland has heretofore depended to a large extent 
on the goodwill of local councils, but it is clear that councils are often ambivalent, and 
sometimes even hostile to Gaelic provision in their schools, and that if Gaelic 
education is to grow at a pace that will guarantee a future for the language, national 
leadership is required. Other regions in Europe such as the Basque Autonomous 
Community (BAC) in Spain have succeeded in growing provision in their indigenous 
languages remarkably quickly. As just one measure of how dramatically provision can 
grow with the correct combination of political will, funding, and strategic planning, in 
1976 less than 5% of primary and secondary teachers in the BAC could teach through 
the medium of Basque, but with generous bursaries and incentives to learn Basque, 
most teachers retrained, and by 2007, 85% of primary and secondary teachers in the 
BAC were qualified to teach in Basque (Gorter et al. 2014): 
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In contrast, it is clear that the development of Gaelic education at the high-school 
level is going in the wrong direction, and that for purely structural reasons, fewer and 
fewer students are opting to study Gaelic in the upper years and onto university. 
Since the publication of Inbhe Thèarainte dhan Ghàidhlig (Secure Status for Gaelic) 
by the Gaelic development body, Comunn na Gàidhlig, in 1997, which recommended 
a statutory right to Gaelic education, the Gaelic community has been consistently 
agitating for such a right wherever reasonable demand exists, and the data above 
makes clear that this right should include the right to study Gaelic in high school 
without jeopardising other subjects they may wish to pursue. 

Data: 

Gorter D., Zenotz V., Etxague X., Cenoz J. (2014) Multilingualism and European 
Minority Languages: The Case of Basque. In: Gorter D., Zenotz V., Cenoz J. 
(eds) Minority Languages and Multilingual Education. Educational Linguistics, 
vol 18. Springer, Dordrecht. 

  



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

77 

 

UNIVERSITIES SCOTLAND 
 

This response is submitted on behalf of Universities Scotland, the representative body 
for the Principals and Directors of the 19 higher education institutions in Scotland. We 
welcome the Committee’s inquiry into subject choices in schools and focus this brief 
response on the following question: ‘What is the impact, positive or negative, of any 
limitations on subject choices?’ 
 
We are aware that the Committee has separately written to Principals to ask for 
specific information on Medicine, Law and Mechanical Engineering. Any responses to 
that request will be provided separately.   
 
Introduction 
Scottish HEIs provide a very extensive range of courses and some offer significant 
flexibility to students in terms of possible degree pathways, and being able to study 
multiple subjects or even to switch subjects. We would welcome a situation whereby 
all schools across Scotland were similarly able to offer the widest-possible range of 
subjects necessary to meet their learners’ needs, and to enable them to progress 
successfully to university, college, work or any other positive destination. 
 
The benefit of the Scottish higher education system is that Scottish degree 
programmes are designed to include four years of study to give students a broader 
and more flexible education. They also allow students to try a range of subjects before 
specialising. Even if students know exactly what they want to do, they can study 
additional subjects and add depth to their education. 
 
The benefit of this approach, and having a broad subject choice, is that it allows 
flexibility in the learner and employment journey and offers the skills and knowledge 
for adaption and success in an increasingly digital and complex world. This latter point 
is increasingly important in an age with increased level of automation where soft skills 
such as analytical skills, emotional intelligence, problem solving, creativity, negotiation 
and resilience for example are increasingly important (World Economic Forum 2022 
Skills Outlook, Future of Jobs Report 2018) and achieved through exposure to a 
variety of subjects rather than limited subject choices. 
 
During the course of its inquiry, the Committee may also therefore wish to examine 
the means of curriculum delivery in addressing ‘real world’ problems, and ensuring 
that young people are prepared for, shape and flourish in the digital age. Universities 
Scotland would be happy to provide further information on these points, including 
information to demonstrate that employers also want the above skills in their recruits.   
 
Learner journey  
In 2017 we provided views on the Scottish Government’s Learner Journey review3, 
setting out our key principles such as putting the learner at the centre, widening access 
to higher education and developing learners’ broad capacity to succeed in life and 
work. These principles, and our response in general, remain valid to the Committee’s 
current inquiry.  

                                                 
3 https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Universities-Scotland-Learner-Journey-

Paper-FINAL.pdf  

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Universities-Scotland-Learner-Journey-Paper-FINAL.pdf
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Universities-Scotland-Learner-Journey-Paper-FINAL.pdf
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We reiterate below some points of particular relevance— 
   

• “Choices made from a restricted range of senior-phase subjects or with poor 
advice at school can narrow learners’ opportunities. We need to retain learners’ 
capacity to follow diverse journeys from their senior phase subject choices to 
their eventual higher education qualification, with the opportunity to change 
subject specialism. This is a particular widening access risk if students 
progressing from schools with narrow senior phase choices to college HN study 
are expected to stay on this path of subject when progressing to university, 
rather than having the option to choose a different pathway that may require 
studying a different subject at SCQF level 7 or 8.” 

• An additional and related factor is that young people currently choose subjects 
for National 4s and 5s in S2 (approximately aged 13/14 years and typically 
choose 7/8 subjects) and choose a narrower subject choice following exams in 
S4 for Highers in S5/S6 (approximately aged 15/16 years). Further narrowing 
of subjects at this level will potentially ‘pigeon-hole’ young people at a very 
young (arguably too young) into potential employment and onward education 
choices. 

• “Many schools are unable to provide a full range of subject choice in the senior 
phase, and colleges’ HN provision is narrower than the subject choice available 
at university. Learners from all backgrounds deserve the breadth of opportunity 
that the 4 year degree can provide, with its scope for learners to choose 
subjects and specialisms as their understanding of their own capacities and 
aspirations increases.” 

• Our report also referenced the Education & Skills Committee’s previous survey 
on learners’ choices. We noted that three quarters of the schools responding 
said that difficulties recruiting teachers constrained subject choice at S4 either 
a great deal or to some extent. We said that if this is a factor at S4 “it is also 
likely to limit the subjects that can be offered later in the senior phase, including 
Advanced Highers”.  

• We supported exploring the scope for increasing the number of learners who 
progress from Advanced Higher directly into Year 2 of the flexible 4 year 
degree. However, we also cautioned that the scale of growth “is likely to be 
modest unless there is a major increase in the proportion of learners who are 
able to study a range of Advanced Highers. This would require major 
investment in schools (or in alternative provision of Advanced Highers or other 
suitable level 7 qualifications) to allow learners to take a suitable number of 
Advanced Highers in subjects of their choice”. In the same context, we noted 
that some schools offer only a small number of Advanced Highers or may offer 
joint Higher/Advanced Higher classes, which may impact on student learning 
and success. 
 

Other relevant issues  
We highlight some issues of broader relevance to the current inquiry, or that the 
Committee may wish to explore in future inquiries: 

• Widening access to university for disadvantaged students is a crucial issue for 
the sector and we will write to the Committee soon to describe how institutions 
are delivering major change on minimum entry requirements. A further crucial 
factor in ensuring more equal representation in our institutions will be increasing 
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the number of school leavers with suitable qualifications for applying to 
university. Scotland’s Commissioner for Fair Access intends to examine how 
schools can best contribute to meeting widening access targets and we 
therefore encourage the Committee to monitor the progress of the 
Commissioner’s work. 

• As part of the implementation of Learner Journey recommendations, the 
Scottish Government is mapping availability of Advanced Higher provision 
across Scotland and “responding to gaps to ensure there is real choice for all 
pupils staying on into S6 in the senior phase”. The Committee is aware from its 
previous work that Glasgow Caledonian University’s Advanced Higher Hub 
offers a selection of Advanced Highers to pupils from across Glasgow using 
teachers employed by the university. Our Learner Journey response provides 
examples of other models that blend the school and university experience4, 
while the sector intends to publish a statement soon that will explain how 
Advanced Highers – and other qualifications/ non-academic factors – are taken 
into account during the admissions process.  One CoWA recommendation 
relevant to subject choice in school will now be progressed through 
implementation of the Learner Journey recommendations5. 

• We noted above the issue of students progressing from schools with narrow 
senior phase choices to college HN study to university. The SQA is currently 
undertaking a review of HNs, while Universities Scotland and Colleges Scotland 
have jointly established the National Articulation Forum6 to consider how 
articulation routes and understandings of articulation could be improved.   

 
  

                                                 
4 See page 15. 
5 CoWA recommendation 18: Universities, colleges and local authorities should work together to provide 
access to a range of Higher and Advanced Higher subjects, which ensures that those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds or living in rural areas are not restricted in their ability to access higher 
education by the subject choices available to them. 
6 The Forum comprises members from colleges and universities, as well as representatives from the 
NUS, SFC and Scottish Government 

https://www.gcu.ac.uk/outreach/advancedhigherhub/
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ACADEMICS 
 
ROYAL SOCIETY OF EDINBURGH 
 

SUBJECT CHOICES: A RESPONSE TO THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT’S 
EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 
 
Summary 
 

• There is growing concern about narrowing of curricula across the UK, 
particularly in the context of international comparisons and the way in which the 
nature of work is changing. There has undoubtedly been a narrowing of the 
curriculum across Scottish secondary schools with fewer subjects being taken 
in S4 compared to previously. Six qualification courses at S4 is the most 
common approach.  
 

• The impact of reduced subject choice will be felt most keenly by those learners 
who leave school at S4 with fewer qualifications than previously might have 
been the case. This conflicts with the Scottish Government’s aspiration to close 
the attainment gap. Recent research has, worryingly, found a clear relationship 
between the reduction in the number of subject choices made by S4 pupils and 
the level of deprivation of the school’s catchment area, with the reduction in 
subject choice being most pronounced in schools in areas of higher deprivation.  

 

• Reduced course choice at S4 can constrain learners’ S5/6 options since it will 
be more difficult to progress to Higher level in S5 or S6 without the pre-requisite 
learning at National 5 level. Fewer course options at S4 also reduces the 
learner’s room for manoeuvre in the event that s/he does not succeed in one or 
more of their chosen subjects. This is not only important for those learners who 
plan to leave at the end of their compulsory schooling, but also for those who 
intend to progress to further study in their chosen subjects at S5/6.  

 

• CfE is intended to be an integrated, 3-18 curriculum. It is important to consider 
the extent to which the broad general education and senior phases operate 
together to form a coherent curriculum. There has been no independent review 
of the coherence of the entire school learning journey and work undertaken to-
date indicates a lack of clear curricular rationale for the different curriculum 
structures adopted by schools. The relationship between the broad general 
education and senior phases has a significant bearing on the extent to which 
learners are prepared for qualification courses and on schools’ senior phase 
structures.  
 

• The RSE is firmly of the view that independent research needs to be undertaken 
to assess the impact of different curriculum structures and qualification patterns 
on attainment. This should not only look at school-based attainment, but needs 
to consider the implications for post-school destinations, including further and 
higher education and employment.  
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Background 
 
1. The RSE Education Committee welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Scottish Parliament Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into subject choices. 

This is an area of longstanding interest and importance, and one that continues to 

receive significant attention as more information and data become available about 

the curriculum structures and learner pathways that are taking hold under 

Curriculum for Excellence (CfE). The RSE response draws on the research work 

undertaken so far and we highlight areas in which further research is required. The 

RSE would be pleased to discuss our comments with the Committee should 

members consider this helpful.  

 
Has the structure of the Senior Phase of Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 
better learning and overall achievement than previously?  
 
2. It is difficult to answer this question objectively in the absence of independent 

evaluation of the impact of the senior phase on learning and achievement. The 

OECD’s review of CfE primarily covered only the Broad General Education (BGE) 

period to the end of S3; it did not extend to the senior phase.7 There has, therefore, 

not been an independent review of the coherence of the entire school learner 

journey. There is a tendency to look at the BGE and the senior phase of school in 

isolation from one another. Since CfE is supposed to be an integrated, 3-18 

curriculum, it is important to look at how, taken together, the BGE and senior phase 

operate as a coherent whole.  

 
3. It is notable that there is a lack of accessible information on schools’ curricular 

models, including those relating to the senior phase. Work has, however, been 

undertaken to try to generate a better understanding of schools’ curriculum 

structures. The study published last year by Professor Jim Scott provides detailed 

insight into the multitude of ways in which schools are structuring the first four 

years of the secondary curriculum.8 In doing so, the study highlights the high level 

of fragmentation in terms of many secondary schools’ approaches to the BGE and 

a lack of clear curricular rationale for the different structures adopted. This is due, 

in large part, to very little attention having been given to curriculum design during 

the development and implementation of CfE. This emphasises the importance of 

ensuring the use of appropriate curriculum theory in the design of curricula. With 

the delivery of CfE varying by school, it is important that the character of the 

                                                 
7 Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective; 2015 
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/improving-schools-in-scotland.htm  
8 Scott, J.; Curriculum for Excellence and the Early/Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: 
Lessons Learned or Forgotten?; March 2018 
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-
earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu  

http://www.oecd.org/education/school/improving-schools-in-scotland.htm
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu
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variation inherent in schools’ approaches to CfE is understood well. The RSE 

strongly believes that independent research needs to be undertaken to assess the 

impact of different curriculum structures and qualification patterns on attainment. 

This is in line with the OECD’s view that there is a need to evaluate how CfE is 

actually being implemented in schools, especially in relation to learning outcomes 

and pupil progress.  

 
4. It will not only be important to consider the impact of the senior phase structures 

on learners’ school-based achievements; this has to be linked to post-school 

transitions and destinations, including the implications for entry to and 

achievement at further and higher education, and into employment.  

 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education and in the senior phase, and what is the 
impact of any limitations on subject choice? 
 
Narrowing of subject choice at S4 
 
5. There has undoubtedly been a narrowing of the curriculum across Scottish 

secondary schools with fewer subjects being taken in S4 compared to the breadth 

of choice available under the pre-CfE Standard Grades.9 Recent research 

indicates that the majority of Scottish secondary schools now offer six qualification 

courses at S4.10 The widespread reduction in the number of subjects studied in 

S4 is not the result of any conscious policy decision but is the unintended 

consequence of the interpretation of national guidance, with the SQA national 

qualification courses based on 160 hours of directed study.  

BGE and senior phase relationship 
 
6. The ongoing confusion in this area led to Education Scotland issuing updated 

guidance to schools in 2016.11 This sought to clarify the relationship between the 

BGE and the senior phase, particularly as to how the former can be used to 

prepare learners for the latter. The guidance also stated that schools should offer 

between six and eight qualification courses from S4. This has helped to minimise 

the number of schools offering fewer than six courses at S412. However, its 

effectiveness in enabling a broader senior phase hinges on the extent to which 

schools use S3 to prepare learners for qualifications but in a way, that does not 

compromise their entitlement to a broad general education in S3. This is the nub 

                                                 
9 Priestley, M. and Shapira, M.; Narrowing the Curriculum? Contemporary trends in provision 
and attainment in the Scottish Curriculum; Paper presented at the European Conference for 
Educational Research, Copenhagen, 21-25 August 2017  
https://dspace.stir.ac.uk/handle/1893/25879#.XHQQk7jgqUl  
10 Scott, J.; Curriculum for Excellence and the Early/Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: 
Lessons Learned or Forgotten?; March 2018 
11 Progression from the Broad General Education (BGE) to the Senior Phase – updated 
guidance, Education Scotland, 2016 https://education.gov.scot/Documents/progression-from-
bge-to-the-senior-phase.pdf  
12 Professor Jim Scott’s research published in March 2018 found only four schools offering 
five qualification courses at S4 down from an original 18 or 19 schools.  

https://dspace.stir.ac.uk/handle/1893/25879#.XHQQk7jgqUl
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/progression-from-bge-to-the-senior-phase.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/progression-from-bge-to-the-senior-phase.pdf
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of the issue since the synergy between the BGE and the senior phase will have a 

significant bearing on the extent to which learners are prepared for qualification 

courses and the shape of the senior phase curriculum structures.  

 
7. In addition, it would be instructive to consider the extent to which the CfE 

Benchmarks, introduced in 2017 to help de-code the CfE Experiences and 

Outcomes, have improved the tracking and monitoring of learners’ progress in the 

BGE and aided progression to the senior phase.  

Senior phase curriculum models 
 
8. The curriculum model for many school’s results in candidates being taught 

qualification courses within a single academic year. The number of qualification 

courses that can be taken in S4 will be influenced by the preparation learners have 

received in BGE, the SCQF level of the qualification itself and the amount of time 

available for teaching and learning for the qualifications within the scope of one 

academic session.  

 
9. Other approaches to curriculum models in S4 include young people ‘by-passing’ 

National 5 and moving straight to Higher or, indeed, taking National 5 courses over 

two years. While these models can provide more time for learning and teaching, 

they too have an impact on subject choice in the senior phase. Candidates would 

need to choose the courses that they would be aiming to achieve in S5 by the end 

of S3, a full year earlier than in the previous system. In the case of those learners 

taking National 5 courses over two years, while they would likely have a broader 

range of subjects from which to select their Highers, they would need to undertake 

them in S6, a year later than in the previous system.  

 
10. In addition, Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) has opened up learning and 

career pathways in the senior phase, making it possible for more vocational 

courses, including modern apprenticeships, to be provided at this level and 

increasing connections between schools, other education partners and 

employers. It would be useful to consider to what extent schools are providing for 

these opportunities.  

 
11. The above points emphasise the need to generate a better understanding of 

schools’ senior phase curriculum structures and their impact on attainment. This 

closely links to the need to give much more attention to the importance of 

curriculum design. 

 
Implications of narrowing of subject choice, including on the attainment gap and on 
meeting the needs of individual learners 
 
12. While we agree that it is important to look at the totality of learners’ attainment at 

the end of the S4-S6 senior phase, the impact of reduced choice will be felt most 

keenly by those learners who leave school at S4 with fewer qualifications than 

previously might have been the case. This conflicts with the Scottish 

Government’s aspiration to close the attainment gap.  Reduced course choice at 
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S4 can also constrain learners’ S5 and S6 options since it will be more difficult for 

a learner to progress to Higher level in S5 or 6 if they have not had the pre-requisite 

learning at National 5 level. Fewer course options at S4 also reduces the learner’s 

room for manoeuvre in the event that s/he does not succeed in one or more of 

their chosen subjects. This is not only important for those learners who plan to 

leave at the end of their compulsory schooling, but also for those who intend to 

progress to further study in their chosen subjects at S5/6. These points also 

highlight the pressure placed on learners relatively early in their school careers 

(i.e. by the end of S3) to make their senior phase course options, with narrowing 

of subjects making it more difficult for learners to deviate from their initial choices.  

 
13. It will be very important to consider the impact of narrowing course choice at S4 

on the effort to close the poverty-related attainment gap. Recent research from the 

University of Stirling has, worryingly, found a clear relationship between the 

reduction in the number of subject choices made by S4 pupils and the level of 

deprivation in the school’s catchment area, with the reduction in subject choice 

being most pronounced in schools in areas of higher deprivation.13 This therefore 

adds another dimension in terms of subject choice and its links to economic 

disadvantage. 

 
14. The Committee could consider the extent to which local authorities have imposed 

on schools under their responsibility a blanket approach to senior phase 

curriculum structures, particularly on the number of courses that can be studied at 

S4. While a uniform approach may provide consistency among schools within a 

local authority, it may not be in the best interests or meet the needs of individual 

learners within secondary schools.  In any event, this approach is difficult to 

reconcile with the joint agreement between Scottish Government and local 

authorities that schools should be increasingly empowered in relation to decisions 

about the curriculum. 

 
15. There is also an important issue in relation to the extent to which schools are able 

to accommodate and offer a range of differentiated curriculum pathways to meet 

individual learners’ needs as opposed to applying a ‘one-size fits all’ curriculum 

structure. Given that personalisation and choice is a key principle of CfE, it will be 

important to ensure the availability of differentiated curriculum pathways. Our 

comments on DYW opportunities are relevant here.  

 
What factors influence the range of subject choices? 
 
16. A variety of factors can influence the range of subject choices available. This 

includes: learners’ individual needs; the availability (or lack thereof) of subject 

specialist teachers; local authority and school decision making, including the level 

of school autonomy; timetabling; school demographics; school location and size; 

                                                 
13 Dr Marina Shapira oral evidence to the Scottish Parliament’s Education and Skills 
Committee, 19 September 2018 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11680&mode=pdf  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11680&mode=pdf
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and school partnerships, including clusters and linkages to other education 

establishments.  

 
Connected developments  
 
Interdisciplinary Learning 
 
17. While our earlier comments focus on subject choice, it is very important that 

learners are able to make connections between and across different disciplines 

since life, especially the world of work, requires people who are able to solve 

problems that draw upon knowledge from more than one discipline. Having 

secured its place as an explicit context for learning, interdisciplinary learning (IDL) 

is one of the most innovative features of CfE. However, progress in implementing 

IDL in Scottish schools has been slow and patchy. There remains a lack of clarity 

and understanding among many headteachers and teachers about what 

constitutes IDL, how it relates to the disciplines across the curriculum, how it 

should be assessed and why it is important for learners. The ongoing focus on 

reform of the qualifications along with the practical challenges to schools of 

providing the collaborative conditions to support IDL remain barriers to its 

implementation.  

 
18. Over several years the RSE has undertaken a range of work with partners to 

increase the awareness and understanding of IDL in Scottish education. On 30th 

January, we hosted a major one-day conference which considered IDL within and 

across the school, further and higher education sectors and employment. This 

brought together a wide range of perspectives from Scotland, the UK and also 

internationally. The RSE is undertaking further work to ensure that the conference 

outputs and outcomes contribute to helping to embed IDL in Scottish education. 

We would be pleased to keep the Committee updated on these developments.  

 

Other UK developments 
 
19. There is growing concern about narrowing of curricula across the UK, particularly 

in the context of international comparisons and in the way in which the nature of 

work is changing. The Royal Society, London, has, for example, recently set out 

plans for a review of UK post-16 education and the RSE is considering how we 

can contribute to the Scottish dimension of their work.14  

 
Additional Information 
 
This Advice Paper has been signed off by the RSE General Secretary. Any enquiries 
about this Advice Paper should be addressed to Mr William Hardie  
Responses are published on the RSE website (www.rse.org.uk)  
The Royal Society of Edinburgh, Scotland's National Academy, is Scottish Charity No. 
SC000470  

                                                 
14 https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/Publications/2019/12-02-19-jobs-are-changing-so-
should-education.pdf  

http://www.rse.org.uk/
https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/Publications/2019/12-02-19-jobs-are-changing-so-should-education.pdf
https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/Publications/2019/12-02-19-jobs-are-changing-so-should-education.pdf
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ANNE GASTEEN, PhD STUDENT, DIVISION OF ECONOMICS, UNIVERSITY OF 
STIRLING 

Doctoral Thesis: Subject Choice and Attainment: State Secondary Schools in 
Scotland 

My thesis used Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) administrative data from 2002 

to 2009, augmented by individual student and school Scottish Index of Multiple 

Deprivation (SIMD) quintile classifications, to investigate subject choice and 

attainment in so-called facilitating subjects; traditional academic subjects that facilitate 

university entry.  These pre-Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) analyses, using data that 

provide a census of achievement in Scottish state secondary schools, provide a more 

in-depth examination of subject choice and attainment than previously and, importantly 

thereby, raise pertinent issues for the evaluation of CfE in these respects.  

Summary of Main Findings 

This research indicates that significant inequalities in subject choice (as well as 

attainment) were present in state secondary schools in Scotland prior to the 

introduction of CfE, viz: 

• Individuals from more disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds were 

significantly less likely to study a sufficient number of traditional academic 

subjects (four or more) at Higher to facilitate entry to more prestigious 

universities and/or courses 

• The impact of socio-economic disadvantage was particularly severe for S4 

(Standard Grade/Intermediate 2) attainment in facilitating subjects with the 

likelihood of securing any pass grade, in any subject, falling dramatically as 

household disadvantage increased 

• At Higher in S5, socio-economic impacts were found to be reduced at grade C 

but became significant again at grades A and, to a lesser extent, B, reducing 

the likelihood of achieving these and, therein, entry to more prestigious 

universities and/or courses 

• The likelihood of individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds taking a named 

science in S4, as opposed to general Science, fell dramatically as the level of 

household deprivation rose.  This is of significant concern as the main jobs’ 

growth in the Scottish economy is in STEM occupations  

 

Subject choices made at Higher level are crucial as these determine HE entry, course 

type and, ultimately, future occupation but, in turn, these choices are fed by S4 choices 

and attainment.  It is recommended that further, robust statistical analysis is now 

undertaken at individual student level to ascertain the impact of post-CfE S4 subject 
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choice narrowing on these previously existing socio-economic subject choice 

inequalities. 

Introduction 

Whilst for policy purposes, educational attainment tends to be evaluated in terms of 

achieving a given number of awards at a certain level (e.g. 5 awards at SCQF level 3 

or above at age 16) and the absolute attainment gap(s) therein between those from 

the most disadvantaged 20% of households and those from the least disadvantaged 

20%, the subject composition of that attainment is important also.  Some subjects carry 

more weight than others in terms of entry qualifications for Higher Education 

(HE)/Further Education (FE) courses and are more highly regarded by employers than 

others.  Previous analysis of the Scottish School Leavers’ Survey (SSLS) data (1987-

2005) has shown subject choice to be a key driver of HE entry in Scotland with working 

class students taking fewer academic subjects – those that facilitate access to Higher 

Education (Iannelli et al, 2016).   It has been argued that the flexibility afforded to 

students in choosing the type and number of subjects in upper secondary education 

may lead to substantive differences among individuals from different social socio-

economic backgrounds in the choice of school subjects (Iannelli, 2013).  In turn, this 

can reinforce socio-economic differences in HE entry and later labour market 

outcomes.  If there are entrenched and/or strengthening socio-economic differences 

in subject choice, then focussing solely on the level of educational achievement may 

overestimate the extent to which attainment has improved and/or inequalities have 

declined (Breen et al, 2009). 

S4 and S5 Subject Choice Outcomes  

 

Subject specific grades are required for entry into certain fields of HE/FE study.  Early 

decisions on subject choice impact on HE entry.  Subjects studied for formal 

examination/certification at age 16 (S4) feed directly into subject choice for formal 

examination/certification at age 17 (S5).  To examine educational inequalities properly, 

it is important to ascertain whether or not there is inequality in initial subject choice for 

formal qualifications’ taken at age 16 and whether or not this is further manifested in 

Highers’ subject choice at age 17; the crucial level of qualification for HE entry.  The 

elite Russell Group of UK universities advises that prospective students should take 

certain subjects that ‘are more often required than others’ for entry to degree courses 

(Russell Group, 2013) and hence facilitate access to their institutions.  Eight subjects 

are identified by the Russell Group as facilitating subjects: English, Languages, Maths, 

Physics, Chemistry, Biology, Geography, History.  In general, to access Russell Group 

Universities and/or more prestigious HE courses, it is necessary to obtain Highers in 

four or more facilitating subjects, at specified grades, often at one sitting in S5.   

 

The first thesis’ paper examined the uptake of facilitating subjects for formal 

examination/certification in S4 using descriptive statistics followed by a (logistic) 

regression analysis of the uptake of four or more Highers in facilitating subjects for 
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formal examination/certification in S5; that is the Russell Group entry threshold.  In 

general, the pre-CfE structure of the Scottish Education System mitigated against 

inequality in the choice of facilitating subjects for age-16 qualifications.  Normally, five 

out of eight subjects studied were required to be traditional academic ones; these 

included English, Maths, one science, one language and one humanity (History, 

Geography, Modern Studies being most common).  The descriptive statistics revealed 

a tendency for S4 subject choice inequality to appear, however, when pupils were 

faced with open choices; individuals from more deprived households were seen to be 

significantly less likely to choose to study, for instance, a second science or modern 

language (see Appendix 1, Figures A1.1 and A1.2).  The subsequent regression 

analysis (Appendix 1, Table A1.1) revealed that, despite being in the top 50% for 

academic achievement nationally, individuals from the most deprived 20% of 

households (SIMD 1) were found to be 26% less likely to study four or more Highers 

in facilitating subjects compared to the least deprived 20% of households (SIMD 5).  

[This analysis controls for gender, S4 attainment measured by UCAS points, school 

size, location, pupil composition and local authority.] 

 

S4 and S5 Subject Attainment Outcomes 

 

The second thesis’ paper investigated the influence of gender and socio-economic 

background on attainment specifically in the so-called facilitating subjects: English, 

Maths, Geography, History, Modern Studies (specific to Scotland), Modern 

Languages, Biology, Chemistry, Physics.  Multinomial logit regression models were 

estimated for each subject, at each qualification level (Standard Grade/Intermediate 

2, Higher, Advanced Higher) to examine within subject attainment in terms of the 

likelihood of achieving either a low, middle or high pass compared to a fail (see 

Appendix 2, Table A2.1 for qualification-specific definitions of pass levels).   

 

The impact of socio-economic background was found to be greater than that of 

gender.  The effects were particularly stark at Standard Grade/Intermediate 2, with the 

likelihood of securing any pass grade, in any subject, falling dramatically as socio 

economic disadvantage increased sequentially from the least deprived 20% of 

households to the most deprived 20%.  For the core compulsory subjects of English 

and Maths, individuals from SIMD 1, compared to those from SIMD 5, were just over 

50% as likely to obtain a low pass (as opposed to failing) and only 3% (English) and 

6% (Maths) as likely to achieve a high pass (Appendix 2, Tables 2.2 and 2.3). 

 

At Higher, socio-economic effects were found to be much reduced at C (low) pass in 

all facilitating subjects (Appendix 2, Tables 2.4 and 2.5).  Students’ ability (as 

measured by their S4 attainment) was seen to be important for securing a C pass in 

facilitating Highers but not sufficient to overcome socio-economic disadvantage to 

achieve the higher grades usually required by more prestigious universities.  In 

general, males were seen to be outperformed by females in most subjects across the 

different qualification levels.  Notable exceptions to this, however, were Maths and the 
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named sciences (Biology, Chemistry, Physics) at Higher, the critical level of 

qualification for university entry.  Here, males were seen to be significantly more likely 

to pass these subjects at all pass grades.  [This analysis also controlled for gender, 

S4 attainment measured by UCAS points (Higher models only), school size, location, 

pupil composition and local authority.]   

 

S4 and S5 STEM Subject Choice Outcomes  

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) knowledge and skills are 

of critical importance to the Scottish and UK economies in terms of economic growth 

and employment.  Jobs requiring STEM skills expected in increase at twice the rate of 

other occupations over the next decade for the UK as a whole (UK Commission for 

Employment & Skills, 2016).  The rapid increase in STEM related jobs in Scotland 

since 2010, particularly in professional and/or IT occupations, is forecast to continue 

but, at the same time, skill shortages are set to worsen also and, therefore, may act 

as a brake on STEM-driven economic growth and employment (Scottish Government, 

2017a, UK Commission for Employment & Skills, 2015).  The growth in STEM jobs is 

to be welcomed as the sector provides relatively well-paid employment opportunities 

(Scottish Government, 2017b), however, in terms of access and participation, there 

are clear equity and social inclusion issues.  STEM sector employment is highly 

gendered with women being over-represented in the health sector (medicine, dentistry 

and general health care jobs) and men over-represented in architecture, engineering 

and construction (Scottish Government, 2017a).  Gender segregation in STEM 

employment reflects the uptake of degree programmes at university, with women 

outnumbering men in medicine and dentistry and men outnumbering women in 

engineering and architecture, and, before that, the uptake of STEM subjects in 

secondary school.  Established, persistent gender segregation exists in the choice of 

STEM subjects for formal examination and qualification at secondary school with 

Biology being the female science of choice whilst males are far more likely to opt for 

Physics and, latterly, Computing.  Additionally, individuals from more deprived 

backgrounds are less likely to choose to study STEM subjects in secondary school 

with subsequent consequences for their future employment and earnings’ 

opportunities (Scottish Government, 2017a). 

 

The third thesis’ paper explored the role of gender and socio-economic background in 

more depth with respect to the choice of and attainment in STEM subjects in Scottish 

state secondary schools.  Logistic and multinomial regression were used to examine 

subject choice and attainment respectively, in Maths, Biology, Chemistry, Physics, 

general Science and Computing.  (Engineering qualifications are not covered as 

uptake is extremely small in schools.) 

 

In S4, as expected, there were clear patterns of subject gender segregation with, 

approximately, females being three times more likely to choose Biology than males, 

males three times more likely to choose Physics and twice as likely to opt for 
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Computing (Appendix 3, Table A3.1).  Males were, however, some 25% more likely 

to choose general Science than females; confirmation perhaps of the greater variation 

in male educational performance that has been found elsewhere as general science 

tends to be taken by weaker students (Machin & Pekkarinen, 2008).  The impact of 

socio-economic background was very stark on STEM subject choice at this level with 

the likelihood of taking a named science reducing, and that of taking general Science 

rising, sequentially, as household disadvantage increased from least deprived (SIMD 

5) to most deprived (SIMD 1).  For instance, individuals from SIMD 1, the most 

deprived 20% of households, were only 35% as likely to take Standard 

Grade/Intermediate 2 Chemistry or Physics as those from the least deprived (most 

affluent) 20% of households but were almost four times as likely to take general 

Science.  This is a finding of some concern as the choice of general Science for S4 

qualifications represents a STEM dead end as it does not lead to the uptake of named 

sciences at Higher in S5 (general Science is not available at Higher).  It is possible 

that, ultimately, this could result in the disproportionate exclusion of those from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds from better-paid STEM jobs in growth areas of the 

economy.   

 

The gendered pattern of subject choice was repeated at Higher (S5) with males more 

likely to take all STEM subjects apart from Biology (Appendix 3, Table A3.2).  Socio-

economic background effects were only consistently present for Maths and Physics, 

indicating that individuals were less likely to choose these subjects for study at Higher, 

the lower their household SIMD.  On the other hand, the likelihood of choosing 

Computing at Higher was seen to be greater for those individuals from SIMDs 1-3 than 

for those from SIMD 5 (the least deprived/most affluent 20% of households).   

 

Whilst STEM subject uptake at both Standard Grade/Intermediate 2 and Higher levels 

displayed clear patterns of gender segregation, the analysis indicated that previous 

S4 attainment exerts a consistent, positive impact on the choice of and attainment in 

STEM subjects at H level.  Raising performance levels in general is, therefore, 

important for increasing STEM uptake at Higher.   

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The analyses summarized above, using SQA administrative data that provide a 

census of qualifications’ achievement in State secondary schools in Scotland for 2002-

2009, both corroborate and extend earlier survey-based research on subject choice 

and attainment viz: 

 

• Individuals from more disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds were 

significantly less likely to study a sufficient number of traditional academic 

subjects (four or more) at Higher to facilitate entry to more prestigious 

universities and/or courses 
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• The impact of socio-economic disadvantage was particularly severe for S4 

(Standard Grade/Intermediate 2) attainment in facilitating subjects with the 

likelihood of securing any pass grade, in any subject, falling dramatically as 

household deprivation increased 

• At Higher in S5, socio-economic impacts were found to be reduced at grade C 

but became significant again at grades A and, to a lesser extent, B, reducing 

the likelihood of achieving these and, therein, entry to more prestigious 

universities and/or courses 

• The likelihood of individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds taking a named 

science in S4, as opposed to general Science, fell dramatically as the level of 

household deprivation rose 

 

This research indicates that significant inequalities in subject choice (as well as 

attainment) were present in state secondary schools in Scotland prior to the 

introduction of CfE.  Subject choices made at Higher level are crucial as these 

determine HE entry, course type and, ultimately, future occupation but, in turn, these 

choices are fed by S4 choices and attainment.  The stark impact of socio-economic 

background on choosing named sciences for S4 qualifications reveals the existence 

of a fundamental social inclusion problem in respect of STEM education in Scottish 

secondary schools that may adversely affect individuals’ life chances with respect to 

tertiary education and better-paid labour market opportunities.  Given the evidence 

that the Committee has heard previously from Dr Shapira and Professor Scott, a 

narrowing of S4 subject choices does appear to have taken place have taken place 

under CfE that may adversely affect individuals from more deprived socio-economic 

backgrounds, particularly with respect to the uptake of science subjects.  It is crucial 

that further, robust statistical analysis is now undertaken at individual student level to 

ascertain the impact of this post-CfE S4 subject choice narrowing on these previously 

existing socio-economic subject choice inequalities. 
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Annex 1 GAELIC AND GÀIDHLIG SQA PRESENTATIONS 2012-2018 
 

Gaelic 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Averag

e 

2018 % 
change 

since 
2012 

2018 % 
change 

on 
average 

Advanced Higher 22 21 20 30 24 9 11 20 
-

50% 
-

11% 

Higher  
11
0 

11
9 

10
3 

10
1 86 69 75 95 

-
32% 

-
14% 

National 5 (+ Standard, 
Int 2) 

40
4 

34
6 

18
5 

11
5 

14
7 

11
5 

10
7 203 

-
74% 

-
50% 

National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 
30
8 

30
9 

10
8 42 56 34 46 129 

-
85% 

-
58% 

TOTALS 
84
4 

79
5 

41
6 

28
8 

31
3 

22
7 

23
9 446 

-
72% 

-
47% 

              

Gàidhlig 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Averag

e 

2018 % 
change 

since 
2012 

2018 % 
change 

on 
average 

Advanced Higher 34 19 26 38 31 28 30 29 
-

12% 
-

13% 

Higher  95 
11
7 

12
2 

13
5 

13
2 

12
6 

13
0 122 37% 29% 

National 5 (+ Standard, 
Int 2) 

22
5 

22
7 

17
8 

17
3 

15
8 

15
1 

18
3 185 

-
19% 

-
18% 

National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 6 6 30 22 29 14 12 17 
100

% 
183

% 

TOTALS 
36
0 

36
9 

35
6 

36
8 

35
0 

31
9 

35
5 354 -1% -2% 

 

Table 1: National 5 and National 4, along with Intermediate 1 and Intermediate 2, are 
treated as equivalent to the previous Standard Grade.  Although there were 3 levels 
in the Standard Grade qualifications, there is no available breakdown of these, 
therefore they are included together. 

Gaelic 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Average 

2018 % 
change 

since 2012 

2018 % 
change on 

average 

Advanced Higher 22 21 20 30 24 9 11 20 -50% -11% 

Higher  110 119 103 101 86 69 75 95 -32% -14% 

National 5 (+ Standard, Int 2) 404 346 185 115 147 115 107 203 -74% -50% 

National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 308 309 108 42 56 34 46 129 -85% -58% 

Sub-total (Nat 4 & 5 + others) 712 655 293 157 203 149 153 332 -79% -53% 

TOTALS 844 795 416 288 313 227 239 446 -72% -47% 
              

Gàidhlig 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Average 

2018 % 
change 

since 2012 

2018 % 
change on 

average 

Advanced Higher 34 19 26 38 31 28 30 29 -12% -13% 

Higher  95 117 122 135 132 126 130 122 37% 29% 

National 5 (+ Standard, Int 2) 225 227 178 173 158 151 183 185 -19% -18% 

National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 6 6 30 22 29 14 12 17 100% 183% 
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Sub-total (Nat 4 & 5 + others) 231 233 208 195 187 165 195 202 -16% -13% 

TOTALS 360 369 356 368 350 319 355 354 -1% -2% 
 

Table 2: If it is assumed that National 5 and National 4 are equivalent, along with 
Intermediate 1 and Intermediate 2, to the previous Standard Grade, this table 
amalgamates the two for an alternative, perhaps more like-for-like, comparison.  
Although there were 3 levels in the Standard Grade qualifications, there is no 
available breakdown of these, therefore they are included together.  
 
Although it is very difficult to create a like-for-like comparison between the old and 
new qualifications, Table 1 appears to show a: 
 

• 72% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Gaelic 
qualifications  

• 1% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Gàidhlig 
qualifications 

 

• 50% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Advanced Higher 
Gaelic 

• 12% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Advanced Higher 
Gàidhlig 

 

• 32% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Higher Gaelic 

• 37% increase between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Higher Gàidhlig 
 

• 74% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 5 Gaelic 
(or earlier equivalent) 

• 19% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 5 
Gàidhlig (or earlier equivalent) 

 

• 85% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 4, 3 & 2 
Gaelic (or earlier equivalent) 

• 100% increase between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 4, 3 & 2 
Gàidhlig (or earlier equivalent) 

 
Table 2 combines the National 4 and 5 (and earlier equivalent qualifications) as this 
may be regarded as a more satisfactory comparison.  The only difference between 
Table 1 and Table 2 is that Table 2 shows a: 
 

• 79% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for the combined 
total of National 4 and 5 Gaelic qualifications (+ earlier equivalents) 

• 16% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for the combined 
total of National 4 and 5 Gàidhlig qualifications (+ earlier equivalents) 
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FRANCISCO VALDERA-GIL  
 

On behalf of the Scottish Council of Deans Modern Languages Subgroup 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

Not for languages at SCQF Levels 3/4/5. In 1989 the UK policy “Languages for All” 
was launched in Scotland, making the study of one foreign language compulsory from 
S1 to S4 (11 to 15-year-old students) By 2001, 99% of Scottish pupils sat a Standard 
Grade Qualification (SG) in one language. 

In 2001 there was a shift from compulsion to a four years entitlement of language 
learning in Scotland (Citizens of the Multilingual World, 2001). This report, most widely 
known as the Mulgrew Report, was used by some schools to take languages out of 
the core curriculum for S3-4.  By 2006, as a result of ‘Citizens of a Multilingual World’ 
and the notion of entitlement, uptake after S2 varied from 85% to 30% depending on 
the Local Authority (LA).  

In June/August 2013, for the first time in Scotland, students progressed   from the BGE 
phase into S4, the first year of CfE’s senior phase.  

Whilst schools and teachers have been given more agency during the BGE phase, 
new tensions and anxieties have risen as teachers only have one year to teach 
towards national courses and prepare for examination at the end of S4 in a high stakes 
exams system where accountability plays an important role. This has resulted in 
students having to take fewer courses in S4, decreasing from 8 subjects to 5, 6 or 7 
across the country in those regions which adopted CfE Senior Phase full 
implementation since 2013/14. Before CfE was implemented, most students used to 
prepare for 8 qualifications at SCQF levels 3/4/5. The unintended consequence of this 
implementation of policy has been that many schools have made the study of 
languages non-compulsory, as one subject had to be left out of the curriculum in S4.    

See below SCILT analysis 2012 to 2018 for entries below Higher. These figures 
contrast with the aforementioned 85% of S4 students who studied a modern language 
prior to the new curriculum change.  
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In addition to SCILT analysis, please see 2008-2012 SQA data trend, when 85% of 
S4 students took a certification at SCQF levels 3/4/5 in a Modern Language.  
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For Higher and Advanced Higher the situation has not been so traumatic in decline 
with CfE's Senior Phase, although it has not been positive for German uptake. There 
seems a focus in S5/6 on STEM to the detriment of Modern Languages and these 
figures are still relatively low in comparison with the school population. Please consult 
SCILT for further analysis on this.  

 

 

 

 

b)   Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. 
How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase 
and how does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of 
pupils’ learning? 

In our role as teacher educators we are in constant communication with school 
partners in ML departments. Morale among languages teachers seems very low. As 
aforementioned in S4, as a consequence of The Senior Phase, students’ choice have 
been narrowed.  

In some cases, due to low uptake, schools are teaching N4/5/6/7 in the same class. 
Despite teachers’ professionalism and efforts this can have a negative impact in 
learning experiences of students. Another unintended consequence of National 
qualifications at levels 3/4/5 can be the pedagogical approaches taken in Nat 3/4/5 
combined level classes in which the focus from February onwards seems to be on 
students who will be sitting external exams. 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 
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                             I.        broad general education (BGE)? 

 

CfE aimed to provide a new articulation of the curriculum from 3-18, and beyond into 
life-long learning, offering a holistic approach to education and enabling transition 
between stages.  In 2010 The Scottish Government announced the “1+2” language 
manifesto, highlighting the motivational and cognitive advantages of learning 
languages and the need for Scotland to gain language skills in a globalised world to 
be able to compete in the Knowledge Economy.  The “1+2” feeds into this life-long 
holistic approach policy, as it underlines the right of pupils to learn two languages from 
primary school through to the Broad General Phase in the Secondary school (S1-S3). 
The 1+ 2 rationale is welcomed and well-intended, however, in practice, from our 
extensive experience visiting schools and research, provision is very patchy.  The 
policy anticipating a higher uptake of languages at certification level in S4 (Language 
learning in Scotland, a 1+2 approach, 2011), although this has not been the case. 
Furthermore, the policy envisaged more progression in languages towards the Senior 
Phase and finally more Higher Education graduates who also have language skills. 
This does not seem to be working either. 

In BGE students have the opportunity to study many subjects, however, at times pupils 
might not be able to gain enough depth. Some S1 and S2 pupils might have up to 20 
class teachers throughout a week, and this does not always help their learning 
experience in high school.  

                            II.        S4? 

Please refer to question 1 as ML has suffered because of the narrowing of choice of 
subjects, as the curriculum has moved from 8 SG for most students to 6/7 Nationals. 
When looking closer into the small number of schools which have kept a modern 
language as core in S4, it seems that a new social justice issue has emerged: it 
appears that schools with high SIMD averages tend to be the ones in which most 
students engage in the learning of a language beyond BGE.  

                          III.        S5? 

                          IV.        S6? 

D) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 

In S4 the most prominent influence for the lower uptake of Modern Languages seems 
to be the narrowing of school subjects discussed. Some Local Authorities have 
adopted a Senior Phase class approach, in which students from S4/5/6 are timetabled 
together. In some cases, due to low uptake, schools are teaching N4/5/ Higher and 
Advanced Higher in the same class. Despite teachers’ professionalism and efforts this 
can have a negative impact in learning experiences of students. Another unintended 
consequence of National qualifications at levels 3/4/5 can be the pedagogical 
approaches taken in Nat 3/4/5 combined level classes in which the focus from 
February onwards seems to be on students who will be sitting external exams.  
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With reference to the social justice issue mentioned above, it is clear that schools with 
a predominantly middle-class intake have sustained language provision for the 
majority of S4 students.  

 

E) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 

Modern Languages. Please see statistics information provided in question A 

F) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

European Eurodyce data shows that Scotland compares negatively with its 
European counterparts in terms of language learning. Different reports from the 
British Council and Chambers of Commerce highlight the negative impact the lack of 
language skills has on the UK economy. As a nation looking outwards, the value 
which learning languages has for the holistic development of young Scots and CfE 
aspirations, including their intercultural development cannot be underestimated.  
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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 
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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-authors15 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 

                                                 
15 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 
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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.     
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PROFESSOR JIM SCOTT, UNIVERSITY OF DUNDEE 
 

Curriculum for Excellence and Subject Choice 
 

A Parliamentary Evidence Paper 
 

Submission made on behalf of the School of Education and Social Work, 
University of Dundee 

 
Author: Professor Jim Scott 

Abstract 

The Scottish Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) initiative is representative of many recent 
international trends in curricular policy. Although CfE suggested that improved learning should 
be the main focus of the secondary curriculum, this was enacted through high-level guidelines 
suggesting a 3-year period of “Broad, General Education”, followed by a “Senior Phase” 
(years 4-6) of study for qualifications.  Relatively little detailed advice was developed to 
support curriculum designers, as this was to be a ‘local’ process.   

This paper, one of a CfE-related sequence produced by the author, analyses the evolving 
shape of the Scottish secondary curriculum (S1-6), resulting from national, local authority and 
school interpretation and implementation of the CfE initiative since 2010. The paper considers 
the impact of CfE on subject areas, specific subjects and course choice in Scottish local 
authority-controlled secondary schools, seeking to answer the question:  
 

“How has the introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence initiative from 2010 
impacted on curricular structures, subject choice, individual subjects and/or wider 
learning contexts in Scottish secondary schools?” 

The findings of the paper include evidence drawn from all Scottish state secondary schools 
of significant fragmentation of the S1-3 curriculum, continuing flux in the S1-3 curriculum, 
significant variation within S4-6 curriculum structures and narrowing or severe narrowing of 
the S4 curriculum in a majority of Scottish secondary schools.  The paper also identifies 
subject areas whose curricular ‘footprints’ have significantly to very significantly declined, and 
some that have increased, after 2013, with evidence of a continuing decline in certain subjects 
during the period 2014-2018. 

 
Key words 

Curriculum; secondary; subject; course; choice; local authority; headteacher; school. 
 

Notes on the Author 

Jim Scott is an Honorary Professor of Education in the School of Education and Social Work 
of the University of Dundee.  His research interests include the school curriculum, the nature 
and effectiveness of major educational initiatives and the nature, quality and effectiveness of 
politico-educational governance of education.  In previous roles, he led and managed the 
implementation of a 3-3 CfE curriculum in one Scottish secondary school and provided CfE 
training and/or local inspections of the transformation from the 2-2-2 curriculum to the 3-3 
curriculum in over 50 schools across 7 Scottish local authorities.  He was editor/co-author of 
a set of nationally issued CfE curricular publications and led a range of national CfE training 
courses for the University of Edinburgh. 
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Research Design  

Design 

This paper provides an analysis of certain aspects of the impact of Curriculum for Excellence 
(CfE) across all Scottish state secondary schools. In particular, it analyses what has happened 
to subject areas and individual subjects in the First to Third Year (S1-3) and Fourth to Sixth 
Year (S4-6) secondary curricular stages.  The paper considers the impact of CfE on subject 
areas, specific subjects and course choice in Scottish local authority-controlled secondary 
schools, seeking to answer the question:  

“How has the introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence initiative from 2010 
impacted on curricular structures, subject choice, individual subjects and/or wider 
learning contexts in Scottish secondary schools?” 

In so doing, the paper addresses six questions posed by the Education and Skills Committee 
of the Scottish Parliament.  These questions form the headings of Sections A-F of the Findings 
part of this paper. 

Data 

The research has been completed through documentary analysis of four sources of data: 

1. a range of printed and electronic curricular publications, website pages and other 
internet-based evidence from Scottish governmental and national agency websites 

2. similar publications resident on Scottish local authority websites 
3. a much larger volume of equivalent data drawn from all Scottish state secondary 

schools.   
4. Secondary school inspection reports 
Key forms of evidence considered (where these exist) have included national, local authority 
and school curricular policy documents, local authority curricular, attainment and quality 
assurance reports, local authority and school curriculum rationales, school handbooks, school 
quality assurance reports, school transition documents, parental course choice presentations, 
parent council minutes (and those of other relevant bodies), course choice publications, school 
option choice forms, school social media pages and inspection reports on secondary schools 
in the period 2014-2018. 

Context 

Overarching Issues 

One of the major challenges, for academic researchers, headteachers and teachers alike, in 
analysing the intended and actual impacts of CfE on the secondary curriculum, the subjects 
contained therein and subject choice within that curriculum is that CfE has been subject to a 
degree of what military planners describe as “mission creep” i.e. CfE is now being asked to 
act as a vehicle for a set of purposes which are not entirely those for which it was originally 
conceived or designed.  This particularly true of the secondary curriculum which was 
envisioned as part of a unified 3-18 curriculum (Scottish Executive, 2004a), was then 
transformed to part of a 3-15 curriculum with an attached 15-18 curriculum ((Scottish 
Executive, 2006) and now functions as two linked 3-year secondary phases, the Broad 
General Education and the Senior Phase. This issue of the shifting nature of the secondary 
curriculum provides a critical lens through which many of the issues identified in Sections A to 
F below may be better understood.  

There is, however, a second issue for consideration in that the CfE documentation provided 
to schools is not, as such, a specification or framework for a curriculum, as the initiative was 
initially nationally presented as an improvement in learning, designed to develop the Four 
Capacities: “successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective 
contributors” (Scottish Executive, 2004, p.12) in all learners through a process conducted 
through improved teaching methodology and practice, leading to improved learning activities, 
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with the curriculum largely mentioned en passant, as a construct which would (have to) change 
to accommodate such improved teaching and learning.   

No details of, or structures to support, the needed curricular changes are included in the key 
CfE documents issued to schools (Scottish Executive, 2004a; Scottish Executive, 2004b; 
Scottish Executive, 2006a; Scottish Executive, 2006a; Scottish Government 2008; Scottish 
Government, 2009a; Scottish Government, 2009b; Education Scotland, 2016). Such curricular 
exemplification (e.g. Scott & Broadley, 2009; Scott (ed.), 2010) as exists was largely issued 
by quasi-independent groups such as the Building Our Curriculum Self-Help Group (BOCSH), 
a group of headteachers and local authority managers. The limited national curricular 
specification - in the CfE documents published before or just after the launch in 2010 - 
generally focuses solely on the Broad General Education (BGE) phase of secondary years 1 
to 3 (S1-3), with the Senior Phase (S4-6) left almost entirely to the Scottish Qualifications 
Agency to specify through their qualifications documentation.  As Priestley and Minty suggest, 
the focus in this national work was on “teachers as agents of change and professional 
developers of the curriculum” (Priestley & Minty, 2013, p.1), rather than on any national 
prescription of the curriculum. This inevitably generates a question regarding the extent to 
which teachers or headteachers have been (successfully) trained to carry out - and are thus 
capable of - such actions.  This question forms a second lens through which many of the 
issues identified in Sections A to F below may be better analysed. 

Before presenting research, findings which analyse the impact of CfE on subjects and course 
choice, the evolving “mission” of CfE and the approaches which have been adopted by local 
authorities and schools in developing a “CfE curriculum” are contextualised through analysis 
of four key national CfE documents from the set identified previously.  The two original CfE 
documents, a curriculum for excellence (Scottish Executive, 2004a) and a curriculum for 
excellence: progress and proposals (Scottish Executive, 2006a), adopted a very high-level, 
strategic approach. The third document Building the Curriculum 3 (Scottish Government, 
2008) has been the main vehicle for curricular advice, although this is still high-level.  The 
fourth document, Her majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education’s Statement for Practitioners 
(Education Scotland, 2016) is a restatement of documents 1-3 in the light of the ‘mission creep’ 
induced by the First Minister’s prioritisation of equity (in order to “close that attainment gap 

completely.” (MacNab, 18 August 2015)) and the OECD Report on Scottish Education (OECD, 

2015).   
 
Document 1 

The first CfE document, a curriculum for excellence (Scottish Executive, 2004), did not 
propose a structure for the curriculum, addressing only the overarching values, purposes and 
principles of a unified 3-18 curriculum. This approach culminated in the suggestion that, by 
providing structure, support and direction to young people’s learning, the principal purpose of 
the curriculum should be to enable learners to develop the Four Capacities (ibid., p.12).   For 
teachers and schools, there should be: 

• “Clarity about what education is seeking to achieve for each child” 

• “Flexibility to apply professional judgement in planning programmes and activities to 
respond to the needs of individual children” 

• “A curriculum which is not overcrowded because of too much content” 

• “More teaching across and beyond traditional subject boundaries” 

• “Time and space for innovative and creative teaching and learning.” 
       (Scottish Executive, 2004a, p.16) 

For learners, there should be: 

• “Higher standards of achievement through a clearer focus on the purposes of learning”  

• “Better progression from one level to the next”  
       (Scottish Executive, 2004a, p.16) 
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Document 2 

The second CfE document, a curriculum for excellence: progress and proposals indicated that: 
“our task is to develop a curriculum framework which will support all children and young people 
from 3 to 18” (Scottish Executive, 2006a, p.6).  However, possibly because it had been 
developed by an almost entirely different group of personnel from the first, the second 
document withdraws from the broad, holistic vision of the first document, splitting the single 
curricular framework into four contexts:  

• the ethos and life of the school as a community 

• curriculum areas and subjects 

• interdisciplinary learning (IDL) 

• opportunities for personal achievement.   

These four areas are examined in the context of subject choice later in this paper.  In summary, 
however, analysis of the publications of all 358 state secondary schools in Scotland suggests 
that, of the four areas, the only significant context for learning and attainment evident in the 
documentation provided by a majority of schools is the second, with little to no evidence of the 
use of the other three contexts for many or most learners. 

The second document’s other contribution to developing a curriculum framework is to unveil 
the idea of Experiences and Outcomes which, as Priestley and Humes (2010) indicate is 
confusing, undermines the holistic approach of the Four Capacities and is supportive of a 
revanchist move to a subject- and content-based curriculum.  The second document contains 
a single page (Scottish Executive, 2006a, p.20) on what “might” be different in the secondary 
curriculum within CfE.  Of the 13 bullet points on that page, points 3, 4, 5, 10 and 12 relate to 
curriculum design: 

• (3) Greater scope for different approaches to curriculum design in S1 to S3 within 
clear parameters 

• (4) Curriculum includes planned opportunities for broader achievements, 
interdisciplinary activities and choices as well as learning across all curriculum areas 

• (5) S1 to S3 provides a strong platform for further learning and a good basis for 
choice and greater specialisation 

• (10) In due course, changes needed in the S4 to S6 curriculum, to build upon the 

revised S1 to S3 base   

• (12) Scope to plan for S4 to 6 as a single stage with a great deal of opportunity for 
individual pathways and choice, with continued emphasis on the development of the 
four capacities  

The extent to which these five bullet points have become reality may be seen in the findings 
of Sections A-F but Scott (2017) and Scott (2018) have already suggested that points 3 to 5 
have not been consistently achieved across a range of Scottish secondary schools; point 4 
being particularly difficult to identify.  It is also interesting to note that CfE document 2 made 
nothing of point 10, a highly significant change (from the original unified 3-18 curriculum of 
document 1) to a P1-S3 curriculum, succeeded by a semi-uncoupled S4 to 6 curriculum, and 
offered no detail of, or rationale for, this move.  Point 12 was exemplified through a national 
professional training campaign led by Learning and Teaching Scotland and through the 
publications and conferences provided by BOCSH, but has somehow come to be associated 
with “the six-six-six model [with six subjects taken in every year of the Senior Phase]” 
(Swinney, 2018, p.2) provided by a small minority of Scottish schools. 

Document 3 

The third curricular document, curriculum for excellence: building the curriculum 3: a 
framework for learning (BtC3) (Scottish Government, 2008), appeared after a further two-year 
gap.  After five years of development (and with only two years to go until the launch of CfE), 
the centrepiece of curricular planning documentation within CfE confirmed that:  
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“The curriculum is the totality of experiences which are planned for children and young 
people through their education, wherever they are being educated. It includes the 
ethos and life of the school as a community; curriculum areas and subjects; 
interdisciplinary learning; and opportunities for personal achievement.” 

       (Scottish Government, 2008, p.20) 

BtC3 is a commendably concise document.  However, this conciseness sometimes leaves the 
user seeking exemplification (or full understanding) of its recommendations, particularly with 
respect to a curricular framework within which schools might innovate to meet local needs.  
The high-level curricular overview is set out graphically on a single page (Scottish 
Government, 2008, p.13).  The purposes and principles of the two secondary stages of the 
curriculum are described on pages 34-43, although advice on structuring S1-3 occupies a 
single page and S4-6 only a single paragraph.  This lack of detail may be an origin – and 
perhaps the origin - of the plethora of S1-4 curricular designs evident in Scott (2017). 

The overview of curriculum areas and subjects suggests only that: 

“Curriculum areas are not structures for timetabling: establishments and partnerships 
have the freedom to think imaginatively about how the experiences and outcomes 
might be organised and planned for in creative ways which encourage deep, sustained 
learning and which meet the needs of their children and young people.  

Subjects are an essential feature of the curriculum, particularly in secondary school. 
They provide an important and familiar structure for knowledge, offering a context for 
specialists to inspire, stretch and motivate. Throughout a young person’s learning there 
will be increasing specialisation and greater depth, which will lead to subjects 
increasingly being the principal means of structuring learning and delivering 
outcomes.” 

      (Scottish Government, 2008, p.20)   

As may be seen in the findings of this paper, despite BtC3’s drive for imaginative thinking and 
creative planning by local authorities, schools and others, curriculum areas and subjects 
continue to be the predominant feature of the secondary curriculum.  Given the extent of CfE 
documentation (but limited exemplification) issued to support the launch of CfE, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that – with the exception of some bold experimentalists – many local authorities, 
headteachers and teachers have fallen back on some subjects (although varied choices of the 
“some” have been made) which they know and understand from the past, although these have 
been encased in a variety of local frameworks, some of which do not appear to derive from 
any of the national documentation issued to support the implementation of CfE.  Some of the 
curricula thus generated appear to be the result of ‘thinking imaginatively’, although not many.  
Imagination, of course, must be tempered with wisdom and the outcomes achieved by schools 
(Scott, 2018) adopting an imaginative approach are of equal interest. 

As will be evident from the findings of this paper, analysis of the curriculum-related publications 
of all 358 Scottish secondary schools raises questions as to the intent of at least a minority of 
curriculum planners and demonstrates that, in many schools, some previously significant 
subjects have been relegated to the ‘minor subjects’ zone. 

Document 4 

Coming 13 years after the beginning of CfE developments and more than a decade after the 
original statements of the Curriculum Review Group (Scottish Executive, 2014a) and, perhaps 
more significantly, after the First Minister’s emphasis on equity in education (MacNab, 18 
August 2015) and the OECD report on Scottish Education (OECD, 2015), the Statement for 
Practitioners issued by H.M. Chief Inspector of Education in August, 2016 (Education 
Scotland, 2016) describes itself as a “definitive statement” on CfE.  It partially reconceptualises 
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CfE (as suggested by OECD (2015, p.12)), suggesting that the aims of Curriculum for 
Excellence are now: 

• “to raise standards [less attainment-specific than before] 

•  to close the (poverty-related) attainment gap [significantly increased in emphasis] 

•  to prepare children and young people for their future” [as before] 
      (Education Scotland, 2016, p.4). 

In seeking to achieve these three aims, the Chief Inspector indicates that teachers and 
practitioners should: “provide a curriculum that is coherent and flexible, takes account of the 
local context and ensures appropriate progression and levels of attainment for all children and 
young people”.  However, the Chief Inspector indicates that the “appendix to this statement 
summarises the key components of the curriculum framework within which teachers and 
practitioners are now expected to teach”.  Analysis of the appendix (Education Scotland, 2016, 
pp.2-5) reveals that it is largely a restatement of p.13 of BtC3 and of some of the curricular 
section of BtC3.  Crucially, it states that: “the curriculum framework, as laid out in the Building 
the Curriculum Series, remains the same” (Education Scotland, 2016, p.4).    As we have 
already seen, the Building the Curriculum series (deliberately) did not provide a detailed 
description of courses or choice processes and thus does not entirely assist headteachers, 
teachers and communities faced with freedom to design “their own” curriculum and to “think 
imaginatively”.  Since such processes take place in consultation with staff, parents, pupils and 
the wider community, it is unfortunate that not all of them may be well-placed to participate in 
such a debate. 

The Chief Inspector noted that a number of challenges remained to be overcome if CfE was 
to be successfully implemented.   The first of these is that: “there is currently too much support 
material and guidance for practitioners. “Whilst this is true in generality, it is not true of 
curriculum design and the processes of course choice, as evidenced by the four key 
documents. The Education Scotland website also contains fairly general advice on the 
curriculum, although the Updated Guidance document on Progression from the Broad General 
Education to the Senior Phase (Education Scotland, 2012) does contain some worthwhile 
curricular design advice for schools.  Unfortunately, much of this advice was not originally 
available to schools, headteachers and teachers at the launch of CfE.  

Criteria for Curricular Analysis 

The strategic issues (almost all contained in the bullet points within the summaries of 
documents 1-4) from the Context section provide a set of key criteria through which the 
questions (see Sections A-F) posed by the Scottish Parliament’s Education and Skills 
committee (after an initial round of evidence in the autumn of 2018) may be considered.   

The key criteria comprise: 

• Is there a clear and identifiable rationale for the curriculum in its current form? 

• Is the curriculum sufficiently flexible to provide effective learning and progression 
pathways for every child? 

• Does the curriculum achieve appropriate balance in neither being too overcrowded 
nor too narrow to meet the needs of learners? 

• Does the curriculum foster innovative, creative and enjoyable learning opportunities 
for every learner? 

• Are all the four curricular contexts (community ethos and life, subjects, IDL and 
personal achievement) appropriately identifiable within the curriculum and accessible 
to all learners? 

• Does the curriculum provide a broad and appropriate range of subject choices for 
each learner at each stage? 

• Does the curriculum provide better progression (than pre-CfE curricula) from one 
level to the next? 

• Does the curriculum provide appropriate breadth, depth and choice for each learner? 
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• Does the S1-6 curriculum enable and support higher standards of achievement and 
attainment? 

• Is the BGE phase used appropriately to provide an effective platform for enhanced 
achievement and attainment in the Senior Phase for all learners? 

• Have the likely individual pathways of learners drawn from the school’s community 
been adequately considered in the creation of BGE and Senior Phase course choice 
mechanisms? 

• Does the curriculum enable and support closure of the (poverty-related) attainment 
gap? 

• Does the curriculum enable and support learners in preparing for their future lives 
beyond school? 

Although these criteria are derived directly from the four CfE documents considered in the 
Context section, they also appear to fit well with relevant Challenge Questions from “How 
Good Is Our School? (version 4) (Education Scotland, 2015) and with those set out in Sections 
A-F.  The criteria will therefore be used appropriately in the remainder of this paper. 
 

Findings Related to Questions Posed by the Education and Skills Committee 
 
Previous papers (e.g. Priestley & Humes, 2010; Scott, 2015; Scott, 2017; Scott, 2018) have 
addressed some of the key criteria listed in the previous section.  Their findings have 
included illustrating an absence of sound theoretical underpinning for CfE and an apparent 
lack of effective national governance of CfE.  The last two papers demonstrated a lack of 
clarity in the construction of the S1-4 curriculum in a minority of secondary schools, 
curricular overcrowding in the S1-3 curriculum of at least a minority of schools, curriculum 
narrowing in a majority of S4 curricula, lower standards of attainment for average-ability and 
(particularly) lower ability learners, as well as some unusual approaches to progression in a 
small minority of secondary schools.   

 
This paper progresses the analysis of CfE, suggesting that there is now far more complexity 
in the structure and range of subjects and course choices available in many Scottish schools 
than before CfE, although a not-insignificant minority of schools adheres closely or quite 
closely to previous practice, albeit not necessarily overtly.  Conversely, despite the increased 
complexity, some key subject areas appear to have significantly declined with potential 
issues for the future of Scotland’s economy, ability to operate in a world environment and 
cultural life.  For the individual learner, the range and quality of choices available to them 
very much depends on the school and geographical location in which their learning takes 
place. 
The following sections of findings of the paper are keyed to a set of questions posed by the 
Education and Skills Committee of the Scottish Parliament. 
 
Section A: Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

Better Learning 

The two aspects of this question are closely interlinked.  The “better learning” aspect of the 
question is the more challenging, not least because there are ontological, epistemological and 
philosophical issues attached to the meaning of “better”.  There is also an issue related to the 
outcomes from “better” learning: should learning be “better” for the individual learner, for 
society or for other groups such as employers or governments?  A glib answer would be “all 
of these”, but necessarily there must be a hierarchy – of intent and of outcomes. 

 

 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

115 

 

   

Those for whose benefit “better” learning should be targeted include (in order of importance): 

• The learner her/himself 

• Their family 

• The local community 

• The wider community (“society”) 

• Others who hope to gain materially from the learner’s successes (e.g. future 
employers – through improved product range, market share and’/or profit; 
governments, through increased production, market share and/or taxation)  

Clearly, it this hierarchy is agreed (and it is not clear if all schools do agree with this as only a 
small minority of schools offer a rationale for their curricular provision), then the focus of each 
school curriculum must primarily be on the development of every individual learner (as 
curricular policies in Scotland and internationally have usually asserted).  This must, however, 
be tempered to some extent by the needs of others in the list as, in an extreme case, the 
production of several hundreds of thousands of experts in cake decoration annually might 
create enjoyment for the individuals but would only be of limited applicability in strengthening 
local communities, companies or the national economy (or improving health and wellbeing).  
Those whose role is to provide each individual learner with appropriate learning experiences 
(e.g. schools, colleges, universities), must therefore be cognisant of the hierarchy of needs 
evident in the bullet-point list and must find means of incorporating this in their curricular 
structures, qualifications presentation policies and support mechanisms.  This is not a simple 
task.  It is further complicated by the fact that not all headteachers or other school curricular 
managers have the same background or expertise in the development of curricular structures, 
or of the theoretical and practical factors which influence such structures. 

Analysis of the curricular structures of all 358 Scottish council-operated secondary schools 
reveals considerable disparities in their curricula, with respect to the following criteria: 

• Structure (particularly in S3 and S4, but also to a significant extent in S1-2 and S5-6). 

• Breadth of the curriculum (in the BGE, in S4 and, to a lesser extent, in S5/6). 

• Range of options available within course choice processes for the S3-6 years 

• Extent of vocational and other non-academic learning opportunities 

• Availability/provision of consortium or partnership arrangements to augment school-
based curricular provision. 

• Flexibility (in meeting the needs of all learners; in offering courses at most or all 
SCQF levels). 

• Provision of information to parents and learners to support their choice of school and 
courses, transitions to and from that school and progression from stage to stage 
within the school. 

Analysis of school curricular structures showed less variation in the set of courses which 
populate given curricular structures than in the ways in which curricular structures are created 
to hold groups of compulsory and optional subjects.  Thus, two schools might offer the same 
overall set of courses but arrange them – and their accessibility - in quite different ways. The 
numbers of courses available to a learner in S1-6 in each of the 358 schools are addressed 
in Section C. 

Previous papers on attainment by the author (e.g. Scott, 2018) have pointed to issues of 
attainment and enrolment at SCQF levels 3 and 4.  The apparent absence of Level 3 courses 
uncovered by the analysis of all secondary schools’ publications appears to imply that, 
whereas a variably small but identifiable proportion of level 3 enrolments could be found in 
almost all schools (more in more deprived areas) before CfE, these have disappeared from a 
large minority of Scottish schools since its appearance.  There are several possible 
explanations for this: 
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• Some schools do not understand that curricular levels and attainment levels are not the 
same (there is some written evidence to support this in a small minority of school 
handbooks) and thus assume that completion of curricular level 3 MUST lead to 
presentation for SCQF Level 4. 

• Some schools have taken a deliberate decision to drop SCQF 3 courses, as it is not their 
“core business” and allows them to redeploy staffing to provide a wider range of courses 
for SCQF 4-7 learners (or, in a few cases, to non-traditional courses designed to meet 
the needs of aspects of the school’s clientele). 

• All Level 3 courses have been replaced by courses “more appropriate to the needs of 
individual learners”. 

• CfE HAS resulted in better learning and attainment in many schools and thus all learners 
are passing at SCQF 4 or above. 

Of itself, CfE is unlikely to have raised all Level 3 learners in any given school to Level 4.  The 
evidence of the survey does not suggest that there is a direct correspondence between falling 
numbers of SCQF 3 courses and increased numbers of alternative courses; if anything, the 
opposite appears to be true, based on the sample. That leaves the other two possibilities, 
singly or in combination, to account for the disappearance of courses.  This issue will require 
fuller examination across the full population of school courses and school attainment sets 
before a potential set of answers is identified. 
 
Better Achievement 

The “better overall achievement” aspect of the question is easier to evidence.  Scott (2018) 
provided significant evidence on the declining patterns of attainment, particularly at SCQF 3 
and 4, although much less so at SCQF 5 and 6.  The attainment trends at SCQF 7 appear to 
be largely unaffected by CfE so far. That paper and the September 2018 evidence paper to 
the Scottish Parliament by the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) provide full details of 
these patterns but there are several points which merit further development here. 

Under the Scottish Executive, “better” learning was closely linked to raised attainment for all 
learners and to the attainment of significant groupings of subject qualifications (usually 5 or 
more qualifications at a given level).  Under the Scottish Government, attainment appears to 
have moved below equity on the ladder of political importance, with “better” learning linked to 
increased equality of opportunity and ‘better’ achievement linked to improved standards in 
three (much) more narrowly focused contexts:  

a) achievement in literacy, numeracy and health & wellbeing (although there are few 
acceptable – or meaningful - yardsticks for the measurement of the third)  

b) the achievement of certain SCQF levels by school leavers.  These are evidenced 
through the “headline” publication of results against very limited targets for leavers 
(e.g. one or more qualifications at SCQF 5 and 1or more qualifications at SCQF 6).  

c) The achievement of SCQF tariff points (as each SCQF-graded course has a points 
value). 

There is much political emphasis placed on “scope for schools to tailor the curriculum to the 
specific needs of all their young people” (Swinney, 2018, p.1) and correctly so.  Unfortunately, 
almost no secondary schools publish any evidence of achievement in such courses, units or 
other experiences and such evidence as there is of the actual existence of such courses – 
whether SQA alternative courses or units, courses from other bodies (e.g. ASDAN or school-
created courses - is only found in a minority of schools.  In S1-3, there are only 47 secondary 
schools (13%) that indicate they offer one or more “non-traditional” courses in their S3 
curricular structure and significantly fewer in S2 or S1.  Almost all schools, however, appear 
to make such vocational and other non-traditional provision in S4-6, although to significantly 
varying extents (often apparently to do with the location of the school and the availability of 
partners, although a few remote schools appear to have made significant progress in such 
ventures).  Urban schools appear to be best served with respect to “city campus”-type 
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ventures to share learners and increase the range of courses on offer, although school-to-
school partnerships are also evident, as are school-college partnerships. 

The first two aspects of point (a) are familiar territory, although the subject names have been 
replaced by the more generic terms; the third aspect is a political imperative from the Scottish 
Executive era of the early 2000s (Scottish Executive, 2004, p.2) but also an extension of 
societal concerns about the health of Scotland’s citizenry.  The only means used with any 
regularity to gain an understanding of success on this area, however, are attendance and 
exclusion figures - which are at best a crude measure of two extreme points of this domain.  
There is (as yet?) no agreed means of assessing achievement in the wider context of health 
and wellbeing or of assessing whether the millions of pounds being spent across Scotland in 
this context (not least by the nine Scottish Attainment Challenge Authorities) are, in fact, being 
well used. 

Point (b) has always featured in SQA results analyses but gained more prominence under CfE 
as the Scottish Government’s view is that the focus must be “on the totality of what a young 
person achieves over the entirety of the three-year period [of the Senior Phase]” (Swinney, 
2018, p.3).  This is a very reasonable concept but, as with several aspects of the eventual 
implementation of CfE, its execution appears to be flawed.  The Depute First Minister 
suggests: 

“Whilst we may see fewer entries for qualifications at lower levels, the proportion of 
young people leaving school with qualifications at these levels has increased in 
recent years. For example, the proportion of leavers with at least one qualification at 
SCQF level 5 or better has increased from 77.1% in 2009/10 to 86.1% in 2016/17.” 

He also notes that: 

“the proportion of leavers with at least one qualification at SCQF level 6 or better has 
increased from 50.4% in 2009/10 to 61.2% in 2016/17.”  

These statements are, of course, correct, as they come directly from the annual set of Scottish 
Government Leaver Statistics.  However, there are issues here which the Depute First Minister 
does not address: 

(i) “The totality of what a young person achieves” is not summarised by one qualification 
(or possibly more) at SCQF Level 5 or 6.  A much more robust method of 
demonstrating the totality of learning and achievement would be to publish how 
many leavers have achieved 5 or more qualifications at SCQF Levels 3 to 6 at the 
end of each year of the Senior Phase (and how many have achieved at 1+ and 3+ at 
Level 7 in S6).  There are issues in such an approach for the Scottish government 
and for at least some Scottish local authorities as, in some authorities, the 5 or more 
at Level 3 figure has dropped significantly, the 5 or more at Level 4 has dropped and 
the 5 or more at Level 5 figure has increased, thus demonstrating that equity may 
well have worsened. 

(ii) The “at least one qualification at SCQF level 5 or better” figure HAS increased from 
77.1% in 2009/10 – to 82.7% in 2012/13 (the last year of the old qualification system) 
and then to 85.9% (as quoted on the Scottish Government website for 2016/17) in 
2016/17.  As 5.6% of the growth occurred in the last three years before CfE and only 
3.2% in the 5 years of CfE, it would appear therefore that the rate of growth has 
almost halved (from 1.9% p.a. before CfE to 1.1% thereafter.   

(iii) The equivalent figure for 1 or more qualifications at Level 6 has also increased 
Unfortunately, this figure grew from 50.4% in 2009/10 to 60.2% in 2014/15 (the year 
of mixed old/new Highers) and then to 61.2% in 2016/17.”  As 9.8% of the growth 
occurred in the last five years before CfE and only 1.0% in the 3 years of CfE, it 
would appear therefore that the rate of growth has dropped to one-sixth of the pre-
CfE growth rate (from 2.0% p.a. before CfE to 0.33% thereafter).   
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The SCQF tariff points noted in point (c) are at best obscure, even to members of the teaching 
profession.  Very few parents or lay readers will understand what is meant by these figures.   

 
CfE, Flexibility and Leaver Attainment 

Section A of this paper partially addressed the attainment of leavers and analysed the Scottish 
government’s leaver performance statistics which refer to the more able part of each cohort of 
leavers.  This sub-section provides a further insight into issues with leaver performance by 
examining the trends in learners leaving school with no qualifications at all in the latter period 
of a modal S3-4 curriculum from 2009-10 to 2012-13 and then in the period of greater flexibility 
under CfE from 2013-14 to 2017-18.   

The statistics of Table 3 are drawn from the 2017-18 publication of national school leaver 
statistics (Scottish Government, 2019): 

Table 3: Percentage of Leavers Attaining No Qualifications at SCQF Level 3 or Higher, 
by Local Authority, 2008-09 to 2017-18 
 

 
 
In a very positive trend, the percentage of leavers leaving school with no qualifications at any 
SCQF level had declined across almost all authorities from 2009-10 to 2012-13.  
Unfortunately, the opposite is true after the introduction of CfE from 2013-14 onwards with 
two-thirds (21/32) of local authorities having a greater “no award” figure in 2018 than in 2012-
13 and almost a half (14/32) of authorities having a worse figure than in 2010.  This tends to 
confirm analyses made in Scott (2018) and elsewhere in this paper that the least able appear 
to be suffering most under the CfE regime.   

There are obvious implications in these statistics about whether increased curricular flexibility 
within the CfE curricula of many Scottish secondary schools has been achieved at the expense 
of the least able.  Given that, as Scott (2018) demonstrates, Level 5 and 6 attainment is not 
as adversely affected (and in some aspects, in some local authorities and at some times, has 
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Table A2.1. Percentage of school leavers by highest SCQF Level achieved, by local authority, 2009/10 to 2017/18

Notes:

Scotland total includes grant-maintained schools.
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Table 2. Percentage of school leavers who achieved no passes at  SCQF3 or better, by local authority, 2009/10 to 2017/18

Session: 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18

Local Authority

Aberdeen City 2.3 2.8 2.6 2.9 2.3 3.1 2.4 2.3 2.3

Aberdeenshire 2.4 1.3 1.7 1.1 2.0 1.9 1.7 1.4 2.9
Angus 1.6 1.6 2.0 0.9 2.1 1.8 2.0 1.8 2.4
Argyll & Bute 3.0 1.7 1.5 1.6 2.0 3.7 3.0 * 3.6
Clackmannanshire 2.3 4.1 4.3 2.5 3.9 4.1 2.2 3.4 2.1

Dumfries & Galloway 4.4 1.2 0.6 1.0 1.6 1.7 1.7 1.8 4.5
Dundee City 1.8 1.8 0.8 1.1 2.0 3.5 3.3 4.5 3.0
East Ayrshire 3.8 3.6 2.7 1.8 1.9 3.1 2.8 2.6 *

East Dunbartonshire 4.2 * * * * 0.5 * 0.5 2.9

East Lothian 1.0 2.3 0.7 1.4 2.2 1.9 1.8 2.2 0.7

East Renfrewshire 2.2 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.4 0.9 0.5 1.0 1.5
Edinburgh, City of 1.2 2.1 1.7 1.5 1.8 1.8 1.9 2.3 0.5

Falkirk 3.2 1.2 1.1 1.0 1.5 2.5 0.8 0.9 2.8
Fife 1.8 3.0 2.7 2.2 1.8 3.1 3.5 2.6 2.8
Glasgow City 3.3 4.9 3.7 2.8 2.4 3.1 2.5 2.7 3.0
Highland 6.3 2.9 2.4 1.6 1.5 3.0 3.0 2.9 1.0

Inverclyde 2.8 2.1 0.9 * 0.7 * * 1.1 0.8

Midlothian 1.6 1.8 0.9 * 0.8 1.1 * 0.8 3.7
Moray 1.1 2.2 2.2 1.8 1.4 2.5 2.1 3.0 *

Na h-Eileanan Siar 2.6 * * * * * * * 1.1

North Ayrshire 2.2 1.2 * 0.7 0.7 0.8 1.7 1.4 3.5
North Lanarkshire 1.7 2.4 1.9 1.1 1.6 2.3 2.5 2.6 3.1
Orkney Islands 2.6 2.4 * * * * 2.8 * 1.9

Perth & Kinross * 1.0 0.5 0.9 1.6 1.0 2.5 2.4 1.7
Renfrewshire 1.6 2.5 3.1 2.1 1.2 1.8 1.5 1.6 2.3

Scottish Borders 2.9 1.5 0.9 0.8 1.5 1.0 1.5 2.1 *

Shetland Islands 2.3 * * * 2.8 * * 2.2 0.5

South Ayrshire * 1.3 0.4 1.1 0.6 0.8 1.2 0.5 2.1
South Lanarkshire 1.8 2.8 2.0 2.3 2.8 2.4 2.2 2.2 1.4
Stirling 3.2 2.4 1.4 0.8 0.7 1.6 0.8 1.1 2.4
West Dunbartonshire 2.9 1.2 1.4 1.5 1.2 1.5 1.5 1.8 1.0
West Lothian 2.4 1.4 0.7 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.9 0.9 2.2
Scotland 1.8 2.3 1.8 1.5 1.7 2.1 2.0 2.0 2.3
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improved), this appears to substantiate the suggestion in the last Section that equity may have 
been adversely affected by CfE.  

It is obviously a matter of concern that levels of “zero attainment” have risen and that this has 
reached over 3% in almost a quarter of local authorities.  It might be that this is due to schools 
providing non-SQA courses in all curricular columns of their S4-6 curriculum but, since the 
author has analysed a very large proportion of Scottish secondary schools’ curricula and can 
find little, if any, evidence of such extensive alternative provision, the inevitable conclusion 
appears to be that more learners are failing all their qualifications. 

Thus, “better overall achievement” is difficult to discern outwith SCQF Level 5 (and level 7). 

Section B: Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all 
learners”. How does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the 
Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available 
and the depth of pupils’ learning? 

 
The overall patterns of subjects offered within the curriculum, both in the BGE phase and in 
the Senior Phase, are analysed in Section C. Fluctuations in individual subjects are analysed 
in Section E.  To minimise repetition in a long paper, these issues are dealt with only in those 
sections.  In this section, the impact of flexibility on curricular articulation between the two 
secondary phases and on the subjects available across the BGE-Senior Phase interface is 
analysed.   
 
Flexibility Within the Senior Phase and Subject Availability Across the BGE-Senior 
Phase Interface 

A significant aspect of flexibility of curricular construction and a major support to the provision 
of curricular pathways containing subjects which a school’s learners will wish to pursues lies 
in the articulation between the BGE phase and the Senior Phase.  This must be successfully 
handled if there is to be a smooth progression into the Senior Phase.   

Given the unheralded appearance of the BGE after publication of a curriculum for excellence 
(Scottish Executive, 2004) and without significant detail in progress and proposals (Scottish 
Executive, 2006) or BtC3 (Scottish Government, 2008), the S3 curriculum itself was almost 
inevitably the area where most structural change from the pre-CfE pattern would be seen, 
given the S3 curriculum’s role-change from the middle (certificable) secondary curriculum to 
the BGE phase of CfE.   

With the S3 curriculum leading to 5-, 6-, 7- and 8-course (plus core subjects) S4 structures, it 
might be expected that the S3 curriculum pattern would be tailored by schools (or, where the 
structure of parts of the curriculum has been mandated by the local authority, by the authority 
in concert with its schools) to ensure the smoothest possible approach to the ‘two-term dash’ 
towards initial qualifications in S4.   

The actual pattern of linkage, or otherwise, between S3 and S4 was first analysed in Scott, 
2017) and is shown in Table 1: 
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Table 1 S3-4 Curricular Progression in Scottish State Secondary Schools   
            (Session 2017-18) 
 
S3 Structure Frequency (f) with which the S3 Structure 

leads to the Relevant S4 Structure 
 
 
 

Total f 
6 Subjects 7 Subjects 8 Subjects 

No. of Subjects f f f 
9 1   1 0 2 
10 7 7 1 15 
11    31 14 9   54 
12  21   20 3   44 
13 13 10 3 26 
14   19 3 3 25 
15 5   3 0 8 
16 5 3 1 9 
17 1 1 0 2 
18 1 1 0 2 
19   4 0 0 4 
20 0   1 0 1 
Unknown  
(from schools indicating 

3 of 4 years’ curriculum) 

19 8 5 32 

Total 127 72 25 224 
  

Notes:   
a) The pale blue colour suggests that the S3 total number of subjects (this includes PE, 

RME and PSE) is approximately the same as the S4 total (which does not include PE, 
RME and PSE), thus modeling the former pre-CfE curricular structure. 

b) The pink colour suggests that the S3 number is rather high for effective progression to 
the S4 total. 

c) The orange colour suggests that the S3 number is very high for effective progression to 
the S4 total. 

Table 1 suggests that 11 or 12 courses in S3 is the commonest pattern, regardless of whether 
students are proceeding to 6, 7 or 8 courses in S4.  On one hand, this suggests a commonality 
within the final stage of the S1-3 curriculum which appears to unite many learners’ 
experiences.  On the other hand, it raises a question as to why students in some schools are 
apparently able to successfully proceed from such a position to 8 qualifications but others are 
only able to proceed to 7 or 6 and thus of whether all schools are engaged in maximizing 
learners’ achievements.  Continuous analysis of Education Scotland/HMI reports on schools’ 
curricula and attainment since 2014 does not suggest that those schools engaged in 
supporting learners towards higher numbers of qualifications are less effective than schools 
only offering 6 qualifications.   

Of greater concern are those schools offering unusually narrow or unusually wide S1-3 
curricula:   

There are relatively few of the first category in S3, as curricular narrowing is a phenomenon 
much more evident in S4.  Those schools offering 9 courses in S3 will provide Maths and 
English, as well as PE, RME and PSE (or equivalents), leaving only 4 other courses.  This 
either implies that the course choice process leading to S3 has largely determined the four 
optional subjects to be taken forward to S4 (i.e. the previous system) or it implies that several 
subjects form a rota in one or more of these columns.  The latter then becomes an issue of 
the extent of depth of learning where, say, 6 subjects are fitted into two of these four columns.   
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It is more difficult to rationalise why a pupil should require 15-20 different subjects in S3, 
especially where this is a direct precursor to a narrowed (7-subject), or greatly narrowed (5/6-
subject), experience in S4.  These issues are also evident in S1-2 where, although breadth is 
a traditional strength of Scottish education, the 1997 HMI report, reinforced by the National 
Debate (2002) findings – both precursors of the drive towards CfE - suggested that extreme 
breadth (or extreme narrowness) in the curriculum would lead to highly detrimental outcomes 
for learners. 

This research which led to Table 1 was repeated recently for a forthcoming paper (Scott, 
2019a, in press).  Table 2 demonstrates the findings of the second survey: 

Table 2 S3-4 Curricular Progression in Scottish State Secondary Schools    
            (Session 2018-19) 
 
S3 Structure Frequency (f) with which the S3 Structure 

leads to the Relevant S4 Structure 
 
 
 

Total f 
6 Subjects 7 Subjects 8 Subjects 

No. of Subjects f f f 
9 3   0 0 3 
10 3 5 2 10 
11    44 25 16   85 
12  30   36 5   71 
13 22 13 2 37 
14   22 11 2 35 
15 7   9 2 18 
16 7 3 0 10 
17 2 0 0 2 
18 1 0 0 1 
19   3 0 0 3 
20   1   1 0 2 
Total 145 103 29 277 

Notes:   

a) This table contains data on significantly more schools than Table 1. 
b) The ratio of 6-course S4 schools to 7 and 8-course S4 schools is much nearer to 1:1 

than in Table 1 where the ratio was 4:3 in favour of 6 courses. 
The repeated survey, based on more than three-quarters of Scottish secondary schools, 
suggests that, although there have clearly been some movements between S3 curricular 
structures and S4 curricular structures, the overall balance remains about the same.  The 
modal S3 structures of 11 or 12 subjects correspond to English, Mathematics, PE, RME, PSE 
and 6/7 other subjects.  In many of these schools, analysis of the detail of their curricular 
offerings suggests that this is exactly or almost exactly the pre-CfE era status quo ante, where 
learners took 8 subjects plus the 3 core subjects.  In a significant minority of cases, this 
perception is further strengthened by the lack of evidence of other curricular contexts beyond 
subjects or of significant opportunities to engage in vocational or other broadening/deepening 
of individual learners’ curricula. 

 

 

Section C: Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: (i) The broad general education phase, (ii) S4, (iii) S5 (iv) S6? 

Identifying whether individual schools or local authorities “think” there has been a narrowing 
of the range of subjects and subject choices at the various stages is not necessarily a fruitful 
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pursuit.  Each school/authority will obviously know their own situation well and can speak 
authoritatively in that context but, unless they have fully analysed other schools’/authorities’ 
curricula carefully, their thoughts on the matter will, at best, be uninformed.  The basis on 
which any school or local authority answers this question will therefore be at least as important 
as the answers themselves. 

This paper draws on a forthcoming analysis of the S1-6 curricular structures of all Scottish 
state secondary schools (Scott, 2019a, in press) and is thus as definitive a study as can 
currently be, given that 222 of 358 state secondary schools fail to explain part, or – in a much 
smaller number of schools – all, of their S1-6 curriculum to parents and prospective parents 
through their handbook, website or other means.  Scott (2017) provided an analysis of the S1-
4 curricula of 224 of the (then) 359 state secondary schools: these were the 224 schools which 
provided information on at least 3 of the 4 S1-4 years.  This paper draws on several 
forthcoming papers (Scott, 2019a; Scott, 2019b; Scott, 2019c) which analyse the data from a 
second analysis carried out in the period from October 2018 to January 2019, slightly more 
than a year after the original S1-4 survey and covering the full S1-6 curriculum.   

“Best practice” schools, however, either have their course choice sheets for S4-6 (or S2-6 in 
a few cases) in their handbooks or easily accessed with good signposting on their websites.  
The very best link these to curricular rationales, local explanations of the choice process and 
subjects available, PowerPoint presentations for parents and other helpful documentation.  In 
this iteration of the research, the number of schools providing very good to satisfactory 
information on at least 3 of the 4 S1-4 years of the curriculum has increased from 224 to 246, 
a significant improvement. Worryingly, however, the number of secondary schools providing 
full information on the subjects available in their Senior Phase years, either through their 
handbook, website or other means, is only 198/349 (349 because 9 schools do not have 
complete S4-6 provision 

It must be noted that all secondary schools provide course choice booklets and/or course 
choice forms to the restricted group of parents of children in the year group where that set of 
choices is made - but this only informs one small group of parents, failing to inform prospective 
parents seeking to exercise choice about their child’s future education or even parents of 
children in associated primaries or earlier years of the secondary school itself.  Such failures 
to provide the necessary information appear to represent a breach of Section 2 of the 
Education (School and Placing Information) (Scotland) Regulations 2012.  These issues are 
analysed by Scott (Scott, 2019c, in press) in one of the forthcoming papers. 
 
Broad General Education 

With respect to subjects offered, either as compulsory subjects or as choices from  ‘subject 
choice columns’ not only in S3 but also in some S2 curricula and a few S1 curricula (as choice 
is now more evident across S1-2 since the inception of CfE), analysis of the data from all 358 
Scottish council-operated secondary schools indicates that: 

• 261 schools offer from 8 to 25 subjects in S1 (as shown in Table 4) and 97 schools do 
not publish their S1 curriculum. 

• The modal number of subjects taken in S1 is 15 and almost all schools fall within the 
range comprising 12 -18 subjects. 

• In a large majority of schools there is no choice in the S1 curriculum. 

• 259 schools offer from 9 to 24 subjects in S2 (as shown in Table 4) and 99 schools do 
not publish their S2 curriculum. 

• The modal number of subjects taken in S2 is also 15 and almost all schools fall within 
the range comprising 12 -19 subjects. 

• There is some form of choice in S2 in a majority of schools. 

• 277 schools offer from 9 to 20 subjects in S3 (as shown in Table 4) and 81 schools do 
not publish their S3 curriculum. 

• The modal number of subjects taken in S3 is 11 and almost all schools fall within the 
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range comprising 10 -16 subjects.  The commonest pattern is usually configured as 8 
“academic” courses (generally modal courses in the sense of Munn modes) plus 3 core 
subjects (PE, RME, PSE).  As seen earlier in this section, a majority of schools appeared 
to offer ‘8 to 10 subjects plus the PE/RME/PSE core’, where the balance of core and 
optional subjects fluctuated across schools (and both within and between local 
authorities). 

• 47 schools (13%) indicate that they offer one or more “non-traditional” courses in their S3 
curricular structure.  The commonest number offered is one, in almost half of all cases, 
with 2 courses being the next most common.  One school provides 5 separate non-
traditional courses within its curricular structure; this is obviously one of the schools with 
an unusually large number of S3 courses.  Work-related learning forms by far the most 
common content for such courses, although problem-solving, critical thinking, Scottish 
studies and social issues are also evident.  A few schools offer such provision in S2 and 
S1. 

• 55 schools do not publish any of their S1-3 curricula and thus cannot be categorized.  
They are included in the “no information provided” row of Table 4, as are the 52, 54 and 
32 schools failing to provide information for S1, S2 and S3 respectively. 

• 143/358 schools have changed 1 to 3 years of their S1-3 curricular structures in the 
year-and-a quarter since the analysis published in Scott (2017), according to their 
published statements.  The research process partly reported upon in this paper has 
tracked schools’ published secondary curricula since 2014. From that analysis, it 
appears that most Scottish secondary schools are now implementing the second, third or 
fourth iteration of their BGE curriculum.  There is, therefore, little evidence to suggest 
that the S1-3 curriculum is as yet a settled product in Scotland. 

Table 4 demonstrates the range of subjects available to S1-3 learners in Scottish secondary 
schools.  Subject choice is a standard feature of all but a very few S3 curricula, most S2 
curricula and a minority of S1 curricula. 

Table 4 Range of Subjects in the Secondary Broad General Education Phase of CfE 

 Number of Schools Offering the Stated Range of Subjects in 
Each Year Group 

No. of Subjects Provided 
in the Curriculum for the 
Stated Year Group 

S1 S2 S3 

No information provided 107 109   91 
7     0     0     0 
8     1     0     0 
9     1     1     2 
10     2     3   11 
11     4     7   85 
12   15   15   71 
13   28   25   37 
14   37   39   35 
15   62   54   18 
16   45   42   10 
17   33   38     2 
18   18   16     1 
19     7   10     3 
20     2     3     2 
21     3     4     0 
22     1     1     0 
23     0     0     0 
24     1     1     0 
25     1     0     0 
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Note: The number of subjects includes every subject taken by a learner in the S1, S2 or S3 

year, including the ‘core’ subjects (usually PE, RE/RMPS and Social/Personal 
Education). 

There are clearly issues of curricular balance, depth and breadth here as some schools offer 
very narrow curricula from S1 onwards (although some of this is achieved by integrating 
substantial parts of the curriculum (e.g. the Sciences, Social Subjects, Expressive Arts, Health 
& Wellbeing and/or Technology) and some crowd their curricula with many subjects, resulting 
in ‘taster’ courses (long disapproved-of by the Inspectorate for their potential superficiality), 
rotas of (usually) related subjects or single period exposure to many subjects (again with the 
danger of superficiality). 

In almost all schools, there is little or no evidence of three of the four curricular contexts: 

• the ethos and life of the school as a community 

• interdisciplinary learning (IDL) 

• opportunities for personal achievement.   

Inevitably, curriculum areas and subjects predominate in curricular and course choice 
documentation.  The ethos and life of the school is seldom evident in the curricular 
documentation of schools but, in most schools, can be seen to greater or lesser extents, 
through webpages, Facebook pages and handbook sections on the wider curriculum or social 
events and other non-curricular aspects of the school documentation.  Opportunities for 
personal achievement are also seldom seen in the curricular documentation of schools but 
may also be seen through webpages, Facebook pages and non-curricular sections of 
handbooks in a small majority of schools. Only a small minority of schools explain or illustrate 
that they provide any planned and coherent opportunities for interdisciplinary learning (IDL), 
although that does not mean that IDL is not present in a learner’s experience where the school 
fails to provide this.  There is little help, however, for a parent trying to identify where their child 
will encounter this aspect of the curriculum. 
 
Senior Phase 

With respect to subject ‘choice columns’ within Senior Phase course choice structures: 

• 193 schools offer ‘traditional’ S4-5-6 structures (with subject column patterns as follows: 
8-5-5, 8-5-4; 7-5-5, 7-5-4, 7-5-3; 6-5-5, 6-5-4, 6-5-3) [with a total of 14 to 18 qualifications 
available to learners as a result of their S4-6 experience] 

• 9 schools offer traditional S4-6 6-5-5 structures with an option for some learners to 
pursue a 6-6-6 structure [with a total of 16 to 18 qualifications available to learners] 

• 22 schools offer a 6-6-6 structure in S4-6 [with a total of 18 qualifications available to 
learners] 

• 7 schools offer some other pattern (e.g. 6-6-4, 6-5-6, 6-5-3, 5-6-6, 5-5-5) [with a total of 
14-17 qualifications available to learners] 

• 127 schools do not publish all of their S4-6 curricula and thus cannot be categorised. 

• There is now almost no evidence of schools opting for 2-year blocks within their S4-6 
curriculum, where qualifications are not attempted until the second year of the block. 

As S4-6 are the years of qualifications and full course choice, the number of subjects listed for 
each year does not include the ‘core’ subjects (again, usually PE, RE/RMPS and 
Social/Personal Education), merely the academic/vocational subjects taken in each of the 
subject choice columns of the curriculum (with each mostly leading to a qualification) as this 
is the standard means of describing the Scottish senior curriculum. 
 
To address the question of subject choice within any given curricular structure, a 72-school 
sample (approximately 1 in 5 of the 358 secondary schools) was selected using a purposive 
sample (with the intent being to choose schools from each of the 32 local authorities with the 
number in each authority varying from 1 to 5 to model the relative numbers of schools in each 
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authority).  This was not entirely achieved as 7 local authorities had either no or virtually no 
schools which publish their S3-6 curricula (the main years where choice is available) and so 
the 72 schools were proportionally balanced across the other 25.  The sample was employed 
because of the time/labour-intensive nature of such analysis. 

As with all samples there may be schools which transcend the boundaries identified by this 
analysis.  It is intended to repeat this analysis in a year, analysing all secondary schools.  The 
findings of the sample were: 

• The choice of Advanced Highers available to learners ranged from 0 to 19, with the bulk 
of schools in the range from 5 to 14.  Some of the larger groupings included selections 
from a city campus arrangement where pupils travelled to other nearby schools for 
certain Advanced Higher subjects. 

• The choice of Highers available on-site to S5/6 learners varied from 13 to 31.  These 
were augmented by an off-site choice provided by campus arrangements, smaller 
partnerships or colleges; this provision varied from 2 to 19.  The two provisions were, in 
general, in inverse proportion so that a school with 30 on-site Highers only added 4 
external Highers whereas a small school with 13 on-site Highers offered 13 off-site 
Highers.  Thus, the total range of discrete Higher courses available to learners varied 
from 14 to 36.  In most cases, larger groupings of Highers were more readily available in 
urban or semi-urban areas with the smallest choice almost always available in rural 
areas. 

• The choice of National 5 courses available to S4-6 learners, including the core subjects 
of English and Mathematics, varied from 18 to 35.  Again, this was augmented by 
partnership or, less frequently, campus arrangements (which mostly appear to offer 
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) Level 6 and 7 provision) or 
partnership arrangements.  The off-site provision of National 5 courses varied from 0 to 
11.  Thus, the total number of National 5 courses available to learners varied from 19 to 
43.   

• The choice of National 4 courses followed similar lines:  including the core subjects of 
English and Mathematics, this varied from 18 to 37.  Again, this was augmented by 
partnership arrangements; the off-site provision of National 4 courses varied from 0 to 
10.  Thus, the total number of National 4 courses available to learners varied from 19 to 
44.   

• The situation at National 3 differed significantly.  A small majority of schools did not 
indicate that National 3 courses were provided.  Where there were noted, they were 
often only discernible in English and Mathematics.  Numbers of National 3 courses 
varied from 0 to 7.  No partnership provision was evident in the sample schools. 

• Some alternative provision (e.g. SQA Skills courses, SQA units, ASDAN courses and 
some school-based courses were provided.  In most cases, these were few in number in 
relation to the overall curricular offering.  Numbers varied from 0 to 11. 

• In S3, a majority of schools provided a compulsory core consisting of English, 
Mathematics, Modern Languages, Physical Education, Religious and Moral Education 
and Social/Personal Education.  A small minority added Science and/or Technology to 
the core, presumably to support the development of the Science, Technology and 
Mathematics (STeM) initiative.   

• A large minority of the surveyed schools did not include Modern Languages in the S3 
Core (although inspection of the complete population suggests this is a slightly smaller 
minority there).  Other evidence collated suggest that this is a smaller, but still significant, 
minority when the complete population of schools is considered.  A smaller minority also 
did not include Languages in the S2 core and a very small number of schools appeared 
not to make Modern Languages compulsory in S1.  These positions are all in 
contravention of the 1+2 Languages policy.   Almost all S3 curricula provided optional 
columns for “personalisation” i.e. choice.  The number of options varied from 2 to 6 but 5 
or 6 were commonest by some distance.  A majority of schools appeared to offer ‘8 to 10 
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subjects plus the PE/RME/PSE core’, where the balance of core and optional subjects 
fluctuated as described. 

The availability of individual subjects is addressed in Section E.  It is worth noting, however, 
that almost all schools offer the “traditional” range of academic subjects (as would have been 
familiar in a Munn mode context in S4 or a traditional Higher context in S5 or S6.  There is 
significant variation in the number of Advanced Highers on offer. 
 
Section D: What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 

factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school 
size; area and school demography. 

The first CfE policy paper, a curriculum for excellence (Scottish Executive, 2004) suggested 
that: 

“The opportunity for children to develop the four capacities will strongly depend upon:  
 

• the environment for learning   

• the choice of teaching and learning approaches   

• the ways in which learning is organised.” 
       (Scottish Executive, 2004, p.13) 

All of the factors stated in the question are evident, to varying extents, as factors which have 
influenced schools’ curricula across local authority areas and from school to school within such 
areas.  It is extremely difficult to evince a hierarchy of importance for these factors as they 
interact.  From those schools which publish a curricular rationale, or similar document, their 
relative influence appears to vary quite significantly within and across local authority areas.  
Analysis of council and school documentation suggests that the differing (and fluctuating) 
influences include the following groups; 

Geography and Demography 

Significant parts of Scotland do not enjoy the sophisticated transport network to be found in 
the Central Belt of Scotland, other Scottish urban areas or many parts of the remainder of the 
UK.  Consequently, geography appears to play a significant role, in several ways.  There are 
traditional differences between urban, suburban, semirural and rural areas (with schools in at 
least two of these areas claiming to be most challenged due to aspects of their setting), but 
there are also evident differences within the set of schools from a single geographical class.  
The challenges for remote schools of transport to colleges, partner businesses and events 
mean that their curriculum may not be enriched to the same extent as that of more urban 
areas, although a few remote schools appear to have chosen to become schools in a wider 
world context and to use the internet and international partnerships to enhance their curricular 
offerings, rather than accept that they are small, remote schools destined not to offer what 
their more fortunate (in some senses) urban colleagues can.  This obviously requires vision, 
leadership, equipment and finance (all of which may derive from the school, their council, their 
community or their business partners) in attempting to redress these inequities. 

The most obvious demographic differential lies in the fluctuations of the Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) deciles 1-10 across the catchment areas served by urban and 
suburban secondary schools.  This causes curricular design issues in meeting the needs of 
more diverse groups of learners and timetabling/staffing issues as more diverse pupil groups 
require a wider set of curricular pathways than would be needed in a more homogeneous 
area. This may also result in consequent flows of learners from one catchment area to another 
as parents seek “better” learning and attainment for their children than - they perceive - would 
be available at the local secondary school.  This raises an issue highlighted by several 
headteachers interviewed for a parallel research project within this CfE research suite.  As 
headteachers of schools with “affluent” catchments, their concern lay in providing for the 
incoming learners from a very different catchment as their local authorities did not class their 
schools as requiring additional forms of learning support or the staffing set to provide a very 
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different set of courses due to the council’s classification of their school’s SIMD profile. The 
staffing problem is not simply related to requests for extra staff; if a radical improvement in the 
range of courses is required to meet an influx of learners with different needs, it may mean 
that the school requires to remove certain members of staff and bring in other types of teachers 
for the different courses.  In a time of financial restraint, councils cannot necessarily absorb 
such changes - certainly not quickly – and this may impact adversely on schools’ budgets and 
abilities to meet wider needs. 

School catchment size and the age (and accommodation/equipment fit) of school buildings 
can also affect the range of courses and curricular pathways potentially available.  It appears 
from the curricular structures analysed for this paper, however, that very similar schools with 
similar sizes, pupil bodies and communities, sometimes even in the same town/city, can 
provide significantly different extents of vocational provision, particularly with respect to 
college courses and courses provided with business partners.  Since local authorities appear, 
in general, to attempt to mediate college provision to ensure appropriate access to college 
courses for senior pupils, the available evidence suggests that this variability is related to 
headteacher/school community preference/vision. 

Local decision-making 

The extent of local authority direct support for schools also appears to vary.  Factors such as 
promotion of college and business partnerships to support course provision, provision of multi-
school campus arrangements to increase the range of courses (and course levels) available 
to senior pupils, finance, facilities within school buildings and staffing levels and balances all 
appear to vary, sometimes significantly.  Some of this is again clearly related to geography.  
Some evidence from the analysis of council minutes and reports suggests that this is also due 
to hard choices made by councils in the face of a very difficult and on-going budgetary 
situation.  Curriculum support officers are far less frequently seen in council staffing lists; 
attendance officers have disappeared from a range of councils, some with significant aspects 
of deprivation.  This can be a significant blow to equity as attendance is a prerequisite for good 
learning, low exclusions and high achievement.  On the positive side, the appearance of a 
large set of modern, well-equipped school buildings as the result of joint governmental and 
council actions has greatly improved the learning environment for many Scottish learners. 

Local authority curricular policies and/or guidelines were very hard to find and, apparently, 
very few in number.  Given that it is the duty of the local authority to provide an effective and 
efficient service and to ensure continuous improvement, it would have seemed likely that a 
clear curricular policy framework for the major curricular initiative of the era would have been 
an essential component of their work.  Of the 32 local authorities, only 6 displayed a published 
curriculum policy on their website (or alluded to it in their council reports), although one of 
these was a pre-CfE policy dating from before 2010.  Of the six, two had significant curricular 
sections within their websites which would support parents in preparing for course choices.  
Almost all, however, published Standards and Quality reports (and, in a large minority of 
cases, other reports) which provided some insight into progress with CfE, although none of 
these analysed subject issues. 

In the end, the school curriculum is usually the choice of the school senior management team, 
in consultation with the school community, although some local authorities have mandated 
their schools to implement a 6-course curriculum in S4.  In a small minority of the schools 
analysed, there was clear evidence of consultation on the curriculum.  In most schools, there 
was no similar evidence; this does not mean that there has not been consultation on the 
curriculum, but it is not recorded in parent council minutes or does not form part of the 
curricular documentation of that school.  In some schools, parent council minutes for the years 
just before and immediately after the launch of CfE and/or the launch of the Senior Phase 
were not available on the school website and so initial consultations may have happened 
without evidence remaining in a public place.  However, given that the Senior Phase launched 
three years after the original launch and given that almost all schools have made one or more 
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significant adjustments to their BGE curricula, it is surprising to find so little evidence of 
consultation on the curriculum or the subjects and experiences available within it. 

The end product must be to produce an appropriate CfE curriculum to meet the needs of their 
learners and community, given some of the more unusual BGE and Senior Phase structures, 
it seems fair to raise the question of whether the background, experience, training and 
capabilities of all school senior management teams are of a suitably high standard.  
Inspectorate statements on leadership (including leadership of improvement and curricular 
leadership) have suggested that, although many are of a high or very high standard, not all fit 
into these categories.  This therefore raises a further question of the extent to which school 
curricular provision in mediated – either nationally or by councils – beyond the major inspection 
which occurs every 15 years or so.  Most councils have a “supported self-evaluation” process 
in place.  Despite this, there are a few quite extreme curricula, school websites do not exist in 
some places and published handbooks (some on council websites) may be years out of date.  
The evident question is that of whether, in an age of fiscal pressure and radically reduced 
central education staffing, local authorities have the capacity to ensure that their schools are 
fully meeting the necessary standards. 

To balance the previous issue, there appear to be interesting correlations between the efforts 
of some schools in areas of high deprivation to be provide meaningful and interesting curricular 
opportunities to attract their learners to attend, as well as the previously-mentioned efforts of 
some remote and semi-rural schools to widen and deepen their curricula and increased 
achievement in some/most of these schools.  It appears that vision, knowledge, widely based 
leadership, empathy for the learner body and appropriate professional skills are the 
fundamental requirements for a successful curriculum that will support “better” learning and 
“better” achievement. 

Timetabling and Staffing 

Timetabling and staffing should not be permitted to be constraints.  The first of these must be 
a servant to the needs of the curriculum, not its master.  The stereotype of the huddled 
timetabler, instructing the senior management team on “what works” in the curriculum is long-
gone in most Scottish schools.  Many secondary schools now have a timetabling team to 
spread expertise, protect against illness at crucial times and provide debate and reflection on 
how curricular priorities can be achieved.  Given the high-quality annual timetabling courses 
provided by at least one university and several councils, timetabling skill should not be an 
issue.  The only professional issue is that of whether the timetabler(s) understands the 
priorities and challenges of CfE to the necessary extent.  
 
The main issues in timetabling lie with staffing issues, particularly with respect to what can be 
done with unneeded teachers or how to cope with the lack of necessary teachers, although 
campus arrangements, school-to-school partnerships, business partner provision and 
college/university partnerships all provide extra resources and opportunities for the curricular 
planner and timetable alike.  As seen before, however, some schools have greater access to 
these than others. 
 
Section E:  Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular 
subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think 
has caused this change? 

The Scottish S4-6 CfE curriculum may appear fairly ‘traditional’ to users such as parents or 
employers as, in almost all schools, pupils still pursue sets of qualifications in S4, S5 and S6, 
as per the experience of earlier generations of learners.  A closer inspection, however, 
reveals that across Scotland there is a highly significant disparity of experience for learners.  
The Depute First Minister has indicated that this is because:  

“schools now have the freedom and flexibility to design a bespoke three-year senior phase 
of a range of courses and qualifications tailored to meet the needs of the young people at 
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the school (Swinney, 2018, p.2).”  
This is undoubtedly true but it was also true a decade before the Senior Phase. Circular 3/2001 
Guidance on Flexibility in the Curiculum (Scottish Executive, 2013) granted headteachers 
significant flexibility in the design, organization and delivery of the curriculum, subject to certain 
criteria: 

• there should be clearly identified educational gain for pupils based on a clear 
rationale and objectives and consistent with the [then] National Priorities; 

• there should be full consultation with stakeholders (including parents, teachers and 
pupils) and consensus before proposals are introduced; and 

• rigorous quality assurance arrangements should be in place to monitor and evaluate 
the proposals and their implementation against the objectives and the results of 
these evaluations should be made available to the key stakeholders; and 

• there should be well planned implementation using development plans and action 
plans. 

That these criteria were still being quoted to headteachers and their colleagues during the 
build-up to, and implementation of, CfE is evidenced by their place in two HMI national 
presentations of 2010 and 2011 accessed as part of the evidence for this paper.  It would be 
difficult to disagree with the criteria, with the exception of the now-obsolete National Priorities, 
as all four criteria were wholly or partially incorporated into advice to schools on the 
implementation of CfE.  However, Scott (2017), Scott (2018) and Section C of this paper 
identify significant disparities in the construction of the S1-3 and S4 curricula across Scottish 
schools and Section A of this paper summarises aspects of the findings of Scott (2019a, in 
press) which identify further significant disparities in the S5-6 curriculum.   

The findings presented in the Senior Phase part of Section C suggests that senior phase 
courses are more traditional than the Depute First Minister’s statement would suggest.  The 
analysis carried out also suggests that the four criteria of Circular 3/2001 may not have been 
met in all schools.  There are, however, some encouraging signs with respect to the extent to 
which a majority of school senior curricula now provide courses for less able, average or more 
vocationally inclined learners in a more coherent manner than before CfE. 

The issue with curricular design does not appear to be that of “tailoring to meet the needs of 
young people” but rather that some local authorities (and some schools) have adopted 
positions with respect to their S4 curricular structures - ranging from a formal council 
requirement to follow one model (usually 6 subjects in S4) through to allowing each school to 
select 5 to 8 courses to suit their ‘local needs’.  There is significantly greater variation in 
secondary curricular structures and examination presentation patterns in the CfE era than was 
previously the case with O Grades, Standard Grades and the Munn curriculum (SED, 1982) 
and/or the subsequent Higher Still programme.  Analysis of each school’s curricular structure 
and their curricular rationale (where such exists), however, does not support the concept that 
the more extreme or greatly narrowed curricular models provide a better fit for many or most 
of their pupils.   

The end result of the taking up of curricular positions – not based on theory, as Priestley and 
Humes (2010) have noted and not based on the four criteria listed at the start of this section - 
is that some individual subjects and a few whole subject areas have been greatly reduced in 
numbers of enrolments, particularly amongst the least able and particularly in S4 but with a 
range of consequent effects in S5 and S6.  Since 2013, some subject enrolments have 
fluctuated to a highly significant extent, some have dropped significantly and some have 
grown. Obviously, the outcomes of the S4 uptake have an impact on uptake and attainment 
in S5 and S6, although SCQF 7 results have been almost impervious to lower curriculum 
changes, as the most able appear to succeed (almost) regardless of the curriculum provided.   

As Terry Lanagan, former Director of Education in West Dunbartonshire told the Education 
and Skills Committee on 18 January 2017, “we cannot look at S4 in isolation – we have to 
consider the whole senior phase.”  This is self-evident but what Mr Lanagan omitted to add 
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was that, if something goes badly wrong in S4, particularly if this happens amongst the most 
able who provide the “gold standard” Higher candidates of the future, then the effects of this 
will become evident in reduced uptake and attainment in the subsequent years – hence the 
interest of several researchers in S4 curriculum, uptake and attainment, as uptake and 
attainment trends are more readily evident in S4 than in the subsequent years where CfE is 
still relatively new. 

The Depute First Minister recently noted that: “any comparisons of the Senior Phase must 
take into account the fundamental differences between curriculum design before and after the 
introduction of Curriculum for Excellence” (Swinney, 2018, p.1).  Insofar as this statement 
goes, it is accurate.  The most obvious difference to an observer is that most Scottish schools 
have moved from 8 qualifications in S4 to 6 or 7.  Although the proportions fluctuate from year 
to year, the basic position for the last two years appears to be that around one-half of schools 
offer 6 S4 courses, one–third offer 7 courses and one-sixth 8 courses (with a handful offering 
5)  A very few schools moved to 5 or 9, although almost all of these have now reverted to 6, 7 
or 8.  The equation for the average number of courses offered is therefore:  

0.5 x 6 + 0.33 x 7 + 0.16 x 8 = 6.64    

6.64 is 83% of the “traditional” 8 courses; thus, the reduction from 2013 to 2018 in the average 
number of qualifications offered is 17%.  In actual fact, it is currently 16.7% (but note the 
modifying comments above) as the “half-third-sixth” picture is merely an easily understood 
approximation to the actual figures.  Thus, in considering what has happened to subjects in 
S4 under CfE, the observer should expect an average decline of 16.7% in enrolments from 
the 2013 position to the 2018 position.  

One must be careful in accepting this, however, as pre-CfE S4 pupils did not all do 8 courses: 
some schools offered only 7 and many less able pupils in many schools were permitted to 
take 7, 6, 5 or, in a few cases, fewer subjects.  This reduces the extent of the decline in S4 
uptake caused by the “fundamental differences between curriculum design before and after 
CfE” from the 16.7% noted in this section to around 14- 15%. The actual decline in course 
uptake from 2013 to 2018 is 25.5%, almost twice the CfE structural decline. 

The uptake figures for national 3-5 courses are shown in Table 5: 
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Table 5 Overall (National 3-5 or equivalent) Learner Enrolment by Subject 

Enrolments at 

SCQF 3-5 

SESSION Change from 

2013 to 2018 

% 

Change 

from 

2013 to 

2018 

 

Subject  

 

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 

Accounting/A.& 

Fin. 

1,664   976 975 895 846 896 -768 -46.1% 

 

Administration 10,674 10,075 8,815 8,416 5,898 7,184 -2,490 -23.3% 

Art & Design 22,535 19,301 15,988 14,833 13,969 13,165 -9,370 -41.5% 

Biology 37,212 35,254 32,745 30,970 30,627 28,773 -8,439 -22.7% 

Business / B.Mant. 11,611 11,708 10,961 10,483 10,670 10,215 -1,396 -12.0% 

Care 1,108 1,025 1,156 1,123   858 915 -193 -17.4% 

Chemistry 28,247 26,709 24,232 23,099 21,937 20,485 -7,762 -27.5% 

Chinese Languages 245 156 228 183 211 262   +17 +6.9% 

Classical Studies 331 245 148 149 127 134 -197 -59.5% 

Computing Studies 15,985 13,088 11,790 11,153 10,418 9,622 -6,363 -39.9% 

Craft & Des./Tech., 

Design & Mant. 

10,283 6,753 7,158 6,756 6,453 6,257 -4,026 -39.2% 

Dance H only 361 437 521 499 558 N/A 

Drama 8,400 6,715 6,247 5,794 5,585 5,609 -2,791 -33.2% 

Economics 362 270 250 289 292 277 -85 -23.5% 

Engineer’g Craft 

Sk./ Eng. Sciemce 

1,963 1,693 2,234 2,228 2,155 2,180  +217 +11.1% 

English  79,947 76,685 71,046 65,755 63,863 60,899 -19,048 -23.8% 

ESOL  860 1,076 1,273 1,587 1,781 1,837  +977 +113.6% 

French 28,546 18,160 15,328 12,656 12,477 11,019 -17,527 -61.4% 

Gaelic (Learners) 371 294   153 198   151 159 -212 -57.1% 

Gaidhlig 237 222 195 185 165 196 --41 -17.3% 

Geography 21,514 18,333 16,805 15,284 15,076 13,936 -7,538 -35.0% 

German 5,925 3,744  

 3,110 

2,760 2,557 2,500 -2,425 -40.9% 

Graphic Comm’n 11,139 9,374 8.097 7,822 7,470 6,645 -4,494 -40.3% 

History 27,857 25,304 23,670 23,246 21,941 20,877 -6,980 -25.0% 

HE: F.T.T. 684 866 718 769 716 660 -24 -3.5% 

  

HE: H.F.T. 884 3,382 3,065 2,720 2,608 2,085 +1,201 +135.9% 

Creative Cake 

Prod. Hosp.:Pr. 

Cake Cr. 

244 1,406 1,681 1,785 1,730 1,394 +1,150 +471.3% 

Hosp.:Pr. Cookery 13,506 12,500 11,179 10,491 9,446 9,213 -4,293 -31.8% 

Italian  445 496   304   491   337 452 +7 +1.6% 

Latin 513 466 480 473   376 393 -120 -23.4% 

Mathematics (incl. 

Lifeskills Maths) 

86,033  81,431 79,553 81,932 78,049 76,501 -9,532 -11.1% 

Media Studies 1,833 1,670 2,070 2,171 2,063 2,359 +526 +28.7% 

Modern Studies 18,953 17,580 16,826 16,527 17,446 16,755 -2,198 -11.6% 

Music 13,909 11,138 9,698 9,178 8,892 8,460 -5,449 -39.2% 

Physical Education 22,402 20,850 19,850 20,067 20,434 19,700 -2,702 -12.1% 

Physics 22,669 22,285 20,936 20,216 18,762 17,621 -5,048 -22.3% 

Pract. Craft Skills 0 412 364 409 330 388 N/A 

Pract. Electronics 0 161 254 228   320 344 N/A 

Pract. Metalwork’g 0 203 1,130 1,387 1,437 1,413 N/A 

Woodworking 

Sk./Pract. Woodwk. 

6,443 5,576 6,427 6,205 6,107 6,294 -149 -2.3% 

Psychology 733 733   668 631 622   775   +42 +5.7% 

RMPS/Rel. Studies 4386 4214 4,992 5,898 5,033 5,433  

 +1,047 

+23.9% 

Science 2125 690 815 727   625 709 -1,416 -66.6% 

Sociology 231 348 242 259 242 206 -25 -10.8% 

Spanish 7644 6,178 5,975 6,081 6,230 6,756 -888 -11.6% 

Urdu 103 82 80 89 97   76 -27 -26.2% 

         

TOTAL 555,689 489,202 453,510 437,481 420,872 405,464 -150,225 -27.0% 
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Notes:   

1. Minority subjects with very small groupings or which are almost entirely taught outwith 
schools are omitted.  A range of subjects which ceased in 2012-13, just before the time 
of introduction of the Senior Phase, are omitted unless they continued largely unchanged 
under a new title; where this happened, the uptake for the old and new courses are 
amalgamated in the years where they overlapped. 

2. The “Total” row includes the total for all subjects, including, in 2012-13, those not later 
continued into the CfE era (and thus omitted from this list) and, for all sessions, some 
minor subjects which are usually taught in colleges rather than in secondary schools. 

3. Subjects in the 2012-13 column with 0 enrolments are subjects which began in 2013-14 
with the onset of CfE.  

4. The pale green and pink colours denote a significant increase or decrease in the number 
of enrolees from year to year. 

In S4, the overall uptake by subject has changed significantly.  The average 16.7% decline (or 
14-15%) is mirrored by only a limited number of subjects.  A number of key points may be 
seen: 

• The three core subjects (blue) – English, Gaidhlig and Mathematics have fared quite 
differently, with Gaidhlig following the average decline, Mathematics doing better than 
the average decline and English doing significantly worse.  The reasons for this are not 
clear from the data collected. 

• 15 subjects (bright green) have performed better than the expected 15-17% decline.  
Caution should, however, be exercised with Business, Home Economics and technology 
subjects as most of these gains are due to the radical restructuring of these subject 
areas at the beginning of CfE (with both “winners” and “losers” apparent. 

• 11 subjects (yellow) have fared significantly worse than the average 15 to 17% decline 
expected because of the “fundamental differences between the Senior Phase curriculum 
now and under the previous system. Their decline has been between 39% and 61%. 
Again, caution should also be exercised with Business, Home Economics and 
Technology subjects as most of these losses reflect the other half of the picture of 
restructuring of these subject areas at the beginning of CfE 

The principal “winners” in this evolving situation are Cake Production and some other parts of 
Home Economics, although some parts of Technology have also fared well.  In all of these 
cases, these aspects of the subject appear to have prospered at the expense of other parts 
of the subject area concerned.  However, both RMPS and ESOL have also grown significantly. 

Of the declines shown, the Modern Languages decline in French, Gaelic (Learners) and to a 
lesser extent, German are of highly significant concern, given the importance of this subject 
area, not least in a post-Brexit era where Scotland and the UK will need to “speak for 
themselves” to foreign countries.  The small Language subjects have held on to their limited 
clienteles and Spanish is again growing after a 21% drop at the time of CfE implementation.   

Expressive Arts, particularly Art, Drama and Music, have not fared well.  Computing Studies, 
once an apparently highly important growth area is also in sharp decline.  However, the 22-
27% declines evident in the three main Science subjects are significant in a country for which 
SteM subjects (Science, Technology and Mathematics) are an important part of the future 
economic, scientific and academic wellbeing of the country.  Almost certainly, this is because 
parents do not find it as easy to ensure that their children can take three subjects in a narrow 
6-subject curriculum (where 2 subjects are already committed to English and Mathematics).  
Although Mr Lanagan suggested that schools, “can continue to have the breadth of choice 
and the specialism of three sciences even if they opt to have six subjects at S4” (Swinney, 
2018, p.2), this does not seem to be the case.  

The uptake figures for Higher (SCQF 6) subjects are shown in Table 6: 
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Table 6 Overall National 6 Learner Enrolment by Subject 

Enrolments at 

SCQF 6 

SESSION Change from 

2014 to 2018 

% 

Change 

from 

2014 to 

2018 

 

Subject  

 

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 

Accounting 1.072 1,277 1,139 1,364 1,319 1,254 -17 -1% 

Administrat’n & IT 2,403 2,686 3,510 3,963 4,099 4,051 +1,365 +50% 

Art & Design 6,494 6,392 6,234 5,500 5,369 5,299   -1,093 -17% 

Biology 10,134 10,328 9,903 7,492 7,575 7,306   -3,022 -29% 

Business Manag’t 7,306 7,853 8,454 9,108 9,116 8,755   +902  

Care 982 1,052 1,137 1,130 1,180 1,285   +233 +21% 

Chemistry 10,656 11,419 10,893 10,077 10,135 9,992   -1,427  

Childcare 0 0 45 524 713 766 N/A 

Chinese Languages 66   100 89 111 129 152  +52 +52% 

Classical Studies 348 403 409 422 429 400 -3 -1% 

Computing Science 3,989 4,468 4,190 4,454 4,476 4,099 -91 -2% 

Dance 370 380 440 427 427 461 +81 +21% 

Design & Manuf. 0 0 2,224  3,079 3,021 2,820   N/A 

Drama 2,638 2,856 3,108 3,115 2,881 2,946 +90  

Economics 591 620 600 558 642 656 +36 +6% 

Engineer’g 

Sciemce 

0 0   881 1,029 1,125 1,014 N/A 

English  30,436 31,589 35,361 36,345 35,713 36,181 +4,592  

ESOL  629 714 691 689 783 732 +18 +3% 

Envl. Science 0 0 83   392 454 423   N/A 

F.T.T. 174 156 241 305 282 370  +214  

French 4,239 4,157 4,572 4,581 3,918 3,780 -377  

Gaelic (Learners) 119 103   97   84  69 75 -28 -27% 

Gaidhlig 117 122 135 132 126 130 +8 +6% 

Geography 7,787 8,496 8,234 8,157 7,945 7,329   -1,167  

German 1,051 1,006 1,114  

 1,020 

890 817 -179 -18% 

Graphic Comm’n 4,066 4,150 4,682 4,611 4,351 4,133 -17  

H.F.T. 846 953 971 1,448 1,438 1,375   +422  

History 10,344 10,882 11,281 11,165 10,759 10,301   -581    

Human Biology 4,275 4,157 4,726 5,990 5,926 5,918   +1,761  

Italian  238   173  212 219  264 252 +79 +48% 

Latin 218 258 258   310  286   226 -32 -13% 

Mathematics  20,665 21,851 21,105 18,871 18,861 18,753   -2,352  

Media  977 1,140 1,087 1,055 1,012 1,062 -78  

Modern Studies 8,038  

 8,929 

9,494 9,849 9,319 9,332 +403  

Music 5,093 5,154 5,189 5.181 5,162 5,061 -93  

Music Technology 0 0 280 486 639 669 N/A 

Philosophy 810  

 1,017 

992 1,006   759 743 -272   -

27% 

Photography 1,740 1,759 1,848 2,260 2,216 2,320 +561  

Physical Education 6,890 7,385 9,135 9,714 9,673 10,089   +2,704  

Physics 9,634 10,209 9,780 9,129 8,956 8,280 -1,929  

Politics 475 531 679   781 982 1,2,14   +683  

Psychology 3,370 3,478  3,675 3,589 3,666 3,488  +10 = 

RMPS/Rel. Studies 4,144 4,318 4,444 4,383 3,783 3,658  -660  

Sociology 907 1,136 1,039 953 1,224 1,067 -69  

Spanish 1,645 1,880 2,413 2,600 2,809 2,795  +1.015  

Urdu 109 103 87 92 104 103 0 = 

TOTAL 182,730 191,859 199,869 197,750 194,804 191,952 +93 = 

 
Notes:   

1. A range of subjects which ceased in 2013-14, just before the time of introduction of the 
Senior Phase Higher courses, are omitted unless they continued largely unchanged 
under a new title; where this happened, the uptake for the old and new courses are 
amalgamated in the years where they overlapped. 
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2. The “Total” row includes the total for all subjects, including, in 2012-13 and 2013-14, 
those not later continued into the CfE era (and thus omitted from this list) and, in 2014-
15, the “old” and “new” Higher totals have been combined. 

3. Subjects in the 2012-13 column with 0 enrolments are subjects which began in 2014-15 
with the onset of CfE Highers.  

4. The pale green and pink colours denote a significant increase or decrease in the number 
of enrolees from year to year. 

 
Table 6 should be considered in conjunction with the Senior Phase findings of Section C on 
the construction of schools’ senior course choice sheets. 
 
As with the SCQF 3-5 curriculum of S4, there are “winners” and “losers” in the post-CfE SCQF 
6 curriculum.  Within the CfE period, 14 subjects have grown significantly – either as large 
raw-number rises or as large percentage rises.  Of these, the most significant are the highly 
significant English figure (+4,592 course enrolments per annum) and the significant P.E. figure 
(+2,704 enrolments p.a.).  The growth in Spanish (and, on a much smaller scale, Chinese, 
Italian and Latin) is also significant as it has been achieved against a more difficult pattern for 
other foreign languages.  The Human Biology gain partially balances the significant loss in 
Biology.  The other notable growth patterns are echoes of the adjustments in Business, 
Technology, etc. seen in S4. 
 
11 subjects have declined significantly – either as large raw-number declines or as large 
percentage declines.  Of these, the most significant are the declines of 3,022 Biology course 
enrolments per annum, 2,352 Mathematics course enrolments and the decline of almost 2,000 
Physics enrolments.  Together with a decline of over a thousand in Chemistry, this again 
represents a significant negative impact on the key STeM area.  Other areas of growth are 
again adjustments of the balance of subjects in some multi-subject curricular areas such as 
Business or Expressive Arts. 

In terms of the overall set of enrolments, there is little variation between 2014 and 2018.  For 
a sustained period from the early 2000s to 2015, Higher enrolments had grown reasonably 
steadily, despite – or perhaps because of – the lack of any new curricular initiative affecting 
Higher during this period and despite a slowly declining pupil population.  Since 2015-16, 
Higher enrolments have started to decline (despite a similar rate of pupil decline).  

As noted elsewhere, SCQF Level 7 course choices, enrolments and attainment appear to be 
relatively little affected by CfE.  Section C noted that there is significant variation in the 
availability of SCQF 7 courses.  This appears to be jointly due to school size and geography.  
If small schools are I urban areas, however, they have a significantly better chance of 
improving the range of SCQF 7 courses available to learners through campus mechanisms or 
school-to-school partnerships.  
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Section F:  What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject 
choices? 

The impact of curricular narrowing in S4 has been described in Scott (2017), Scott (2018) and 
earlier in this paper. 187/358 schools (down from 195 at the last survey) describe themselves 
as offering only 6 qualifications in S4.  Their ‘standard offer’ of courses to their students is to 
provide English, Mathematics and any other four subjects.  These schools must attempt to 
accommodate experiences in Expressive Arts, Languages, Business, Health & Wellbeing, 
ICT, Science, Social Subjects and Technology within those four columns.  Inevitably, for each 
child, significant aspects of their prior curricular experience cease after S3. 

Many parents and learners, whether based on parental experience or a view of the learner’s 
future vocation, appear to have opted for either “two Sciences and a Social Subject” or “two 
Socials and a Science”.  This undoubtedly reflects a societal (and school?) perception of the 
hierarchy of importance of subjects but does not fit well with the relative breadth of curriculum 
experienced traditionally in Scottish education.  Those learners who wish to take three 
Sciences MAY be able to achieve this (see Section E) but they are then left with one curricular 
choice to cover Expressive Arts, Languages, Business, Health & Wellbeing, ICT, Social 
Subjects and Technology.  This does not constitute a broad Scottish experience; it as far more 
akin to the narrower specialisation seen in the English curriculum.  Curricular narrowing also 
means that most 6-course schools stack more subjects into each column, therefore potentially 
limiting the number of repetitions of certain high-demand subjects across columns and making 
the achievement of certain subject combinations more difficult.  This can act to reduce the 
number of curricular pathways available to learners. 

In terms of outcomes, the problem is not with the total number of qualifications achieved over 
the Senior Phase – to some extent this is a sterile area of argument as there is relatively little 
difference in gaining 17 qualifications or 18 (and this will not deter an employer or university if 
the grades are appropriate).  The problem lies with what actually happens when a child 
pursues a 6-course S4 curriculum.  Initial research carried out in several local authorities for 
forthcoming papers suggests that the average number of qualifications attempted by learners 
in 6-course environments is around 5 (plus or minus a small increment).  Therefore, if anything 
goes wrong, the learner can be below or well below having the desired set of 5/6 courses to 
carry forward at appropriate levels and this issue affects the average and the able as well as 
the least able.  This was also a factor in 8-course curricula but these tended to default to 5–7 
courses on average, leaving most children with 5 desirable qualifications (hence the national 
figure for 5 or more courses at Level 3 being in the high nineties) with which to proceed to the 
next year.  This is not so with 6-course curricula. 

One worrying feature of the CfE era is that the government, local authorities and schools 
appear to have agreed to cease reporting how many pupils have achieved 5 courses at given 
levels and at each stage of their studies.  Given that these figures are readily available from 
the Insight database, there has to be another reason for this.  The “6 courses becomes about 
5 on average” situation described in the previous paragraph may be the reason that (most) 
schools and authorities have been pleased to give up such reports.  Again, initial research in 
a sample of authorities suggests that, while some schools have had good or very good results, 
particularly with the most able CfE S4 learners, other schools have had significantly poorer 
results under CfE, particularly with the least able - with some schools losing a third to a half of 
their “5 or more at Level 3 in S4” figures.  The Scottish government and local authorities could 
greatly assist research and analysis of what needs to be done to improve CfE by publishing 
these figures. 

The figures published in sections A-E of this paper suggest that a few secondary schools are 
engendering much narrower curricular choice for their learners from S1 onwards.  The figures 
also suggest that a few schools are inhibiting depth of learning in the BGE phase by exposing 
learners to large numbers of subjects through “taster” courses and rota arrangements.  The 
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broad middle group of schools has held to something resembling a traditional S1-2 experience 
but with significant variations in S3 and S4. 

Some individual subjects have been experienced highly significantly reduced uptake, 
particularly in S4, but in the case of Modern Languages, Expressive Arts and the SteM 
subjects, this is evident in S5 and S6 as well.  This has the potential to engender a significant 
impairment of the academic, scientific and business-related capacity of Scotland through the 
decline in Modern Languages and SteM subjects and of the cultural life of Scotland through 
the declines in Expressive Arts.  Computing is also affected at S4 but this does not appear to 
have so far impacted heavily at Higher or Advanced Higher.  There is, however, a question 
with respect to the ICT skills of the wider body of learners. 

Concluding Thoughts 

As the findings of this paper (Sections A-F) suggest, there is evidence from analysis of 
secondary curricula and course choice documentation of significant variability (although not 
necessarily flexibility) of curricular design across schools, although a consistency across this 
very broad range of curricula in meeting the needs of individual children or responding to 
local needs is not substantiated either by this paper or by the data in the previous papers. 
There is also a limited amount of evidence of creative teaching and learning evident in local 
authority and school publications, although this does not mean that such positive aspects 
are absent.  The evidence may be limited because of a traditional Scottish reticence to make 
claims of success but also because interdisciplinary learning, the ethos and life of the school 
and its community and (particularly sadly) opportunities for a wider range of personal 
achievement are largely missing from the curricular and course choice publications of most 
Scottish secondary schools.  Analysis of all state secondary school handbooks and, where 
available, course choice material, website documents and attainment data suggests, 
however, that there is much less evidence of teaching across and beyond traditional subject 
boundaries.   
 
Likewise, although there is some evidence of higher standards of achievement for some 
learners in some schools, the evidence gathered across all schools does not suggest that 
the curriculum as delivered is producing such an effect for the majority of learners.  A 
previous paper by the author (Scott, 2018) suggested that progression from one curricular 
level to the next in the Scottish S1-4 curriculum was variable, that the BGE curriculum had 
become fragmented and that choice had been narrowed for many learners.  This is further 
substantiated by the evidence set out in Sections A-F below and in two forthcoming papers 
(Scott, 2019a, in press; Scott, 2019b, in press) on the Scottish S1-6 curriculum. 
The future of some subjects, particularly a range of Modern Languages, must be in significant 
doubt in the medium term, if trends continue.  The SteM subjects are not in this position but 
the slower decline here is continuing and may impair Scotland’s economy in the longer term.  
There is also some evidence in the tables and lists of this paper of some transference of 
learners from ‘harder’ academic subjects not only to vocational choices but also to ‘softer’ 
subjects such as RME, PE and Cake Production.  If this trend continues, it may better meet 
learners’ interests but it will not necessarily be a good fit for the business and economic needs 
of a future Scotland.  It seems, therefore, that there is a need for further analysis of these 
apparent trends and for societal positions to be considered regarding the importance of 
Expressive Arts, Languages, ICT and STeM subjects.  If they are as important as they have 
been claimed to be in the past, there will be a need for governmental, local authority and 
school action to engage and support parents and learners in opting for these subject areas.  
After 5 years of CfE data, the analysis contained in this paper and others of this series reflect 
the fact that not all aspects of CfE are working as they had been envisaged. 

There is also some limited evidence within this paper to suggest that equity may, at least in 
some contexts, have worsened rather than improved, as a result of how some/many 
authorities and schools have implemented CfE.  If so, this is obviously a significant challenge 
to the government’s equity strategy.  Numbers of pupils leaving with no SQA qualifications 
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appear to be rising across many local authorities.  Attainment at level 3 has worsened 
significantly.  Attainment at Level 4 has also worsened, although to a lesser extent than at 
level 3.  Results are better at levels 5-7 but there are evident issues in these domains. 

There needs to be a degree of honesty and cooperation in all parts of Scotland’s politico-
educational governance system if these issues are to be addressed effectively.  All schools 
need to publish coherent curricular and attainment information to support ALL parents (as 
opposed to merely supporting the current year group involved in a particular choice process) 
in playing their part in the education of their children.  All local authorities need to publish their 
curricular policies and guidelines, as well as overarching attainment data, in forms 
understandable by all parents and employers. The benefits for learners of pursuing certain 
currently declining subjects also need to be spelled out and linked to job/academic 
opportunities for those learners.  A few local authorities provide quite effective information on 
their websites but others have recently withdrawn from such practices (as broken links in 
schools’ website and handbook sections on attainment and curriculum demonstrate most 
eloquently). 

The Scottish Government’s insistence on publishing headline 1+ @ Level 5 and 1+ @ level 6 
figures for leaver attainment and focusing narrowly on Literacy, Numeracy and “tariff points” 
(to the bemusement of most parents and some teachers) appears contrived (not least since 
the 2@, 3@, 4@ and 5@ leaver data is tucked away in an annual publication if one knows 
where to seek it – but how many parents do?).   

It appears, on the evidence of this paper and related publications, that only by allowing light 
into the continuing (after 16 years!) issues within CfE development can Scotland achieve the 
benefits that have always been potentially available from the introduction of this potentially 
significant educational initiative. 
  



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

138 

 

References 
 
Education Scotland (2012) CfE Briefing 6: A Guide for practitioners:Progression from the 
Broad General Education to the Senior Phase.  Available at: 
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/cfe-briefing-6.pdf   (Accessed: 04.02.9) 

Education Scotland (2015) How Good Is Our School? 4th Edition.  Livingston, Scotland: 
Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland (2016) Curriculum for Excellence: A Statement for Practitioners from HM 
Chief Inspector of Education.  Livingston, Scotland: Education Scotland. 

Humes, W.M. (1986). The leadership class in Scottish education. Edinburgh: John Donald.  

Macnab, S. (2015) Nicola Sturgeon: ‘Judge me on education record’, The Scotsman, 18 
August, p.1. 

McPherson, A., & Raab, C.D. (1988). Governing education: A sociology of policy since 1945. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.  

Munn, P., Stead, J., McLeod, G., Brown, J., Cowie, M., McCluskey, G., Pirrie, A. and Scott, 
J. (2004) Schools for the 21st century: the national debate on education in Scotland, 
Research Papers in Education, 19 (4), pp.433-452. 
 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2015) Improving 
Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective. Paris: Directorate for Education and Skills – 
OECD. 

Priestley, M., & Humes, W. (2008). The Development of Scotland’s Curriculum for 
Excellence: Amnesia and deja vu. Oxford Review of Education, 36(3), 345-3xx. DOI: 

10.1080/03054980903518951  

Priestley, M., & Miller, K. (2012). Educational change in Scotland: policy, context and 
biography. The Curriculum Journal, 23(1), 99-116. DOI: 10.1080/09585176.2012.650490 
 
Priestley, M. and Minty, S. (2013) ‘Curriculum for Excellence: ‘A brilliant idea, but...’ ’.  
Scottish Educational Review, 45 (1), pp.39-52. 

Scott, J. (Ed.) (2010) Building Our Curriculum: Preparing for the Senior Phase. Perth: Perth 
& Kinross Council, for BOCSH.  Available at: 
https://www.academia.edu/1874585/Building_Our_Curriculum_Self-
Help_Group_Report_2_Senior_Phase (Accessed: 07.08.2017). 

Scott, J. (2014) Unintended Consequences? The Governance of Modern Language 
Learning in Scotland (1962-2014).  Unpublished doctoral thesis.  Available at: 
https://core.ac.uk/display/42577114   (Accessed: 25/02/19.) 

Scott, J. (2015a) The Governance of Curriculum for Excellence in Scottish Secondary 
Schools: Structural Divergence, Curricular Distortion and Reduced Attainment.  Evidence 
paper presented to the 2015 OECD Team investigating Scottish Education.  Available at: 
http://www.academia.edu/20171586/OECD_Evidence_Paper_2015  (Accessed: 02.02.19). 

Scott, J. (2015b) ‘Modern Languages in Scotland: Learner Uptake and Attainment 1996-
2014’.  Scottish Languages Review, 29, pp. 11-26. 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/cfe-briefing-6.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/1874585/Building_Our_Curriculum_Self-Help_Group_Report_2_Senior_Phase
https://www.academia.edu/1874585/Building_Our_Curriculum_Self-Help_Group_Report_2_Senior_Phase
https://core.ac.uk/display/42577114
http://www.academia.edu/20171586/OECD_Evidence_Paper_2015


Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

139 

 

Scott (2017) Curriculum for Excellence and the Early / Middle Secondary Curriculum in 
Scotland: Lessons Learned or Forgotten?  Available at: 
https://www.academia.edu/36163615/Curriculum_for_Excellence_and_the_Early_Middle_Se
condary_Curriculum_in_Scotland_Lessons_Learned_or_Forgotten  (Accessed: 14.02.19). 

Scott, J. (2018b) Unintended or Unexpected?  The Impact of Curriculum for Excellence on 
Secondary School Curriculum and Attainment. (A Parliamentary Evidence Paper).  Available 
at: 
https://www.academia.edu/37468966/The_Impact_of_Curriculum_for_Excellence_on_Seco
ndary_School_Curriculum_and_Attainment.docx   (Accessed: 22/02/19.) 
 
Scott (2019a, in press) Curriculum for Excellence and the Secondary Curriculum in 
Scotland.  On Track or Off-Road?  [To be available in early/mid 2019]. 
 
Scott, J. (2019b, in press) Curriculum for Excellence and Attainment: Reinforcing Success 
for the Able and Failure for the Less Able? [To be available in early/mid 2019]. 
 
Scott, J. (2019c, in press)  Are Parents and Pupils Supported in Making Informed Choices?  
Parental Information in Scottish Local Authorities and Secondary Schools. [To be available 
in early/mid 2019]. 
 
Scott, J. and Broadley, E. (2009)  Building Our Curriculum: Junior Phase and Beyond.  
Glasgow: Learning and Teaching Scotland.  Available at: 
https://www.academia.edu/2473706/BOCSH_Report_1_the_Broad_General_Education  
(Accessed: 07.08.2017). 

Scottish Executive (2004a) a curriculum for excellence.  Edinburgh: Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Executive (2004b) A curriculum for excellence: Ministerial response.  Edinburgh: 
Scottish Executive.  

Scottish Executive (2006a) a curriculum for excellence: progress and proposals.  Edinburgh: 
Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Executive Education Department (2001). Circular 3/2001: Guidance on flexibility in 
the curriculum.  Edinburgh: SEED. 

Scottish Government (2006b) a curriculum for excellence: building the curriculum 3-18 (1): 
the contribution of curriculum areas.  Edinburgh: Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Government (2008) curriculum for excellence: building the curriculum 3: a 
framework for learning.  Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government (2009a) curriculum for excellence: building the curriculum 4: skills for 
learning, skills for life, skills for work.  Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government (2009b) curriculum for excellence: senior phase. Management board 
discussion paper.  Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government (2019) Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial Leaver 
Destinations.  Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 

Swinney, J. (2018) letter to Convener of the Education and Skills Committee, Scottish 
Parliament, 24 October. 

  

https://www.academia.edu/36163615/Curriculum_for_Excellence_and_the_Early_Middle_Secondary_Curriculum_in_Scotland_Lessons_Learned_or_Forgotten
https://www.academia.edu/36163615/Curriculum_for_Excellence_and_the_Early_Middle_Secondary_Curriculum_in_Scotland_Lessons_Learned_or_Forgotten
https://www.academia.edu/37468966/The_Impact_of_Curriculum_for_Excellence_on_Secondary_School_Curriculum_and_Attainment.docx
https://www.academia.edu/37468966/The_Impact_of_Curriculum_for_Excellence_on_Secondary_School_Curriculum_and_Attainment.docx
https://www.academia.edu/2473706/BOCSH_Report_1_the_Broad_General_Education


Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/9/1 

140 

 

THE LEARNED SOCIETIES’ GROUP ON SCOTTISH STEM EDUCATION 
 

Summary  
 
The introduction of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) and the new national qualifications 
has undoubtedly coincided with a narrowing of the secondary curriculum, most notably 
in S4 where six qualification courses is the most common approach. The LSG is 
particularly concerned about the implications of narrowing of the curriculum for the 
study of the STEM subjects in S4-6 in the context of providing opportunities for 
learners to experience a broad curriculum. 
 
The number of candidates presenting for STEM qualifications has declined over the 
last five years. While demographic change is a factor, the changing structure of the 
senior phase, especially the reduction in subject choice at S4, would appear to be a 
key factor. Given that the total number of Higher entries increased between 2013 and 
2018, we might reasonably have expected to see an increase in STEM entries. 
However, the data shows a decrease in the uptake of STEM subjects at Higher level 
relative to other subjects.  
 
Progression on to many STEM degree programmes is facilitated by students having 
studied multiple STEM subjects to Higher and Advanced Higher level. There is, 
therefore, a risk that reduced course options at S4 closes down both future learning 
pathways in STEM and subsequent career options.  
 
Curriculum structures within the Broad General Education will have a strong bearing 
on the extent to which learners are prepared for the qualification courses that follow. 
There is a need to consider the coherency of the school learner journey and 
progression pathways as a whole.  
 
The availability of subject specialist teachers is a key factor in enabling schools to offer 
a broad range of subjects. Computing, Chemistry, Physics and Mathematics are 
among the subjects with the lowest teacher replenishment rates. The LSG firmly 
believes that there is a need for improved data on teacher shortages and vacancies in 
Scotland in order to support accurate teacher workforce planning. The modelling that 
underpins teacher workforce planning should include a subject-specific component. 
 
A prominent issue for the teaching of the sciences is the practice of multi-course 
teaching of courses (i.e. where two or more distinct courses e.g. National 4 and 5 are 
taught simultaneously in one class). Science teachers have expressed concern that 
multi-course teaching does not allow them to fully support the needs and aspirations 
of pupils undertaking different levels of national qualifications. While the Scottish 
Government, Education Scotland and SQA recognise the challenges posed by multi-
course teaching, it is not clear what action is being taken to address this issue.  
 
Background 
 
20. The Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish STEM Education (LSG) brings together 

the learned societies and professional associations with a focus on the provision 
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of STEM education at school.16 We welcome the opportunity to respond to the 

Scottish Parliament Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into subject choices. 

The LSG continues to monitor the impact of the introduction of Curriculum for 

Excellence (CfE) and the new national qualifications on uptake of the STEM 

subjects. We are keen to ensure that learners can continue to take up and 

progress in STEM subjects as part of a broad curriculum offering. Through its 

member organisations, the LSG has links to networks of STEM teachers in 

Scotland. We are therefore well placed to contribute to STEM developments in 

schools.  We would be pleased to discuss our comments with the Committee 

should members consider this helpful. 

 
Has the structure of the Senior Phase of Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 
better learning and overall achievement than previously?  
 
21. It is not possible to provide a definitive answer to this question at this time due to 

the absence of independent evaluation of the impact of the senior phase structures 

on learning, teaching and attainment. The timing of the OECD review of the 

introduction of CfE meant it primarily focussed on the broad general education 

(BGE) phase rather than the BGE and the senior phase as a coherent whole.17 

This is an important issue since BGE curriculum structures will have a strong 

bearing on the extent to which learners are prepared for the qualification courses 

that follow. In this context, the study published last year by Professor Jim Scott 

highlights the very large range of ways in which secondary schools are structuring 

their curricula; the implication being that many of these approaches have taken 

root without a clear curricular rationale.18 The LSG believes that there is a need to 

consider the coherency of the learner journey and progression pathways as a 

whole.  

 
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education and in the senior phase, and what is the 
impact of any limitations on subject choice? 
 
22. The introduction of CfE and the new national qualifications has undoubtedly 

coincided with a narrowing of the secondary curriculum, most notably in S4 where 

                                                 
16 This response has been signed off by the LSG membership comprising: The Association 
for Science Education; BCS, the Chartered Institute for IT; Edinburgh Mathematical Society; 
Institute of Physics; Royal Society of Biology; Royal Society of Chemistry; Royal Society of 
Edinburgh; and the Scottish Mathematical Council. More information about the LSG is 
available at:  
https://www.rse.org.uk/policy/standing-committees/learned-societies-group/  
17 Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective; 2015 
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/improving-schools-in-scotland.htm 
18 Scott, J.; Curriculum for Excellence and the Early/Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: 
Lessons Learned or Forgotten?; March 2018 
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-
earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu 

https://www.rse.org.uk/policy/standing-committees/learned-societies-group/
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/improving-schools-in-scotland.htm
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu
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six qualification courses is the most common approach.19 This narrowing is not 

the result of any conscious policy decision. It is an unintended consequence of the 

confusion schools have experienced in interpreting national guidance on the 

relationship between the BGE and the senior phase, particularly in relation to the 

extent to which the BGE can be used to prepare learners for qualifications, given 

that the qualification courses are based on 160 hours of directed study. The LSG 

is particularly concerned about the implications of narrowing of the curriculum for 

the study of the STEM subjects in S4-6 in the context of providing opportunities 

for learners to experience a broad curriculum.  

 
23. In his report20, Professor Scott reflects that, ‘Many parents and learners […] have 

opted for either “two Sciences and a Social Subject” or “two Socials and a 

Science”’, alongside English, Mathematics and one other, which suggests a lack 

of appropriate breadth of study and may result in subjects being squeezed out.  

 
24. The Scottish Government has appropriately prioritised education and training in 

STEM subjects as necessary for growing Scotland’s economy.21 However, 

learners will make their senior phase course choices relatively early in their school 

careers (i.e. by the end of S3). At this point they may be unsure about their future 

career paths. A narrower curriculum at S4 therefore places pressure on learners 

in terms of the subjects that they choose during the BGE since this will have a 

significant bearing on their learning journey at and beyond school, as well as on 

their future career options. A narrowing of the curriculum at S4 also means that 

learners have less room for manoeuvre in the senior phase should they not 

succeed in one or more of their chosen subjects. Factors including timetabling and 

the availability of subject specialist teachers (which we return to, below), may also 

mean that learners are not able to take-up their first-choice subject selections, 

resulting in them being assigned subjects which they may not have chosen 

originally.  

 
25. Progression in STEM subjects requires learners to have gained the pre-requisite 

knowledge and skills required by the course. This reinforces the importance of 

ensuring that STEM subject content and coverage in the BGE prepares learners 

sufficiently for the senior phase qualifications. In this context, it would be useful to 

consider to what extent the CfE Benchmarks introduced in 2017 have helped 

support more coherent progression from BGE into the senior phase in the STEM 

areas.  

 
26. Additionally, progression on to many STEM degree programmes is facilitated by 

students having studied multiple STEM subjects to Higher and Advanced Higher 

                                                 
19 Scott, J.; Curriculum for Excellence and the Early/Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: 
Lessons Learned or Forgotten?; March 2018 
20 Scott J., 2018, Unintended or unexpected? The impact of curriculum for excellence on 
secondary school curriculum and attainment, p.11 http://dundee.academia.edu/JimScott  
21 STEM Education and Training Strategy, Scottish Government, 2017  
https://www.gov.scot/publications/science-technology-engineering-mathematics-education-
training-strategy-scotland/  

http://dundee.academia.edu/JimScott
https://www.gov.scot/publications/science-technology-engineering-mathematics-education-training-strategy-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/science-technology-engineering-mathematics-education-training-strategy-scotland/
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level. There is, therefore, a risk that reduced course options at S4 closes down 

both future learning pathways in STEM and subsequent career options.  

 
Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects 
in the past 5 years?                                                                                       
 
27. The absolute number of candidates presenting for STEM qualifications at SCQF 

levels 3-5 has declined substantially over the last five years.22 Between 2013 (last 

year of Standard Grades) and 2018, Computing-related23 entries have decreased 

by 44%, Chemistry entries are down by 27%, both Physics and Biology are down 

by around 22% and entries to Maths are down by around 11%. These declines in 

absolute entries should be set in a demographic context where the size of the S4 

cohort has fallen by around 10% between 2013 and 2018. However, it is clear that 

with the possible exception of Maths, the declines in entries are not driven solely 

by demographic factors. The primary factor for the decline would appear to be the 

changing structure of the senior phase, especially the reduction in subject choice 

at S4, which can constrain the ability of learners to take up STEM courses (and 

other subjects) at the levels seen pre-2014.  

 
28. In the case of Computing, an additional factor for the substantial decline in 

presentations could be the change in the substance of the courses, with 

computational thinking and programming featuring much more prominently in the 

new Computing Science courses compared with previous courses. Given the 

substantial skills gap in the tech sector in Scotland and the ongoing developments 

in automation, the drop-off in the uptake of Computing is particularly concerning.24  

 
29. We also see reductions in the number of STEM Highers being taken between 2013 

and 2018. Entries to Higher Biology have declined by 28% over this period. Entries 

to Computing-related25 Highers are down by 21%, Physics are down by 14%, 

Maths are down by 9% and Chemistry are down by 6%. As well as the reductions 

in absolute terms, the percentage of STEM entries at Higher level as a proportion 

of total entries has decreased between 2013 and 2018. Biology has declined from 

5.5% to 3.8%, Maths is down from 11.3% to 9.8%, Physics is down from 5.3% to 

4.3%, Computing is down from 2.8% to 2.1% and Chemistry is down from 5.8% to 

5.2%.  

 
30. While changing demographics have resulted in a reduction in the size of the senior 

phase school roll between 2013 and 2018, the total number of Higher entries has 

actually increased by 4.7% over this period. We might therefore reasonably have 

expected to see an increase in Higher STEM entries. However, the above data on 

Higher entries in STEM subjects as a proportion of total entries indicates a 

decrease in the uptake of STEM subjects relative to other subjects. 

                                                 
22 SQA Attainment Statistics for 2013 and 2018 
23 Includes Computing, Computing Studies, Computing Science and Information Systems 
24 Building a World-Leading AI and Data Strategy for an Inclusive Scotland, SCDI, BT 
Scotland, ScotlandIS and RSE, February 2019 https://www.scdi.org.uk/policy/ai-and-data/  
25 Includes Computing, Information Systems and Computing Science 

https://www.scdi.org.uk/policy/ai-and-data/
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31. It should be noted that entries to Higher Human Biology increased by 39% 

between 2013 and 2018. By design, this course covers a narrower bioscience 

curriculum than Higher Biology. However, a lack of broader bioscience skills 

covering non-human biology has implications for the skills base in Scotland.  

 
32. The preceding points indicate that the main concern is the narrowing of subject 

choice in S4 and the implications this has for the uptake of, and progression in, 

STEM courses in the senior phase.  

Gender inequality 
 
33. Recent work highlights the ongoing gender disparity in the STEM subjects.26 While 

around 52% of entrants to National 5 courses in Chemistry and Maths were female 

in 2018, females account for 28% of Physics entrants and only 18% in Computing 

Science. Meanwhile, females account for 67% of Biology students. The RSE 

report, Tapping All Our Talents 2018, provides a detailed account of the issues 

and demonstrates the range of work being undertaken, including that led by the 

learned scientific societies, to address gender inequality in STEM. This makes 

clear the need for systemic and sustained interventions from the very early years, 

including the adoption of whole school approaches. Tackling gender inequality in 

STEM at school is a focus of the STEM Education and Training Strategy and we 

welcome the appointment of a new team of Gender Balance and Equalities 

Officers to help support developments in this area.  

 
What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices?  
 
34. The availability of subject specialist teachers is a key factor in enabling schools to 

offer a broad range of subjects. Teacher workforce planning is a prominent area 

of interest for the LSG, especially as it is clear that schools are experiencing 

significant challenges in the recruitment of specialist teachers in the sciences and 

in mathematics, with work showing that Computing, Chemistry, Physics and 

Mathematics are among the subjects with the lowest teacher replenishment 

rates27 and, in the case of Computing, research has shown that 17% of secondary 

schools do not have a specialist Computing Science teacher.28 

 
35. While the Scottish Government publishes annually the Teacher Census, this does 

not provide a clear picture of teacher need either in subjects or in different 

localities. The UK Government Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) reported that 

‘there is very limited data to draw on to assess the shortage of teachers by subject 

                                                 
26 Tapping all our Talents, A progress review of women in STEM, Royal Society of Edinburgh, 
November 2018 https://www.rse.org.uk/inquiries/womeninstem-2018/  
27 Report of the Teacher Workforce Planning Working Group; December 2013 
http://www.gtcs.org.uk/web/FILES/about-gtcs/dual-reg-consultation-report-of-the-twpwg.pdf  
28 Computing Science Teachers in Scotland 2016; Computing at School Scotland  
http://www.cas.scot/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ComputingTeachersinScotland-
CASSReport2016.pdf    

https://www.rse.org.uk/inquiries/womeninstem-2018/
http://www.gtcs.org.uk/web/FILES/about-gtcs/dual-reg-consultation-report-of-the-twpwg.pdf
http://www.cas.scot/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ComputingTeachersinScotland-CASSReport2016.pdf
http://www.cas.scot/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ComputingTeachersinScotland-CASSReport2016.pdf
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in Scotland’.29 More recently, the Scottish Government has started to collect and 

publish limited snapshot data on vacancy figures in local authorities and across 

subjects. However, the absence of contextual information makes it difficult to 

analyse the data in terms of subject-specific and regional based need. The LSG 

firmly believes that there is a need for improved data on teacher shortages and 

vacancies in Scotland in order to support accurate teacher workforce planning. 

The modelling that underpins teacher workforce planning should include a subject-

specific component.  

 
36. In order to ensure equity, all learners irrespective of the size and location of their 

school should have the opportunity to access all of the STEM subjects at both the 

BGE and the senior phase as part of a broad curriculum. This may require 

partnership arrangements among schools and school clusters and with college 

and university partners.  

Other related issues 
 
Difficulty of the sciences and maths relative to other subjects  
 
37. The SQA’s guidance on setting grade boundaries makes clear that the SQA has 

to ensure that it is not easier or harder to achieve the same result across different 

courses. As an example, the guidance states, “a Grade B in Higher Chemistry 

should broadly represent the same standard of attainment as a Grade B in Higher 

French.”30 However, the SQA’s Attainment Statistics show that there are in some 

cases quite marked differences among different courses in the proportion of pupils 

who achieve passes. In 2018, for example, 65% of Maths, 73% of Biology and 

75% of Computing Science and Physics candidates passed National 5 courses in 

these subjects. In comparison, 85% of English, 87% of French and 95% of Music 

and Physical Education candidates achieved N5 passes. We recognise that the 

underlying picture is more complex than these figures alone would suggest. We 

are, however, concerned about the implications of the resulting perception that the 

STEM subjects are more difficult in terms of influencing learners’ senior phase 

course choices. To ensure broadly similar standards of attainment between 

different subjects at the same qualification level, it will be important that SQA 

examines trends over longer time periods and not only year-to-year or short-term 

changes which may mask changes over time. The LSG has been discussing these 

issues with the SQA.   

 
Multi-course teaching  
 
38. A prominent issue for the teaching of the sciences is the practice of multi-course 

teaching of courses (i.e. where two or more distinct courses e.g. National 4 and 5 

                                                 
29 Partial Review of Teacher Shortages in the UK; Migration Advisory Committee; January 
2017   
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-mac-report-
teacher-shortages-in-the-uk  
30 A Guide to Setting Grade Boundaries, SQA, July 2017 
https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/A_Guide_to_Setting_Grade_Boundaries_v1.3.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-mac-report-teacher-shortages-in-the-uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-mac-report-teacher-shortages-in-the-uk
https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/A_Guide_to_Setting_Grade_Boundaries_v1.3.pdf
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are taught simultaneously in one class). Science teachers have expressed 

concern that multi-course teaching does not allow them to fully support the needs 

and aspirations of pupils undertaking different levels of national qualifications. 

While N4 and N5 courses adopt the same unit titles, they were designed so that 

the content and learning outcomes between the levels should not overlap, making 

multi-course teaching very demanding. The issues are exacerbated when 

teaching of N4 and/or N5 is combined with the teaching of Higher in a multi-course 

class. In addition, it will be important to ensure that multi-course teaching does not 

inhibit practical work since this is crucial to engaging learners in science and 

supporting their understanding of scientific concepts.  

 
39. To investigate the issue of multi-course teaching, in 2016 the Royal Society of 

Chemistry's Education Division Regional Committee for Scotland undertook a 

survey into Chemistry teaching in the Senior Phase capturing responses from 259 

teachers. This survey revealed how common multi-course classes have become 

with 73% of National 5 classes containing students studying towards different 

national qualification courses. The most common combination found containing 

National 5 students was combined National 4 & National 5 classes. When asked 

how well students can be supported within such composite N4/5 classes, 69% 

said “not at all” or “not very well”. For Higher students, around a fifth of classes 

contain multi-course groupings. Alarmingly, when asked how well students’ 

learning could be supported in the most common combination, National 5/Higher 

classes, 99.5% responded “not at all” or “no very well”. While the Scottish 

Government, Education Scotland and SQA recognise the challenges posed by 

multi-course teaching, it is not clear what action is being taken to address them.  

 
 
Additional Information 
 
For further information about the Learned Societies’ Group, contact its Secretariat, 
William Hardie 
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ORGANISATIONS WITH ANNEXES 
 

BÒRD NA GÀIDHLIG 
 

 
We would like to thank the committee for the 

opportunity to make this submission. 

Bu mhath leinn taing a thoirt don Chomataidh 

airson cothrom a thoirt dhuinn freagairt a chur a-

steach. 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig believes that it is essential for 

the Scottish secondary school curriculum to be 

taught in a way that will supply sufficient 

numbers of young people with high quality 

Gaelic language skills to support the aim of 

more Gaelic usage in homes, workplaces and 

communities. 

Tha Bòrd na Gàidhlig den bheachd gu bheil e 

riatanach gun tèid curraicealam àrd-sgoile na h-

Alba a theagasg ann an dòigh a nì cinnteach 

gum bi gu leòr dhaoine òga ann aig a bheil sàr 

sgilean Gàidhlig mar thaic don amas gun tèid 

barrachd Gàidhlig a chleachdadh ann an 

dachaighean, àiteachan-obrach agus 

coimhearsnachdan. 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig is aware of feedback that 

suggests that the introduction of the Curriculum 

for Excellence at Secondary School level has 

led to a reduction in the range of subjects on 

offer to pupils in many schools. 

Tha Bòrd na Gàidhlig air cluinntinn bho dhaoine 

a tha den bheachd gu bheil roghainn nas lugha 

de chuspairean ann do sgoilearan ann an tòrr 

sgoiltean air sàillibh a’ Churraicealaim airson 

Sàr-mhathais a chaidh a thoirt a-steach aig ìre 

na h-Àrd-sgoile.  

The Bòrd is also aware of feedback that the 

reduction in the range of subjects has had a 

negative impact on the uptake of some modern 

languages, including Gaelic. 

Tha am Bòrd cuideachd air cluinntinn gu bheil 

an lùghdachadh a thàinig air an roghainn de 

chuspairean air droch bhuaidh a thoirt air an 

àireamh sgoilearan a tha a’ gabhail nuadh-

chànanan, Gàidhlig nam measg. 

Before going into the detail of our submission, 

we would like to briefly discuss two key issues:- 

1) The overall number of Gaelic 

speakers in Scotland, and 

2) The supply of people with Gaelic 

skills into the labour market 

Mus toir sinn seachad ar freagairt gu 

mionaideach, bu mhath leinn iomradh a thoirt gu 

h-aithghearr air dà chuspair cudromach:- 

1) An àireamh iomlan de luchd-labhairt na 

Gàidhlig ann an Alba, agus 

2) An àireamh de dhaoine le sgilean Gàidhlig 

airson na margaidh-obrach  

Firstly, in terms of the overall number of Gaelic 

speakers in Scotland, the 2011 census showed, 

for the first time, a growth in the number of 

young Gaelic speakers.  Our view is that this is 

in great part due to the success of Gaelic 

education in Scotland. 

Sa chiad dol-a-mach, a thaobh àireamh iomlan 

luchd-labhairt na Gàidhlig ann an Alba, 

chunnacas àrdachadh airson a’ chiad uair riamh 

san àireimh de luchd-labhairt òga na Gàidhlig 

ann an cunntas-sluaigh 2011. Tha sinn den 

bheachd gu bheil mar a tha foghlam Gàidhlig air 

tighinn air adhart cho mòr ann an Alba air aon 

de na h-adhbharan as motha airson an 

àrdachaidh sin. 

Secondly, in terms of supplying Gaelic skills into 

the labour market, Skills Development Scotland, 

Cuideachd, a thaobh daoine le sgilean Gàidhlig 

airson na margaidh-obrach, dh’fhoillsich 
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Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Bòrd na 

Gàidhlig published a report entitled “The Gaelic 

Language Labour Market – The Evidence” in 

June 2018.  The executive summary is enclosed 

as appendix 1. 

Leasachadh Sgilean na h-Alba, Iomairt na 

Gàidhealtachd agus nan Eilean agus Bòrd na 

Gàidhlig aithisg, leis an ainm “Margaidh-obrach 

na Gàidhlig – Am Fiosrachadh Dearbhte”, san 

Ògmhios 2018. Tha geàrr-iomradh den aithisg 

sin an cois seo ann an eàrr-ràdh 1. 

This report highlighted the opportunities within 

the labour market which exist for people with 

Gaelic skills.  It also highlighted some of the 

challenges which exist in terms of the supply of 

people with these skills into the labour market. 

Thug an aithisg iomradh air na cothroman a th’ 

anns a’ mhargaidh-obrach airson daoine le 

sgilean Gàidhlig. Cuideachd, rinn an aithisg 

follaiseach cuid de na dùbhlain a th’ ann a 

thaobh a bhith a’ dèanamh cinnteach gu bheil 

gu leòr dhaoine leis na sgilean sin sa 

mhargaidh-obrach. 

These are important examples of why we 

believe that this inquiry is important to the 

overall aim of the National Gaelic Language 

Plan - that more people use Gaelic, more often 

and in a wider range of situations. 

Seo eisimpleirean cudromach de carson a tha 

sinn den bheachd gu bheil an rannsachadh seo 

cudromach do dh’àrd-amas a’ Phlana Cànain 

Nàiseanta Ghàidhlig - gun tèid Gàidhlig a 

chleachdadh nas trice, le barrachd dhaoine 

agus ann am barrachd shuidheachaidhean. 

One of the key functions of Bòrd na Gàidhlig is 

to collect, analyse and share data on Gaelic 

education with a range of key stakeholders and 

the main focus of the submission from this point 

on is to give the committee an overview of the 

key data trends at secondary school level in 

relation to: 

• Gaelic language as a subject 

choice for fluent speakers  

• Gaelic language as a subject 

choice for learners of the 

language 

• The availability of other subject 

choices (e.g. social sciences) 

through the medium of Gaelic 

’S e aon de na prìomh dhleastanasan air Bòrd 

na Gàidhlig, dàta air foghlam Gàidhlig a 

chruinneachadh, a mhion-sgrùdadh is a cho-

roinn le diofar phrìomh luchd-ùidhe agus ’s e as 

motha a tha fa-near dhuinn leis a’ chòrr den 

fhreagairt againn, sealladh farsaing a thoirt 

dhuibh air pàtranan is atharraichean cudromach 

san dàta airson àrd-sgoiltean a thaobh: 

• Gàidhlig mar chuspair do 

dh’fhileantaich 

• Gàidhlig mar chuspair do luchd-

ionnsachaidh 

• Na th’ ann de chuspairean eile 

(leithid shaidheansan sòisealta) a 

tha rim faotainn tron Ghàidhlig 

The data referred to in the next part of the 

submission is included as appendix 2 (Àrd-sgoil) 

and is discussed in the same order as it appears 

in the appendix. 

Tha an dàta air a bheil sinn a’ bruidhinn san ath 

phàirt den fhreagairt ri fhaicinn ann an eàrr-ràdh 

2 (Àrd-sgoil) agus tha sinn a’ bruidhinn air san 

aon òrdugh sa a bheil e a’ nochdadh san eàrr-

ràdh.  

Please note that the data for 18-19 is 

provisional, with the 19-20 predicted figures 

based on current trends. 

Cuimhnichibh, gu bheil an dàta a gheibhear 

airson 18-19 ri dhearbhadh fhathast, agus gu 

bheil na ro-mheasaidhean airson nan 
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àireamhan ann an 19-20 stèidhichte air na 

pàtranan a th’ ann an-dràsta 

Journey to fluency: P1, S1, S4 

This table shows an upward trend in pupils 

entering Gaelic Medium Education at Primary 1 

and Secondary 1 from 2001/2 onwards.   

 

 

 

There was an upward trend in pupils taking 

Gaelic (fluent) as a subject in S4 up to 2012/13, 

when a drop-off can be seen.  

 

 

 

Figures at S4 level from 2017/18 onwards are 

showing a more positive trend. 

 

Slighe gu fileantas: P1, ÀS1, ÀS4 

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn pàtran far a bheil 

àrdachadh a’ tighinn air an àireamh sgoilearan a 

tha a’ tòiseachadh ann am Foghlam tron 

Ghàidhlig (FtG) ann am Prìomh 1 is Àrd-sgoil 1 

bho 2001/2 air adhart. 

Bha àrdachadh a’ leantainn san àireamh 

sgoilearan a bha a’ dèanamh Gàidhlig 

(fileantaich) mar chuspair ann an ÀS4 suas gu 

2012/13, ach an uair sin chithear an àireamh a’ 

tuiteam. 

Tha na h-àireamhan airson ÀS4 bho 2017/18 air 

adhart a’ sealltainn pàtran le àrdachadh a-rithist. 

S1 Gaelic Medium Education Pupils 

This table shows S1 Gaelic medium education 

in more detail, with the Scotland-wide data in 

black and the data for the three largest local 

authorities also shown.   

 

The trend shows steady but staggered growth 

from 2008. 

Sgoilearan FtG aig ìre ÀS1  

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn dealbh nas 

mionaidiche de dh’fhoghlam tron Ghàidhlig aig 

ìre ÀS1, le dàta airson Alba air fad air a 

shealltainn ann an dubh agus dàta airson nan trì 

ùghdarrasan ionadail as motha ann cuideachd. 

Tha an clàr a’ sealltainn pàtran cunbhalach de 

dh’fhàs bho 2008 le beagan maille no 

lùghdachaidh bho àm gu àm. 

S4 Gaelic (Fluent) Pupils 

This table looks at the S4 data in more detail for 

pupils taking Gaelic for fluent speakers as a 

subject, with the Scotland-wide data in black 

and the data for the three largest local 

authorities also shown.  

 

The national figure shows a significant drop off 

from 2012 to 2016, but with recovery since then.  

Highland saw a large drop-off from 2014 

onwards, there was steady decline in the 

Western Isles from 2010 with a one-year upturn 

in 2017, and Glasgow has seen steady growth 

since 2014. 

Sgoilearan Gàidhlig (fileantaich) ÀS4  

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn dàta nas 

mionaidiche airson sgoilearan ÀS4 a tha a’ 

dèanamh Gàidhlig do dh’fhileantaich mar 

chuspair, le dàta airson Alba air fad air a 

shealltainn ann an dubh agus dàta airson nan trì 

ùghdarrasan ionadail as motha ann cuideachd. 

Thuit an àireamh nàiseanta gu mòr eadar 2012 

is 2016, ach tha e air a dhol suas a-rithist bhon 

uair sin. 

Thuit an àireamh airson na Gàidhealtachd gu 

mòr bho 2014, agus bha lùghdachadh mean air 

mhean sna h-Eileanan Siar bho 2010 le 

àrdachadh airson aon bhliadhna ann an 2017, 

agus tha fàs cunbhalach air a bhith ann an 

Glaschu bho 2014. 
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S1 Gaelic Learner Education Pupils 

This table drills down into the S1 data in more 

detail for pupils taking Gaelic for learners as a 

subject, with the Scotland-wide data in black 

and data for the largest local authorities also 

shown.  

This shows steady growth up to 2013 after 

which numbers dipped nationally, with another 

dip in 2017.   

There are positive signs of growth in 2018. 

Sgoilearan ÀS1 a’ Dèanamh Gàidhlig do 

Luchd-ionnsachaidh 

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn dealbh nas 

mionaidiche den dàta airson sgoilearan ÀS1 a 

tha a’ dèanamh Gàidhlig mar chuspair do luchd-

ionnsachaidh, le dàta airson Alba air fad air a 

shealltainn ann an dubh agus dàta airson nan 

ùghdarrasan ionadail as motha ann cuideachd. 

Thathar a’ sealltainn fàs cunbhalach suas gu 

2013 agus gun do thuit àireamhan gu nàiseanta 

às dèidh sin, agus gun robh lùghdachadh eile 

ann an 2017. 

Tha àrdachadh dòchasach ri fhaicinn ann an 

2018. 

S4 Gaelic Learner Education 

This table shows the S4 Gaelic learner 

education trend in more detail, with the 

Scotland-wide data in black and the data for the 

three largest local authorities also shown.   

This table highlights a fairly steady drop since 

2009, with a steep drop in 2012 – a recovery in 

2013 – but then back to a significantly lower 

level from 2014 onwards. 

Foghlam Luchd-ionnsachaidh na Gàidhlig 

aig ìre ÀS4 

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn fiosrachadh nas 

mionaidiche airson foghlam luchd-ionnsachaidh 

na Gàidhlig aig ìre ÀS4, le dàta airson Alba air 

fad air a shealltainn ann an dubh agus dàta 

airson nan trì ùghdarrasan ionadail as motha 

ann cuideachd. 

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn lùghdachadh an ìre 

mhath cunbhalach a’ leantainn bho 2009, le 

lùghdachadh mòr ann an 2012 – àrdachadh ann 

an 2013 – ach an uair sin tha e a’ tuiteam a-

rithist gu ìre gu math nas ìsle bho 2014 air 

adhart. 

GME subjects taught in S1, S2 or S3 

This table shows that from 2013/14 onwards the 

number of schools offering Gaelic language for 

fluent speakers and subjects through the 

medium of Gaelic has dropped.  The range of 

subjects being offered in Gaelic medium at this 

stage of the school seems to have narrowed 

slightly since 2014/15 with evidence of 

consolidation or growth around Gaelic as a 

subject. 

Cuspairean FtG air an teagasg aig ìre ÀS1, 

ÀS2 no ÀS3 

Tha an clàr seo a’ sealltainn gun do thuit, bho 

2013/14, an àireamh sgoiltean a tha a’ tabhann 

Gàidhlig mar chuspair do dh’fhileantaich agus 

cuspairean tron Ghàidhlig. Tha coltas ann gu 

bheil lùghdachadh beag air tighinn, bho 

2014/15, air an roghainn de chuspairean aig an 

ìre seo a tha air an tabhann tron Ghàidhlig, agus 

tha fianais ann gu bheil an àireamh sgoiltean a 

tha a’ tabhann Gàidhlig mar chuspair air 

fuireach an ìre mhath mar a bha e no air a dhol 

suas.  

Gaelic Medium Education qualification 

courses taught in S4, S5 or S6 

Cùrsaichean teisteanais FtG air an teagasg 

aig ìre ÀS4, ÀS5 no ÀS6 
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As above, the number of schools teaching these 

courses has dropped since 2015-16 and there is 

some indication that the range of subjects 

available through the medium of Gaelic has 

narrowed, other than in Glasgow, with 

consolidation around the availability of Gaelic for 

fluent speakers at exam level. 

Mar a tha fìor gu h-àrd, tha an àireamh sgoiltean 

a tha a’ teagasg nan cùrsaichean seo air 

tuiteam bho 2015-16, agus tha beagan 

dearbhaidh ann gu bheil lùghdachadh air tighinn 

air an roghainn de chuspairean a tha rim 

faotainn tron Ghàidhlig, ach a-mhàin ann an 

Glaschu, agus tha an àireamh de chothroman a 

th’ aig sgoilearan air deuchainnean ann an 

Gàidhlig mar chuspair do dh’fhileantaich air 

fuireach mun aon ìre. 

Overall, the data appears to highlight the 

following key points: - 

• Gaelic Medium education at 

secondary level is growing but 

there is evidence that this trend 

was reversed at S4 level 

between 2012 and 2016.   

• Since 2016 onwards, it appears 

that a growth trend has been re-

established at S4 level. 

• Gaelic Learner education at S1 

level has seen steady but 

staggered growth, but since 2011 

numbers at S4 level have 

dropped significantly. 

• The number of schools offering 

Gaelic (Fluent) as a subject and 

other subject through the medium 

of Gaelic has remained fairly 

steady but with some evidence 

that the variety of subjects taught 

has narrowed. 

San fharsaingeachd, tha e coltach gu bheil an 

dàta a’ toirt taic do na puingean cudromach a 

leanas:- 

• Tha foghlam tron Ghàidhlig aig 

ìre na h-àrd-sgoile a’ fàs, ach tha 

fianais ann gun tàinig 

lùghdachadh air FtG aig ìre ÀS4 

eadar 2012 is 2016. 

• Bho 2016 air adhart, tha coltas 

ann gu bheil am pàtran le fàs air 

tilleadh airson na h-ìre ÀS4. 

• Tha fàs cunbhalach, ach le maill 

air an fhàs sin aig amannan, air a 

bhith ann airson foghlam luchd-

ionnsachaidh na Gàidhlig aig ìre 

ÀS1, ach bho 2011 tha an 

àireamh sgoilearan aig ìre ÀS4 

air tuiteam gu mòr. 

• Tha an àireamh sgoiltean a tha a’ 

tabhann Gàidhlig (Fileanta) mar 

chuspair agus cuspairean eile 

tron Ghàidhlig air fuireach an ìre 

mhath aig an aon ìre, ach tha 

beagan fianaise ann gu bheil 

lùghdachadh air tighinn air an 

roghainn de chuspairean. 
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Foreword 2

Bòrd na Gàidhlig recently published the new National Gaelic Language Plan 
(NGLP) covering the period from 2018 to 2023.  The new NGLP has a clear aim - 
that Gaelic is used more often, by more people and in a wider range of situations 
- and goes on to highlight the important contribution that Gaelic is making to the 
social and economic well-being of Scotland.   

The evidence in this study clearly backs many of the core principles underpin-
ning the NGLP, that demand for Gaelic-essential jobs in the early years and child-
care, education and public sectors will continue to be strong over the next few 
years and that fantastic new opportunities are likely to come on-stream for staff 
with Gaelic skills across the Creative industries, Tourism and Heritage sectors.   

Bòrd na Gàidhlig is clear that growing the number of both Gaelic-essential jobs 
and as well as jobs which use Gaelic are important in ensuring that Gaelic is used 

Shona MacLennan
Chief Executive, Bòrd na Gàidhlig

more often, by more people and in a wider range of situations. The key 
challenge for Bòrd na Gàidhlig and our education and skills develop-
ment partners is to ensure that the flow of people with high quality 
Gaelic language skills entering the labour market is matched to the 
demand from employers across the public, private and third sectors, 
and from across Scotland. 

In order to deliver the new NGLP, co-operation across organisations is 
essential and this study is an excellent example of this.  I would like 
to thank everyone who contributed their time and resources to its 
development, and in particular our colleagues at Skills Development 
Scotland and Highlands and Islands Enterprise who jointly funded the 
project with us.

Skills Development Scotland has a statutory duty under the Gaelic Language (Scot-
land) Act 2005 to play its part in promoting Gaelic language. We published the second 
iteration of our Gaelic Language Plan on 30th June 2017 and one of our actions was 
to work in partnership with other public agencies to develop labour market informa-
tion, in recognition of the value of Gaelic skills across Scotland. This study fulfils our 
commitment to this action. It has been resourced in partnership with Bord na Gàidhlig 
and Highlands and Islands Enterprise and and has been developed and guided by 
a Steering Group that included representation from Scottish Government, Scottish 

Enterprise, the Scottish Funding Council, local authorities (Argyll and Bute 
Council, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Glasgow City Council, Highland Council) 
and Further and Higher Education (University of the Highlands and Islands, 
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig,   Lews Castle College). I would like to thank all those 
involved in bringing this to fruition. I commend the report to all who have an 
interest and responsibility in promoting Gaelic language and I look forward 
to working with partners in taking forward the agreed actions.

Damien Yeates
Chief Executive, Skills Development Scotland

Charlotte Wright 
Chief Executive, Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

Gaelic is fundamental to Highlands and Islands Enterprise’s (HIE’s) unique remit which 
integrates economic and community development throughout the Highlands and 
Islands. Our Gaelic Plan 2017-22 sets out our aims and ambitions for Gaelic. 

An important part of the plan is to encourage the use of Gaelic as an asset to add social 
and economic value in a wide variety of circumstances – as demonstrated in the HIE-led 
research report ‘Ar Stòras Gàidhlig’. Researchers concluded that the potential economic 
value of Gaelic to the Scottish economy could be as high as £148.5m a year.

We have played a central role in Gaelic development in the Highlands and Islands. 
Our support has helped create and sustain the impact of numerous organisations 

which enable Gaelic to flourish.  These range from partner agencies such as 
Comunn na Gàidhlig and An Comunn Gàidhealach, to Fèisean nan Gàidheal 
and many others. 

This Gaelic Language Labour Market study explores the current position of 
the demand and supply of Gaelic skills and highlights opportunities and 
challenges. We look forward to continuing to work with businesses, social 
enterprises and community organisations that can add value through using 
Gaelic to help realise its full potential.



Executive 
Summary 



Gaelic Language 
The 2011 Census identified that over 87,000 people 
in Scotland have some knowledge of Gaelic lan-
guage. Whilst there continues to be a concentration 
of Gaelic speakers in areas that are traditionally 
associated with the language, such as Highland 
and Eilean Siar, there is also a growing number of 
speakers and learners in more urban areas. Glasgow 
City is now in the top three areas in Scotland for the 
largest number of Gaelic speakers.1 

The promotion of Gaelic language across Scotland 
has been driven, in particular, by Scottish Govern-
ment policy such as the Gaelic Language (Scotland) 
Act 2005, which aims ’‘to secure the status of the 
Gaelic language as an official language of Scotland 
commanding equal respect to the English lan-
guage’. As part of this aim, the Act established Bòrd 
na Gàidhlig (BnG) as a Gaelic development agency. 
BnG has a vital role in setting out national plans and 
strategy for Gaelic language as well as working with 
public bodies to help them form Gaelic Language 
Plans for their organisations. Education policy has 
also been a key driver of Gaelic Medium Education 
(GME), which has been particularly important for 
developing the language in areas less traditionally 
associated with Gaelic, such as Glasgow.2

1  https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/news/2015/scotlands-census- 
 2011-gaelic-report-part-1

2  http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2010/07/06161418/17

A number of other organisations are playing an 
important role in developing Gaelic language. This 
includes Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), 
which has sought to emphasise the potential eco-
nomic contribution of Gaelic language. HIE’s “Gaelic 
as an Asset” research found the present economic 
value of Gaelic language to be approximately £5.6m 
and estimated that its potential economic value 
could be as high as £148.5m.3 Arts organisations 
such as Fèisean nan Gàidheal, which organise com-
munity based tuition in Gaelic arts and An Comunn 
Gadhelic, which organises the Royal National Mod 
Gaelic arts and culture festival, have been import-
ant for raising the profile of Gaelic language and 
increasing its accessibility. BBC Alba has also been 
key in raising Gaelic’s profile. Local Authorities, 
particularly Glasgow City, Argyll and Bute, Highland 
and Eilean Siar have also play a vital role in the 
provision and delivery of GME. 

This study aimed to provide an evidence base of 
the current position of the Gaelic language labour 
market as well as looking at how it could be further 
supported and developed. In particular, it looked to 
focus on how the supply of Gaelic language skills 
relates to the demand for Gaelic language skills 
from employers. In doing so the study was 

3  http://www.hie.co.uk/common/handlers/download-docu 

 ment.ashx?id=0e113231-5668-4945-b1db-e88a137a738d

looking to build on The Gaelic Employment Audit, 
a survey of Gaelic language employers which was 
carried out in 2012.  This Executive Summary is 
one of three outputs arising from the research. It is 
accompanied by a one page summary infographic 
and a more full report detailing all of the data and 
evidence collected.

Demand for Gaelic language skills 
Gaelic language does not constitute a sector. Rather 
the need for Gaelic language skills exists across 
many different sectors. As a result, it is not cap-
tured within existing employment surveys. For this 
reason a survey of employers identified as likely 
to have an interest in Gaelic language skills was 
undertaken in order to gain an overview of current 
and future demand within the Gaelic language la-
bour market. The survey did not constitute a census 
of employers and was not intending to capture a 
full picture of Gaelic language employment across 
Scotland. However, it has provided an illustration of 
current and future trends within Gaelic language 
employment. 
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Spatial concentration of Gaelic employment

Mirroring the results of the 2012 Gaelic Employ-
ment Audit, the employers’ survey showed that 
Gaelic language employment continues to be 
concentrated within the Highland, Eilean Siar and 
Glasgow Local Authority areas. This is a reflection of 
the fact that these areas have the largest numbers 
of Gaelic speakers and GME pupils. In Glasgow, in 
particular, there has been a significant expansion of 
GME in recent years as a new GME primary school 
opened in 2016 and there are plans to open a third 
GME primary school in the near future. The survey 
showed that GME continues to be a very important 
source of Gaelic language employment as Local Au-
thorities accounted for over half of all Gaelic essen-
tial posts identified. Further and Higher Education 
was the most important sector for Gaelic desirable 
posts.

Employment by Gender

The survey also showed that the gender balance 
of Gaelic language employment continues to be 
weighted towards women as women held the vast 
majority of Gaelic essential and desirable posts 
identified. This is likely a reflection of the fact that 
Gaelic language employment tends to be concen-
trated within sectors such as Education and Early 

Learning and Childcare which employ a higher pro-
portion of women. Results from the survey suggest-
ed that Gaelic language posts tend to be in higher 
level jobs as most of the posts identified were in 
professional occupations and filled by degree hold-
ers. 

Future Demand

Looking towards future demand, survey respon-
dents anticipated the creation of 40 new Gaelic es-
sential or desirable posts over the next 12 months. 
These were concentrated within the Local Authority 
sector and Glasgow City area. This is likely a reflec-
tion of the planned expansion of GME in the area. 

More broadly the study also analysed employment 
projections across Scotland, focusing particularly 
on four sectors identified within the Gaelic as an As-
set research as being important areas for Gaelic lan-
guage employment: Public administration, Creative 
industries, Education and Tourism. The analysis 
found that, from 2015 to 2027, it is projected that 
there will be a growth of 98,000 jobs or four per cent 
across Scotland. In the Highlands and Islands area, 
where there is a concentration of Gaelic speakers, it 
is projected that employment will grow at a lower 
rate of one per cent or 2,900 jobs.

For the four key sectors, strong growth of nine per 
cent and 10 per cent respectively is projected for 
Creative industries and Tourism across Scotland, 
whilst declines in employment are forecast for Ed-
ucation and Public administration. It is important 
to consider the particular nuances of Gaelic lan-
guage employment within these broad sectors. For 
example, growth in Tourism employment may have 
a particularly strong impact on Gaelic language 
employment as there is an increasing emphasis on 
Gaelic language tourism, led by VisitScotland.4 Sim-
ilarly, whilst there is a projected decline in Educa-
tion employment overall, employment within GME 
education may not follow this trend as consultees 
and the employers’ survey suggested there will be 
continuing expansion in this area. 

4  http://www.visitscotland.org/pdf/VisitScotland%20Gaelic%20 

 Language%20Plan%20-%203%20December%202015.pdf
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Opportunities

New Scottish Government policy will also create im-
portant opportunities for Gaelic language employ-
ment. The 2016 Education (Scotland) Act instituted 
a right for parents of pre-school aged children the 
right to request Gaelic medium primary education.5 
This could help to expand the number of GME pri-
mary schools and hence teaching posts. 

The 1+2 language commitment, which gives all chil-
dren in Scotland the right to learn one new modern 
language from Primary 1, and another from Primary 
5, could also lead to an expansion in the number 
of children learning Gaelic, which could, in turn, 
increase the need for Gaelic speaking teachers.6 
The Scottish Government’s commitment to increase 
the annual free childcare allowance to 1,140 hours 
for 2, 3 and eligible 4 year olds could also have 
important implications for Gaelic language employ-
ment. There is already increased demand for Gaelic 
medium early years provision and this would likely 
increase with the expansion of free childcare. 

5  http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2010/07/06161418/17

6  https://go-gaelic.scot/exciting-time-gaelic-new-phase- 

  teacher-training-begins/

Challenges

As well as opportunities, there are also challenges 
for the Gaelic language labour market. Those identi-
fied within the survey and by consultees include:

•	 A lack of applicants for Gaelic essential and 
desirable posts

•	 A lack of candidates with the necessary 
Gaelic language skills

•	 Difficulty in securing candidates with the 
necessary mix of Gaelic and technical skills.

•	 Difficulty in attracting candidates to posts 
that are often located in remote areas. 

Consultees also suggested that some Gaelic speak-
ers do not feel confident in using the language in 
the workplace and that others feel that there is a 
lack of opportunity for progression in areas such 
as GME compared with English medium education. 
A number of consultees also suggested that nega-
tive perceptions of the sector and opportunities for 
progression may mean that it is difficult to attract 
Gaelic speakers to available opportunities in e.g. the 
Education and Early Learning and Childcare sectors. 

More broadly it was felt that there is a need to in-
crease awareness amongst parents, careers advisors 
and pupils of the many Gaelic language employ-
ment opportunities that are available. 
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Supply and provision of Gaelic language skills

The number of people across Scotland with some 
knowledge of Gaelic language fell by 5,300 or six 
per cent from the 2001 to 2011 Census. However, 
there has been an increase in the number of Gaelic 
language speakers aged under 25.7 

This could be a reflection of the expansion of Gaelic 
educational opportunities across Scotland. There 
are currently 3,145 primary school, 1,272 secondary 
school and 1,039 nursery GME pupils and there has 
been growth in pupils and students across all levels 
of Gaelic education. Whilst provision remains strong 
in areas traditionally associated with Gaelic such as 
Highland and Eilean Siar, there has also been nota-
ble expansion in Glasgow and Edinburgh. 

Nursery Level

At nursery level there has been a 29 per cent growth 
in pupils from 2011/12 to 2016/17. This has been 
particularly strong in Edinburgh where the number 
of pupils has more than doubled. 

7  http://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/na 

 tional-gaelic-language-plan2017-22-en.pdf

Primary Level

Similarly primary school GME has seen an increase 
of 727 pupils or 30 per cent across Scotland. With 
the opening of a new GME primary school in 2016, 
Glasgow has seen the largest absolute growth at 
229, whilst proportionally the number of pupils in 
Edinburgh has almost doubled. At primary school 
level, there has also been a drive for Gaelic learners’ 
education with over 7,000 primary school pupils 
taking part in Gaelic learners’ programmes in 
2015/16. These have been particularly important 
for reaching areas without any other Gaelic educa-
tion provisional, such as Falkirk where nearly 1,000 
primary school pupils took part in Gaelic learners’ 
programmes in 2015/16.

Secondary Level

At secondary school level there has also been a 
smaller, 15 per cent, growth in the number of GME 
pupils from 2011/12 to 2016/17. Again this growth 
has been concentrated within Glasgow and Edin-
burgh. Over the same period there has also been a 
growth of 21 per cent or 552 secondary pupils tak-
ing part in Gaelic learners’ programmes. Expansion 
has been particularly strong in areas such as East 
Ayrshire where there had previously been little or no 
provision. 

Further and Higher Education

There has been growth in Gaelic education partici-
pation at Further and Higher Education level (FE and 
HE). At HE level there were 499 students enrolled in 
Gaelic related courses in 2015/16. This represents 
a 12 per cent growth from 2009/10. Gaelic related 
courses are dominated by Celtic Studies, but there 
are also some students studying Gaelic language 
courses. Another important element of Gaelic 
education at HE level is Gaelic teaching courses. 
In 2016/17 across Scotland there were 13 students 
undertaking a Gaelic PGDE course and 8 studying 
for a Gaelic BEd degree. It is important to note that 
despite these fairly low numbers, there has been a 
significant increase in the number of allocated plac-
es for Gaelic teaching courses, amounting to 153 in 
2016/17. 

At FE level there were over 1,400 students enrolled 
in Gaelic related courses in 2015/16. This represents 
a 10 per cent growth from 2008/09. Most of these 
courses are part-time or short courses, and many 
are beginners’ Gaelic courses. The vast majority, 81 
per cent, of enrolled students are studying courses 
that do not lead to a recognised qualification. In to-
tal 27 per cent of FE students are enrolled in courses 
taught and assessed in Gaelic. 
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Gaelic enrolments at HE/FE level are concentrated 
within the Highlands and Islands region. Nine-
ty-four percent of FE students enrolled on Gaelic 
related courses in 2015/16 were located within the 
Highlands and Islands college region and nearly 60 
per cent of enrolments on Gaelic related HE courses 
were at UHI. 

Distance and Community Learning

Distance and community learning has also become 
an increasingly important element of Gaelic edu-
cational provision. Sabhal Mòr Ostaig has offered 
distance learning courses since 2000 and these 
now range from beginners to postgraduate level. 
In 2016/17 there were just under 350 students 
enrolled in these courses, representing a small but 
stable increase from just over 300 in 2011/12.8 
Community learning courses are also offered by a 
number of Local Authorities and colleges and these 
are important for offering adults both beginners 
and refresher courses. 

8  www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/en/
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Strengths Weaknesses
•	 The positive policy framework which the Scottish Government has in-

stituted to support the development of Gaelic language.

•	 Increased GME provision, particularly in the central belt.

•	 Increased prominence and focus on Gaelic language through media 
outlets, Gaelic arts, public body Gaelic language plans and an increas-
ing recognition of the potential economic value of the language. 

•	 A changing profile of Gaelic speakers, i.e. a shift towards speakers un-
der the age of 25 years.

•	 There has also been an increasing recognition of the potential eco-
nomic value of Gaelic language amongst young people. 

•	 The lack of available data sources on Gaelic language employment, which makes 
it difficult to quantify the number of Gaelic essential and desirable posts and 
the potential gap between the demand for and supply of Gaelic language skills.

•	 Issues within the skills pipeline were also highlighted as many consultees com-
mented that many people who have Gaelic language skills or go through Gaelic 
education do not go on to use these skills in employment.

•	  It was also noted that the pipeline can be leaky, i.e. those in primary school 
GME do not always go on to GME high school and then on to Gaelic related FE/HE 
courses. Consultees and survey respondents also commented on issues relat-
ed to a mismatch between where Gaelic speakers are and where Gaelic related 
posts are available. This is an issue for GME schools and early years provision as 
there is an ongoing shortage of teachers and practitioners. 

Opportunities Threats
•	 The favourable policy context and focus on Gaelic language within 

sectors such as Tourism and Creative Industries.

•	  It also highlighted that the number of Gaelic speakers who are not 
currently utilising their skills in employment represents a market to 
whom Gaelic language opportunities and mid-career skills develop-
ment can be promoted.

•	 Community Learning Development opportunities/Adult Learning. 

•	 There are also opportunities to promote the economic benefits of Gael-
ic language skills to employers, particularly in areas such as Tourism, 
Creative industries, Early Learning and Childcare and Healthcare. The 
embedding of Gaelic language into Modern and Foundation Appren-
ticeships frameworks also offers opportunities to further open Gaelic 
language employment pathways to young people.

•	 Any potential future, negative policy shift; 

•	 The concentration of Gaelic speakers within certain areas, which may under-
mine efforts to promote the benefits of Gaelic language skills to businesses. 

•	 The current shortage of GME teachers and early years practitioners, which could 
prevent further expansion of GME and therefore restrict growth of Gaelic lan-
guage skills.

•	 Lack of coordination between different bodies to help increase the number of 
Gaelic essential and desirable posts available. 

The Gaelic Language Labour Market  Executive Summary 9
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Actions
Arising from this research, four actions are proposed 
to maintain momentum on Gaelic language skills.

Action 1 – Strategic Leadership

Forming a national group with responsibility for 
Gaelic language skills, taking into account the 
issues raised in the report, and building on existing 
activities. This would likely include representatives 
from organisations such as: Scottish Government, 
BnG, HIE, SDS, SFC, UHI, Scottish Enterprise (SE), 
other relevant Universities, Visit Scotland, the FE 
sector, private training providers, industry and 
sector bodies, teachers’ association such as Edu-
cational Institute of Scotland (EIS)9 and Comann 
Luchd-Teagaisg Àrd-Sgoiltean (CLAS)10.  Leadership 
: BnG and SDS.

Action 2 – Monitoring and Evaluation

To demonstrate the impact of investment in Gaelic 
skills. Increased monitoring and evaluation activity, 
to be led by BnG, of strategies, initiatives, activities 
and funds in place and how they are contributing 
towards national and individual organisational ob-
jectives within various Gaelic Language Plans. This 
will offer a better understanding of what is working 
and where more activity is needed. Leadership : 
BnG.

9  http://www.eis.org.uk/

10  https://clas123.wordpress.com/

Action 3 – Responding to Opportunities

The evidence points to opportunities to further de-
velop Gaelic language skills:

•	 In Community Learning Development. 
Leadership: Local Authorities/ BnG

•	 In specific sectors – Tourism, Creative 
Industries, Early years and Childcare and 
Health and Social Care. Leadership: SDS

•	 Continue embedding Gaelic language into 
SDS careers offer and Apprenticeship provi-
sion. Leadership: SDS

Action 4 – The Evidence Base

This study is the second of its kind in which part-
ners have resourced a study to establish an evi-
dence base on Gaelic LMI. Going forward, partners 
are committed to ensuring that this evidence base 
is maintained and further developed through future:

•	 Evidence developed on demand and provi-
sion. Leadership: SDS and the SFC

•	 Engagement with businesses through exist-
ing mechanisms such as business panels. 
Leadership: HIE and SE.
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Contact us: 
If you have any feedback or comments on this report,  
please email rsa@sds.co.uk

Skills Development Scotland, Evidence Base Team. June 2018
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Education and Skills Committee 

9th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 13 March 2019 

Subject choices – Local Authority responses 

The Committee wrote to all 32 local authority Directors of Education to ask for 
information regarding subject choices. 10 local authorities responded. A link to the 
letter to local authorities and the responses received are below. 
 

• Read the letter to local authority Directors of Education 
 
Reponses: 

• Aberdeenshire 

• Angus 

• Clackmannanshire 

• East Renfrewshire 

• Edinburgh 

• Fife 

• Highland 

• Moray  

• South Ayrshire 

• South Lanarkshire 

 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/Letter_to_Directors_of_Education.pdf


 

Serving Aberdeenshire from mountain to sea – the very best of Scotland

Aberdeenshire Response to Inquiry on Subject Choice 
 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
Because the Senior Phase combines S4/5/6, this has created far greater timetable 
flexibility, and has ensured that pupils of all abilities are able to access courses which 
help them progress their learning.  Prior to CfE, the S5/6 timetable catered mainly for 
the most able, concentrating as it did on ensuring that Higher and Advanced Higher 
classes could run.  Now, increasingly, pupils in the senior phase can access courses 
from Level 4 up to Level 7 at the time which is most appropriate to them.  The greater 
flexibility of the timetable has been matched by increasing option choice: alongside 
traditional courses, schools now offer wider achievement opportunities ranging from 
vocational qualifications to leadership and employability awards, many of which are 
also certificated, and courses offering different types of work related learning. 
 
While the curriculum offer has been changing, examination performance has held up, 
continuing to improve steadily, as before. 
 

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How do 
your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how does 
this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
On a superficial level, some people have criticised CfE because in schools – and 
authorities – which have remained true to the principles of CfE, pupils in S4 mainly 
study for 6 instead of 8 qualifications.  Schools have, however, been creative in 
planning the S4 curriculum to allow pupils, on occasion, to achieve 7 qualifications, 
and where it has been in the best interests of young people, they have also been 
helped to follow the most appropriate learning pathway, with study of Higher, for 
example, in S4, or AH in S5.  Schools are building Senior Phase timetables around 
learner pathways so that if pupils have not been able to take a qualification in one 
year, it will be available to them in the next.  In this way, pupils can consolidate and 
deepen or broaden their learning at one level by moving sideways to pick up other 
subjects within a curricular area, rather than having to move upwards, to the next level.  
Pupils are therefore able to progress at a level and a pace which best suits them. 
 
Building a college offer into the timetable has expanded the number of vocational 
qualifications on offer, and for some pupils has increased their overall attainment 
because they have been supported into courses which are more relevant to them or to 
their preferred way of learning.  Schools are also offering a wider range of 
qualifications, and finding ways of accrediting wider achievement activities which pupils 
have time within their timetable to participate in.   
 
The choice offered to pupils now is greater than it was pre CfE when in the main, the 
courses offered were those designed to ensure pupils heading for Higher Education 
were appropriately catered for.  Now there is a far greater emphasis on ensuring that 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?


 

Serving Aberdeenshire from mountain to sea – the very best of Scotland

all young people develop the necessary skills for learning, life and work required to 
make the transition into further study, training or employment. 
 
To ensure success in the Senior Phase, S1-3, the BGE, has to be carefully designed.  
Subject Choice needs to be structured to ensure pupils keep their options open.  
Ensuring pupils study around 9-12 subjects in S3 ensures that they are able, if they 
wish, to bank a subject at the end of S3, and then pick it up again in S5 or S6.  The 
issue of keeping motivation high is ever present, but again the formal curriculum is 
enhanced, in some schools, by the presence of some inter-disciplinary learning, some 
elective activities and through using skills based programmes to deepen learning.   
 

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices 
in: 

 
I. broad general education (BGE)? 

 
There has only been narrowing where staffing shortages have impacted on the 
ability of the schools to run courses.  Where there is a shortage of subject 
specialists, priority is usually given to senior phase classes. 
 

II. S4? 
Clearly there has been a reduction in the number of subjects studied in S4 by 
most pupils, but pupils are encouraged to plan their curriculum over the duration 
of the senior phase, and where this is supported effectively in schools – through 
presentations to pupils and parents about learner journeys and the various 
pathways that can be taken – pupils can see how they can gather a suite of 
qualifications over the 3 years, instead of focussing narrowly on achievement in 
one year.  Universities have made clear that it is performance at Higher which is 
their main interest: the number of qualifications studied in S4 is irrelevant.   
 

III. S5? 
 
There is now more choice than ever before for S5 pupils because they can 
access courses at levels 4-7, where before, the majority of courses were only 
available at Levels 6 and 7.  The increase in wider achievement options has 
also improved the offer for S5s. 
 

IV. S6? 
As S5. 

  



 

Serving Aberdeenshire from mountain to sea – the very best of Scotland

 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 

include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
Schools have the freedom to design the curriculum to suit the needs of their pupils.  
Authority guidelines were produced and agreed by Head Teachers, but within these 
there is flexibility to tailor the offer to the community the school serves.   
 
Schools are becoming more creative in looking at how to increase overall attainment.  
Some find opportunities to accredit activity which takes place, but formerly was not 
certificated; the study of some subjects can naturally lend themselves to the delivery of 
some additional qualifications - eg Modern Languages and Languages at Work Units; 
Mathematics and Application of Mathematics have overlapping content, and can be 
attained in tandem; PSE, traditionally not certificated, now opens up possibilities for 
pupils to follow awards, and some schools use Core PE to help pupils achieve national 
qualifications in PE.  Looking creatively at how coursework might meet SQA course 
requirements has resulted in some pupils achieving more than 6 awards in S4. 
 
School size undoubtedly can impact on the range of subject choices as there will not 
be the economies of scale possible in larger schools.  To a degree, some of this can 
be mitigated by working in partnership with  neighbouring schools or with College 
partners, though rurality can make these arrangements expensive because of 
transport costs.  Schools have, however, made local arrangements to share teachers, 
where possible, or have made arrangements for pupils to access courses elsewhere. 
 
Staffing, to a large extent, influences what can or cannot be offered.  Aberdeenshire 
has experienced difficulties recruiting staff, probably because schools are in largely 
rural areas, and so not always attractive to younger staff.  There are obvious dangers 
in having only one teacher qualified to teach a subject in school, because if this 
member of staff leaves, the provision is lost, a particular problem for smaller schools.  
Where there is staff shortage, senior phase classes are most likely to be allocated the 
necessary subject staff, opening up gaps in the experience of classes in  
S1-3. 
 
Tapping into college provision is another way of ensuring pupils are offered a range of 
choices.  The degree to which the value of such courses is promoted, and the 
perception of parents as to their value, can affect take-up, but perhaps the greatest 
barrier to participation in college activity lies in the challenges created by rurality. We 
do not have common timetables across the 17 secondaries in Aberdeenshire, 
something which creates opportunities as well as challenges.  Transport costs are 
extremely high because of the lack of appropriate public transport in many areas and 
because of the distances some have to travel to reach a college facility, or to reach a 
hub school where college provision may be available. 

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the 
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 
 



 

Serving Aberdeenshire from mountain to sea – the very best of Scotland

Taken overall, it is clear that the same wide range of subjects is available to pupils as 
was in 2014.  Presentation patterns at different levels vary, however, with far fewer 
pupils now being presented at National 4, perhaps because of the perception that it is 
a lesser qualification, a perception based in part by the fact there is no external 
examination, and in part because of employers’ failure to recognise the qualification.  
Where before, employers would ask for qualifications at General Level, the level which 
most National 4 pupils would have achieved prior to the change in qualifications, they 
now seek National 5 qualifications, the equivalent to the old Credit Level qualifications. 
 
While the same range of subjects exists, however, there has been increased uptake in 
subjects which might appear to have a more vocational or practical relevance: subjects 
like Accounting; Practical Cookery, Cake Craft, Music Technology and Practical 
Metalwork and Woodwork have all seen significant increases in uptake at National 5; 
Administration and IT, Computing Science, Engineering Science and Photography 
have seen significant improvements in uptake at Higher, and at Advanced Higher, 
uptake has significantly improved in Art and Design, Business Management, and 
Computing Science.   
 
There are fewer subjects whose uptake is significantly lower than the figure in 2014.  
French and German both have lower uptake at N5, but Spanish has seen an increase, 
while French has fairly significantly better uptake in Higher over the 5 years.  At 
Higher, Human Biology presentations have declined significantly, as have 
presentations in both Sociology and Psychology.  More pupils have been able to 
access Sociology and Psychology through college links, which may account for the 
drop, but it is also the case that we have few members of staff qualified to teach Higher 
Psychology.  At Advanced Higher level, the most significant drop in presentations is in 
Graphic Communication, and this is likely to be a direct consequence of staff 
shortages in Technical subjects. 
 

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
         

Clearly, limitations in subject choice restrict the choices a pupil can make and can lead 
them into choosing subjects in which they have little interest. This can affect their 
motivation and overall attainment.  With the current focus on learner pathways, 
however, has come improvements in how the subject choice process is presented and 
managed, and schools try very hard to ensure that the relevance of subjects to a 
proposed learning pathway is made clear.  Experiencing as broad a curriculum as 
possible in S1-3, along with appropriate support at key subject choice periods, is key to 
ensuring a pupil can make the best possible choices in the Senior Phase. 
 
Report prepared by Alison Robertson, CfE Development Officer, Aberdeenshire 
Council. 
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Currently all young people in Angus study a maximum of 6 subjects in S4. This 
includes the opportunity to study a skills for work course at Dundee & Angus College. 

Within the senior phase there have been isolated instances of specific subject 
choice being unavailable. In every case this has been due to difficulties in recruiting 
in that area. 

d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size;
area and school demography.

Angus schools work hard to ensure that a full range of subjects can be offered to 
learners. All 8 secondary schools use a similar curriculum structure and this has been 
negotiated and agreed with Dundee and Angus College to ensure alignment to 
courses offered in partnership with further education. School size plays a role in 
terms of the number of staff available with the necessary range of qualifications. In 
Angus we also try to use information about our local economy to facilitate our future 

workforce. One example would be hosting the FA in Childcare in Brechin as we find 
it difficult to recruit childcare related workers in that area. 

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular
subjects in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you

think has caused this change?

Full information is available from the SQA. 

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject
choices?

Where courses have not been offered due to staff shortage all efforts have been 
made to accommodate young people in neighbouring schools where possible. In 
addition classes in those subjects have been offered end on to the school day. This 
has meant a teacher from another school travelling the school without the subject 
specialist to deliver the course. There are also examples of lecturers from Dundee &
Angus College assisting with delivery due to teacher shortage. The result is that, 

although having the staff shortage may be regarded as negative, the joint solution
focussed approach is further enhancing relationships between our Head Teachers 
and Dundee & Angus College. 

Yours sincerely 

Dr Pauline Stephen 
Director of Schools & Learning 



Clackmannanshire Council  
 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 
better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

• Yes.  There is a much wider range of appropriate pathways available to young 
people, for example, partnership with college and employers to deliver relevant 
learning experiences.  However, pupil achievement levels are hampered by the 
constant change in SQA arrangements and rigid traditional assessment structure.   

• Clearly a concern around the ever-changing assessment arrangements eg 
Computing: 5 changes in 5 years to the N5 & H courses. 
 
b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 

• Examples as above and the conviction of schools to develop innovative 
approaches to timetabling and curriculum options, involving partners. 

• Collaborative working across all Secondaries facilitates a wider range of 
pathways for our young people. 

• More focus on the SCQF framework regarding pupil attainment would support 
the flexibility above, however, the traditional measurements of 5@ could work 
against this flexible approach. 
 
c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in? 
 

I.broad general education (BGE)? No 
II.S4? No 

III.S5? No 
IV.S6? No 
 
There has been an increase in the wider learning experiences and subjects available 
to young people.  For example, Level course, Foundation Apprenticeships, DofE. 
 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and 
school demography. 
 
The most significant factor is pupil need within the available resources of each school 
and across the wider council. 
 
e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects 
in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 
 

• Where there has been a drop off in attainment through changes to SQA 
arrangements etc, numbers have dropped. 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?


• Non-compulsory status of Modern Languages has impacted on presentation 
numbers. 
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 

• Where there has been staffing issues within establishments, a negative 
impact is evident regarding pupil numbers. 
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East Renfrewshire Council: Education Department 
Response to Education and Skills Committee 

 
 
The Committee has launched a call for views, and would very much appreciate your input into this 
inquiry. Specifically, the Committee seeks the perspective of your local authority on the following 
questions: 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) allowed for better 

learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

 In East Renfrewshire the education department’s vision of Everyone Attaining, Everyone 
Achieving through Excellent Experiences clearly demonstrates an ambition for all children and 
young people and sets out the responsibility placed on everyone who works in education to meet 
the needs of all and develop their skills and capabilities.  Head Teachers are empowered to 
deliver this vision and deliver a curriculum in the Broad General Education (BGE) and Senior 
Phase (SP) based on the needs of their individual communities taking account of national and 
local guidance e.g. CfE and DYW. 

 

 ERC guidance reflects the principles of CfE and the rationale set out in Building the Curriculum 
3; it is clear that schools must provide a coherent, flexible and enriched curriculum for all pupils 
from 3-18. The curriculum should also lead to improvement in the quality of the learning 
experiences of children and young people and increased attainment and achievement for all 
learners.  
 

 Schools are clear that their curricular framework and structure must deliver the six national 
entitlements. Specifically: 

o a curriculum that is coherent from 3 to 18 
o a broad general education (from early years to S3) 
o a senior phase (S4-S6) where learners can obtain qualifications; 
o opportunities to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work, focusing 

on literacy, numeracy and health and wellbeing; 
o personal support to enable them to gain as much as possible from the opportunities 

that Curriculum for Excellence can provide; and,  
o support in moving into positive and sustained destinations beyond school. 

 

 In order to deliver these entitlements all education establishments have worked together as a 
community to establish their vision, values and aims which are underpinned by the department’s 
vision statement. 

 

 Schools in East Renfrewshire collaborate within clusters (associated early years, primary and 
secondary schools), planning together to design a curriculum which is cohesive across sectors, 
hence ensuring continuity and progression for children and young people at key points of 
transition. Clusters have been supported to map out curricular progression from 3-18, designing 
curricular maps which support the learner’s journey from early years to the senior phase, taking 
account the most appropriate gradient of learning for pupils.  Clusters have an allocation of 
funding and time in working time agreements which allows joint in-service and professional 
learning opportunities to address areas for improvement identified from analysis of data across 
the Cluster. The collaborative approach supports transition across sectors and ensures 
attainment, achievement and experiences are progressive and continuous. 

 

 In East Renfrewshire, during the senior phase young people build up a portfolio of qualifications. 
The curriculum frameworks developed by our schools provide a range of learning pathways 
designed to meet the needs of all learners, whether aspiring to achievements at SCQF level 1 
or SCQF level 7. There is also a continuing emphasis, for example, on health and wellbeing 
appropriate to this phase, including physical activity, service to others and work placements. 
Schools also continue to support young people to participate and achieve in a wide range of 
areas. 
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 In East Renfrewshire almost all pupils will study a minimum of 8 subjects in S4; most will study 
5 in S5 and 3 in S6. However, schools adapt the curricular model to suit individual young people. 

 

 Secondary Head Teachers in East Renfrewshire continually review the efficient curricular 
structures which were agreed some 12-13 years ago (to reflect curriculum design principles of 
CfE) and regularly consider opportunities to enhance learning opportunities and experiences 
which will meet the needs of groups and individual learners.  

 

 Within the authority there is evidence from ERC reviews and Education Scotland inspections of 
many strong features in both the leadership of CfE and in the impact of CfE on learners’ 
experiences, attainment and achievement. Evidence in relation to whether the senior phase 
curricular framework has resulted in better learning, improved attainment and achievement and 
delivered the national entitlements is set out in more detail in the response to part b. 
 
 

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of pathways 
that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How do your schools 
offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how does this impact on 
the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 

 Each educational establishment regularly reviews their curriculum to ensure it takes account of 
local context.  This is done in collaboration with its community and takes account of all the 
relevant data.   
 

 The schools’ design of the curriculum provides flexible learning pathways which lead to raising 
attainment.  These pathways support children and young people to build on prior learning and 
ensures appropriate progression for all learners. Schools offer a wide range of courses in the 
senior phase, they review these on a regular basis to ensure they support pupil needs and lead 
to improved outcomes. 
 

 Schools have held a wide range of events to engage with pupils, parents, teachers and 
practitioners, partners and employers to increase understanding of employability, work related 
learning and vocational pathways. 

 

 Extensive use of the national data-hub in schools and with partners supports the development 
of appropriate pathways for all young people; this includes an emphasis on STEM. The ERC 
vocational programme takes account of the latest Labour Market Information and delivers over 
50 courses, ranging from level 1 to level 8 to around 550 students including over 60 young people 
undertaking Foundation Apprenticeships across a range of frameworks. The courses are 
delivered in partnership with colleges, universities and employers, allowing pupils to develop 
skills in their chosen subject as well as valuable experience to help them in the world beyond 
school.  

 

 The use of an agreed timetable schematic in the senior phase supports the vocational 
programme and enables schools to provide a greater range of courses for learners in an efficient 
way.  Evidence of impact is monitored closely with increased attainment and achievement, 
including vocational qualifications evident e.g. Education Department End Year Performance 
Report and ERC Standards and Quality Report.. 
 

 A senior phase (S4-S6) where learners can obtain qualifications – In relation to the breadth 
and depth of pupils’ learning Insight data demonstrates the following impact: 
S4 – Last 5 years 

 The proportion of young people achieving awards at SCQF level 4 has remained relatively 
unchanged for 1+ and 3+; it has increased slightly for 5+ and 7+. ERC consistently 
outperforms its virtual comparator (VC) and is above the national average. 

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+, 5+ and 7+ awards at SCQF level 5 has 
increased; ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well above the national average. 
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S5 – Last 5 years 

 The proportion of young people achieving awards at SCQF level 5 has remained relatively 
unchanged for 1+; it has increased for 3+, 5+ and 7+. 

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+ and 5+ awards at SCQF level 6 has 
increased. 

 At SCQF levels 5 and 6 ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well above the national 
average.  
 

S6 – Last 5 years 

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+, 5+ and 7+ awards at SCQF level 6 has 
increased.  

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+ and 2+ awards at SCQF level 7 has increased. 

 At SCQF levels 6 and 7 ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well above the national 
average.  

 

 Opportunities to develop skills in literacy and numeracy – Insight data shows the following 
impact: 

 Over the last 5 years, the performance of ERC school leavers in literacy and numeracy at 
SCQF level 5 has increased. In 2015-16, 2016-17 and 2017-18 the performance was greater 
than our virtual comparator and well above the national average. 

 Over the last 5 years, the performance of ERC school leavers in literacy and numeracy at 
SCQF level 4 has increased; almost all leavers achieved this measure over this time period. 

 

 Positive and sustained destinations - The impact of the SP curriculum in East Renfrewshire 
is also noted through school leaver destinations. These remain consistently high and above the 
national average. In 2016-17 96.1% of leavers were in a positive destination, increasing to 96.6% 
in the follow up survey. This was second highest result to-date and well above the national 
average. The 2017-18 leaver information indicates that 97.4% of ERC leavers were in a positive 
destination. In addition the 2018 participation data indicated that 96.8% of ERC 16-19 year olds 
were participating, this was well above the national figure of 91.8% and the highest result for 
mainland LAs. 

 

 Opportunities to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work -  In addition 
to the improvements in the breadth and depth measures noted above, the latest data provided 
by the Scottish Government in relation to the percentage of school leavers attaining vocational 
qualifications shows a very strong and improving picture. At both SCQF Level 5 and Level 6, in 
2017-18 ERC performed significantly better than the national average. 

 

 ERC National 

 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18

1 or more at 
SCQF 
Level 5 or 
better 

8.6% 15.3% 16.5% 20.2% 9% 10.7% 12.8% 11.4% 

1 or more at 
SCQF 
Level 6 or 
better 

2.4% 5.8% 7.9% 14.8% 1.3% 1.9% 2.5% 3.8% 

 
 

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices 
in: 

 

 As noted above each educational establishment regularly reviews its curriculum to ensure it takes 
account of local context and meets pupil needs.  ERC schools have increased the range of 
subject choices available for young people in the BGE and SP. Specifically: 
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S4 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 4 and 5 in S4 has increased 
by 12% and 4% respectively between 2010 and 2018.1  
 
S5 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 5 has remained relatively 
static over the eight year period to 2018. Notably, in ERC there has been a 15% increase in the 
number of curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 6 in S5. 1 

 
S6 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 6 in S6 has remained 
relatively static between 2010 and 2018. Notably, in ERC there was a 17% increase in the 
number of curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 7 in S6 over the same period. 1 

 
The number of out of school academic and vocational courses offered to S5 and S6 learners in 
ERC schools has increased by 131% over the period 2010 to 2018.2 

 
 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors include: 

curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school demography. 
 

 Senior Phase attainment at authority level is shared with Head Teachers and subject groups in 
September and is discussed through a series of meetings with the Head of Education Services 
and QIO team based on the September Insight data, EMIS (Education Management Information 
Services) data and school information. This allows the key features of attainment at school level 
to be discussed along with a reflection on the main contributory factors, including curriculum 
structures and subject choices. Further discussions in respect of the leavers’ cohort are held in 
March/April. 
 

 Schools utilise an open course choice structure in S5 and S6 to provide maximum flexibility for 
learners. Pupil choices are facilitated through the provision of a timetabled class in their base 
school or by gaining places in neighbouring schools through the consortia arrangements. The 
compact geographical nature of the LA along with the links to Colleges in Glasgow City and the 
West Regions have helped ERC schools maximise choices for learners in the senior phase. 
However, schools do require sufficient resources in cover transport costs. 

 

 All ERC schools have developed a senior phase option choice booklet for S5 and S6 pupils e.g. 
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/er/Williamwood/files/2019/01/S56-Option-Choices.pdf. This 
booklet details all the opportunities available including in school and Colleges.  

 

 Teacher availability and teacher expertise are also significant factors in the range of subject 
choices.  

 
 
e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the past 

5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this change? 
3 

 

 During school session 2014-15 the Education Department engaged with the Council’s 
Environment Department and Employability service (WorkER), SDS, the college sector and other 
partners to address the main recommendations of Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) and 
to devise an implementation plan which would meet the needs of the young workforce in East 
Renfrewshire.  The Developing the Young Workforce in East Renfrewshire - Implementation Plan 
2015-2020 was agreed in August 2015. The ERC DYW Implementation Plan was designed to 
deliver the national recommendations and led to the following key changes: 

 

                                                 
1 Values calculated using presentation data from SQA pre-appeal files for 3 candidates or more. 
2 Values calculated from vocational programme in 2010-11 to 2018-19. 
3 Values calculated using distribution of awards charts ERC All from 2014 and 2018 based on S4 roll. 



5 

 

 more opportunities for young people to undertake learning which connects more directly to 
employment; 

 a broader range of qualifications for young people in the senior phase delivered in partnership 
with colleges and other providers; 

 more partnerships between schools, colleges and employers to inform curriculum design and 
delivery and provide work related learning; 

 adoption of Foundation Apprenticeships for young people in the senior phase; and 

 greater understanding for young people and parents about the world of work, routes into 
work, career planning and employment opportunities. 

 

 As a result of this plan there is a broader range of qualifications available for young people in the 
senior phase (see responses to parts b and c). 

 

 Within the context of an increased range of courses, the following changes in uptake are also 
noted: 

 

Stage Curricular areas where 
presentation increased 
significantly  

Curricular areas where 
presentation decreased 
significantly  

S4 (SCQF L5) Phy Ed 19% 
English 14.3% 
Bus Man 11.4% 
Drama 6.1% 
Geography 5.3% 
Physics 4.9% 
Hospitality 4.7% 

Music 6.1% 

S5 (SCQF L6) English 13.7% 
Bus Man 8.4% 
Phy Ed 6.8% 
Mathematics 4.2%  
Mod Studs 4.3% 

History 5.7% 
 

S6 (SCQF L7) 
Significant taken as >1% as 
proportion of S4 roll for this 
measure 

Mathematics 5.9% 
Music 2.0% 
English 1.4% 
Graphics 1.3% 
Bus Man 1.3% 

 

 

 We would anticipate key growth sectors such as business and administration have contributed 
to increased uptake at SCQF L5 and subsequent progression into SCQF L6 and L7.  

 Progression in literacy from the BGE to Senior Phase has resulted in a significant increase in the 
proportion of S4 presented for English at SCQF L5 and subsequently attaining SCQF L6 in S5.  

 Physical Education has been offered as an additional qualification to large proportions of learners 
in S4. 

 
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
N/A – As noted in the response to part d, ERC schools have not limited subject choices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 2019 



 

City of Edinburgh Council 
 
City of Edinburgh Council (subject to approval by Education Committee) 
 
The Committee has launched a call for views, and would very much appreciate your input 
into this inquiry. Specifically, the Committee seeks the perspective of your local authority on 
the following questions: 
  
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
The senior phase structure is more flexible and curriculum pathways are focused around 
aspiration to meet individual learning needs.  Excellence and equity in attainment are key 
priorities within the senior phase, in line with the National Improvement Framework.  
However, there is also an enhanced emphasis on developing skills for learning, life and 
work to ensure positive and sustained leaver destinations.  National priority to develop the 
young workforce has aided this.   
 
The Career Education Standard and Work Placement Standard, supported by our 
partnerships with SDS and the regional DYW Board, help schools to engage more 
effectively with local employers and create more meaningful work-relevant contexts for 
learning.  The recent publication of the 15-24 Learner Journey Review has been shared 
with key leadership networks across the local authority and demonstrates how the senior 
phase can deliver better learning and achievement. 
 
 b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”.  
How do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices in: 
  
I. broad general education (BGE)? 
II. S4? 
III. S5? 
IIII. S6? 
  
BGE 
 
Schools aim to fulfil entitlements to a broad general education across each of the 
curriculum areas and contexts of learning.  Timetables now reflect not only “traditional” 
subject areas but also opportunities for achievement and skills development to ensure that 
we are developing the young workforce.  Therefore, the range of options available to young 
people within the BGE has generally widened. 
 
Increasingly opportunities for achievement of JASS, John Muir, Duke of Edinburgh, 
alongside other recognised awards eg. Science Crest, are being delivered within the school 
timetable to ensure equity and excellence.  This also compliments ongoing IDL across 
themes such as STEM.  The ethos of schools reflects the vision of developing the four 



 

capacities within our young people.  Personalisation and choice within each year of the 
BGE also reflects the opportunities for young people to lead their own learning by 
developing personal interests and creates greater depth of learning.    
  
By S3 the number of subjects/options a young person chooses does reduce, however this 
is to create a depth of learning and consolidation of skills as the bridge between L4 E&Os 
and Level 5 qualifications.  Increasingly faculties are seeking to provide options that will 
sustain progression pathways within the senior phase and better suit the needs of young 
people.  This is also helping to expand and promote the value of the vocational offer, for 
example, Technologies may offer choices such as: Software development, graphic 
communication, hospitality, design & manufacture, construction skills 
 
Senior Phase 
 
In seeking to deliver a curriculum that will best meet the needs of individual learners, 
schools are increasingly offering more flexible routes and a range of qualifications eg. 
National 4/5, National Progression Awards, Skills for work courses etc. 
 
This reflects the increasing data intelligence of schools and greater understanding of 
progression pathways supported by improved partnership working with SDS, College etc. 
Some schools provide for a common S4-6 timetable, however most schools tend to cater 
for discreet S4 and S5/6 experience. 
 
In understanding their own context schools are better able to offer flexible progressive 
pathways for young people.  GIRFEC means that for some young people a more bespoke 
delivery model in collaboration with partners may be required.  Knowing the young people is 
critical and tracking progress within various challenge areas helps schools to address 
potential barriers.  Across schools, staff are being increasingly challenged to ensure 
success for all and this is helping to drive attainment and the development of more suitable 
progression pathways.  This is also helped by the introduction of other viable qualifications 
such as Foundation Apprenticeships. 
 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
Local decision making 
 
Head Teachers within the local authority are empowered to plan and deliver a curriculum 
model to best fit the learning needs of the young people within the catchment area.  The 
needs of learners will reflect a range of factors including school roll, geographical location 
and demography.  Schools provide a curriculum rationale based on their own narrative and 
this will influence the range of subject choices throughout the senior phase. 
 
Curriculum timetabling 
 
For young people who have identified Higher Education as their preferred route schools do 
need to ensure that the necessary University entry requirements can be met – some 
universities insist on the attainment of 5 @ Level 6 in one sitting.  S5 is therefore regarded 
as a critical year within the senior phase for attaining this standard and promotes choice 



 

based on 5 column options within most schools.  In S6 the number of options a young 
person must take is dependent on current level of attainment and achievement and next 
steps in learning to ensure positive and sustained destinations.  
 
The effective delivery of a Timetable is contingent on the availability of resources to deliver 
a range of subjects.  Recruitment of teachers within shortage subjects can therefore impact 
on the curriculum offer.  This can have a more pronounced impact on smaller schools (eg. 1 
teacher department) and subsequently progression pathways within the senior phase can 
be restricted. As a Local Authority developing partnerships across schools and with 
Edinburgh College is critical to ensuring an equitable offer to all young people across the 
secondary school estate.  Consortia arrangements within the “travel column” 
(Tuesday/Thursday afternoons) are invaluable to promoting the range of choice.  We are 
currently considering virtual consortium arrangements to help in the equity of provision 
across the estate. 
 
Senior Phase course requirements 
 
Timetabling is the mechanism to ensure young people receive their full entitlement to the 
BGE and senior phase curriculum.  While the scope of qualifications on offer to young 
people in the senior phase is expanding, the number of options that can be undertaken 
within each year is determined by the time needed to fulfil course and assessment 
requirements.  The majority of schools within Edinburgh are delivering 7 column options 
within S4, on the basis of a 3-year BGE (S1-3), and 3-year senior phase (S4-6).  Variations 
in the curriculum model across the local authority reflect a school’s local context and 
curriculum rationale.  In the past schools may have offered a greater number of column 
options up to the end of S4, on the basis that the 2-2-2 model provided more scope for 
consolidation of learning and skills development. 
 
The timing of the SQA Exams has a significant impact on the availability of sufficient 
teaching time to deliver the required hours for each NQ. In 2019 the first exam is on 
Thursday 25 April, last year the exam diet began on Monday 30 April.  Earlier start dates for 
the exam diet does impact on availability of meaningful teaching time for national 
qualifications.  While schools endeavour to deliver robust teaching during June of each 
school session, results published in August can impact on coursing and young people may 
make changes to subject choices.  These considerations mean that schools need to 
balance the principles of breadth in choice with those of depth, ensuring that young people 
can effectively undertake course requirements within time constraints.    
 
e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the 
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 
 
In developing models to fulfil entitlements to a Broad General Education and Senior Phase  
schools have engaged in innovative and creative approaches to deliver effective learning 
and teaching for young people.  A few schools offered 6 options in S4, however some of 
these schools are now increasing to 7 options as there were unintended consequences to 
the viability of maintaining some subject areas.  For example, modern languages and 
expressive arts may have experienced reduced uptake as young people opted for sciences 
and social subjects alongside core Maths and English. 
 



 

The emphasis on STEM has helped to fuel interest in related subjects.  Vocational options 
are becoming more attractive, particularly with the development of Foundation and 
Graduate apprenticeships – the Developing the Young Workforce agenda is supporting this. 
 
There has been a noticeable decline in RMPS, replaced by Psychology, Sociology and this 
shift reflects a move towards more relevant Higher Education based subjects. 
 
For young people who have attained at a high level by the end of S5 and are on track to 
secure unconditional University offers, it can be difficult to sustain engagement in courses 
particularly Advanced Highers.  The motivation to leave school at the end of S6 having 
attained at the highest level is often reserved for those applying to Oxbridge.  The 
recognition of this dilemma within the Scottish Government 15-24 Learner Journey Review 
is welcomed.   
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
Partnerships with regional DYW Board and SDS promote a much greater understanding of 
the Labour Market Intelligence - however subject shortages have the potential of creating a 
skills gap within some of our key career areas. As an authority we know where the 
opportunities exist however further national support to overcome loss of teaching expertise 
within schools is needed if our young people are to be more work ready. 
 
Teacher recruitment to subject shortage areas does limit subject choice and can impact on 
the provision of appropriate progression pathways for young people.  This can be 
demonstrated in STEM based subjects such as: Technologies (Food & Consumer 
Technology (HE teachers), Design & Manufacturing, Computing, Business. 
  
Developing partnerships across schools and with Edinburgh College is critical to ensuring a 
more equitable offer across the secondary school estate for all young people. Our 
collaborations are an area of strength and our DHT networks for 16+ and Curriculum 
support this collegiately.  Local (school) timetable arrangements could be further 
harmonised to expand this offer and structures to develop this are being considered. 
 
Limitations result in schools being creative and innovative to ensure young people are not 
being disadvantaged. Our approach to developing the young workforce and employer 
engagement, alongside the development of vocational qualifications, is driven by our goal 
of ensuring learning needs and progression pathways of each young person are being 
supported. 
 
The reduction of column options as young people move through the senior phase does 
improve expertise and subject knowledge.  Creating more time within chosen subjects 
consolidates learning and develops skills.  This also supports transition to post-school 
destinations.  Ensuring that our young people and parents/carers receive the appropriate 
advice to make informed decisions at times of choice and change is therefore paramount. 
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Dear Ms Adamson 
 
RESPONSE BY FIFE COUNCIL TO THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT’S ENQUIRY BY 
THE EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE ON SUBJECT AVAILABLILITY, 
SPECIFICALLY THE EXTENT AND BASIS FOR ANY NARROWING OF 
AVAILABILITY OF SUBJECT CHOICES 
 
1. Background and context 
 
1.1 Although the basis of this enquiry is focussed on ‘subject choice’ it is important to 

put the changes in the curriculum in context and to offer some background to the 
decisions made about the implementation of CfE in Fife secondary schools. 
 

1.2 The introduction of Curriculum for Excellence required all schools across Scotland 
to reflect on the purpose of the ‘Senior Phase’ of the curriculum. 

 
1.3 Building the Curriculum 3: A framework for learning, published in 2008, provided the 

basis and justification for this change in emphasis and approach to curriculum 
planning. 

 
1.4  BtC3 made it clear that the curriculum in the ‘senior phase’ should: 
 

•   Meet the needs of all learners 

•   Comprise more than programmes which lead to qualifications 

•   Have a continuing emphasis on Health and Wellbeing 

•   Provide opportunities for personal achievement, service to others and practical 
experience of the world of work 

 
1.5  In Fife, following the publication of BtC3, we established a working group of Officers 

and Head Teachers to reflect on the principles of CfE and to offer schools advice 
and support on implementing the new curriculum. 

 



1.6  Significantly, we took the view that it was not appropriate to impose one curriculum 
model on all schools.   

 Rather, the advice was that each school required to adhere to the principles in 
terms of curriculum design but should be encouraged to interpret these in their own 
context. 

 
1.7  In planning the curriculum all schools were measured by the extent to which the 

Broad General Education and the Senior Phase reflected the 7 key principles. In 
practice this allowed each school to design a curriculum to meet their needs and 
circumstances.  

 
1.8  It was as a result of considering these principles that led to discussion and debate in 

schools across Scotland about the number of courses a young person might be 
able to undertake in any one year with differences of opinion about the time 
required to be allocated to new courses with different expectations and outcomes. 

 
2. In response to the specific questions in the survey we offer the following 

based on consultation with all our secondary Head Teachers: 
 
2.1  The structure of the senior phase has enabled better learning and achievement than 

before.  This has been in part due to schools having more freedom to design 
structures and incorporate pathways to best meet the needs of all learners within 
the individual context of each school and community and supported by more 
creative timetable arrangements and partnership working.  However there remains 
concern about the adverse effect on pupil attainment by the continuing changes in 
SQA course and assessment arrangements. 
 

2.2  A much wider range of appropriate learning pathways and increased learning 
opportunities are available to young people with a focus on employability skills, for 
example, partnership with college, employers and other agencies to deliver relevant 
learning experiences. 

 
Collaborative working, where possible, across local secondary schools has further 
enhanced the range of pathways available to young people.  The developing 
approach to pathways makes the curriculum more relevant and allows schools to 
work in partnership to ensure young people progress in their learning.  The 
recommendations contained in the 15 to 24 Learner Journey Report fully support 
this approach to learning. 
 

2.3  The focus on subjects can be misleading.  It is generally accepted in our schools 
that 8 courses cannot be undertaken in S4, given the time required for each one, 
without taking time from the core curriculum. However most of our schools offer 7 
opportunities but these may not all be traditional national qualifications or even at 
the same level.  The focus on young people following pathways in learning has 
created a much wider and more flexible curriculum offer in our schools. 



 
2.4  There are many factors that influence the range of subjects on offer but the most 

important is learner demand.  Thereafter, schools must make the most efficient use 
of the budget and resources available to them.  Efficient timetabling in a school and 
in partnership with other schools and the college is also an important factor. 

 

2.5 In the current financial climate schools have difficult decisions to make in terms of 
the viability of courses.  Clearly, uptake can vary from year to year but in a number 
of schools there has been a downturn in the number of young people taking 
languages.  In part this might be to do with the overall number of choices available 
but equally the 1+ 2 strategy has led to issues and concerns about continuity from 
the BGE into the senior phase.   

 
2.6 The more a school limits their curriculum offer the more likely you will have more of 

a focus on certain areas of the curriculum.  However, this approach is at odds with 
the principals of Curriculum for Excellence and the priorities set out in the 15 to 24 
Learner Journey Report. 

 

2.7  Schools are ambitious for all their pupils and are making the best possible use of 
resources to provide an appropriate curriculum for everyone.  This is not simply 
about the number of subjects on offer but more importantly how they are configured 
to provide pathways and progressions in learning. 
 

2.8  A focus on ‘subjects’ may be seen as a barrier to a holistic understanding of the 
senior phase of the curriculum.  We need to promote a better understanding of the 
senior phase curriculum as the totality of learner experiences and not just the 
subjects studied. 
 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
Phil Black 
Head of Service, Secondary Schools and Specialist Support 
 









Negative - reduced Senior phase entries that compound skills investments limitations eg .hospitality, 

computing etc. 

Positive - offer of depth of learning, higher positive destinations, better set of achievement whether 

using total or complementary tariff point compared to previous structures. 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr James Vance 
Interim Head of Education 

Sandra Campbell, Interim Director of Care and Learning, The Highland Council 
Glenurquhart Road, Inverness IV3 5NX 

Tel: 01463 702860 



Education and Skills Committee 
Response from Moray Council 
 
With reference to subject availability, specifically the extent of and basis for any 
narrowing of availability of subject choices. 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 

better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

This has been evident within Moray through consortia arrangements and link 
partnerships with Moray College (UHI) to provide a range of SCQF level 4 to 7 
awards, supporting a range of pathways for young people.  There is also more 
informal learning and achievement opportunities as we progress through our 
implementation of the restructuring of the secondary school week, with all schools 
following a common period allocation and timings. 
 
The ongoing changes for SQA subjects has perhaps curtailed the opportunities 
for ongoing improvements in the range and variety of providing flexibility and 
accreditation within the senior phase; however schools are pursing wider 
achievement and partner accreditation. 
 
The move to a 33 period week has allowed more flexibility in learning approaches 
in the senior phase through UPS, time made available for reflection and 
development of targets and next steps in learning, work experience opportunities, 
CES development within learning and teaching. 

 
b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 

pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ 
learning? 
 
 The majority of our schools have used flexibility in a positive and responsive 
way and are becoming more skilled at using data and attainment intelligence to 
support the strategic planning for the senior phase and as a result are providing 
a 3 year option for pupils.  There is a development in creativity in most of our 
schools which is shared widely at regular intervals in the year to ensure that 
planning for pathways and improvement is an ongoing focus throughout the year 
and done in a collegiate manner, 
 
Flexibility is provided through our use of the 16+ datahub and other information 
available to use which is used to analyse and plan.  We know our pupils and use 
UPS to develop this approach which is consolidated through pathway planning 
meetings. 
 
We also use our partners well and they are fully involved in the planning and 
implementation phase of projects which ensures a joined up approach to 
developing learning and pupil experience at all levels. 
 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?


Curriculum and Learning and Teaching is a focus on our 3 year strategic plan 
and as such is a main focus in all areas of improvement and progress as a 
central team and with our HTs and schools.  
 

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 

 
I. broad general education (BGE)? – Yes, due to availability of staff in 

certain subject areas – Technical, Home Economics 
II. S4? – Yes, the breadth of choice is improving but the number of 

choices is quite restrictive in 6 subjects which include English and 
Maths to deliver all aspects of the curriculum design principles; but 
the breadth is improving considerable for some identified cohorts in 
our schools 

III. S5? – this is improving with our approach to learner pathways 
IV. S6? – this is improving with our approach to learner pathways 

 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 

include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
We have a timetabling group in our secondary schools who meet regularly to share 
practice, resources and also staffing/teaching availability for some subject areas 
for some cohorts. This has evolved this year into plans for use of VC, common 
blocks of time in the school week, development of the college day and provision 
and widening and formalising consortia approaches.   Schools have a positive 
level of autonomy and because of the diverse nature of our schools this supports 
empowerment but also a responsive nature to a variety of constraints and the 
influential aspects of cohorts in schools. Local decision making is done in a 
collegiate manner through strategic working groups looking at learner pathways 
which is supported by Moray College, DYW Moray, Engagement team, CLD etc 
as well as operational timetabling groups. 
This is determined by staffing and at the moment this is an influential factor, often 
restricting the range of subjects and levels on offer and as such having to be more 
creative in timetabling and subject choices.  The rurality of some of our schools 
and also the financial implications of extensive travel often determine the range of 
pathways and thus subject choice on offer.  We have 8 very different schools and 
as such our smaller schools are very much driven by the cohort and as such our 
smaller schools continue to be very responsive and creative to change and the 
demands of the groups. 
 

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has 
caused this change? 

 
We have use labour market intelligence and our LOIP as a driver for long term 
planning for our curriculum which has allowed some collaborative working 
between schools and also with our partner groups.  Our Moray Skills Pathway has 
provided a range of BGE taster days for career options to support subject choices 
and career planning. 



There has been a reduction in Home Economics, Technical and Computing – 
some of which is driven by lack of teaching staff and others by changes in courses 
not meeting needs of young people.  This has been offset by the increase in some 
SfW and NPA courses as we move to a strong focus on learner pathways. 

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices?

We are not able to meet future skills demand in areas of need for Moray eg food 
and drink manufacture/industry. 
Pupils are not always following the most suitable pathway which can reduce the 
longevity and sustainability of positive destinations, in an area with high seasonal 
employment. 
Staffing becomes more constrained and once a subject is not offered in BGE and 
SP, it is very difficult to reinstate and also reinvigorate that area. 



South Ayrshire Council 

Response to call for views on subject choice 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for
better learning and overall achievement than previously?

Our answer: Yes, young people have an opportunity to experience a wider range of 
learning pathways to better meet their needs and aspirations.  

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How
do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning?

Our answer: We are on an improving journey with this but as we continue to 
increase the range of learning pathways of offer, we have schools working towards 
awards from providers other than SQA and we are seeing schools working towards 
SCQF rated non- NQ awards. Our schools work with a range of key partners to 
enable provision of a wide range of learning pathways.  This includes working with 
the local college or linking with local businesses and organisations which offer 
valuable work placements. Our schools are working collaboratively and are able to 
offer young people a wider range of qualifications and awards through consortium 
arrangements made possible also by the arrangement of a “travel column”. Schools 
strive to offer progression routes in each of the qualifications and awards and overall 
this is achieved.  

Our schools all operate a unified Senior Phase approach that allows young people in 
S4, S5 and S6 to be taught together as one unified cohort instead of being taught as 
three separate year groups. It enables young people to take courses that are 
appropriate to their individual learning needs rather than their chronological age and 
/ or the needs of their peer group. In this model, there is a balance of the number of 
option choices across each year of the Senior Phase.  Young people can make six 
option choices each year, although there is flexibility within this framework 
depending on the needs of young people. This means that by the end of S6, young 
people can achieve 18 rather qualifications or awards if this was appropriate.  

c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject
choices in:

I. broad general education (BGE)?

Our answer: No. Our young people continue to experience a broad range of 
subjects and are offered a broad range of subject choices at the BGE. Our young 
people receive their full entitlement to experience learning across all Es and Os up to 
and including third CfE level. Our young people have opportunities to specialise and 
learn at fourth curriculum level in line with their needs.  

II. S4?

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?


Our answer: Some could argue that moving to a six option arrangement at S4 would 
be a narrowing of the range of subjects.  However, when the S4 experience is taken 
as part of an overall senior phase as we have described above, then this is not the 
case.  The six-option arrangement allows for greater depth in learning. 

III. S5?
Our answer: No, our young people can study for six qualifications if this is their
preference.

IV. S6?
Our answer: No, our young people can study for six qualifications if this is their
preference.

d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school
demography.

Our answer: Lack of teachers is having the greatest impact on subject availability and
that is a matter of workforce planning that is largely out of our control.

Locality can restrict range of subject choices. Two of our secondary schools are in a
remote position compared to our others and this restricts their access to the
consortium arrangements agreed by the others.

Staff are showing an increasing awareness of the socio-economic profile of the
catchment area and are getting better at using this to inform the curriculum.  This is
one reason why there is an increasing diversity in learning pathways.

Teachers in some of our schools enable young people’s learning to be accredited at
the appropriate level within a class through planning learning for groups of different
abilities. The fact that they offer what they call “bi- level classes” means that young
people’s needs are better met.  However, in a few cases (particularly maths and
sciences) teachers report that bi-level teaching is not possible and this limits the
subject choice for a few young people if the qualification they need at the level they
need is not on offer.

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this
change?

Our answer: It varies from year to year in each school. Teacher shortage and the
quality of staff in a subject at a given time can have an influence. Teacher shortage
results in us employing staff at times who are not of the desired quality.  Knowing
that staff do not provide the highest quality of learning and teaching can affect young
people’s course choices.

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices?

Our answer: Other than contexts where teacher shortage is leading to not being able
to offer a qualification in a subject area, and the few instances where the provision of



a bi-level class would open another option choice for a young person, we are not 
finding that there are limitations on subject choice.  







.· 

their provision and might also undertake activities to develop their leadership skills and 
employability profile or to support their personal statement for university. 

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this
change?

The overall number of pupils in S4, S5 and S6 combined has fallen slightly over the 5 year
period as has the total number of SQA qualifications that pupils have sat. There are some
fluctuations in subject entries for some subject areas , however it would be difficult to attribute
these fluctuations to curriculum models as the qualifications framework and range of courses
has also changed in that time. For example, there is a reduction in the number of Biology
entries that has been offset by increased uptake in Human Biology.

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices?

As previously stated, the curriculum models and the range of courses, programmes and
opportunities available to young people have resulted in a steady increase in qualification
levels at point of exit and an increase in the proportion of pupils achieving sustained positive
destinations.

That said, there is a recognition that literacy and numeracy levels are still not as high as we
might expect, and the difference in attainment between young people from different socio
economic backgrounds remains a clear focus for us all.

Our experience would indicate that socio-economic factors remain a more significant influence
on positive outcomes than any particular curriculum model.

Yours sincerely 

Stewart Nicolson
Head of Education (Senior Phase) 
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Education and Skills Committee 

9th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 13 March 2019 

Subject choices – Universities responses 

The Committee wrote to the Principals of the Higher Education Institutions to ask for 
information regarding entry requirements. This followed on from similar requests made 
to HEIs by the Committee in 2017. A link to the letter to HEIs, responses from HEIs 
and the responses from 2017 are below. 
 

• Read the letter from the Convener to Principals of Higher Education Institutions 
 

Responses: 

• University of Aberdeen 

• Abertay University  

• University of Dundee 

• University of Edinburgh  

• University of Glasgow 

• University of the Highlands and Islands 

• Open University 

• University of St Andrews  

 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/Letter_to_HEI_Principals.pdf
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UNIVERSITY OF 

ABERDEEN 

  Directorate of Marketing and Student Recruitment 

University Office, Regent Walk 

King 's College 

Aberdeen AB24 3FX 

Scotland 

United Kingdom 

Email: study@ abdn .ac.uk 

www.abdn.ac.uk/study 

 
 
 

 
4 March 2019 

 
Clare Adamson MSP 

T3.40 

The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 

EH99 lSP 

 

 
Dear Convener, 

 
The Education and Skills Committee 

 
Further to your letter of S February to our Principal, Professor George Boyne, I have been asked to 

provide you with the information requested by The Education and Skills Committee. 

 
As you highlighted in your letter, we responded to the request for information in 2017 and now 

attach the details relating to 201 8-2019. The information has been prepared by our Head of 

Admissions, Mrs Carol Baverstock. 

 
I wish the Committee every success with their inquiry. 

Best wishes, 

 
Professor Alan Speight 

Vice -Principal (Student Recruitment) 
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University Office. Regent Walk 
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Education and Skills Committee - Inquiry on Subject Choice - 5 February 2019 

 
1. For those applying with SQA qualifications, what was the standard offer (as opposed to minimum 

requirements) for 2018-2019 entry? Please include information on all elements of the offer, including 

whether specific qualifications are required to have been achieved in a single sitting or in a single 

academic year. 

 
At Aberdeen students who take a Higher or Highers in S4 are not penalised for achieving Highers ahead of 

SS. Highers achieved in S4 and SS are regarded as being from ONE sitting. 

 
The University's statement on Curriculum for Excellence can be found at: 

www.abdn.ac.uk/ study/ undergraduate/ curriculum-for-excellence-1701.php 

Information provided below relates to Home Fees applicants. 

The standard unconditional offer was made to those who had achieved AAAA or AAABB in Highers at the 

time an application was submitted. 

 
SS applicants and other first-sitting candidates were made conditional offers to the same rate of AAAA or 

AAABB. So essentially this applied to those whose highest qualification at the time of application was Nat 5 

or equivalent. 

 
For candidates not achieving the above at the time of application, our standard conditional offer required 

AAAAA or AAAABB to be achieved over the two sittings. This conditional two sitting offer was made to 

those with BBBB from one sitting. 

 
A number of candidates were eligible for a conditional offer but were unable to meet as detailed above, 

because of the curriculum being studied. Offer making was therefore adapted to take account of the S6 

curriculum which incorporated Advanced Highers. 

 
Exceptions: those who were identified as applicants meeting widening participation characteristics were 

made lower conditional offers. Such applicants were made offers if they had achieved BBBC at one sitting, 

and were required to achieve AAAAB or AAABBB over two sittings. 
 

Medicine 

 
For those applying to MBChB with SQA qualification s, the standard conditional offer was AAAAB in S5 with 

BBB in S6. 

 
In S5 applicants are required to achieve AAAAB in one sitting, to include Chemistry and 2 other science 

subjects (Maths, Physics, Biology/ Human Biology) plus 2 other subjects. 

 
 
 
 
 

UK Visas & Immigration Sponsor Licence Number: IGFlB20B2 
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Should our SS minimum requirements of AAAAB in appropriate subjects be achieved then a typical offer 

would be Conditional with achievable S6 conditions being set. These are normally BBB, but we deal with 

applicants on a case by case basis when, e.g. they are only taking 2 subjects in S6. 

 

Mechanical Engineering 

 
For the MEng (5-year integrated Masters Degree) the entry requirement for an unconditional offer was 

AABB in one sitt ing. Over two sittings this increased to AABBB. The BEng (4 year Honours degree) was 

BBBB, and this increased to ABBB over two sittings with A/B required in Maths and Physics. 

 
Students who met widening participation characteristics were given modified offers that were bespoke for 

each student, depending on their circumstances and the academic profile of the student. These offers 

covered a range of grades from normal requirements as above to lowered requirements depending on the 

circumstances. Where the student had a lower qualification profile, then often a split offer was made with 

one offer for Highers only, and another for Highers with completion of the University' s Summer 

School. The latter option would have a lower Higher requirement but emphasise good grades in Maths and 

Physics (and Chemistry if applying for Petroleum or Chemical Engineering). 

 
 

2. How many of the 2018-2019entrants were accepted onto the programme having achieved SQA 

qualifications? 

 
SQA qualifications at Higher, Advanced Higher, HNC and HND are included. Answers below relate to 

those who are Scottish domiciled. 

 
i) Law= 134 

ii) Medicine= 129 

iii) Mechanical Engineering= 47 

 
3. How many 2018-2019 entrants were there in total? 

 
i) Law= 163 

ii) Medicine = 162 

iii) Mechanical Engineering= 63 

 
With regard to the above, the information provided relates specifically to entry in 2018. The university of 

Aberdeen has reviewed admissions criteria and published revised entry qualification information, for all 

degrees, for 2019 entry, as detailed in the 2019 Undergraduate Pros pectus. This included extensive 

information on Contextual Admissions and Widening Participation.  Building on these developments, further 

refinement has been made for our 2020 Undergraduate Prospectus, with regard to Widening Access and 

the development of Standard, Minimum and Adjusted entry requirements for non-controlled degree areas. 

A copy of the 2020 Prospectus is attached. 

 
 

Mrs Carol Baverstock 

Head of Admissions 

March 2019 



Abertay University  
 
Susan Campbell- Registrar 
Abertay University 
 
I am responding on behalf of Abertay University. 
 
Of the programmes listed, we offer only Law (LLB). 
 
Our standard offer in 2018/19 was: 
ABBB at SQA Higher, to include a literate subject, with no requirement to have 
attained the passes at a single sitting; or  
SQA HNC or HND in one of Legal Services, Business, or Social Science with graded 
unit A. 
 
In 2018/19 42 applicants entered with SQA Highers/Advanced Highers, and 23 with 
SQA HNC/HND. 
 
There were 78 entrants in total in September 2018. 
 
There have been no relevant changes in the last two years for this programme. 
 
 



       

Analysis of UG Entrants to Law, Mechanical Engineering or Medicine at University of Dundee with an SQA Qualification 
on Entry 

 
(1) For those applying with SQA qualifications, what was the ‘standard offer’ (as opposed to minimum requirements) for 2018-19 
entry? Please include information on all element of the offer, including whether specific qualifications are required to have been 
achieved in a single sitting or in a single academic year. 
 

  Standard offer for Level 1 entry Essential Subjects 

Medicine  
AAAAB at Higher (S5 single sitting) and BBB in 3 
subjects Higher or Advanced Higher (S6 single 
sitting) 

Higher Chemistry and another science subject at Higher (from 
Biology, Physics or Mathematics). Biology Grade A at National 5 
and Mathematics and English Grade B at National 5. 

Mechanical Engineering AABB at Higher (S5 and S6 2 sittings acceptable) 
Mathematics and a Science and Engineering subject (Physics 
preferred) 

Law  AAABB at Higher (S5 and S6 2 sittings acceptable) None 

 
(2) How many of the 2018-19 entrants were accepted onto the programme having achieved SQA qualifications? 

(3) How many 2018-19 entrants were there in total? 

 
Criteria:  Entry year 2018/9             

                Only students who were domiciled in the UK and had qualifications of either SQA Highers/Advanced Highers were included in the analysis 

                Included entrants who were accepted on to the programme with solely SQA qualifications     

                Excluded entrants who held other qualifications such as HNC, HND, Degree or Access Summer School qualification   

                     SQA qualifications include:   SQA H (Higher)       

                                                                   SQA AH (Advanced Higher)           

 
 
 
 
 



       

 
 
 

 Entry Year 

 2018/9 

Undergraduate Programme 

No. of Entrants with 
SQA Qualification 

(Higher / Advanced 
Higher) 

Total 
Number 

of 
Entrants 

% of 
Entrants 
with SQA 

Qualification 

UG Law 73 160 46% 

UG Mechanical Engineering 29 68 43% 

UG Medicine (MBChB) 96 151 64% 

 
 



THE UNIVERSITY of EDINBURGH
33 Buccleuch Place
Edinburgh, EH8 9JS
United Kingdom

Tel +44 (0)131 650 4360
SIB +44 (0)131 650 1000

sra.enquiriesed.ac.uk
www.ed.acuk/student-recruitment

26 February 2019

Dear Ms Adamson

Senior Phase subject choice availability and university admissions

Thank you for your recent letter regarding entry to undergraduate degrees at the University
Edinburgh in 2018/19. I am pleased to provide the information you requested.

We publish full details of our entry requirements and selection criteria on our website.
Information currently published relates to 2020 entry:
https://www.ed .ac.uk/studying/undergraduate

The University’s approach to Curriculum for Excellence is detailed at:
https://www.ed .ac. uk/studying/undergraduate/entry-requirements/scottish-
qualifications/h ighers

The University of Edinburgh has operated contextualised admissions since 2004, recognising
that not all applicants have an equal opportunity to demonstrate their academic potential
through their school qualifications. The offer and entry requirement information detailed
below mentions ‘Context Plus’ applicants. These are applicants whose socio-economic
status, educational background or personal circumstances are indicators of disadvantage,
and who are from groups underrepresented in higher education. Context Plus applicants are
required to meet the minimum entry requirement, not the standard offer.

Further information about the University’s approach to contextualised admissions, including
information about the criteria used, is available on our website:
https://www.ed .ac. uk/studying/u ndergrad uate/applying/selection/contextual-admissions

Recognising the variable access to Advanced Highers across Scotland, the University frames
its entry requirements in terms of attainment at SQA Higher. Candidates who do not have
access to Advanced Highers are not disadvantaged in our admissions processes. Information
about the Highers approved for entry is published on our website:
https://www.ed .ac. uk/studying/undergraduate/entry-requirements/scottish-
qualifications/approved-subjects. We accept a range of other qualifications for entry,
including Higher National qualifications and Foundation Apprenticeships.

1. For those applying with SQA qualifications, what was the ‘standard offer’ (as opposed to
minimum requirements) for 2018-19 entry? Please include information on all elements of
the offer, including whether specific qualifications are required to have been achieved in
a single sitting or in a single academic year.

I. MBChB Medicine (excluding graduate entry)
The University of Edinburgh is a charitable body, registered in Scotland, with registration number SC005336



Standard offer:

Conditional: BBB in 56 (or BB for context plus offers) — this is either 2 Advanced Highers and
one Higher, or 3 Advanced Highers. There are no compulsory subjects unless the applicant
hasn’t already got all of the required subjects from S5.

Minimum entry requirements:

SQA Highers: AAAAB by the end of 55, to include Chemistry and two of Biology,
Mathematics or Physics. For some applicants this subject combination at S5 Higher is
neither possible nor appropriate. Students who meet the grade requirements in S5 but are
missing one or more sciences may take the missing subject(s) in S6. Human Biology may
replace Biology.

National 5s: B grades in Biology, Chemistry, English and Mathematics. SQA

Advanced Highers: We encourage the study of at least two subjects at Advanced Higher
level in S6 and one further subject at Higher or above. The subjects of greatest relevance to
a medical programme are Chemistry and Biology. Offers are usually conditional on 56
performance.

‘Context Plus’ applicants received offers based on the entry requirement, not the standard
offer.

University Clinical Aptitude Test (formerly UK Clinical Aptitude Test):

All applicants need to sit the University Clinical Aptitude Test (UCAT) during the summer
prior to application. We accept all UCAT scores and have no minimum requirement. We also
consider the Situational Judgement section of the UCAT test separately.

ii. LLB Law (excluding graduate entry, and combined degrees)

Standard offer:

Unconditional, based on AAAAA achieved by the end of 55, including Higher English at first
attempt.

“Context Plus” applicants: conditional or unconditional, based on ABBB including Higher
English at first attempt, with BBB achieved in a single set of exams by the end of S5.

Minimum entry requirements:

SQA Highers: ABBB by end of S5 or ABBBB/AABB from S4-S6, including English at first
attempt. BBB must be achieved in a single sitting by the end of 55. ‘Context Plus’ applicants
received offers based on the entry requirement, not the standard offer.

iii. BEng/MEng Mechanical Engineering

Standard offer:

Conditional or unconditional: AAAA to include Mathematics at Grade A, plus either Physics
or Engineering Science.



Minimum entry requirements: 

SQA Highers: AABB by end of S5 or AABBB/ AAAB from S4-S6, with a minimum of BBB 

achieved in one year of S4-S6, to include Mathematics at Grade A, plus either Physics or 

Engineering Science. 

2. How many of the 2018-19 entrants were accepted onto the programme having achieved

SQA qualifications?

MBChB Medicine: 

LLB Law: 

BEng Mechanical Engineering: 

MEng Mechanical Engineering: 

76 

112 

6 

26 (including one deferred from 2017) 

3. How many 2018-19 entrants were there in total?

MBChB Medicine: 208 

LLB Law: 163 

BEng Mechanical Engineering: 40 

MEng Mechanical Engineering: 63 

If you require clarification of any of this information, or if I can be of further assistance, 

please do get in touch. 

Yours sincerely 

Rebecca Gaukroger 1 

Director 

Student Recruitment & Admissions 



UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW 

2018 ENTRY REQUIREMENTS FOR ENGINEERING, LAW AND MEDICINE FOR SQA 

APPLICANTS 

Background 

SQA Highers and Advanced Highers represent the vast majority of applications from Scottish 

Schools, and the Scottish system is unique in allowing students to apply to university from S5 and 

S6 and our entry requirements are set out on this basis. 

For each of our degree programmes the University of Glasgow has established a Standard 

Academic Entry Requirement which represents the grades which if obtained by the end of S5 

(cumulative S4 and S5 Highers) will result in an applicant being admitted (provided the non-

academic entry requirements are met where relevant) and the applicant has firmly accepted their 

place.  

The University of Glasgow also has Minimum Academic Entry requirements which represent the 

minimum grades which an applicant must have obtained by the end of S5 (cumulative S4 and S5) 

for them to be considered for a conditional offer based on S6 results.  Not all applicants who 

achieve the Minimum Academic Entry Requirements will be made an offer.  This will depend on 

the number of applications received for a degree programme and the number of applicants who 

have met the Standard Academic Entry Requirements. 

Offers are always made to applicants at the published Standard Academic Entry Requirement and 

applicants are encouraged to assume that they will only be guaranteed admission to the University 

if they fully meet theses grades.  Upon publication of all exam results, an applicant may be 

admitted at grades below the Standard Academic Entry Requirements, but never below the 

Minimum Academic Entry Requirements.  The decision as to how far below the Standard 

Academic Entry Requirements the University is able to admit students will depend on the number 

of applicants who fully meet the Standard Academic Entry Requirements and how many places 

remain unfilled.   

There have been no substantive changes to the University of Glasgow’s entry requirements over 

the last two years and the requirement for Advanced Highers as entry criteria within our S6 

Standard Entry Requirements is now embedded for high demand areas such as Engineering, Law, 

Medicine, Veterinary Medicine and Psychology.  The University of Glasgow is one of a very small 

number of Universities that “double counts” Advanced Highers which is very positively received by 

schools and applicants. 

We are aware that many schools, not limited to remote and rural, but including inner-city schools 

in deprived areas with small school rolls cannot teach all subjects or levels.  There is often the 

facility to accommodate this by pupils travelling to another neighbourhood school, but this can be 

off-putting for the pupil due to extra journey time and unfamiliar surroundings. 

Admissions at the University of Glasgow takes consideration of cases where applicants cannot 

undertake Advanced Highers in schools due to limited provision and we try and make alternative 

offers to applicants where possible, framing those offers instead usually in terms of additional 

Highers.  However, this scenario exists more on an ad hoc case by case basis and is highlighted 

to Admissions either by the Guidance or Head Teachers contacting the Admissions Office or the 

applicant themselves.  Sometimes it can be held within the school reference on the applicant’s 

UCAS application.  We also have a robust collection of top-up and summer school courses which 

can help the WP student with acquiring additional subject knowledge prior to entry.    

Unfortunately there is no information source/SQA database that allows the University Admissions 

Office to have this information upfront, i.e. at the beginning of the applications cycle.   



This year the University has changed its admissions policy for applicants from a MD background 

and has removed the minimum standard entry requirement from S5 which now allows the MD 

applicant to achieve the entry requirements for Glasgow over two school sittings and which in line 

with our policy for all applicants would include any Highers obtained in S4. These changes are key 

in our delivery of the Commission on Widening Access’ (CoWA) recommendations.  A copy of our 

Adjusted Entry Requirements is attached to this response.  

Our Glasgow Access Programme (GAP), as an example, aims to provide students with MD 

backgrounds a greater opportunity to access a degree in medicine, through a focussed year of 

studying the sciences and methods of scientific investigation. 

2018 Entry Requirements 

Engineering (BEng) including Mechanical Engineering degrees 

 Entry 
Requirements 

Mandatory Requirements 

S6 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

AAAAAB 
including two 
Advanced 
Highers at 
Grades BB 

Entry from S6 requires Higher Mathematics in 
S5 AND Higher Physics by the end of S6 at A/B 
or B/A. 

S5 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

AAAA/AAABB Entry from S5 requires Higher Mathematics AND 
Higher Physics at Grades AB or BA.   

Minimum 
Entry 
Requirements 
(to qualify for 
a S6 offer) 

AABB • Applicants who achieve a minimum of 
AABB and who are below AAAA/AAABB 
MAY receive a conditional offer subject to 
available places. 

• Any conditional offer will require 
applicants to achieve a minimum of grade 
BB in two relevant Advanced Highers* 

 

Engineering (MEng) including Mechanical Engineering degrees 

 Entry 
Requirements 

Mandatory Requirements 

S6 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

AAAAAB 
including two 
Advanced 
Highers at 
Grades BB 

Entry from S6 requires Higher Mathematics in 
S5 AND Higher Physics by the end of S6 at A/B 
or B/A. 

S5 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

AAAAA Entry from S5 requires Higher Mathematics AND 
Higher Physics at Grades AA.   

Minimum 
Entry 
Requirements 
(to qualify for 
a S6 offer) 

AAAA or 
AAABB 
including 
Higher Maths 
in S5 

• Applicants WILL receive a conditional 
offer for the MEng based on them 
obtaining a minimum of grade A/B in two 
Advanced Highers.   

• Applicants who achieve less than AAAA 
or AAABB will be considered for the 
BEng. 

  



Law LLB 

 Entry 
Requirements 

Mandatory Requirements 

S6 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

AAAAB and 
AABBB in S5 
including two 
Advanced 
Highers or a 
mix of 
Advanced 
Highers and 
additional 
Highers. 

Higher English and satisfactory LNAT.  

S5 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

AAAAA Entry from S5 requires Higher English and 
satisfactory LNAT.   

Minimum 
Entry 
Requirements 
(to qualify for 
a S6 offer) 

AABBB 
(including 
Higher English 

Applicants may receive a conditional offer based 
on S6 results and LNAT.  Applicants are 
encouraged to study Advanced Highers in arts 
and social sciences subjects.  

Medicine MBChB 

 Entry 
Requirements 

Mandatory Requirements 

S6 Standard 
Entry 
Requirements 

S5 minimum 
AAAAA and 
AABBB in S5 
AND two 
Advanced 
Highers, one 
at Grade A 
and one at 
Grade B plus 
one Higher at 
Grade B OR 
S5 minimum 
AND three 
Advanced 
Highers at 
BBB 

• Higher Chemistry AND Higher Biology 
AND Higher Mathematics or Physics. It is 
acceptable to take Biology, Chemistry 
and Mathematics or Physics as Highers in 
S6, provided grades AAAAA or AAAABB 
are achieved by S5.  A minimum of Grade 
B would be required in any required 
Higher subject studies in S6. 

• There are no subject requirements for 
Advanced Highers in S6. 

• Biology and Human Biology are NOT 
considered as separate subjects at 
Higher 

• English at National 5 level at Grade B or 
above 

• UKCAT – all applicants must complete 
the UK Clinical Aptitude Test by the 
deadline date in the same year as 
application.  The UKCAT score together 
with meeting the academic and non-
academic entry requirements will be used 
to select applicants for interview.  The 
UKCAT score cut-off points vary from 
year to year.  Information on how to sit 
the test can be found at www.ukcat.ac.uk 

• Interview 

No Entry from 
S5 

  

http://www.ukcat.ac.uk/


*Highers taken in S4 and S5 is considered one sitting of Highers, i.e. S4 Highers will count 

towards S5 entry. 

** In all cases, excluding entry to Medicine, applicants who attend a school which does not offer 

relevant Advanced Highers alternative offers will be considered which require a minimum of three 

additional Highers. 

    

    
    

 

 

Response to Data Request 
(bullet points 2 and 3 of the Inquiry) 

Total 
Uncondition
al Offers to 
SQA 
applicants 
(includes 
conditional 
offers 
where 
conditions 
were met 
and 
uncondition
al offer 
processed)  

Entrant
s with 
SQA 
Quals 

Total 
Entrants 
(all fee 
status 
offer 
holders 
who 
accepte
d their 
offer 
and 
were 
admitte
d) 

SQA 
Entrant
s as 
a % of 
total 
entrant
s (all 
fee 
status 
entrant
s) 

Engineering BEng/MEng     
Mechanical Engineering degrees (Total) 300 81 158 51% 

     
Rest of Engineering 473 206 301 68% 

Engineering BEng/Meng (Total) 773 287 459 63% 

     
Law LLB 282 177 215 82% 

     
Medicine MBChB 131 108 265 41% 

     
Rest of University  4764 1960 3576 55% 

UNIVERSITY UNDERGRADUATE TOTAL 5950 2532 4515 56% 
NB Mechanical Engineering degrees includes Mechanical 
Design Engineering,     
Mechanical Engineering, Mechanical Engineering with 
Aeronautics, Mechatronics     

   
 
It is important to note the data provided in the first data column in the table above shows 
the total number of offers made to SQA applicants where the academic and non-academic 
conditions of that offer were met by the applicant.  This data has been included since not 
to include this column of data would not truly represent the numbers of applicants who 
had met the conditions of their offer.  It is the second column which directly answers the 
number of 2018-19 entrants accepted onto the programme who both met the conditions of 
their offer and decided to accept their place at the University.     



University of the Highlands and Islands 

 

This response is in relation to mechanical engineering. The university has four 

undergraduate 4-year engineering degrees which are new curriculum provision 

recruiting for the first time in 2018-19. Included within these are Mechanical 

Engineering BEng (Hons) and Electrical and Mechanical Engineering BEng (Hons). 

Previously our engineering degrees have been offered as top-up from the HNC/D 

Engineering Systems. We still recruit year three students directly from this route. 

However, year one entry is still developing in terms of growing interest and 

conversion of offers so we can only contribute a small amount on data for this 

request. We continue to recruit well to the HNC Engineering Systems and offer this 

as an alternative entry to any degree applicants who do not meet the entry 

requirement.  

 

In response to the specific questions: 

• For those applying with SQA qualifications, what was the ‘standard offer’ (as 
opposed to minimum requirements) for 2018-19 entry? Please include 
information on all element of the offer, including whether specific qualifications 
are required to have been achieved in a single sitting or in a single academic 
year.  

 

Of those applicants applying with SQA qualifications, most already had some 

Highers and therefore the standard offer was for the required additional Higher or 

Highers to achieve our entry requirements (BCC). This was mainly a grade B or C 

requirement for Maths and/or Physics. These will be either a second sitting to 

improve to the required grade or a first sitting, where other Highers had been 

achieved the previous year.  

• How many of the 2018-19 entrants were accepted onto the programme having 
achieved SQA qualifications?  

 

Unconditional or conditional offers were made to 17 applicants with SQA 

qualifications however, in this first year, only two actually enrolled in year one. 

• How many 2018-19 entrants were there in total?  
 

Three students were recruited to year one of the mechanical engineering options. As 

mentioned this is the first year of the programme which is still developing in terms of 

awareness and accreditations. 
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Clare Adamson MSP 

Convener 

Education and Skills Committee 

 

E: es.committee@parliament.scot 

 

28 February 2019 

 

 

Dear Clare, 

 

Thank you for your letter dated 5 February 2019 regarding the Education and Skills 

Committee’s inquiry on subject choice availability.  

As you know, The Open University, uniquely among Scottish higher education institutions, 

does not require entrance qualifications. This approach makes access to higher education 

feasible for the widest possible range of students, from all kinds of backgrounds.  

However, as with the Committee’s previous information request on this issue in 2017, it also 

means that we cannot give you exactly the information you are looking for. This is because 

we do not hold detailed information on prior qualifications for our students as we do not need 

to know this as part of their registration to study with us. 

Instead, we ask them about their highest level of previous education. The following table 

shows this information for all new undergraduates, for new undergraduates studying 

engineering modules, and for new undergraduates studying law modules in 2018/19 (we do 

not offer medicine).  

This data is not directly comparable with the data provided in 2017 because of some 

changes to provision – we offer module start dates at different times of the year and the 

principal presentations of some relevant modules have moved. In particular, a number of 

engineering students now join us in April and so will not be recorded below. 

  

mailto:es.committee@parliament.scot


New undergraduates 
in 2018/19 to 20 Feb 
2019 (excluding YASS) 
  

All 2018/19 Engineering 2018/19 Law 2018/19 

Highest previous 
qualification 

Age  
<= 21 

Age  
>21 

Age  
<=21 

Age  
>21 

Age  
<=21 

Age  
>21 

Degree or equivalent 
(UG or PG) 

10 810 0 40 0 15 

Other sub-degree HE 
qualifications 

55 410 0 30 5 10 

HNC or HND 75 805 5 95 5 20 
Advanced Highers 
(and non-Scottish 
equivalents) 

55 55 5 0 0 0 

Highers (and non-
Scottish equivalents) 

190 560 10 45 5 15 

Other quals. at 
SCQF6/Highers level 

30 290 0 30 0 10 

Qualifications below 
Highers level 

120 740 5 45 10 30 

No formal 
qualifications 

15 100 0 5 0 5 

Unclassified 25 225 5 10 0 10 
 

Notes: this table excludes Young Applicants in Schools Scheme students, about whom more 
below; numbers are rounded to the nearest five in line with Higher Education Statistics 
Authority guidance; this table shows headcount, not FTE; OU engineering qualification 
students study common modules at level one, specialising (for example, in mechanical 
engineering) later in their studies. 

 

We have excluded students who are studying with us through our Young Applicants in 

School Scheme (YASS), of whom we have more than 1000, from this data as these students 

are by definition still in school.  

However, it is worth noting that YASS plays an important role in the context of the 

Committee’s scrutiny by extending subject choice in the senior phase of school. Indeed, a 

suite of four badged open courses examining Scots law and law-making is a particularly 

popular component of the YASS offer.  

YASS allows schools, particularly smaller schools and schools in rural areas, to offer a wider 

range of subjects in sixth year and enables students to experience degree-level study in 

familiar surroundings and with the support of both the University and their school teachers.  

  



Students can thus build their confidence prior to applying to university or to ease the 

transition to university, as well as enhancing their applications for competitive subjects such 

as law or engineering. 

I hope this information is useful and please do not hesitate to get in touch with Kenny 

Stewart, Communications and Policy Manager, on kenny.stewart@open.ac.uk if we can help 

further. 

Yours sincerely 

Susan Stewart 

Director 

mailto:kenny.stewart@open.ac.uk


 

 
Professor Paul Hibbert 
Vice-Principal Education (Proctor) 

 

College Gate, North Street, St Andrews, Fife KY16 9AJ, Scotland 
Telephone: +44 (0) 1334 462588     
Email: proctor@st-andrews.ac.uk 
The University of St Andrews is a charity registered in Scotland, No: SC013532 

Ms Clare Adamson MSP 
Education and Skills Committee 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 
 
Dear Ms Adamson, 

Thank you for your letter of 5 February, to which the Principal has asked me to respond on her 

behalf.  

Your letter inquired about the approach to admissions for a sample of specific undergraduate degree 

programmes where these are offered, namely Medicine; Law; and Mechanical Engineering. Of these 

specific subjects we only offer a programme in Medicine. The following data addresses the three 

specific questions that you raised. It relates to 2018-19 entrants to our pre-clinical BSc Medicine 

programme, which has UCAS course code A100. 

Q1) For those applying with SQA qualifications, what was the ‘standard offer’ (as opposed to 

minimum requirements) for 2018-19 entry? 

Of the 34 BSc Medicine 2018-19 entrants who obtained a conditional offer based on SQA 

qualifications, 26 had an offer of three B grades at Advanced Higher with the other 8 requiring three 

B grades at a combination of Higher or Advanced Higher. Typically, we would expect these 

qualifications to be obtained in the same sitting although appropriate exceptions may be made. In 

addition, there were 8 entrants to BSc Medicine who received an unconditional offer based on 

previously obtained SQA qualifications. Further detail can be seen in the table below: 

 Table 1: Number of BSc Medicine entrants with SQA qualification offers by offer detail 

Offer Detail Number of Entrants 

BBB at Advanced Higher 25 

BBB at Advanced Higher including Chemistry 1 

BBB at Higher/Advanced Higher 6 

B at Higher in English & BB at Higher/Advanced Higher 1 

BB at Advanced Higher & B at Higher in Human Biology 1 

Unconditional Offer based on obtained SQA qualifications 8 

Total SQA Offer Holders 42 



  

 

 

 

 

It should also be noted that not all of our Scottish domiciled home fee entrants will enter based on 

SQA qualifications. This year there were an additional 5 Scottish domiciled home fee entrants who 

presented with either A-Levels, International Baccalaureate, FE college, or degree level 

qualifications, as well as 4 Scottish domiciled home fee entrants to BSc Medicine who progressed 

from our Gateway to Medicine programme1. 

 Q2) How many of the 2018-19 entrants were accepted onto the programme having achieved SQA 

qualifications? 

There were 34 entrants to BSc Medicine who entered having met a conditional offer based on SQA 

qualifications with an additional 8 entrants who received an unconditional offer based on previously 

obtained SQA qualifications. 

 Q3) How many 2018-19 entrants were there in total? 

In 2018-19 there were 148 entrants to A100 BSc Medicine. 

We do not feel that there have been significant changes in the last two years that are salient to the 

inquiry and, therefore, the question responses above complete our submission. We would be very 

interested to hear about the findings of the committee’s work in this area and its future plans. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Professor Paul Hibbert MBA PhD FHEA FCMI 
Vice-Principal Education, University of St Andrews 
Professor of Management 
 
 

                                                           

1 The Gateway to Medicine is a one-year programme intended to promote the uptake of higher 

education, specifically the study of Medicine, among those groups that are traditionally under-

represented at university. 
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Education and Skills Committee 

9th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 13 March 2019 

 
Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy Review 

 
1. Introduction 

 
1. The primary objective of the SSLN is to monitor national performance in literacy and numeracy for 

school pupils in P4, P7 and S2 in alternate years and over time. To date, there have been four survey 

cycles, with the results of two numeracy surveys and one literacy survey published and the results of 

the second literacy survey due to published in spring 2015. 

 

2. The current survey model is designed to report only at the national level, with breakdowns including 

gender, deprivation and curriculum organisers. However, recently there has been an appetite to 

investigate the feasibility of producing local authority level results, in order to produce results more 

relevant at a local level. 

 

3. This paper aims to set out some of the issues and implications of altering the survey model to be 

able to report at a local authority level, with consideration given to the additional time, resources and 

costs that would be required. 

 

2. Current survey design 

 

1. All mainstream schools are currently invited to participate in the SSLN and pupils are selected using 

a disproportionate stratified random sample, with a fixed number provided per school. The overall target 

of 4,000 pupils per stage is based on two pupils per stage in primary schools (P4 and P7) and twelve 

pupils at S2, with the aim of producing estimates with a margin of error of +/- 2 percentage points for 

the main national estimates.   

 

2. This design has provided an effective sample size of around 10,000 to 11,000 pupils overall across 

the three stages for national reporting of numeracy or literacy reading in the published surveys. In 

literacy survey years, 50% of pupils also complete the writing element and 40% complete the group 

discussion element of the survey, meaning the sample sizes for these tasks are considerably smaller. 

 

3. The survey design means the number of pupils sampled per local authority in the SSLN is dependent 

on the number of participating schools in each authority. For the 2013 numeracy survey, the number of 

pupils sampled in local authorities ranged from around 300 per stage in Highland and Glasgow City to 

around 100 per stage in twenty local authorities. 

 

3. SSLN 2013 results by local authority 

 

1. The reliability of authority level reporting based on the current survey design was investigated by 

producing analysis of five LA examples from the 2013 numeracy results. These were Glasgow City, 

Highland, Fife, Stirling and West Dunbartonshire. Attainment results, as well as gender and deprivation 

breakdowns, were calculated for each of these authorities.  The standard error was also calculated to 

provide a measure of the variation in the data, i.e. how each observation differs from the mean. The 

technical design document for the SSLN sets out the aim of producing estimates with a margin of error 

of +/- 2 percentage points for the main national estimates. Standard errors are used to produce 

confidence intervals, which show a range of values within which one can reasonably confident the actual 

value would lie if all pupils were assessed.  

 

2. The numbers of pupils who completed the assessments were smaller than the intended sample sizes 

across all authorities due to respondent attrition caused by absences, withdrawals and non-responding 

schools. In Glasgow City, which had the highest number of pupils who completed the survey, a total of 
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761 pupils completed the full suite of three numeracy assessments and were included in the final 

analysis (233 pupils at P4, 234 at P7 and 294 at S2).  

 

3. When reporting overall attainment for Glasgow City and attainment by gender, the calculated 

standard errors for all stages were around three times higher than the equivalent errors in the Scotland 

level reporting and greater than the target error of +/- 2 percentage points, meaning there is a higher 

level of variation in the data. This results in wider confidence intervals indicating a greater uncertainty 

around the attainment estimates, so reliable conclusions cannot be drawn from the data. When 

displaying attainment by deprivation category, the standard errors were considerably higher, with many 

categories showing a standard error greater than 8 percentage points as a result of the small number 

of pupils in the least and middle deprivation categories in each stage. Some results are included in 

Annex A. 

  

4. The issue of small sample size was more evident when analysing results for the smaller local 

authorities of Stirling (212 pupils across the three stages) and West Dunbartonshire (185 pupils) 

respectively. The standard errors across all attainment results and breakdowns for these two authorities 

were high, with the deprivation breakdowns also leading to very small numbers of pupils in each 

category and very large errors. 

 

5. Due to the sample sizes of the current survey model producing local authority estimates on this 

basis would result in estimates based on small numbers, particularly for the deprivation categories, 

and have large margins of errors. These estimates could not be considered reliable, and indeed are 

misleading, so would not be appropriate for publication or for authorities to use.  

 

 

4. Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA) local authority reporting 

 

1. Between 2005 and 2008, the SSA provided local authority level reporting of pupil attainment in the 

written assessments. To reduce the burden of the survey in schools nationally, only half of the 32 local 

authorities were selected to provide samples for authority level reporting in 2005, with the other half 

being reported in 2006. Sample sizes of around 400-450 pupils per stage (P3, P5, P7, S2) were drawn 

in reporting authorities, with around 27,000 pupils completing assessments in each of these years.   

 

2. For 2007 and 2008, the survey moved to an opt-in approach to receiving authority level reporting, 

with 22 and 20 authorities choosing to opt for this in each year respectively. For those authorities, 

samples sizes were aimed to be around 450 pupils per stage, with smaller samples taken from the non-

reporting authorities. The overall intended sample size for these years was around 50,000, with the 

survey completed by just under 40,000 pupils in these years. 

 

3. Authority level reports were produced to the same timescales as the national report; however the 

data analysis work was contracted out to Assessment Europe before being passed to EAS to produce 

the publication and tables. Local authority tables were published as part of the SSA supporting evidence 

documents with authority reports also provided directly to the respective LAs. 

 

4. The SSA sample sizes, whilst much larger than the current SSLN samples, were not designed to be 

able to detect significant gender differences at authority level so gender breakdowns were displayed 

for information purposes only, with high standard error values. Publication of statistics such as these is 

potentially misleading and not advisable under the now published Code of Practice for Official Statistics. 

Increasing the scale of the survey in order to be able to improve the accuracy of local estimates was 

considered for the 2009 SSA. This would have resulted in a substantial increase in the sample size to 

around 1,000 to 2,000 pupils per stage per authority to reduce the margins for error. In some authorities 

it would have required all pupils to participate. However, it was decided that an increase in the sample 

of the magnitude required was not feasible as the perceived burden it would place on schools was 

judged to be unacceptable. There were also concerns that the scale of such a survey would be close 

to national testing. The decision was taken that the SSA 2009 would become a national only survey, 

and 13,000 pupils completed the survey across the four stages assessed with results only published at 

Scotland level. 
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5. If the SSLN was to start to produce local authority estimates, it would need to be considered as to 

whether this would be at the overall attainment level or whether it was required to detect significant 

differences in the gender and deprivation breakdowns. There would be cost and resource implications 

for either of the approaches. In addition it may not be possible to draw sample size large enough to 

produce robust estimates of the deprivation level breakdowns in the smaller authorities. 

 

5. Considerations and implications of changing SSLN 

 

1. If the SSLN was to proceed with authority level reporting, in addition to the sample sizes issue 

discussed above, detailed consideration to a number of other factors would be required. 

 

 

5.1 Survey Purpose 

 

1. Any move towards producing local authority level results would require a change in the underlying 

survey purpose as set out in the policy criteria document, which states that the survey ‘will not report at 

local authority or school level where teacher-led assessment will continue to be the main means of 

assessing young people until the end of S3’. The implications of the change to this purpose would need 

to be considered as reporting local authority level data would likely lead to comparisons between 

authorities and possibly league tables. In addition, highlighted relative poor performance in a local 

authority may lead to reluctance from schools to engage with the survey if it is perceived that poor 

performance will lead to criticism.  

 

2. Consideration would also need to be given to what use the authorities would make of the results. 

Whilst authority level reporting could be used to aid benchmarking against other local authorities or 

Scotland, it must be remembered that the SSLN reporting categories only refer to performance in the 

survey and are not meant to be used for general classroom reporting of performance.  

 

Main issue 

• Changing SSLN to provide local authority data would require a considerable shift in the 

survey ethos. 

 
 

5.2 Survey model 

1. As the SSLN survey sample size and data collection model was created specifically to report national 

estimates, a major concern is that this is not the most appropriate model for producing authority level 

results and other models may need to be considered. There is a danger that simply scaling up the 

current model would at some point lead to issues in manageability, deliverability and school and local 

authority cooperation. However, any change in survey design may have implications for the 

comparability of the national results over time, which is a key feature of the current SSLN. 

 

2. Any authority level reporting would need to be on an opt-in basis, where LAs agree to fund boosted 

samples to meet the requirements for reporting at that level. For some smaller local authorities opting 

in would result in providing samples close to a census of pupils at that stage with the time and resource 

implications this would cause. 

 

3. If a scaled up version of the current model where all schools participate was assumed to be used 

then there would be work required to identify the minimum numbers threshold for a school to be required 

to participate. Currently in primary stages this is set at two pupils, and five at S2, but if the sample size 

required from a school increased the minimum numbers required would also likely increase.  As a result, 

there may be an increased proportion of schools in rural areas that would not have sufficient pupils to 

be required to participate. Omitting such schools could possibly bias the survey sample towards larger 

urban schools and impact on authority level reporting. 

 

Main issues 

• Survey model only designed to report at national level and unlikely to be fully scalable. 
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• Smaller local authorities would need to provide a very high proportion of pupils in each 

stage for assessment. 

 

 

 

 

5.3 Survey Components 

 

1. Consideration would need to be given to whether all components of the surveys could feasibly be 

scaled up successfully as there would be challenges specific to numeracy and literacy due to the 

respective designs. The numeracy survey consists of two written booklets and a pupil teacher 

interaction, with the survey results consisting of an aggregation of marks from all three. Whilst, it may 

be realistically possible for a class to all complete written booklets at the same time, the pupil teacher 

interaction element would be more difficult for schools to organise and resource on a larger scale. 

 

2. The reading component of literacy surveys consists of a written booklet and an online component. 

The online component has been problematic in some local authorities in both literacy survey years thus 

far, so increasing the sample size would likely lead to further access issues unless these LAs upgrade 

their IT infrastructure. SQA would also need to ensure that their server capacity could also cope with 

an increased demand for online activity. If it was decided that not all elements of the numeracy or 

reading were feasible at an authority level, then there would be an issue that the authority reporting 

would not be based on the same components as the national reporting and would not be on the basis 

of an assessment of the full suite of reading Experiences and Outcomes. 

 

3. Collecting writing scripts for authority level reporting would result in extra work for teachers sourcing 

the examples and a substantial increase in number of scripts to be marked by SQA assessors. This 

would either require a greater number of assessors to be recruited and subsequently trained, or the 

same number of assessors marking a much larger amount of scripts with additional time required. For 

the 2014 survey, the timescales for marking and coding the writing data were extended due to the high 

level of processing required to scan and batch the scripts for assessors. A possible improvement to the 

process would be to request the writing scripts in a standardised format that could be readily scanned, 

which would allow the scanning work to be contracted out. However, this would place an additional 

burden on schools by requiring pupils to complete the writing in the correct format. 

 

4. Group discussion would provide similar challenges to writing in that any increase in sample size 

would result in the need for additional support assessors to perform the assessments in schools, with 

the feasibility of recruiting more support assessors and the logistics of organising discussions for a 

greater number of pupils, likely to be challenging and a burden for schools. 

 

5. Currently one additional pupil in each primary stage and two at S2 are involved in completing a survey 

pre-test, where items are trialled prior to use in future surveys. As the survey has an item release and 

replacement policy, where a small proportion of items are released after each survey cycle, it is 

important to be able to test these items and ensure they work as expected. A larger sample size for the 

main survey would reduce the number of pupils available to be involved in the pre-test, particularly in 

small schools. A reduction in the ability to pre-test would potentially have a negative impact on the 

quality of items being added into future surveys. 

 

6. The survey is currently conducted in schools between May and June each year. Completing any of 

the survey components on a larger scale would place a high burden on school resources, particularly 

at a time of year where schools are already within a busy assessment period,     

 

7. Any larger pupil sample would also cause additional work for LA ScotXed Coordinators who would 

require a longer period to match pupil IDs to pupil names and issue these to schools. There would also 

be additional work involved in providing replacement samples to authorities as there would likely be an 

increase as a result of the larger samples. 

 

Main issues 
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• Components of the current survey would be very challenging for schools to complete 

on a larger scale particularly during an already busy assessment period. 

• A significant increase in the number of writing assessors and group discussion support 

assessors would be required. 

 

 

 

 

5.4 Task development/allocation 

 

1. Currently in the SSLN, there are a set number of tasks and booklet combinations in numeracy, 

reading and group discussion. Scaling up the number of pupils in the survey would result in greater 

exposure of these items and tasks than in the current SSLN design and could lead to challenges. 

 

2. We would need to consider whether the current booklet allocation design of pupils in a school 

completing different combinations could be continued as in theory a larger schools could be exposed 

to all survey materials within a stage. This could compromise the security and integrity of the survey if 

schools are aware of the possible content.  

 

3. The item release and replacement strategy may need to be broadened to replace a higher 

proportion of contents after each survey cycle. This would have implications for the time series 

element of the survey results and would also cost more time and money in task development work. 

Also, as previously mentioned, an increased sample size limits the ability to pre-test items alongside 

the main survey. 

 

Main issues 

• A wider exposure of SSLN items and materials may compromise the security and 

integrity of the survey.  

• The item release and replacement strategy may need to change, with a subsequent 

impact on the time series analysis. 

 

 

5.5 Administration 

 

1. Printing and distribution of a larger number of assessment materials would need to be started earlier 

in the year to meet any increased sample. Larger storage facilities may be required to house and collate 

these materials.  

 

2. As the assessment booklets are allocated to pupils using a spiral design, SQA have to manually pick 

the booklet combinations to provide to schools and a larger sample size would result in this task taking 

significantly longer. SQA have previously checked whether this process could be automated but were 

informed it was too complex. This would impact on the allocation of numeracy and reading booklets and 

group discussion tasks which have to be sent to schools. 

 

Main issue 

• Likely to be a significant increase in time take to collate booklet combinations for 

distribution. 

 

5.6 Data coding and analysis 

 

1. Schools may require a longer timeframe to complete the survey if they have to provide larger 

sample sizes for assessment, particularly if they have to complete several components, so this may 

result in a later start to the coding process.  

 

2. A higher number of booklets returned would result in more coders being required to process the 

data to be able to achieve timelines similar to the current survey cycle. This will result in increased 

training and associated costs for SQA, as well as potentially requiring a bigger office to host the 

coders.  
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3. The process of loading the data files into the EAS processing system would be extended as, with 

more data,  the number of upload and subsequent validation errors would likely increase. This will 

result in considerably more work for SQA staff to manually check and correct these errors.  

  

4. If EAS was to be handling larger datasets from the SSLN then more SQL knowledge would be 

required in the team to improve the resilience of the processing system. This is currently heavily 

reliant on an individual from the ScotXed team but it would be sensible for the SSLN team to have a 

team member with specialised SQL knowledge or a formal agreement with ScotXed around support. 

It would also be worth considering if any parts of the process could be automated to improve 

efficiency. 

 

5. For authority level results, individual local authority based weights would need to be calculated by 

EAS. While the SAS code used to produce these weights would be broadly similar, this would require 

additional time to calculate for all 32 LAs. A rough estimate would be an additional 4 days’ work for 

numeracy attainment data and 7 days for literacy attainment data (3 components to be calculated 

separately for each authority). 

 

6. Overall, the time taken for SQA to code all the response data and for this to be received and uploaded 

by EAS would likely be significantly extended, even taking account of any additional staffing resources.  
 

Main issues 

• Substantial increase in temporary staff would need to be recruited to code the 

assessment data, with associated training costs and resources. 

• Validation checks of the data would increase in number and would take significantly 

longer and weighting process would need to change to calculate weights for each 

authority. 

 

 

5.7 Report production 

 

1. The survey results are normally published about a year after the survey is sent to schools. 

Increasing the sample size to allow authority level reporting would increase the timeline needed for 

the coding, validation, analysis and quality assurance parts of the process so it would be incredibly 

difficult to produce LA results to the same timescale. 

 

2. However, publishing LA results separately later, and over a year later than first collected would 

impact on the relevance of the results. 

 

Main issue 

• Producing LA results would make it very difficult to maintain the current timeline of 

publishing results within a year of the survey taking place. 

 

 

5.8 Costs 

 

1. It is estimated that the current overall annual costs of the SSLN are around £1.7 million. This is split 

between funding SQA for administration of the survey, covering the cost of having support assessors 

in the 2014 literacy survey, EAS staffing costs and cost of compliance for schools participating in the 

survey. 

  

2. SQA have provided rough estimates of possible costs based on increasing the sample size of the 

current survey model for indicative purposes only. In a numeracy survey, the biggest increases in cost 

would stem from the need to hire additional coders that would be required to code the larger amount of 

data and renting a suitable venue to use for the coding process. There would also be a substantial 

increase in staffing costs for the SQA team and the production of assessment materials amongst others. 
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3. For the literacy survey, the biggest increase in costs would relate to the assessment of writing scripts, 

as teachers are paid to perform this exercise, and providing compensation to schools for the release of 

support assessors for the group discussion assessments. Similar to numeracy, there would be 

additional costs related to hiring coding staff and venue, SQA staffing costs and also production of 

materials amongst others. 

 

4. There would be an increase in EAS staffing costs in order to ensure the team had suitable staffing 

resources to cope with an increased survey. Finally, there would be a significant increase in the 

resource cost of completing the survey in schools, with more teachers required to supervise the 

completion of the surveys. 

 

5. As costs would be highly dependent on the survey model selected and the sample size required to 

achieve the desired level of accuracy, it is not possible to provide a more accurate estimate of costs.  

 

 

 

Main issue 

• Any move to local authority results would have substantial cost implications for SQA, 

EAS and schools. 

 

 

EAS  

November 2014 
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Annex A – Local authority SSLN 2013 results 

 

Some local authority results from the 2013 numeracy survey are provided below for illustrative purposes 

only. Overall attainment at each stage, defined as the percentage of pupils performing well or very well, 

is displayed for Scotland (as published in April 2014), Glasgow City and Stirling. The Scotland analysis 

is based on effective sample sizes of 3,411 pupils in P4, 3,460 in P7 and 3,690 in S2. Glasgow City 

was the local authority with the highest number of pupils completing the 2013 survey, with the results 

based on 233 pupils at P4, 234 at P7 and 294 at S2. Stirling was chosen as an example of a smaller 

local authority, with results based on 74 pupils at P4, 67 at P7 and 71 at S2. 

 

 

In section A1, the percentage of pupils performing well or very well at each stage is displayed for 

Scotland, Glasgow City and Stirling on the same chart. In sections A2 and A3, attainment by gender 

and by deprivation for Scotland, Glasgow City and Stirling are presented on separate charts. 

 

The results show the larger confidence intervals around the local authority estimates compared to the 

overall Scotland estimates. The uncertainty around the Glasgow City and Stirling increases in the 

gender and deprivation breakdowns, highlighting that reliable conclusions cannot be drawn from these 

data. 

 

 

A1 Overall attainment  
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A2 Attainment by gender 
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A3 Attainment by deprivation category 
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Annex B 

 

SSA 2009+ 

Local Authority Level Collection of Pre-NQ Attainment Data 

 

Purpose 

 

This paper sets out a number of issues relating to the collection of attainment information on pupils in 

the primary and early secondary prior to National Qualifications at the level of Local Authority. The 

paper sets out a potential strategy to address these. It is intended to compliment the development of 

single outcome agreements and to address the immediate concerns around the move to a national only 

survey in 2009. 

 

Background 

 

It has been agreed by the Cabinet Secretary that in 2009 the SSA will become a national only survey 

of pupil attainment. In previous years the SSA allowed reporting at authority level for a subgroup of LAs 

in each year. In each of 2005 and 2006 sixteen authorities were selected covering all 32 across the two 

years. In 2007 and 2008 authorities chose to opt-in for local reporting if required.  

 

The decision to collect national only data in 2009 is a result of two separate workstreams. The 

introduction of Curriculum for Excellence in 2010 required a review of the content and operation of the 

SSA to reflect the change in curriculum content and the increased emphasis on literacy and numeracy. 

In order to prepare for 2010 the cabinet secretary agreed that the 2009 survey would be kept to a 

minimum. In particular this meant reducing the sample size to free space for pre-testing new CfE based 

test material. 

 

Following the election of the new administration the government has agreed a concordat with Local 

Authorities designed to free up local authorities to focus on their own priority areas within a national 

framework of outcomes without being constrained by overly prescriptive central government 

requirements. This led to the introduction of a set of local Single Outcome Agreements (SOA). These 

agreements between the government and each individual authority contain a set of performance 

indicators against which each authority will measure its success in achieving its local outcomes and its 

contribution to the overarching national outcomes. In each SOA authorities are expected to show year 

on year progress against agreed targets. 

 

The implication for the SSA of the concordat was that in order to be included in the performance 

indicators the SSA would be required to detect year on year change in the levels of pupil attainment 

within each authority. To do this the sample size within each authority would need to be increased in 
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order to increase the accuracy of the local attainment estimates. In order to achieve margins of error in 

the region of +/- 2 to 3 percentage points all schools would be required in most authorities and in the 

region of 1,000 to 2,000 pupils per stage would be required1. This is an increase from around 400 pupils 

in previous years giving margins of error in the region of +/- 8 points. In terms of the total roll, 1,000 

pupils per authority would be approaching two thirds of the pupils available in a stage and in around a 

third of authorities it would require all pupils to be selected. In total over 120,000 pupils would be 

required for the SSA, more than doubling the scale of the largest SSA previously run, and leaving no 

additional capacity for pre-testing 2010 material. 

 

Decision 

 

An increase in the scale of the SSA of the magnitude required was not acceptable as it would create 

an unacceptable burden on pupils, teachers and schools, it would not leave any capacity within the 

system for pre-testing 2010 material and it would bring the scale of the SSA close to being a national 

test along with the associated problems of this approach (i.e. teaching to the test, narrowing the 

curriculum, league tables) 

 

It was decided therefore that for 2009 the SSA would be a national only survey. 

 

However consideration must be given to whether central government should support the collection of 

pre-national qualification data at the local authority level and if so how this should be achieved.  

 

Need for LA level pre-NQ attainment data 

 

During the drafting and agreement of the SOAs direct discussion with authorities on the specifics of the 

SSA has not taken place. SSA decisions were made on the basis of securing the national survey with 

the assumption that the provision of local data would be addressed through the SOA process. The 

decision to move to a national only survey has not been consulted on with authorities. 

 

Evidence from the draft SOAs produced by each authority shows a clear desire within the group of 

authorities to gather information at the local authority level on pre-NQ attainment. With the exception of 

the following specific authorities all have included local indicators related to (we assume) their own local 

collections of 5-14 data or some equivalent. The following authorities are notable exceptions; 

 

 Dumfries & Galloway, East Dunbartonshire, Midlothian, Orkney, Borders – all have stated in 

their SOA that they will use the SSA to monitor pre-NQ attainment 

 Argyll and Bute – have stated that attainment is not a local priority so have set no local indicator 

on pre-NQ attainment 

 

Clearly there is a desire within the group of authorities to measure attainment amongst pupils prior to 

National Qualifications. This is supported by the relatively high uptake in 2007 and 2008 when 22 and 

18 authorities respectively requested a boosted SSA sample to allow reporting at the LA level from the 

SSA 

 

 

NB outcome three of the OECD report 

 

Recommendation 3 - that the SSA be extended to all children throughout Scotland as a basis for 

negotiating resource and outcome agreements with local authorities and to enable improvements in 

schools to be measured at an individual and sub group level. 

Issues 

 

The following issues must be addressed relating to the collection of LA level attainment data pre-NQ 

 

                                            
1 This is assuming a simple random sample of pupils within each authority meaning that all schools are likely to 

be included. Maintaining our existing two stage sampling approach would be less efficient as it would require 

almost all pupils to be included, and would most likely results in almost all schools being selected anyway. 
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ISSUE: LAs were not consulted on the decision to drop the option of authority level reporting for 2009 

ISSUE: Clear desire for pre-NQ data in authorities that is not being addressed centrally 

ISSUE: Five authorities are expecting to be able to use the SSA on an ongoing basis 

ISSUE: One authority has chosen not collect anything on pre-NQ attainment 

ISSUE: Authorities are still referring to 5-14 which will be replaced by 2010. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Annex C - SQA - Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy: Cost Implications of increasing 

sample size 

 

Numeracy 

 

Pupil Numbers 13000 20000 30000 40000 

FTE 10.1 12.1 12.1 13.1 

      

  £'000 £'000 £'000 £'000 

Staffing costs 365 425 425 455 

Other Staff costs & Expenses 8 10 10 10 

Temp staff 117 180 270 360 

Consultancy 10 10 10 10 

Postage 36 36 54 54 

Rel Comp/Attend Fees 41 41 41 41 

Appointee Fees and Expenses 33 36 36 40 

Assessment Materials 31 48 72 95 

External Venues for coding 0 20 20 20 

Contracted Out Services 20 20 30 30 

Other    7 33 39 44 

  668 859 1,006 1,159 
 

Assumptions 

• For the costing model it is assumed that core content, model of assessment and nature of data 

capture for SSLN will remain unchanged from the existing model.  However it is unlikely that 

the existing model is fully scaleable. 

• It is assumed that the refresh rate for assessment tasks will remain at current levels. 

• It is assumed that the sample size for pre-tests will remain at current numbers. 

• It is assumed that staff can be accommodated within current offices.  If this is not possible there 

may be additional costs e.g. office space planning, desks, pcs etc. 

• Costings are based on the assumption that the current model for double coding continues.  

However this model is not likely to be scaleable as both the time required to complete and 

ensuring the quality of resulting data would become unmanageable. 

• Storage/work space facilities are assumed to be available on site at SQA and at Newtongrange 

for distribution.  If this is not available this will result in additional costs. 
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• It is assumed that all assessment material printing can be conducted in-house.  There is a risk 

that this activity may need to go an external supplier if there is insufficient in-house capacity 

and there would be a subsequent increase to costs. 

• It is assumed that coding will take a minimum six weeks over all scenarios and that the number 

of coders will increase to cover additional activity. 

• It is assumed that accommodation will not be available in the SQA building to accommodate all 

temp staff for coding and that external accommodation will be required.  It is assumed that the 

external accommodation will be fully equipped. 

• It is assumed that postage costs will increase only after weight per school pack exceeds a 

certain level.  It is expected that this will happen at 20k pupils. 

• It is assumed that schools continue to support the survey without payment. 

• A 3% contingency has been included for pupils numbers being 20k and above to cover 

additional unexpected costs. 

• Inflation has not been included in the above costings. 

• As we currently only claim for direct costs, corporate overhead has not been included in the 

above costings. 

 

 

Literacy 

 

Pupil Numbers 13000 20000 30000 40000 

FTE 10.1 12.1 12.1 13.1 

      

  £'000 £'000 £'000 £'000 

Staffing costs 365 425 425 455 

Other Staff costs & Expenses 8 10 10 10 

Temp staff 83 128 192 255 

Consultancy 16 16 16 16 

Postage 50 60 76 101 

Rel Comp/Marking/Appoint Exps 145 223 335 446 

Appointee Fees and Attend Fees 48 48 48 48 

Assessment Materials 29 45 67 89 

External Venues for coding 0 20 20 20 

Scanning Costs 13 20 30 40 

Contracted Out Services 21 21 32 42 

Other    2 33 42 51 

  780 1,048 1,292 1,574 

 
Assumptions 

• For the costing model it is assumed that core content, model of assessment and nature of data 

capture for SSLN will remain unchanged from the existing model.  However it is unlikely that 

the existing model is fully scaleable. 

• It is assumed that the refresh rate for assessment tasks will remain at current levels. 

• It is assumed that the sample size for pre-tests will remain at current numbers. 

• It is assumed that staff can be accommodated within current offices.  If this is not possible there 

may be additional costs e.g. office space planning, desks, pcs etc. 

• Costings are based on the assumption that the current model for double coding continues.  

However this model is not likely to be scaleable as both the time required to complete and 

ensuring the quality of resulting data would become unmanageable. 

• Storage/work space facilities are assumed to be available on site at SQA and at Newtongrange 

for distribution.  If this is not available this will result in additional costs. 
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• It is assumed that all assessment material printing can be conducted in-house.  There is a risk 

that this activity may need to go an external supplier if there is insufficient in-house capacity 

and there would be a subsequent increase to costs. 

• It is assumed that coding will take a minimum six weeks over all scenarios and that the number 

of coders will increase to cover additional activity. 

• It is assumed that accommodation will not be available in the SQA building to accommodate all 

temp staff for coding and that external accommodation will be required.  It is assumed that the 

external accommodation will be fully equipped. 

• It is assumed that postage costs will increase only after weight per school pack exceeds a 

certain level.  It is expected that this will happen at 20k pupils. 

• It is assumed that schools continue to support the survey without payment. 

• A 3% contingency has been included for pupils numbers being 20k and above to cover 

additional unexpected costs. 

• Inflation has not been included in the above costings. 

• As we currently only claim for direct costs, corporate overhead has not been included in the 

above costings. 
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