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Education and Skills Committee  
Subject Choices 

Wednesday 3 April 2019 

INTRODUCTION 

The Education and Skills Committee has agreed to carry out an inquiry into subject 
choices, specifically the extent and basis for any narrowing of availability of subject 
choices.  

This follows on from previous work undertaken by the Committee in 2017 and September 
2018.  Most recently, the Committee held an evidence session on 19 September 2018 on 
curriculum and attainment trends following the 2018 exam diet.   

As part of this inquiry, the Committee agreed to take a number of different approaches to 
evidence-taking.  The Committee agreed to undertake a number of surveys, liaise with the 
Scottish Youth Parliament, and commissioned discussion groups.  In addition, the 
Committee issued a call for written views and sought information directly from a number of 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and Local Authorities.  Write-ups of the surveys and 
discussion groups will be provided to Members over the course of the inquiry.  

This week a summary of responses from HEIs in relation to access to medicine, law and 
mechanical engineering courses is at Annexe A. Annexes C and D are surveys and 
analyses undertaken in 2017 of Scottish Secondary Schools and HEIs respectively. As 
similar questions were asked of HEIs in 2017 the 2019 results can be read alongside them. 

The purpose of this paper is to brief the Committee in advance of the first formal evidence 
session which entails two panels of witnesses. 

Panel 1 

• Education Scotland 

Panel 2 

• Scott Harrison, Associate Director Learner Journey, City of Glasgow College, 
representing Colleges Scotland; 

• Morvern Cameron, Head of Universities, Education and Skills, Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise;  

• Dr Marsaili NicLeòid, Sabhal Mor Ostaig; and  

• Alastair Sim, Director, Universities Scotland 

Education Scotland is the national improvement agency in education.  Its roles include: 
supporting the implementation of CfE; supporting self-evaluation, learning, leadership, and 
innovation; inspections; and providing advice to Scottish Ministers.  Gayle Gorman is a 
former primary teacher and was appointed to her role in Education Scotland in December 

https://parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/102822.aspx
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2017.  Previously, she had been Director of Education and Children’s Services with 
Aberdeen City Council and had worked in local government and national agencies in 
England.  Alan Armstrong has strategic responsibility for ensuring the impact of CfE, 
including priorities in curriculum areas, learner pathways and national qualifications.  Joan 
Mackay has responsibility for the Developing Young Workforce programme at Education 
Scotland. 

Colleges Scotland is the collective voice of colleges in Scotland, representing 27 colleges 
across the Country. Highlands and Islands Enterprise’s remit is to support economic and 
community development across a diverse region which extends from Shetland to Argyll, 
and from the Outer Hebrides to Moray. Sabhal Mòr Ostaig was founded in 1973 and is 
recognised as a national centre for the Gaelic language and culture. The College is an 
academic partner within the University of the Highlands and Islands and provides 
education and research opportunities through the medium of Scottish Gaelic. Universities 
Scotland represents the higher education sector in Scotland; Alastair Sim has been 
Director of Universities Scotland since July 2009. 

The remainder of the paper is split into two parts and suggests themes of discussion with 
each of the two panels.  At the time of writing, submissions from Education Scotland and 
Colleges Scotland had not been received. 

PANEL 1: EDUCATION SCOTLAND 

Theme 1: Length of courses and flexibility 

The Senior Phase was the last element of the Curriculum for Excellence to be 
implemented.  It was phased in from 2014 to 2016 and the previous national qualifications 
of Access, Standard, Intermediate, Higher and Advanced Higher were replaced by 
National courses (numbered 2-5) and new Higher and Advanced Higher qualifications. 

The previous system of secondary school tended to be structured in three two-year 
groupings S1-2, S3-4 (“2+2+2”: initial national qualifications over two years, e.g. Standard 
Grades or Access courses), S5-6 (further national qualifications, e.g. Intermediates, 
Highers and Advanced Highers).  Curriculum for Excellence changed the structure of 
secondary school to two 3-year groupings S1-S3 (“3+3: 3 years of Broad General 
Education and 3 years at Senior Phase). 

Prof Jim Scott is often cited as the leading researcher in changing curriculum models in 
Scotland and therefore this section includes a focus on his work.  Prof Scott argued in a 
paper published in March 20181 that the change to the structure of secondary education 
was implemented without adequate consultation.  He also argued that while the 3-15 
curriculum was subject of a great deal of work during the development of CfE, the Senior 
Phase was left to the SQA which he pointed out is “a qualifications body rather than a 
curricular agency”.(p4)   

Dr Britton’s submission to the Committee for the evidence session in September 2018 also 
identified differences in approach to the development of BGE and the Senior Phase.  He 
stated— 

                                                
1 Scott J (2018) 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/36163615/Curriculum_for_Excellence_and_the_Early_Middle_Secondary_Curriculum_in_Scotland_Lessons_Learned_or_Forgotten
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“The post BGE phase did not receive the same pedagogical consideration as the 
earlier levels, and the strong messages about the need to revisit aspects of teaching 
and learning from the CfE review were not addressed to the same extent.” 

The SQA states that there should be 160 hours of learning time for national qualifications.  
In an FAQ on National Qualifications published in June 2016, it said— 

“The national courses have been designed to be delivered and assessed in 160 
hours, assuming the candidate was at the correct entry point in their learning. 
Accordingly, a candidate must be secure in their learning at curriculum level 4 prior 
to embarking on a National 5 course and 160 hours should be allowed for delivery 
and assessment. If either of these conditions is not met then the candidate will 
struggle — the time for learning, teaching and assessment will be squeezed and it is 
likely that more re-assessment may be required. This has always been the case for 
current and previous courses.” 

A theme of the submissions the committee received for this inquiry has been how the 
learning time can be managed while providing breadth.  The RSE argued that the 
reduction in the number of courses being taken in S4 has not been a result of a conscious 
policy decision but an “unintended consequence of the interpretation of national guidance” 
regarding the need for 160 hours of directed study.  The EIS stated— 

“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 (sic) against the principle of depth in learning.” 

One question is the extent to which learning in S3 can contribute to the notional 160 hours 
of learning.  The Royal Scottish Geographical Society stated that “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.”  Scottish Association of 
Geography Teachers argued that schools should revert to a 2-2-2 model through 
secondary education – that is 2 years of BGE, followed by two years for initial 
examinations (e.g. Nat 4/5s), followed by two further years of qualifications (e.g. Nat 5s, 
Highers or Advanced Highers).  EIS argued that schools which have retained this structure 
“offer the least flexibility in terms of the range of pathways”.   

The EIS suggested a 3-2-1 model should be adopted— 

“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.” 

The NASUWT argued that the flexibility offered by the suggested 3-3 model has not been 
utilised in schools.  It said— 

“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 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Review_Report_General_QandA.pdf
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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.” 

There have been concerns raised that BGE was not preparing young people for senior 
phase.  Dr Brown told the Committee at the 19 September 2018 meeting that “clarity is 
needed on the whole three to 18 pathway, so that people can be successful when they get 
to the [Senior Phase] courses”. Dr Brown also indicated that the SQA’s research had 
shown that the pace of work in S3 had increased recently and the jump in pace in S4 had 
reduced.  The 2017/18 Achievement of CfE Levels data indicated that while 87% and 89% 
of S3 students reached level 3 or better in literacy and numeracy respectively at the end of 
2017/18, 46% and 56% reached level 4.   

In September 2018, Professor Scott said that one of the original intentions of CfE was to 
“remove the two-term dash” but that Senior Phase had introduced three consecutive two-
term dashes.  He also argued that attainment, in terms of numbers of qualifications, has 
reduced since the new national qualifications were introduced.  He said— 

“The 33.8 per cent drop in overall attainment is 17 per cent structural; it is due to 
curricular narrowing. The rest of it is partially due to a drop in the roll, and it is 
partially due to how a school has structured its curriculum and the aspirations of 
headteachers, teachers and parents in that school.” (OR 19 Sep 2019 Col 17) 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether Education Scotland accepts that curriculum design in Senior Phase 
has been the responsibility of the SQA.  What strategic input has Education 
Scotland (or its predecessor Learning and Teaching Scotland) had in the 
structure and content of Senior Phase. 

• Whether it was envisaged that most schools would offer six subjects in S4. 

• Whether schools and local authorities are utilising flexibility in presentations, 
e.g. bypassing Nat 5s or offering two year courses.  What work Education 
Scotland has undertaken on the strengths or weaknesses of these 
approaches. 

• The relative strengths of the 3-3, 2-2-2, and 3-2-1 models for secondary 
schools identified above. 

• How well BGE prepares learners for senior phase, particularly to take National 
5 courses in a single year.  How CfE curriculum levels relate to SCQF levels. 

Theme 2: Curricular Structures 

In September 2018, the Committee heard that a range of curricular structures are 
employed in secondary schools across Scotland.  Professor Jim Scott has undertaken 
work on the variety of structures employed.  His recent submission to the Committee 
provided an update of the curricular structures of 277 (out of 358 state secondary schools).  
In S3, the last year of Broad General Education (“BGE”), the most common number of 
subjects are 11 and 12. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11680
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Figure 1: Distribution of Number of Subjects offered in S3 

 
Source, Data from Professor Scott’s submission.  

A paper to the Scottish Government’s Curriculum and Assessment Board on progression 
and transitions2 noted that— 

“Inspection evidence shows that in schools many young people at S1 can be 
studying learning across as many as 15 subjects. This presents challenges in 
relation to coherence and in ensuring that connections are made across learning … 

“Many secondary schools need to review the S1 to S3 curriculum to make sure it 
meets the needs of young people. The pace of implementing the BGE from S1 to 
S3 has been limited due to the focus on the introduction of new National 
Qualifications in the senior phase. The curriculum at S3 is susceptible to being 
designed by the ‘draw down’ from the perceived needs of the Senior Phase and not 
built on the progression needs of learners to enable them to transition into the 
senior phase.” 

Professor Scott indicated that the number of subjects offered in S3 was not an indicator of 
the number of subjects offered in S4.  In some schools pupils will experience a significant 
reduction in the number of subjects between S3 and S4.   

Figure 2 below shows the percentage of schools which offer 6, 7 and 8 subjects in S4.  
The individual bars represent schools that offer 11-14 subjects in S3 along with a bar 
showing the percentages for all schools.  The chart does not appear to show a pattern 
between the number of subjects offered in S3 and the number of subjects offered in S4.  
For all schools around 50% offer six subjects in S4. 

                                                
2 https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/minutes/2018/11/curriculum-and-
asessment-board-minutes-june-2018/documents/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---
transitions-and-progression/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-
progression/govscot%3Adocument  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/minutes/2018/11/curriculum-and-asessment-board-minutes-june-2018/documents/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/govscot%3Adocument
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/minutes/2018/11/curriculum-and-asessment-board-minutes-june-2018/documents/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/govscot%3Adocument
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/minutes/2018/11/curriculum-and-asessment-board-minutes-june-2018/documents/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/govscot%3Adocument
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/minutes/2018/11/curriculum-and-asessment-board-minutes-june-2018/documents/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-2---june-2018---transitions-and-progression/govscot%3Adocument
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Figure 2: Distribution of Number of Subjects offered in S4, split by subjects offered 
in S3. 

 
Source, Data from Professor Scott’s submission.  

The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s submission drew upon the work of Professor Scott and 
argued that there is a lack of “clear curricular rationale for the different structures adopted” 
and the “importance of using the appropriate curriculum theory in the design of curricula”.  
The NASUWT’s submission stated that “It is clear that schools need to receive substantial 
support (including time) around curriculum design.” 

The Committee’s call for evidence asked respondents to provide views on what factors 
impact on the range of subjects offered.  Respondents agreed that factors include 
curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; geography and school 
demography.  A number of respondents highlighted the role of the local authority in setting 
the policy of how many subjects were offered in S4.  Others highlighted rurality and size as 
key factors.  The availability of teachers to support a broad range of subjects was also a 
concern raised by a number of respondents. 

In terms of rurality, Highlands and Islands Enterprise has undertaken research in its region 
and found that around half of pupils in fragile areas3 consider the range of subjects 
available to them as very good or good; this compares with 73% in non-fragile areas. 

During the Committee’s evidence session on 19 September 2018, the Committee took 
evidence from Dr Marina Shapira whose research with Prof Mark Priestley suggested that 
there is “a link between the level of school area deprivation, the number of children in 

                                                
3 ‘Fragile areas’ are characterised by declining population, under-representation of young people within the 
population, lack of economic opportunities, below average income levels, problems with transport and other 
issues reflecting their geographic location. http://www.hie.co.uk/common/handlers/download-
document.ashx?id=25176545-481d-4be7-a747-0d0e34062df3  
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http://www.hie.co.uk/common/handlers/download-document.ashx?id=25176545-481d-4be7-a747-0d0e34062df3
http://www.hie.co.uk/common/handlers/download-document.ashx?id=25176545-481d-4be7-a747-0d0e34062df3
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school on free meals and the average number of subject choices at a school.” and that this 
may be explained, in part, by there being fewer teachers at such schools.  

In terms of time-tabling, NPFS’ submission suggested a move away from the practice of 
offering pupils the choice of subjects in columns, which may limit the ability to take a 
combination of subjects which appear in the same column.  It suggested that timetables 
should be developed following a freer choice of subjects.  Connect’s submission made 
similar arguments. 

A theme of local authority responses was that the design of the Senior Phase has allowed 
greater breadth of learning across the three years.  That is, it has allowed for more scope 
to include a broader range of learning and for collaboration with colleges, across schools 
and with other education providers.  This is explored further in the next section. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What work Education Scotland has undertaken to understand the variety of 
curriculum structures employed in Scotland’s secondary schools, the 
reasons for these differences and the impacts on outcomes for young people. 

• What the trade-offs are in offering young people more or fewer subjects in 
BGE or S4. 

• How and whether the views of teachers, parents, young people, business and 
industry, and further and higher education institutions should influence 
curricular design. 

• What work Education Scotland has undertaken to support local authorities 
and headteachers in designing their curricular structures.  Whether Education 
Scotland has undertaken work on alternatives to offering choices in columns. 

• How Education Scotland supports schools from rural areas to provide a broad 
and deep curriculum.  What strategies are there for overcoming teacher 
shortages and the distance between rural schools and potential partners (e.g. 
other schools or colleges). 

Theme 3: Breadth and Depth 

There are contrasting narratives around Senior Phase in the submissions the Committee 
has received.  Local Authorities and others have highlighted the way in which a three-year 
Senior Phase has expanded the types of opportunities available for young people, for 
example by expanding the offer of vocational courses.  In contrast, others focus on the 
opportunities to take a variety of subjects particularly in S4 – as noted above, typically 6 or 
7 – and the impact of this over course of the senior phase.  The impact of this on particular 
subjects is addressed in a later section of this paper. 

Submissions also include commentary on the uptake of SQA qualifications at levels lower 
than SCQF level 5.  A number also highlight the availability of Advanced Highers. 

Aberdeenshire Council’s submission stated that combining S4-S6, Senior Phase has 
“created far greater timetable flexibility” and that previously the “S5/6 timetable had catered 
mainly for the most able” but the new structure allows for a broader offer, including college 
provision, which means that this now a “far greater emphasis on ensuring that all young 
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people develop the necessary skills for learning, life and work required to make the 
transition into further study, training or employment.” 

Angus Council’s response cautioned against a focus on SQA exam results which, it 
argues, suggests that “there is not value on the broad range of learning pathways”. Angus 
Council noted that its 8 secondary schools had common days for college-based learning or 
Foundation Apprenticeships in host schools.  The City of Edinburgh Council echoed these 
comments; it also has a common “travel column” to promote partnerships across its 
schools and with Edinburgh College.   

The NASUWT’s submission explained that choices of how many courses are taken in S4 
impacts on the time available for each course taken, i.e. a school offering fewer subjects 
will have more time for each subject than a school offering more subjects.  This highlights 
a potential trade-off between the number of subjects and the depth of learning within one 
subject.   

The Gaelic Secondary Teachers’ Association’s submission stated that pupils “have the 
option of individuality and choice within courses at times, ensuring more of what they study 
is real and relevant”.  However, the submission went on to warn that constraints on 
subjects taken at Nat 5 “disadvantages learners greatly” in that they have a narrower base 
of subjects from which to choose Higher or Advanced Higher.  It also noted that this 
problem could be more acute for pupils from rural schools. The Scottish Association of 
Geography Teachers made similar observations. 

The Scottish Government, local government and others argue that considering the number 
of choices in S4 in isolation is unhelpful and that the achievement and attainment across 
the Senior Phase is a better measure.  The Royal Society of Edinburgh accepts this but 
noted that potentially a reduction of subjects in S4 would disadvantage pupils who leave at 
the end of S4 the most.  In September 2018, the S5 roll was 88% of the S4 roll in 
September 2017 – that is, 12% of pupils who started S4 in 2017 did not start S5 in 2018.  
This figure improved up to 2014 and has remained fairly constant since then.  In terms of 
the retention of the S4 cohort up to the start of S6, 62% of pupils who started S4 in 2016 
started S6 in 2018.  Again, there was an improvement in this figure up to around 2014 and 
it has been fairly constant since then.4 

During the evidence session on 19 September 2018, Professor Scott noted that there has 
been a reduction in the numbers of pupils being presented and attaining at SCQF levels 3 
and 4. He said, “the stats show that although there may be some upward movement from 
level 3 to level 4 and from level 4 to level 5, a significant number of other children have just 
disappeared from attainment measures, and that is not necessarily because of the 
curricular narrowing”. (Col 17) He also stated that some schools do not offer certification at 
level 3. (Col 23)   

The EIS stated in its submission— 

“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.” 

                                                
4 School Census 2018. 
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There has been a debate in regard to National 4 qualifications over the past several years 
and the Committee has considered this on a number of occasions.  Some argue that a lack 
of final and externally-marked exam lowers the qualification’s prestige, while others have 
argued that the qualification is well-suited to the intended cohort and suits progression to 
National 5s and college courses.  The Curriculum and Assessment Board considered this 
on at its meeting in June 2018 (the most recent meeting of the board where minutes and 
papers are publicly available).  A paper for that meeting highlighted a number of issues, 
including: understanding and perception Nat 4; impact of multi-level courses and the 
design of the courses to support bi/tri-level learning5.  The paper indicated that the Scottish 
Government would embark on a communications exercise.   

Bi and tri level classes were also mentioned by respondents to the Committee’s call for 
views.  One teacher, Iain Aitken, described these classes as putting “totally unrealistic 
demands” on teachers. 

Another issue raised was the use of a fallback option were students entered for National 5 
nonetheless take the National 4 added value unit and are able to be certificated at National 
4 should they not be successful in the National 5 exam.  In October 2018, the Scottish 
Government announced that “the interim measure of 'Recognising Positive Achievement' - 
the automatic fallback to National 4 for young people who are unsuccessful at National 5 
level - will end from academic year 2019/20.”  To support students, the threshold for a D 
grade in National 5 exams was extended. 

There is variability in how many subjects schools offer at Advanced Higher level.  Schools 
may utilise consortium arrangements where pupils take Advanced Higher courses at a 
neighbouring school.  NPFS’s submission stated that parents had reported that— 

“The teacher shortage is having a huge impact on availability [of Advanced Highers] 
and it is dependent on schools working together. In local authorities where schools 
are working well together, there is much wider choice.” 

Another issue in relation to Advanced Higher qualifications is how they dovetail with 
Scottish degrees.  In 2017/18, 95% of Scottish domiciled students in the first year of a full-
time first degree went to a Scottish HEI.6  The City of Edinburgh Council said in its 
submission— 

“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 Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• To what extent the widening of education providers in Senior Phase (e.g. 
colleges) is improving outcomes for young people. 

• Whether and to what extent vocational courses, such as Foundation 
Apprenticeships, have displaced entries to National 4 or National 3 
qualifications.  What are the impacts of this. 

                                                
5 Teaching more than one level in a single class, eg: National 4 and National 5. 
6 Based on students who study in the UK. This includes pupils from the independent sector. (HESA, 2019)  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/minutes/2018/11/curriculum-and-asessment-board-minutes-june-2018/documents/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-4---june-2018---national-4-way-forward/curriculum-assessment-board-paper-4---june-2018---national-4-way-forward/govscot%3Adocument
https://news.gov.scot/news/fallback-removed-from-national-5-courses
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• Whether there is a trade-off in providing a broader suite of courses overall 
and a sufficient number of traditional subject courses.  What guidance and 
support does Education Scotland offer local authorities and schools in this 
respect. 

• Whether Education Scotland can provide evidence that taking fewer subjects 
leads to improved attainment and deeper learning in those subjects. 

• Education Scotland’s role in supporting teachers to teach bi- or tri- level 
courses.  Education Scotland’s view on how well different level courses are 
designed to be able to be taught in the same classroom. 

• The role of Advanced Highers within the Senior Phase an individual’s wider 
learner journey.  What are the implications on planning curriculum structures 
for the 95% of Scottish first-degree students who choose to go to Scottish 
universities. 

Theme 4: Impact on Subjects   

In its call for views, the Committee asked whether there had been a drop in uptake of any 
particular subjects.  A number of subjects were highlighted by respondents, including Art, 
Drama, Music, Languages, technical subjects and geography.   

The City of Edinburgh Council explained that schools in its area had increased the subjects 
offered in S4 from 6 to 7 as they found “there were unintended consequences to the 
viability of maintaining some subject areas … 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 Scottish Council of Deans Modern Languages Subgroup argued that an untended 
consequence of the reduction of subjects taken in S4 was that schools have made the 
study of languages “non-compulsory”.  The submission also drew upon data presented by 
Scotland's National Centre for Languages which shows a steep reduction in entries below 
SCQF level 6 (Higher) in French and German between 2012 and 2018.  Spanish entries at 
this level are on an upward trend, but from a much lower level than French.  Take up of 
modern languages has also been reported as falling at GCSE7 and A level across the 
other nations of the UK8.   

The Scottish Government’s 1+2 policy aims to ensure that “every child will learn two 
languages in addition to their own mother tongue”.  An Education Scotland policy 
document from March 2017 explains this approach— 

“The Scottish Government’s policy, Language Learning in Scotland: A 1+2 
Approach is aimed at ensuring that every child has the opportunity to learn a 
modern language from Primary 1 onwards. Additionally, each child should have the 
right to learn a second modern language from P5 onwards. The policy should be 
fully implemented across the country by August 2021. Language learning is an 
entitlement for all from P1 to S3.” 

                                                
7 The Telegraph (24 August 2017) Number of language GCSEs plummets as academics warn students are 
relying on Google Translate 
8 The Guardian (16 August 2018) A-level results: foreign languages suffer further slump 

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/documents/modlang12-1plus2approachmar17.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/documents/modlang12-1plus2approachmar17.pdf
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2017/08/24/number-language-gcses-plummets-academics-warn-students-spoiled/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2017/08/24/number-language-gcses-plummets-academics-warn-students-spoiled/
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/aug/16/a-level-results-foreign-languages-suffer-further-slump
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The SQA’s submission for the meeting on 19 September 2018 provided a table showing 
entries of groups of subjects at SCQF level 5 between 2014 and 2018.  There was a 
decrease overall; only Mathematics entries had increased in that period and entries for 
sciences, languages, social subjects, and technology subjects decreased more in 
percentage terms than the fall in total entries. 

SCQF Level 5 entries, 2014-2018 

 
Source: SQA submission 2018 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether Education Scotland is tracking how approaches to Senior Phase 
impacts on take-up of subjects.  How this informs Education Scotland’s 
support for schools and local authorities. 

• Whether reductions in take-up of subjects was anticipated in the design of 
Senior Phase within the 3-18 curriculum.  If so, what the rationale for this 
approach was.  

• How the design of the Senior Phase interacts with the 1+2 language policy 
and STEM strategy. 

Theme 5: Gaelic, Gàidhlig and GME 

The Committee received several submissions from organisations and individuals with an 
interest in Gaelic and Gaelic Medium Education (“GME”). 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig stated that it “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.”  It highlighted that the 2011 census had shown an increase 
in young Gaelic speakers and that this is in part due to the success of Gaelic education in 
Scotland. 

Gaelic, learning Gaelic as a second language, can compete with other modern languages.  
Professor Scott’s submission shows that enrolments in Gaelic at SCQF levels 3-5 (Nat3-
Nat5 or equivalent) fell from 371 in 2012-13 to 159 in 2017-18.  Professor Scott’s data 
shows that entries to Gàidhlig, the study of Gaelic for those fluent in the language, at 

https://parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20180914SQA.pdf
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SCQF levels 3-5 also fell from 237 entries in 2012-13 to 196 in 2017-18.  Sabhal Mòr 
Ostaig’s submission stated— 

“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 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.” 

Glasgow Gaelic School’s submission highlighted particular challenges in staffing for GME 
courses.  Arthur Cormack, a former chair of Bòrd na Gàidhlig responded to the 
Committee’s submission as a parent.  Mr Cormack stated that while around a third of the 
intake to his children’s secondary school came from GME primary provision, only two 
exam subjects were offered in GME in senior phase.  Charts included in Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s 
submission indicated that, excluding Gàidhlig, just five schools in Scotland offered GME 
qualification courses in Senior Phase. 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar established e-Sgoil in August 2016, initially to improve subject 
choice for pupils across the Western Isles. e-Sgoil subsequently received support from 
Bòrd na Gàidhlig and the Scottish Government and it now aims to support the expansion of 
Gaelic medium education locally and nationally.  In terms of its provision, CNES’ 
submission stated that— 

“[The local authority offers] a minimum of 6 Gaelic Medium subjects to pupils in the 
BGE and enhancing schools’ resilience in terms of being able to staff Gaelic 
Medium SQA course delivery in the Senior Phase through remote delivery options.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Education Scotland’s view on whether GME is adequately catered for in the 
senior phase. 

• Education Scotland’s role in supporting GME education and the challenges of 
expanding GME provision in the Senior Phase. 
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PANEL 2: HIE AND HIGHER AND FURTHER EDUCATION PROVIDERS 

Theme 1: Equipping Learners for Higher Education and Employment 

At this panel, the Committee is hearing from the umbrella organisations for colleges and 

universities, from a specialist higher education provider operating in the highlands and 

island and from Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE). This allows an opportunity to 

consider the wider role of post-16 education providers and skills agencies in education, 

particularly in equipping young people at the Senior Phase and beyond with the skills 

needed to participate in learning and employment throughout life. It also offers the 

opportunity to return to questions relating to the socio-economic and geographical reach 

and access to opportunities beyond the school setting. 

There are specialist mechanisms in place in different regions of Scotland that have been 

established to support learners to access alternatives to school. One notable example is 

the Glasgow Caledonian University (GCU) Advanced Higher Hub, which offers a selection 

of Advanced Highers to pupils across Glasgow, using teachers employed by the university 

to deliver classes. The Hub is intended to offer a gateway to higher education to Senior 

Phase pupils with the Hub: offering students “every opportunity to succeed in their sixth 

year Advanced Higher studies as well as experience first hand some of the opportunities 

and challenges that come with student life.” 

The other route to access university level education is the Open University (the OU), which 

offers flexible learning largely delivered through distance learning. It has been a route to 

access university level study for those without the traditional qualifications necessary to 

access a ‘brick’ university9 or for those that are seeking a more flexible programme that 

goes at the pace of the learner, allowing learners to combine study with employment, care 

giving or other pursuits. Responding to the needs of young learners, the OU in Scotland 

developed the Young Applicants in Schools Scheme (YASS) in 2007. YASS is aimed at 

Scottish domiciled school pupils who are in S6 at a local authority school. The programme 

offers S6 pupils the opportunity to study a range of university level models at school 

alongside their other studies. Like the GCU Hub, the programme aims to bridge the gap 

between school and university, college or employment. Its aim is to develop independent 

learning and build confidence as well as work on key skills such as time management and 

accessing electronic resources. 

Universities Scotland in its submission highlights the role that Scottish universities play in 

providing a range of courses to students, with some offering ‘significant flexibility’ in degree 

pathways; with students able to study multiple subjects or even to switch subjects. Given 

this flexibility on offer at the university level, Universities Scotland says it 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.”  

                                                

9 Although it is worth noting that the submission from the OU in Scotland highlights that substantial numbers 
of learners entering their programmes do have previous qualifications at Higher level and above – both 
among young learners (aged up to 21 years) and adult learners (aged over 21 years). 

https://www.gcu.ac.uk/outreach/advancedhigherhub/
http://www.open.ac.uk/scotland/study/young-applicants-schools
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The four-year degree typical in Scotland was designed to give students a broad and 

flexible education, allowing students to try varied subjects before specialising. Even where 

a student has a clear path they wish to follow, this approach offers students the opportunity 

to study additional subjects and add depth to their education. The benefit of this approach, 

Universities Scotland argues, is that it offers skills and knowledge for adaption and 

success in an increasingly digital and complex world. This is particularly pertinent “in an 

age with increased level of automation where soft skills such as analytical skills, emotional 

intelligence, problem solving, creativity, negotiation and resilience… are increasingly 

important… and achieved through exposure to a variety of subjects rather than limited 

subject choices.” 

Universities Scotland suggests that the Committee may wish as part of this inquiry to 

examine how current curriculum delivery enables young people to address ‘real world’ 

problems to ensure that they are prepared for, can shape and flourish in the digital age. 

The submission also points to the need to ensure that young people are equipped with the 

necessary skills to meet the current and future needs of the labour market. 

The submission from Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) notes from its research with 

school pupils that there is a positive shift in perceptions of the further and higher education 

offer in the region, although the view is that more still needs to be done to improve the 

breadth of educational provision in the area and the reach across the whole region. While 

HEI’s research suggests that many pupils aspired in the future to work in the Highlands 

and Islands area, a lack of local opportunities remains a barrier to achieve this. There are, 

however, various initiatives in place to address these issues: 

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. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• How Senior Phase has impacted on students’ readiness for higher education, 
further education and work. 

• If there has been a change since the introduction of CfE and Senior Phase, 
whether there have been any geographical or socio-economic dimensions to 
this. 

• The value and relevance of the wide range of different learning options (e.g. 
Foundation Apprenticeships and Advanced Highers) offered in the Senior 
Phase. 
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• The panel’s views on the merits of the structure of the Senior Phase and any 
suggestions for change. 

Theme 2: Partnership Working 

In 2018 the Education and Skills Committee pursued an inquiry into progress made by the 

Scottish Government in implementing the recommendations of the Commission for 

Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce (DYW). The Commission’s work focused on 

diversifying learner pathways through building better relationships between industry, 

schools and colleges: “both to enhance the quality of the education experience and provide 

better knowledge of careers and the workplace, as well as offering more young people 

employment straight out of education”. 

The Committee report from that inquiry noted that significant progress has been made in 

offering varied learner pathways including vocational options via college learning, to work 

toward meeting the DYW target of 7,000 pupils taking part in senior phase vocational 

pathways by the 2019-20 academic year. A number of submissions to this inquiry have 

similarly pointed to the positive and important role played by colleges and other partnership 

arrangements (e.g. with neighbouring schools) in supporting school pupils to access a 

wider variety of learning options than individual schools have capacity to support. For 

example, Aberdeenshire Council talks of the role of colleges and neighbouring schools in 

helping to mitigate the impact of subject choice limitations on offer at individual schools. 

For the Glasgow Gaelic School, its partnerships with other schools and colleges is viewed 

as positive for pupils and their future opportunities. Partnerships with local schools, the 

Schools College Partnership and access to the Advanced Higher Hub at Glasgow 

Caledonian University are recognised as allowing flexibility, while increasing the range of 

subject’s pupils can study across a range of qualification levels up to and including 

Advanced Highers. 

The submission from the Gaelic Secondary Teachers’ Association highlights the significant 

work done between colleges, employers and other partners in offering “relevant and 

engaging options to pupils” as well as a wider range of courses. However, there are 

constraints on this – notably around staffing. Some course won’t run if there are not 

sufficient numbers of participants. While learners based in rural areas of Scotland can find 

it challenging to access appropriate and affordable transport options to access alternative 

learning opportunities beyond their local school. 

The Commission on Widening Access in its report published in March 2016 noted that 

colleges and universities have an important role in supporting disadvantaged learners 

earlier in their learning. Alongside recommendations on access to personalised 

information, advice and guidance throughout all stages of learning, the group made a 

specific recommendation (Recommendation 18) that universities, colleges and local 

authorities should better work together to provide access to a range of Higher and 

Advanced Higher subjects, to ensure that people from disadvantaged backgrounds and 

those living in rural areas are not restricted in gaining access to higher education by the 

subject choices available to them. 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20181127Young_Peoples_Pathways_report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/report/2016/03/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/documents/00496619-pdf/00496619-pdf/govscot%3Adocument
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Echoing the important role that partnerships between providers offer, the challenge of 

subject choice limitations at schools was raised through submissions. For example, Mark 

and Sally Gunn, parents who made a submission to the Committee, note in relation to 

access to Highers and Advance Highers in schools that: “choice and quality has declined 

significantly” under Curriculum for Excellence. Their view is that college can be the only 

option to remotely access Advanced Higher qualifications in subjects where schools do not 

have available specialist teachers – notably in modern languages and humanities subjects. 

EIS also highlights concern that schools are responding to shortages in specific subject 

specialisms within schools by relying on cluster arrangements with other schools or college 

provision to maximise the options available to pupils. 

This alternative provision is recognised as positive in that it can offer flexibility in learner 

pathways, with opportunities to collaborate with colleges, employers and other partners to 

offer a variety of options to school age learners. However, some submissions, such as that 

provided by the Gaelic Secondary Teachers’ Association, note that staffing in school is a 

constraint on options for pupils that “negates the positive effect of additional courses and 

pathways.” While colleges do offer other opportunities for learning, pupils and parents can 

find it frustrating when a chosen pathway is not available within the school setting. This is 

particularly the case in rural settings where access to an alternative provider may be 

challenging. As the National Parent Forum Scotland points out: 

“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... 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.” 

Aberdeenshire Council highlighted some potential barriers to schools working with colleges 

within Senior Phase.  Its submission stated— 

“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.” 

Rurality and limits to subject choice availability at school is an issue also raised by 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) in its submission, which notes 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.” Just under half of school pupils (46%) who took part 

in HIE’s research on this subject felt that the range of subjects available to them would limit 

their post-school options. The figure rises to 63 per cent in fragile areas. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• How colleges and universities are responding to demand among Senior Phase 

pupils for access to academic and vocational courses. 
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• The steps that are being taken through partnership arrangements to address 

the specific challenges in pupils in rural areas of Scotland gaining access to a 

wide range of options in the Senior Phase. 

• Whether the current approach to delivering learning in S4-S6 through 

partnership arrangements between schools, colleges, universities and others 

is the best approach to meet learner needs. 

• The strengths and weaknesses a blended school/college approach in contrast 

to a young person choosing to enrol directly in a college.  

• The potential barriers to providing a blended approach to Senior Phase with 

multiple education providers. 

Theme 3: Entry Requirements for Access to University 

A number of submissions highlight the negative impact of reduced subject choice at the 

senior phase on taking the necessary steps to tackle the attainment gap. For example, the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh cites research from the University of Stirling which “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.” The 

result of limited subject choices can therefore be that pupils attending schools in deprived 

areas may have greater difficulty gaining entry to university, particularly ancient / Russell 

Group institutions. Anne Gasteen, an academic from the University of Stirling, reinforces 

this point by pointing out that some subjects carry greater weight than others when it 

comes to university admissions decisions: 

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 [further / higher 

education] courses and are more highly regarded by employers than others. 

This submission further notes that subject choice is a key driver affecting university entry in 

Scotland: “with working class students taking fewer academic subjects – those that 

facilitate access to higher education (Iannelli et al, 2016)”. The flexibility to choose the type 

and number of subjects in the senior phase is argued to potentially lead to substantively 

different school subjects being pursued among individuals from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds; further reinforcing socio-economic differences in higher education entry and 

later labour market outcomes. 

Universities Scotland also raises concern about the impact of narrowing of subject options 

in the senior phase. It notes that where choices are made from a restricted range or with 

poor advice at school this can narrow learners later opportunities: 
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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.” 

There has been significant attention in recent years to addressing inequalities in access to 

university. Notably the publication of the report by the Commission on Widening Access in 

March 2016 considered a range of issues and made wide ranging recommendations 

intended to reduce the gap between people from more or less affluent areas gaining 

access to university in Scotland. The group noted that to achieve fair access requires 

having in place an admissions system that does not perpetuate disadvantages that 

learners have faced earlier in life. One part of this is the way that universities manage entry 

requirements for their degree programmes.  

As discussion of the entry requirements for the three courses listed at Annexe A outlines, 

many degree programmes requiring specific subjects to have been studied and grades in 

those subjects to have been achieved to allow standard entry. Consequently, subjects 

chosen at S4 (typically age 15) feed directly into subject choices for S5 qualification and 

then for college or university education. Given this, Anne Gasteen points out that: 

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.  

Ms Gasteen notes that Russell Group universities have identified eight ‘facilitated’ 

subjects as those most recognised for entry to a degree programme. These are: 

English, Languages, History, Geography, Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry and Biology. 

In general, access to a Russell Group university / more prestigious courses at these 

institutions requires obtaining Highers in four or more of these facilitating subjects, with 

specified grades to have been achieved in one sitting at S5. This is confirmed by the 

information presented at Annexe A, which shows the standard offer for the three high-

demand degree programmes the Committee requested information on from Scottish 

universities, with relevant subjects from this list commonly cited as part of the standard 

offer. 

The data shows that entry requirements vary between courses and between the same 

courses offered at different universities. From this small sample of high demand 

courses, the data suggests that applicants require to have achieved more Highers and 

passes at a higher grade at ancient / Russell Group institutions than is the case at 

newer universities. As the Scottish system is based on passes at Higher level, the 

Advanced Higher (seen by UCAS as equivalent to A level) is typically not a requirement 

for entry to a Scottish university. Only for medicine is there any explicit reference made 

to having achieved Advanced Highers in S6 for standard entry to study for the MBChB 

(medical degree). 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/report/2016/03/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/documents/00496619-pdf/00496619-pdf/govscot%3Adocument


 19 

with senior pupils attending  our Hub afforded every opportunity to succeed  in their Sixth Year 

Advanced Higher studies as well as experience first-hand some of the opportunities and challenges 

that come with student life 

With the exception of medicine, there are adjusted / lower entry options available through 

‘contextualised admissions’ processes - whereby the admissions process takes account of 

possible barriers to attainment e.g. care experience or living in a deprived area. In the 

main, the adjusted offer information provided through submissions10 indicates that those 

who meet the minimum entry requirement (rather than the standard requirements) will be 

offered a place on the relevant programme. The criteria used to decide who accesses an 

adjusted offer and what that adjusted offer includes is in some institutions, and for some 

courses, individualised / based on the situation facing the student. This all makes 

assessment of adjusted offer arrangements and their success at widening access to 

university - particularly to high-demand courses and/or Russell Group universities – difficult 

to identify. Universities Scotland, in its submission, notes that widening access to university 

among disadvantaged students “is a crucial issue for the sector” and that it intends to 

“write to the Committee soon to describe how institutions are delivering major change on 

minimum entry requirements.”  

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Views on how limited subject choices is impacting on applications to and 

admissions approaches being taken at university – particularly in relation to 

high demand degree programmes such as law, medicine and mechanical 

engineering. 

• Whether there is evidence of a more pronounced negative impact of changes 

in the Senior Phase on access to university among school leavers’ attending 

schools in deprived areas relative to others. 

Theme 4: Gaelic, Gàidhlig and GME 

As noted above, responses to the Committee’s call for views included specific concerns 
about Gaelic and GME in Senior Phase. 

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig’s submission stated— 

“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 [which has been increasing].” 

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig offer both a BA (Hons) in Gaelic and Education and an HNC in 
childhood practice.  Its submission stated, “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 

                                                

10 The contextualised admissions information is not included at Annexe A – given how patchy the provision of 
this information was (and that it was not requested when writing to the universities). The information here is 
drawn from the submissions and available information on the institution’s website. 
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studying Gaelic early in high school before they ever have a chance to come to the 
college”. 

Arthur Cormack, a former chair of Bòrd na Gàidhlig, stated in his submission— 

“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.” 

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig also supports GME Foundation Apprenticeships in Social Services. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether there is a direct link between the introduction of CfE Senior Phase 
and falling numbers of applicants to Gaelic medium further and higher 
education courses, reported by Sabhal Mòr Ostaig. 

• The sustainability of Gaelic medium further and higher education. 

• The impact of falling numbers of applicants to Gaelic medium further and 
higher education courses on the future delivery of GME in schools and wider 
Gaelic strategy. 

• The panel’s views on how to increase the numbers of applicants to Gaelic 
medium further and higher education courses. 

Suzi Macpherson & Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
28 March 2019 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.parliament.scot 

 
  

http://www.parliament.scot/


 21 

ANNEXE A 

University submissions – academic year 2018-19 

The Convenor wrote to each of Scotland’s universities to request details of the standard 

entrance offer at each institution across three subjects: law (LLB), medicine (MBChB) and 

mechanical engineering (BEng/MEng). Sixteen returned information on standard 

admissions requirements for these programmes.  

A summary is provided below. The information here is for general standard entry 

requirements. It does not include information on contextualised admissions, adjusted 

offers, minimum requirements or specialist programmes that would lead to entry through 

alternative routes. 

Medicine 

There are five medical schools in Scotland. Four (Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and 

Glasgow) offer the full MBChB medical degree. One (St Andrews) offers the first three 

years pre-clinical medicine whereupon graduates (receiving an BSc) can transfer to 

another institution to complete the requirements of the MBChB. 

All five medical schools require applicants to have completed both S5 and S6. All require 

five Highers in S5 to have been achieved in one sitting plus three further Highers or 

Advance Highers in S6 (minimum Grade B). The table below provides an overview of the 

academic requirements for entry. 

Aberdeen 4A and 1B in S5 plus 3Bs 
in S6 

To include Higher 
Chemistry and 2 other 
sciences and 2 other 
subjects.  

Dundee 4A and 1B in S5 plus 3Bs 
in S6 

To include Higher 
Chemistry and one other 
science. 

Also National 5: Biology 
A, Mathematics B and 
English B. 

Edinburgh 4A and 1B in S5 plus 3Bs 
in S6. 

To include Higher 
Chemistry and 2 others 
from Biology, Physics and 
Mathematics.  

Also National 5: Biology 
B, Chemistry B, English B 
and Mathematics B. 

Glasgow 5As or 4A and 2B in S5 
plus 2 AHs (1 at A and 1 
at B) and 1 Higher in S6 
(or 3 AHs in S6) 

To include Higher 
Chemistry, Biology and 
Mathematics or Physics. 
Can be taken in S6 
provided S5 grades 
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achieved. No subject 
requirements for S6. 

St Andrews (BSc pre-
clinical medicine) 

4A and 1B in S5 plus 3Bs 
at Higher or Advanced 
Higher in S6. 

S5 to include Higher 
Chemistry A and one 
other of Maths, Biology or 
Physics. 

The table above shows that there are small differences in the Highers requirements 

between institutions. Some also explicitly state that they ‘encourage’ applicants to, at the 

time of application, expecting in s6 to achieve 2 subjects at Advanced Higher in S6 and 1 

other at Higher or above (subjects relevant to medicine preferably) in addition to the five 

Highers passed in S5. 

Applicants to study medicine also have other requirements including interview and 

completion of the UK clinical aptitude test (UKCAT). 

Law 

The LLB is offered at a number of Scottish universities. The requirements for entry vary 

significantly between institutions. The table below illustrates the range of standard offers 

presented by institutions. 

Aberdeen 4A or 3A and 2B at 
Higher 

Need to achieve at least 
4Bs at one sitting. 

Abertay 1A 3Bs to include a 
‘literate’ subject or HNC / 
HND in relevant subject 

No single sitting 
requirement 

English at National 5 

Dundee 3A 2B 2 sittings acceptable 

Higher English at B 

Edinburgh 5As in S5 To include Higher English 
(1st attempt) 

Glasgow 5As in S5 or 6As 
including 2 Advance 
Highers at B in S6 

To include Higher English 

Stirling 2A and 2B in one sitting 
(at S5) or 3A and 1B in 
two sittings (at S6) 

 

Glasgow Caledonian 2A and 3B To include Higher English 
(Grade B) plus National 5 
Mathematics 

Edinburgh Napier 1A and 3Bs To include Higher English 
or literary subject at 
Grade B. National 5 
Mathematics and English 
at Grade C 

Note: where no sitting information is provided, this is because information was not 
reported by institutions in their submissions and no information on their websites. 
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Mechanical Engineering 

Mechanical Engineering is offered at various institutions as both an undergraduate 

programme (BEng) and an integrated programme leading to a Masters’ degree (MEng). 

The requirements for entry to these programmes are, at some institutions, the same. For 

others there is a small difference in the requirements. The table below outlines the range of 

offers: 

Aberdeen (MEng) 2A and 2B (one sitting) or 
2A and 3B (two sittings) 

To include Mathematics 
and Physics 

Aberdeen (BEng) 4Bs (one sitting) or 1A 
and 3Bs (two sittings) 

To include A/B grade in 
Mathematics and Physics. 

Dundee (BEng) 2A and 2B (two sittings 
acceptable) 

To include Mathematics 
and another science 
(preferably Physics) 

Edinburgh (MEng/BEng) 4As by end of S5 To include Higher 
Mathematics (A) plus 
Physics or Engineering 
Science. 

Glasgow (MEng) 5As in S5 To include Higher 
Mathematics (A) and 
Higher Physics (A) 

If entering at end of S6 
same requirements as 
BEng 

Glasgow (BEng) 4As or 3As and 2Bs in S5 

5As and 1B in S6. 

S5 entry to include Higher 
Mathematics and Higher 
Physics – at AB or BA. 

S6 entry to include Higher 
Mathematics in S5 and 
Higher Physics by end of 
S6 – at AB or BA. 

S6 preferably to include 2 
AHs at B) 

University of Highlands 
and Islands (BEng) 

1B and 2Cs To include Mathematics 
or Physics at B or C 

New programme. No 
sitting requirements. 

Heriot Watt (BEng/MEng) 3A and 1B To include Mathematics 
plus Physics or 
Engineering Science. 

National 5 English at C. 

No sitting requirements. 

Glasgow Caledonian 
(MEng) 

1A and 3B To include Mathematics 
plus Physics, Engineering 
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Science or Technical 
Studies. 

Glasgow Caledonian 
(BEng) 

3B and 1C To include Mathematics 
plus Physics, Engineering 
Science or Technical 
Studies. 

Edinburgh Napier (BEng) 3B and 1C To include Mathematics 
plus Physics, Chemistry 
or technical subject. 
Grade B in at least one 
required subject. 

 

Numbers of entrants with SQA qualifications 

The Committee also asked universities to provide details of the numbers of entrants to 

these courses and the number of entrants with SQA qualifications.  Members should be 

aware that different institutions interpreted what was meant by SQA qualifications 

differently, with some including HNC and HND qualifications and others not.  The footnotes 

identify the approach taken where it is clear from the submission.  Members should 

therefore be cautious in making comparisons between institutions. 

  % SQA entrants 

  Medicine Law 
Mechanical 
Engineering 

 SQA 
all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

SQA 
all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

SQA 
all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

Aberdeen 129 162 80% 134 163 82% 47 63 75% 

Abertay    65 78     

Dundee 96 151 64% 73 160 46% 29 68 43% 

Edinburgh 76 208 37% 112 163 69% 32 63 51% 

Edinburgh 
Napier 

   69 76 91% 40 60 67% 

Glasgow          

Glasgow 
Caledonian 

   77 95 81% 60 82 73% 

Heriot Watt       93 115 81% 

UHI       2 3 67% 

Robert 
Gordon 

         

St 
Andrews 

42 148 28%       

Strathclyde    135 185 73%    

Stirling    86 105 82% 172 201 86% 

Notes: Aberdeen, Abertay, Heriot Watt, Napier, Stirling included Higher, Advanced Higher, HNC 
and HND.  Dundee Higher and Advanced Higher only. Strathclyde includes graduate entrants. The 
University of Glasgow’s response separated unconditional offers and entrants and therefore was 
difficult to present in a similar way to other HEIs; it has therefore been excluded from the above 
table. 
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ANNEXE B 
 
University submissions – academic year 2016-17 

Below is a copy of the information on numbers of SQA entrants that was collated and 
shared with the Committee for SQA entrant numbers in 2016-17. 
 
Standard entrance requirements in 2016-17 for the three subjects of medicine, law and 
mechanical engineering were broadly similar to the information in Annexe A for academic 
year 2018-19). They have therefore not been repeated here. 
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ANNEXE C  

Survey of secondary schools 
 

Scottish Parliament Information C entre logo  

Introduction 
In January the Committee decided to undertake a short survey of all secondary schools to establish 
further evidence of emerging Senior Phase patterns.  The survey focused on: 
 

• number of subjects taken in S4 

• ability to take 3 sciences 

• running Higher courses over two years 

• taking Highers without first taking an N5 
 
Schools were also asked about any plans for change they had for their Senior Phase curriculum 
structure. The survey was sent by e-mail to all publicly funded mainstream secondary schools and 
ran from 27th January to 13th February. The Committee received 87 completed responses. Further 
detail about the responses is provided at the end of this report. 
 
Response rate and demographics 
Completed responses were received from around a quarter of local authority mainstream 
secondary school (86 out of 359) local authority mainstream secondary schools.  The grant-
maintained school, Jordanhill, also submitted a response. 
 
Responses were received from all but two local authorities (West Lothian and East Renfrewshire).  
Chart 3 shows the % of secondary schools responding in each local authority.  There were four 
areas where 50% or more of schools responded: Aberdeen, Aberdeenshire, Eilean Siar and West 
Dunbartonshire. 
 
Schools were also asked about their pupil roll and the proportion of pupils on free school meals.  
The general pattern of survey responses is reasonably similar to the range of size of school across 
Scotland, although the survey responses do show some over-representation from schools of a 
middling size (between 600 to 800 pupils). 
 
Chart 1: % responses by school size, comparing survey responses and all schools.  
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representation of schools with very low fsm registration and some under representation of those 
with middling fsm registration. 
 
Chart 2: % responses by free school meal registration, comparing survey responses and all 
schools  
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Chart 3: Proportion of responses by local authority 

 
 
Number of subjects taken in S4 
The survey asked about the maximum number of subjects that can be studied in S4.  As table 1 
below shows, over half of schools responding offer a maximum of 6 subjects.  However, nearly a 
third of these (16 schools) are looking at increasing the number of subjects offered.  (There was 
also one mention in the comments of a school planning to reduce from 7 to 6 subjects).   
 
Schools’ plans for increasing the number of subjects offered would suggest that the level of 
diversity may increase.  Applying the plans for increase mentioned would result in 50% offering 6 
subjects and 48% offering 7 subjects. 
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Table 1: Maximum subject choice in S4 

Maximum subjects number of schools % of responses 
of which, number 
planning to increase 

5 subjects 1 1% 1 

6 subjects 50 57% 16 

7 subjects 26 30% 3 

8 subjects 10 11% 1 

 N = 87   
 
Reform Scotland undertook a similar exercise published in May 2016. National 4 and 5: 
Unintended Consequences found that, of the 292 schools that gave specific answers, 16% offered 
a maximum of eight subjects, 33% a maximum of seven, 49% a maximum of six and 1% a 
maximum of five. 
 
While the results are far from an exact match, taking the two surveys together does confirm that 
most schools offer 6 or 7 subjects at S4. 
 
In the Committee’s survey 14 responses commented on S4 subject choice, with mixed opinion on 
the value of offering 6 subjects in S4. Interestingly both those in favour and those against ‘6 
subjects’ base their view on improving pupil choice. 
 
Narrowing choice 
Amongst the 14 schools that commented, there were 6 comments that six subjects in S4 narrows 
choice.  One said it: 

 
“restricts pupil choice and progression routes and undermines the viability of subjects 
outwith the core of English, Mathematics, Sciences and Social Subjects” 

 
There were also concerns that it results in pupils dropping modern languages, including Gaelic.  
Two respondents said they were reluctantly moving to 6 subjects against their better judgement.  
One said: 

 
“(we were) instructed by our Local Authority to move to 6 subjects this session which was 
very much against the will of the school community; it has reduced choice and caused 
problems for some pupils” 

 
Conversely, another school is planning to increase from 6 to 7 subjects at S4 in order to: 

 
“increase pace and challenge in S3 and S4 as well as offering more breadth of choice.” 
 

Support for 6 subject model 
Like those that opposed it, those that supported the 6 subject model often did so on the basis of 
pupil choice.  For example: 

 
“It is my personal opinion that  6 subjects in S4 and 6 in S5 and S6 is the best model to 
deliver increased pupil choice and pupil pathways in the senior phase.” 

 
another said: 

 
“We are planning to move to a common choice form for S4-S6. This would reduce the 
number of courses from 7 to 6 at S4. It would also increase the availability of applied 
learning courses for S4 - S6 pupils and also increase the availability of N4/N5 courses to S5 
and S6 pupil” 

 
and another that: 

 

https://reformscotland.com/2016/05/national-4s-and-5s-unintended-consequences/
https://reformscotland.com/2016/05/national-4s-and-5s-unintended-consequences/
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“The move to a 6 subject model choice in S4 allows for greater depth and specialisation of 
study but we view the vast majority of our pupil coursing as a two or three year 
development as the vast majority of our pupils stay on until S5 and S6.” 

 
National guidance 
The lack of clarity in the national policy was highlighted.  One respondent commented: 

 
“The diversity in opportunity across the country regarding how many courses a child can 
pursue in S4 is something which I believe must be reviewed at a national level. There is 
significant variation from authority to authority and this has the potential to become 
something of a post code lottery for young people.” 

 
Another commented that: 

 
“Over the last few years there has been a lack of clarity in advice for the senior phase -
particularly over how more than 6 subjects can be taken in S4 and how that relates to the 
purpose and rationale for S3” 
 

Another that: 
 

“The continuing ambiguity at national level in this regard is unhelpful.”  
 

Related to this is a comment from one respondent expressing frustration at criticism for following 
national guidance: 
 

“Schools, like ourselves, who have followed guidance to the letter and embedded all 
aspects of CFE such as entitlement to work experience, foundation apprenticeships and 
wider achievement opportunities are correct.  Yet we are the schools often criticised for only 
allowing 6 nationals as 'standard' in s4 with some degree of flexibility for a few.  ALL 
SCHOOLS should be following the same model.” 
 

Constraints on the number of subjects offered 
The survey also asked whether certain factors  - recruitment, resources and timetabling capacity – 
limited the number of subjects offered.   
 
Around three quarters of schools considered that difficulty recruiting teachers was constraining 
subject choice either a great deal or to some extent.  Nine respondents made comments about 
staffing constraints.  For example one said: 
 

“increasingly choices in the Senior Phase are driven by what we can staff due to very 
challenging recruitment difficulties in the North East rather than the school’s rationale for 
our Senior Phase curriculum.” 
 

Timetabling capacity also acted as a constraint, but to a lesser extent (61% said it impacted ‘to 
some extent’ or ‘a great deal’). Interestingly, for 29% of schools, resources (other than teachers) 
did not act as constraint at all.  However it is possible that the term ‘resource’ might have been 
interpreted in different ways. 
 
Table 2: Number of schools facing constraints on offering S4 subjects 

  A great deal 
To some 
extent A little 

Not at 
all All 

Difficulties recruiting teachers with 
the required subject specialisms 

27  
(31%) 

36  
(41%) 

15  
(17%) 

9  
(10%) 

 
N= 87 

(100%) 

availability of resources (other 
than teachers) 

7  
(8%) 

24  
(28%) 

31  
(36%) 

25  
(29%) 

N=87 
(100%) 
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capacity in the school timetable 
19  

(22%) 
34  

(39%) 
28  

(32%) 
6  

(7%) 
N= 87 

(100%) 

Question: To what extent do the following factors constrain the number of subjects offered in S4.  
 
By-passing National 5 
The survey asked how many subjects could be taken at Higher without first having taken a course 
at N5.  Table 3 below shows that around half of schools responding require a National 5 before a 
pupil can take a Higher.  Around a fifth have the option for one or two subjects, and 27% offer this 
for more than 2 subjects. 
 
Table 3: Number of Highers that can be taken without an N5 

 

Number of 
schools % schools plans to increase 

none 43 52% 8 

1 or 2  17 21% 8 

3 to 7 8 10% 0 

12 or more 8 10% 0 

all 6 7% 1 

  82 100.0% 17 

 
There were few comments on the idea of by-passing National 5 and going straight to Higher, 
possibly because few schools appear to be contemplating changes to their current policy.  One 
respondent commented that: 
 

“I have never been aware of CfE being designed to bypass N5” 
 
Another considered that for their school, such an option would reduce choice 
 

“Whilst the notion of 'by passing' qualifications may seem attractive in some settings it 
would have the effect of reducing options/choice in our setting” 
 

Another disagreed on the grounds that it risked a pupil leaving without qualifications 
 

“I also do not agree with not sitting a N5 in year one of aiming for higher - particularly in 
knowledge base courses such as Maths/Science as you have no idea what will happen to 
the child during the course of two years - if they leave then they will only get units and that 
is if you still do units!!! Children need to be protected from leaving with no completion of 
courses.” 
 

The reference to the importance of a ‘fall back’ position was reflected in other comments.  For 
example: 
 

“In terms of by-passing N5 to Higher for some students, our parents, students and teachers 
have told us they would be concerned about the risk of potentially not having N5 as a safety 
net” 

 
Similarly, another stated that the idea had not been supported by parents. 
 

“The original consultation with parents (on Senior Phase) showed that they did not support 
the idea of going straight to Higher without the N5.” 
 

Direct entry may be more common in some subjects rather than other.  One commented: 
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“Direct entry is common in subjects such as Business Management, Physical Education, 
Modern Studies and to a lesser extent in Art, Graphic Communication, Design & 
Manufacture, Music and Drama.” 
 

Two year highers  
Linked to the idea of bypassing N5 is the idea of studying Highers over two years – either in S4/S5 
or S5/S6.  In three quarters of schools responding (62 schools) it is not possible to take a Higher 
over two years. However 12 of these schools have plans to allow this in future.  (See Table 4 
below).  
 
Table 4: Ability to study Highers over two years 

Number of subjects  Number of schools % Schools planning  to increase  

none 62 75% 12 

1 or 2 7 8% 1 

2 to 24 6 7% 1 

All 8 10% 1 

 N= 83   
 
Eight respondents provided comment on the two year higher.  Constraints discussed included the 
timetabling and staffing difficulties in offering this, particularly in small schools.  One said: 
 

“only a large school could manage the challenge of timetabling both one year and two year 
Higher course in the same session.”   
 

It was also suggested that better articulation between N5 and Higher would mean students could 
be taught the same content, but be examined at different levels, and this would ease timetabling 
issues.  There were several comments that a two year Higher is offered or planned over S5/S6 but 
not S4/S5.  
 
Taking three sciences 
In a letter to the Committee, Education Scotland stated that while schools enable 3 sciences where 
needed, very few pupils actually take this up. 
 

“I can confirm that our inspectors are finding that secondary schools are generally still 
making arrangements for three sciences where needed. Indeed, the percentage of young 
people taking 3 science subjects to qualifications has remained around the same over the 
past few years with only slight fluctuations. It has ranged from 3.1% to 3.6% across the 
2012 (3.1%) to 2016 (3.2%) period.” (Education Scotland letter dated 16th December 2016) 
 

From the survey it appears that the vast majority of schools allow pupils to study three sciences in 
one year and almost all enable this over the Senior Phase as a whole. 
 
The Committee has also asked Scottish HEIs about their standard entry requirements for courses 
such as medicine and whether this requires 3 sciences at one sitting.   
 
Table 5: % schools that allow three sciences, in one year and across Senior Phase 

  % schools n= 

At National 5 in S4 83% 87 

At National 5 during Senior Phase 95% 86 

At Higher in S5 83% 86 

At Higher during Senior Phase 98% 86 

 
There were few comments on this subject.  However, one respondent mentioned that teacher 
recruitment difficulties led to pupils being taught by a non-specialist prior to S4 and that:  

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20161216ESFollowUP.pdf
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“this then impacts on attainment further up the school.  Unless we recruit further in science 
for next session, we may have to limit the number of pupils taking sciences in the senior 
phase next year.” 
 

One respondent referred to university entrance requirements: 
 

“we have been assured by several Universities that they do not have a requirement for 3 
Sciences at one sitting. In fact, they have said they are keen that young people show that 
they can pick up a 3rd science in S6 and show continuing commitment and the ability to 
learn new subjects.” 
 

There was however one comment that pupils should not be sitting all three sciences: 
 

“I am an ex PT Science.  There is absolutely no need to take three sciences in the 
traditional sense and that includes for high tariff courses such as Medicine.”   
 

Vocational subjects  
A number of respondents also referred to the importance of vocational pathways and collaboration 
with other schools and colleges.  There were references to existing or planned collaboration 
although one respondent said that they were planning to increase their in-house provision due to 
the impact that travel time had on other subjects and the extra costs of provision in college.   
 
 
Camilla Kidner 
SPICe  
16th February 2017 
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ANNEXE D 

Survey of Higher Education Institutions 
 
HEIs were asked: 

• the standard offer made to SQA applicants for law, medicine and mechanical engineering, including 
whether any elements needed to be achieved in a single sitting 

• the proportion of all undergraduate entrants to these courses who had sat SQA qualifications  
 
Entrants with SQA qualifications 
The table below summarises the information provided on the proportion of first year entrants who 
had come through the Scottish qualifications system.  This shows that for medicine, only around 
half of entrants had done SQA qualifications.  In the case of Law and Mechanical Engineering both 
generally show higher proportions of students entering from the Scottish system. 
 
Table 1: Proportion SQA entrants to medicine, law and mechanical engineering 

  % SQA entrants 

  Medicine Law 
Mechanical 
Engineering 

 SQA 
all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

SQA 
all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

SQA 
all 
entrants 

% 
SQA 

Aberdeen 112 * * 152 * * 76 * * 

Abertay n/a n/a n/a 24 44 55% n/a n/a n/a 

Dundee 97 152 64% 33 50 66% 27 55 49% 

Edinburgh 81 196 41% 89 109 82% 26 75 35% 

Edinburgh 
Napier 

n/a n/a n/a 51 58 88% 34 43 79% 

Glasgow 118 251 47% 202 228 89% 76 123 62% 

Glasgow 
Caledonian 

n/a n/a n/a 48 50 96% 46 53 87% 

Heriot Watt n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a  83 147 56% 

Robert 
Gordon 

n/a n/a n/a 59 71 83% 53 67 79% 

St 
Andrews 

56 152 37% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Strathclyde n/a n/a n/a 183 234 78% 15 33 45% 

Total 352 751 47% 689 844 82% 360 596 60% 

notes: 
Aberdeen – information on the total number of entrants was not provided (only Scottish students).  
Data on SQA entrants that has been provided by Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Edinburgh Napier, Glasgow, 
Glasgow Caledonian and St Andrews may include those who entered with HNC and HND qualifications or 
with Highers/Advanced Highers. 
 

Standard Offers 
HEIs were asked about their standard offer, as opposed to minimum entry requirements.  They 
were asked to specify if applicants should have achieved a certain number of grades in a single 
sitting.   
 
Grades required at one sitting 
For some institutions, standard offers require a five or six highers by the end of S5. 
 
The following provides some examples:  
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At Edinburgh, for Law, the standard offer was AAAAA at Higher, achieved in S5 (not including 
contextual factors).  Edinburgh has no evidence that any issues were caused by curriculum 
constraints in schools. 
 
At Aberdeen, for Law, the standard offer was AAAB or AABBB at Higher or AAB at Advanced 
Higher, at one sitting.  For law it was noted that “A number of candidates were eligible for a 
conditional offer but were unable to meet because of the curriculum being studied.  Offer making 
was therefore adapted to take account of the S6 curriculum which incorporated Advanced Highers.” 
 
At Edinburgh, for Medicine, the standard offer included a requirement that the applicant had AAAB 
at Higher by the end of S5, to include 3 sciences (where science includes maths).  They also 
required to have BBB from either 3 Advanced Highers and one Higher or 3 Advanced Highers.  
There was no subject requirement at S6 unless students did not already have Biology or 
Chemistry. 
 
At Glasgow, the standard offer is AAAAA or AAAABB by the end of S5 as well as A and B in two 
Advanced Highers by the end of S6. 
 
A number of submissions made the point that they count Highers achieved in S4 and S5 as ‘one 
sitting’ i.e the applicant can have sat Highers in both S4 and S5. 
 
The submissions from Abertay, Glasgow Caledonian, UHI, Napier and Robert Gordon do not 
specify that grades must be achieved by a certain point  
 
Napier stated that: “for admission to all our degree programmes we look at student achievement at 
the end of their studies and as such we do not ask for students to achieve their qualifications either 
in a single sitting or in a single academic year.” 
 
Heriot-Watt noted that: “As far as first attempt versus second attempt in theory this makes no 
difference but inevitably applicants that have taken one attempt are ranked higher and so more 
likely to receive an offer” (It may be that this refers to re-sits rather than taking different subjects at 
S6). 
 
Grade requirement increased if over two sittings 
It is common practice to require higher grades overall if they are achieved over two sittings.  For 
example: 
 
At Aberdeen, for Mechanical Engineering, students with grades achieved over two sittings were 
required to get AABBB, whereas the requirement if achieved at one sitting was lower – AABB.  A 
similar point was made by Edinburgh, who generally require grades to be achieved by the end of 
S5.  Highers in S6 are accepted, but the grade requirement increases. 
 
At Strathclyde, for law, the standard offer is AAAAB at first sitting, or AAABBBB at second sitting. 
 
At Dundee, the standard offer for law is AABB at one sitting or AAAB at two sittings. 
 
Requirement for 3 sciences in medical degrees 
Medicine at Aberdeen’s standard offer is “3 sciences” at one sitting, although it includes maths as a 
science. 
 
Similarly at Edinburgh, the standard offer for medicine includes 3 sciences (including maths), 
although the university: “recognises that for some applicants, this combination of subjects in S5 
may not be possible/appropriate” and allows them to take the missing subjects in S6.  However, the 
submission notes that: “the vast majority of applicants to medicine had the required five Highers 
from S5 and there is no evidence that those who did not, resulted from curriculum constraints in 
schools.” 
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Glasgow generally requires 3 sciences by the end of S5, although includes maths as a science.  
They do also allow any ‘missing’ sciences to be taken in S6, if they have AAAAA or AAAABB at 
Higher in S5 in other subjects.  The standard offer at Glasgow also includes 2 Advanced Highers at 
A or B. 
 
Dundee only requires 2 sciences – chemistry and one other. 
 
At St Andrews the standard offer is BBB in 3 advanced highers at S6. 
 
Subject choice 
Glasgow Caledonian provided results from focus groups with 92 S6 pupils which discussed their 
experiences of S4-6 option choices and post school plans.  This found that: “It is evidence from the 
focus group findings that many pupils struggle to take their preferred subject choices in S5 and S6”.  
The group was asked whether, when making their options for S5, there were any subjects that 
pupils would have liked to have studied, but which they were not able to.   
 
22 pupils said that the reason they couldn’t have their preferred subject was that there was no 
option to choose three sciences.  However more common reasons were timetable clashes (42 
pupils) and the subject not being offered by the school (32 pupils). 
 
The table below lists those subjects which the most pupils said they were not able to choose at 
Higher and Advanced Higher. It is notable that choice appears far more restricted at Advanced 
Higher than at Higher.  It prevalence of STEM subjects is also of interest. 
 
Table 2: Pupils unable to choose subjects at Higher and Advanced Higher 

 Highers in S5 Higher in S6 Advanced Higher 

Biology 9  17 

Chemistry   20 

English   14 

History 7  21 

Maths   30 

Modern Studies 8  21 

Physics 8  17 

French 7   

Politics 11 8  

Psychology  11  

source: Glasgow Caledonian University focus group report submitted to Education and Skills 
Committee.  Focus groups with a total of 92 pupils. 
 
Commenting on the issue of subject choice Strathclyde University said that: 
 

“We have been made aware, in a small number of cases, of students whose performance 
has been impacted by classes being withdrawn or teaching being impacted by resource 
constraints […] additional, and again anecdotally, we have been made aware of students 
who require to take (in particular) Advanced Higher options externally.”  
 

Strathclyde further noted that:  
 

“anecdotal evidence suggests that a small number of applicants (to mechanical 
engineering) are restricted in their curriculum choices that prevents them taking Higher 
maths and physics in the same year.” 
 

In all of these instances the university notes that it aims to be flexible in offer making taking account 
of the particular circumstances of the applicant. 
 
Suzi Macpherson 
Camilla Kidner 
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Senior Researchers 
SPICe 
2nd March 2017 
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Education and Skills Committee 

12th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 3 April 2019 

Subject Choices – note from the clerk and submissions pack 

1. At today’s meeting, the Committee will hold its first oral evidence session as 
part of its inquiry into subject choices. Today’s evidence session includes two 
panels – the first consisting of officials from Education Scotland, and the 
second involving representatives of Universities Scotland, Colleges Scotland, 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Sabhal Mòr Ostaig. 

 
2. Further oral evidence sessions will be held on 24 April, 1 May, 8 May, 15 May 

and 29 May.  
 

3. Submissions from witnesses are linked to below: 
 
 Panel 1:  Education Scotland 
  

Please note that Education Scotland also sent us a link to its new report: 
Thematic Inspection of Empowerment for Curriculum Leadership which it 
wanted to highlight as part of its submission. 

 
 Panel 2:  Universities Scotland 
   Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

   Sabhal Mòr Ostaig 
Colleges Scotland have submitted a diagram which is a map of 
the Senior Phase  

 
Additional submissions 
 

4. The Committee has also received additional submissions from Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar and the Scottish Youth Parliament. 

 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
Scottish Youth Parliament  
 
The submission from the Scottish Youth Parliament summarises findings from 
its consultation on subject choices which informed its workshop at its recent 
Parliament sitting on subject choices which was attended by the Convener. 
 

University responses  
 

5. 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 
and links to the responses from HEIs and the responses from 2017 are below.  
 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/ThematicInspectionEmpowermentCurriculumLeadership.pdf
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6. Please note that some of these submissions were in the papers on the 13th 
March. Any submissions that have been received since the original paper were 
issued have been marked as a new submission. 

 

• 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 Glasgow submission 2 

• Glasgow Caledonian University (new submission) 

• Glasgow Caledonian University additional response 

• Heriot Watt University (new submission) 

• University of the Highlands and Islands 

• Napier University (new submission) 

• Open University 

• University of St Andrews  

• University of Stirling (new submission) 

• University of Strathclyde (new submission) 

• University of the West of Scotland (new submission) 

  

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/Letter_to_HEI_Principals.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/University_of_Aberdeen1.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190307Abertay_University.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/University_of_Dundee.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190227UniEdinburgh_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/University_of_Glasgow.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190304University_Glasgow_response2.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190313GCU_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190311GCU_AdvancedHigherHub.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190313HeriotWatt_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190304UHI_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/NapierUniversity.pdf
https://parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190228Open_University.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190219University_of_St_Andrews.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190313UniStirling_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190313UniStirling_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190307UWS_response.pdf
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Education Scotland 
 

1. Education Scotland welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence to the 
Education and Skills Committee and notes the responses to the Subject Choices 
Inquiry. In particular, we note the overall positive response to the structure and 
intention of the senior phase of Curriculum for Excellence. This comes across 
particularly from those who are currently engaged in making the senior phase work 
for young people. We also note the recurring themes of the links between staffing 
levels, timetabling and the choices available to young people.  
 
The Senior Phase  

2. Senior phase developments should be seen in the context of the overall learner 
journey from early years onwards. The case for reform to Scotland’s curriculum was 
made in Curriculum for Excellence and re-emphasised again by Developing the 
Young Workforce. We are confident that these reforms compare well globally and 
will serve our young people well as they navigate their way through a complex and 
uncertain world. We monitor our offer and progress against international evidence 
such as that available from the OECD Education 2030 work and organisations like 
the World Economic Forum.  
 
3. The senior phase offers extensive opportunities for personalisation and choice for 
young people. This means providing pathways that help them gain qualifications, 
including through the increase we are now seeing in the range of work-related 
courses and programmes available at all levels in schools. Alongside this, young 
people are experiencing activities to develop their personal achievements as, for 
example global citizens and leaders, appropriate to their needs and their career and 
future aspirations.  
 
4. So the aim of the senior phase within Curriculum for Excellence was to change the 
focus of study in the senior phase from the model that many teachers, parents and 
other will be familiar with. That may well mean young people taking fewer 
qualifications, particularly at some levels, over their senior phase and that the 
curriculum design may look different from school to school. We should be 
comfortable with these changes as it enables schools and partners to prepare young 
people with the 21st Century learning, knowledge and skills for life in the modern 
world.  
 
5. Improving the curriculum offer remains a high priority for schools across Scotland. 
As part of their learning journey, all children and young people are entitled to 
experience a coherent curriculum from 3 – 18. Curriculum is defined as the totality of 
all that is planned for children and young people from early learning and childcare, 
through school and beyond. In the most effective practice, schools are adopting 
creative approaches to innovate the curriculum and are developing strong 
partnerships with colleges, employers and third sector organisations to improve the 
curriculum offer. Increasingly, schools are consulting with their children and young 
people and using information drawn from their motivations and aspirations to shape 
the curriculum offer. This is resulting in schools being able to provide an appropriate 
range of learning pathways to meet the needs of their learners, a key feature of 
Curriculum for Excellence.  
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6. There are no pre-conceived notions about the number or types of qualifications 
taken at which stage of the senior phase. The guiding principle is that qualifications, 
awards and achievements are taken at the right stage for the individual young 
person over the senior phase which can be up to three years. This allows learners to 
build up a bespoke portfolio of qualifications, awards and skills by the time they leave 
school and move on to their next stage of learning in, for example, apprenticeships, 
employment, further or higher education. It follows from this that the right time to 
view the overall achievements of young people is at their point of exit from the senior 
phase, rather than in any individual year. This is a key difference in approach to the 
previous system.  
 
7. There is also an increasingly broad offer to consider, with subject choice including 
a range of qualifications: work-based learning, and opportunities for personal 
achievement, as well as traditional academic subjects.  
 
8. In any discussion or review of the senior phase or of subject choices, we are 
conscious of what young people are telling us about what they want from their 
education. Very few young people are expressing concerns about not doing enough 
qualifications. Instead, we more frequently hear feedback from young people about 
too much focus being placed on traditional qualifications in the final years of school 
at the expense of more innovative choices and pathways in preparation for moving 
on to the next stage of their learner journey.  
 
9. We are acutely aware of the importance of promoting young people’s mental 
wellbeing as they face up to the challenges of the world they are in. Education 
Scotland’s review of Personal and Social Education (PSE), published in August 
2018, noted an increase in stress and mental health issues for young people in 
secondary schools. Secondary teachers are now giving increased emphasis to 
mental health in their PSE programmes, and are giving high priority to ensuring that 
young people receive the support they require to increase their resilience and to 
reduce stress. There is no doubt that large numbers of examinations and year on 
year examinations over S4-S6 are a cause for stress in many young people.  
 
10. The senior phase of learning follows on from the much longer ‘broad general 
education’ (BGE) phase for learners aged 3-15 where children and young people are 
entitled to experience a wide range of learning across the eight curricular areas. It is 
important that schools recognise the progress being made in this wide range of 
learning, which will include traditional subjects, by children and young people as they 
move through the BGE and before they make choices for qualifications. In the most 
effective practice, this progression in learning will be tracked across primary and 
secondary schools through the BGE and will support children and young people to 
understand their own learner journey and their achievements so far. These learner 
journeys will also include the wide range of children’s achievements coming from 
their participation in options such as the Junior Award Scheme for Schools and the 
Youth Achievement Awards.  
 
11. Education Scotland notes an increase in demand and a growing appetite from 
practitioners to be involved in more creative curriculum design across the 3 to 18 
learner journey since 2018. This includes work on the BGE in secondary, the BGE 
across the primary-secondary transition and the use of interdisciplinary learning. In 
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each of these areas of focus there will be a need to address the interplay between 
staffing resource, timetabling and local geographies. This will include looking at the 
creative solutions being found by schools to address issues such as staff shortages, 
for example, by developing consortium arrangements with other local schools or 
maximising the potential of digital solutions.  
 
12. Senior phase development continues to be a priority for individual schools but 
there is now also a move to view school-based offers as part of a wider regional 
offer. Some of this has evolved naturally and is supported by the current focus 
arising from the Learner Journey Review 15-24. We are currently working with, and 
learning from, several local authorities who are working in partnership with regional 
colleges, and the range of partners now engaged with schools such as employers 
and community learning and development services to develop a regional senior 
phase offer.  
 
13. National Partners continue to work together to share resources and align 
activities with each other and with local and regional partners to promote and share a 
common understanding of the senior phase. We are seeing a greater use of tools 
such as the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) and the Skills 
Development Scotland (SDS) My World of Work (MyWoW) website to support 
dialogue and an understanding of the developing range of options available to young 
people between stakeholders such as parents and employers. Young people are 
active participants in the drive to communicate these changes and options in roles 
such as SCQF and MyWoW Ambassadors in their schools.  
 
Evidence from 2017/18  

14. There is widespread acknowledgement of the need to review learning pathways 
in the BGE to best meet the needs of different groups of learners and raise 
attainment and achievement for all young people. It is important that young people 
receive suitable support and challenge to enable them to make appropriate progress 
through BGE and into the senior phase. In most of the secondary schools inspected 
in 2017/18, a review of the BGE was underway. We would expect all schools to be 
undertaking such a review in order to ensure a better alignment of the BGE with 
senior phase pathways.  
 
15. The range of pathways in the senior phase was improving over 2017/18 with 
schools recognising the need to provide appropriate progression routes to raise 
attainment and achievement for all young people. The majority of schools were 
providing young people with a wide range of choices and pathways in the senior 
phase. These opportunities are enabling many young people to take qualifications 
outwith school, including college-based learning or occasionally with third sector 
partners. The majority of schools had positive relationships with their local college or 
colleges.  
 
16. Data for 2017/18 published by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) and Scottish 
Government (SG) points to increased choice of pathways and improvements in 
achievement across the senior phase.  
 
17. Statistics published by SFC in January 2019 confirm year on year increases in 
the uptake of college courses by senior phase pupils. The biggest increase has been 
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in the uptake of engineering courses and an overall increase in STEM qualifications. 
There has also been notable growth in construction-related options. Courses in care 
are the largest in volume.  
 
18. Statistics for Attainment and Initial Leaver Destinations for 2017/18 school 
leavers, published by the Scottish Government in February 2019, provided evidence 
of improving positive destinations for young people leaving school. In 2017/18, 
94.4% of 49,748 leavers were in work, training or study within three months of 
leaving school - up from 93.7% of 51,300 in the previous year. Of the leavers 
included in the most recent statistics, 41.1% were in higher education, 26.5% were in 
further education and 22.7% were in employment.  
 
19. The figures also suggest that the gap between those from the most and least 
deprived communities going onto work, training or study has halved since 2009/10. 
In 2009/10, 78.8% of those from the most deprived areas went into a positive 
destination compared to 93.5% in the least deprived areas – a gap of 14.6 
percentage points. By 2017/18 the gap was down to 6.8 percentage points with 
90.4% of those from the most deprived areas going into a positive destination 
compared to 97.2% of those in the least deprived areas.  
 
20. Over the same period, there have also been increases in the qualifications young 
people are achieving. More than 30% of pupils left school with a minimum of five 
passes at SCQF Level 6 (e.g. Highers) or better - up from 22.2% in 2009/10.  
 
21. The gap between those from the most and least deprived areas achieving a pass 
at SCQF Level 6 or better is at a record low, reducing for the eighth successive year. 
More young people are also choosing to remain at school, with almost two thirds 
leaving in S6.  
 
2018/19 update  

22. Education Scotland’s Thematic Inspection of Empowerment for Curriculum 
Leadership, published on 29 March 2019, is provided as Annex A to this paper. Key 
findings relevant to the inquiry are as follows:  
 

• Improving the curriculum continues to be a high priority for schools. 
Headteachers welcome the autonomy they have to work with their staff to 
develop a curriculum, which best suits the needs of their local community. 
They often find the support, challenge and guidance from their local authority 
helpful when considering changes to the curriculum.  

 

• Headteachers work in collaboration with staff on curriculum design. There is 
now a need to more consistently collaborate with parents, pupils and wider 
partners on the design and evaluation of the curriculum.  

 

• Teachers increasingly use a range of local, national and international 
evidence to inform curriculum development. Most adapt curriculum 
frameworks and courses to suit their local circumstances and to provide 
interesting and relevant learning experiences.  
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• Schools, particularly in rural areas, continue to find it difficult to recruit 
teachers. This limits opportunities to lead curriculum improvements and, in 
some instances, provide a local curriculum which meets the needs of children 
and young people.  

 

• Collaboration with colleges is an increasing feature of practice. Schools and 
colleges now need to build on this positive work to develop an appropriate 
range of vocational learning pathways for all young people.  
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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 review1, 
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.  

                                                 
1 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 experience2, 
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 recommendations3. 

• 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 Forum4 to consider how 
articulation routes and understandings of articulation could be improved.   
 

 

  

                                                 
2 See page 15. 
3 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. 
4 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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Highlands and Islands Enterprise 
 

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. 
 
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. 
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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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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. 
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Colleges Scotland 
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Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar 

Following the publication of ‘A 2020 Curriculum for the Western Isles’ by Mr 
Bruce Robertson, the Education Skills and Children’s Services Department of 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, along with its secondary schools, has widened 
curriculum pathways and subject choice by: 
 

1. Providing a menu of 6 Foundation Apprenticeships available to all pupils in 

Session 2019 / 2020. Frameworks such as Engineering, Creative Digital 

Media, Business Skills, Food and Drink, Children and Young People and Care 

are all closely aligned with the needs of the local economy. If there is demand, 

the CDM FA and Care will also be delivered through the medium of Gaelic. 

 
2. Ensuring equity in terms of the range of subjects on offer irrespective of the 

size or geographic location of schools. Equity is an aspiration that we are able 

to work towards as a result of increasing the range of subjects delivered 

through remote teaching e.g. Higher RMPS, Modern Studies, Psychology, 

Advanced Highers etc.  

 
We are also helping to provide increased choice and create more flexible 
pathways nationally by providing teaching input , IT back-up or training of staff 
in remote teaching pedagogy for other local authorities (see e-Sgoil delivery 
map). 
 

3. Promoting the concept of parity of esteem for applied learning subjects and 

thereby creating viable and more flexible progression pathways for a greater 

number of pupils. This is closely linked to a comprehensive Personalisation 

and Choice exercise that is conducted annually with pupils in the Senior 

Phase. 

 
4. Utilising available staffing and IT resources fully in order to ensure best value 

and maximising the number of courses that can be offered within existing 

budgets. This is being achieved through harmonisation of timetables and co-

timeous teaching to cohorts of pupils aggregated across schools. 

 
5. Offering a minimum of 6 Gaelic Medium subjects to pupils in the BGE and 

enhancing schools’ resilience in terms of being able to staff Gaelic Medium 

SQA course delivery in the Senior Phase through remote delivery options 

 
6. Enhancing provision of Music tuition for SQA courses through remote 

teaching and linking with external providers such as the Royal Conservatoire 

of Scotland 

 
7. Encouraging the University of the Highlands and Islands and associated 

colleges to provide courses that meet the needs of learners rather than that of 

institutions. 
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Scottish Youth Parliament  
 

 

                                 
   Scottish Youth Parliament      

    
    Gordon Lamb House     

    
  3 Jackson’s Entry 

    
    Edinburgh 

    
       EH8 8PJ 

0131 557 0452 
 

       Monday, 25 March 2019 
 
To Clare Adamson MSP, 
 
LETTER WITH FINDINGS FROM CONSULTATION ON SUBJECT CHOICES WITH THE 
SCOTTISH YOUTH PARLIAMENT (SYP) 
 
As the Convener of the Education and Lifelong Learning (ELL) Committee at the 
Scottish Youth Parliament, I am writing to you to formally record the views of young 
people on Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into subject choices. On behalf 
of SYP, we are so grateful that you have already demonstrated your commitment to 
take these views into account by attending the workshop itself and hearing directly 
from the young people in my Committee. I trust that you will relay these views to 
your Committee members, and please do contact us if you have any further 
questions. 
 
This letter conveys findings from a 
consultation workshop held during our 
ELL meeting attended by eleven young 
people called ‘Make Your Choice’ at 
our 68th National Sitting on 17th March 
2019 in Dalkeith, Midlothian, co-
produced by us and your Committee as 
well the Scottish Parliament’s 
Community Outreach Team.  
 
It also includes findings from co-
designed questions in our #WhatsYourTake online survey which was open from 15th 
February until 20th March, gathering 1136 responses from young people aged 12-25 
across Scotland, from all 32 local authorities and our 
11 national voluntary organisations and various 
others representing a diverse range of communities 
of interest and lived experience (including different faiths, disabilities, care and 
carer experience, LGBTQI+, young farmers and young offenders). 
 

Clare Adamson MSP with the ELL Committee to 

discuss subject choices at SYP68 on 17th March 2019. 
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Background information of survey respondents 
 
The majority of respondents are at school (87%) and aged 12-14 (49%) and 15-17 (42%). 55% 
of respondents are female, 45% were male, 2% identified as non-binary and 1% prefer to 
use their own term. 13% of respondents belong to black, Asian and minority ethnic groups. 

Have you been able to take all of the subjects you wanted to at school? 
The majority of 
#WhatsYourTake survey 
respondents were able 
to take all the subjects 
they wanted to at 
school. Similarly, at the 
workshop, 63% of 
participants answered 
‘Yes’ to this question, 
and 37% answered ‘No’.  
At the workshop, the 
responses were 
disaggregated by stage 
from Broad General 
Education (BGE)-S4-S5-
S6. At the S6 stage, 
more young people 

answered ‘No’ to this question. 
 
 
The workshop participants were from Fife, Dumfries & Galloway, Glasgow, Argyll & Bute, 
South Lanarkshire, North Lanarkshire and West Lothian. 
 
Online survey respondents who answered ‘No’  
 
These young people identified more common, specific subjects they had wanted to take 
but couldn’t. Drama, modern studies and Spanish came up most frequently, and other 
subjects mentioned included: music, art, PE, Italian, human biology, graphic 
communication, economics, administration, history, geography, RE, Higher German, 
(Higher) politics, (Higher) Modern Studies, Business Administration and Advanced Highers 
including Physics, Computing, Design and Manufacture, Statistics and Mechanics and 
History.  
 
Others specified less common subjects that they had wanted to study, primarily 
psychology, as well as philosophy, environmental sciences or geology, sociology, theology, 
classics and languages such as Gaelic, BSL, Latin, Chinese, Korean or Japanese and 
Turkish.  
 
Others mentioned a lack of availability of vocational subjects such as accounting, home 
economics, first aid, fashion and design, hospitality, photography, dance, nursing, 
electronics, food technology, wood work and metal work. For hospitality, one reason cited 
was a lack of kitchen facilities at that school. 
 
On one hand, many identified that they were restricted by not being able to take more 
than one foreign language – ‘I struggled when travelling.’ ‘I lack of language options at all 
levels, due to lack of teachers.’ ’Foreign languages are not given the significance or push 
needed to underline their importance and benefit to future employment and speaks to an 
arrogance that “everyone can speak English.”’ 
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On the other hand, some respondents were obliged to take a language at S3 but could not 
take the three sciences which are necessary for applying to study medicine at University. 
The general issue of not being able to take three sciences due to timetabling came up 
frequently. 
 
A few mentioned the inability at their school to take PE and art, music or drama: ‘This is 
because I needed to take 2 sciences. I didn’t even want to do a technology but I had too 
:(.’ This chimed with different comments around schools prioritising or making obligatory 
science or social subject choice over other subjects including social or practical options, 
as well as prioritising ‘academic’ subjects over vocational ones. For example: ‘I wanted to 
take hospitality but I was "too smart" according to guidance’, ‘…arts subjects were 
considered less credible within my school and I was forced to choose between the only 
two arts subjects: art and drama. Despite displaying a keen interest in both subjects and 
hoping to pursue a career in the arts, I was consistently discouraged from this.’ 
 
Some schools restrict pupils to taking 6 or 7 subjects in S3-4. Having limited choices came 
up frequently in the responses. 
 
In some cases, a lack of choice has a very serious impact on the young person’s future: 
 

• ‘I could not take all of the subjects I needed for university as classes were on at 
the same time, this resulted in me not meeting the minimum entry requirements 
for the course I am applying, meaning it is very unlikely for me to be accepted.’ 

• ‘I couldn’t study higher drama as it was not offered. I want to work in musical 
theatre so [sic] this could have been detrimental to my future.’ 

• ‘Computing higher and it was due to too many people taking it, ended up having 
to take something else instead and yes it held back a year for going to college.’ 

• ‘I would have liked to study chinese at higher level however our school does not 
offer this. In the future I would like to work in international business or 
investment management for international companies. Having a higher in chinese 
would make me unique.’ 

• ‘PE - any level. Removed my ability to feel adequately prepared to study sports 
science.’ 

• ‘… I would have liked to take a technology- this made me very frustrated, as a 
woman who enjoys STEM subjects I find it unfair that I cannot take this due to 
multiple reasons.’ 

 
Young people highlighted the given reasons for the lack of choice: shortages of (qualified) 
staff, especially in rural and island areas; a lack of interest or uptake for a subject to run; 
timetabling issues (clashing or overlapping class times); a lack of funding or resource; lack 
of pupil opinion and not enough classroom space. One young person said their head of 
department set ‘specific and unnecessary entry requirements’ for Higher subjects. 
 
However, the most common reason given was issues with the columns subjects are put in 
during subject selection to facilitate timetabling. For example: 
 

• ‘I was not able to choose [sic] all of the subjects that I wanted to take for National 
5 because we had to choose [sic] one subject from each column in a table, some 
columns had no subjects that I wanted to take, for example I wanted to take 
History and Spanish but I had to take Physical Education and Computing Science. I 
asked the Deputy head of the school if I could change, but no, I had to stick to the 
columns. In other words, I was forced to take subjects that I didn’t want to take 
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and I wasn’t able to take some of the subjects that I did want to take for National 
5. This makes me very annoyed.’ 

• ‘I would have liked to take music, art and P.E but we were only allowed to pick 1 
as it was in the same column [sic]. I was also told not to pick design and 
manufacture as it was not graded properly.’ 

 
Some mentioned alternative arrangements organised by their school, including attending 
nearby schools or colleges for that class as there was no teacher to teach a subject at 
their school, or due to timetabling issues. For another respondent, this was considered but 
not possible due to a lack of transport. Some could take a subject they wanted but were 
timetabled for less class time for that subject. One pupil who had sat Advanced Higher 
Maths the previous year did an Open University module through Young Applicants in 
Schools (YASS) so they could keep learning maths in S6. 
 
The most surprising result included: ‘Forced to do higher French because there were [sic] 
no spaces in higher English.’ 
 
 
Workshop participants 
 
For BGE, the general feedback was that the wide range of subject choice gives pupils the 
space and opportunities to identify strengths and weaknesses, likes and dislikes. We agree 
that this is too early a stage to be narrowing subject choice or choosing careers, but 
wonder if classes could be tiered to take into account different abilities.  
 
At S4, there can be a lack of teachers, timetabling issues and restricted quantity of 
subject to take. The members who could take all the subjects they wanted reported that 
they got higher marks and were more interested and engaged, but those who couldn’t 
reported that they had to crash subjects later on and had limited career and University 
options. 
 
At S5, a lack of class space and issues with columns when choosing subjects were cited. 
The impacts of this were having to take crash Highers to meet conditional University offers 
and being forced to do ‘a subject you don’t love’. Members encouraged more cooperation 
between schools in the same local authority to offer Advanced Highers, increased staffing 
and for choice not to be limited via. columns and to be afforded in accordance with need, 
not necessarily convenience. 
 
At S6, a member from Fife reported being able to take four Advanced Highers, whereas 
none were offered in a school in Argyll and Bute. Advanced Highers should be given parity 
of esteem with A Levels in England in terms of availability. One member had to get help 
from their MSP to be able to take music due to timetable restructuring. There is a lack of 
subject range and timetabling, making it harder to get into University, that you miss ‘vital 
skills’ and your future careers are affected. We need more funding to bridge the gap 
between public and private education, for ‘creative’ subjects not to be discouraged and 
subject choice to be widened to improve transferrable skills. 
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Should you wish to meet with us or update us on how the findings will feed into your work, 
please do not hesitate to get in touch with our Policy and Public Affairs Manager, Laura 
Pasternak at laura.p@syp.org.uk or 0131 557 0452. We hope you have found this 
engagement with SYP informative and valuable. 

Yours sincerely, 
 
Chloe Whyte MSYP for Falkirk East 
Convener of the Education and Skills Committee 
Scottish Youth Parliament 
 

 
 
 

 
   
 

 

Recommendations from the ELL Committee 
 
We believe that subject choice is important for broadening horizons and prospects, and support the 
concept of BGE. However, we note that there is a large disparity in the lived experience of subject 
choice between different schools and local authorities across Scotland.  
 
➢ We therefore believe that the Scottish Government should try to minimise inequality in subject 

choice in rural and remote areas by investing in these schools as well as subject choice generally, 
and encouraging cooperation within local authorities to offer subject choices including National 4s, 
5s and Advanced Highers. 

 
➢ SYP believes that greater investment and incentives are needed for teacher training generally, as 

well as for subjects including languages, modern studies, drama and psychology. 
 
➢ We believe that pupil participation should play a key role in reviewing how subjects are chosen in 

schools, and that subject columns should not restrict young people from pursuing subjects which are 
necessary for their career aspirations. 
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