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Narrowing the Curriculum:  An exploration of trends in subject enrolment in National 5 level 

qualifications (SCQF level 5), in 2011-2017    

This paper presents findings from an ongoing study (Shapira and Priestly 2018a, 2018b) that 

examines the impact of the Curriculum for Excellence on subject enrolment, attainment and 

transitions of young people in Scotland. In this submission we present our finding in relation to subject 

enrolment for SCQF National 5 level qualifications of 14-15 years old pupils in year 4 of secondary 

education (S4). The study used the administrative educational data on subject enrolment and 

attainment (based on the SQA enrolments and attainment statistics) that was provided by the Scottish 

Government. The data is aggregated on the level of schools and is linked with the Scottish Pupil 

Census data that provides information about pupils’ and schools’ characteristics.  

We used descriptive methods of statistical data analysis and regression modelling in order to explore 

the variations between schools in the (a) number of subject choices and (b) configuration of subject 

enrolment and identify factors responsible for these variations.  

Summary of findings  

1. Our results show that the senior phase of secondary curriculum is becoming narrower. Fewer 

subjects are being taken in school year S4 for level 5 National Qualifications (Table 1).   On average, 

the number of subject choices decreased from 7.3 in 2011-2013 to 5.3 in 2014-2017. The reduction 

took place mostly in 2013-2014 and then in 2014-2015 academic years.  

2. The size of reduction in the number of subject choices (number of subject entries per pupil) varied  

  a) between Local authorities 

  b) between areas with different levels of deprivation (measured by the SIMD decile) 

  c) between schools of different characteristics. 

Although schools in every SIMD decile experienced a reduction in the number of subject choices the 

reduction was larger for schools in areas of higher deprivation. As a result, in 2017 the number of 

subject entries per student become more differentiated by the area’s level of multiple deprivation than 

it was in 2011. The rate of reduction in the number of subject entries per students also varied across 

Local Authorities (Figure 1).   
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Figure 1. Trends in number of subject choices per student in National 5 level 

qualifications (S4) by 1) the by level of school area’s deprivation (SIMD Decile); 2) by 

Local Authority  

Table 1. Trends in subject entries, number of subject entries per student, size of school roll and S4 roll, and 

average number of subject for SCQF level 5 qualifications, in 2011-2018.  

 

 

 

year 

Total number 

of entries 

Number of 

entries per 

students 

S4 roll School Roll Average 

number of 

subjects in 

school 

2011 Mean 1138 7.26 156.16 838.13 20.12 

Std. Dev. 546.1 1.30 68.23 358.28 2.57 

2012 Mean 1127 7.33 153.44 828.71 19.96 

Std. Dev. 554.3 1.37 67.85 355.57 2.93 

2013 Mean 1139 7.34 152.91 823.12 20.02 

Std. Dev. 559.9 1.36 68.26 355.61 2.85 

2014 Mean 835 5.49 150.52 813.85 20.07 

Std. Dev. 438.6 1.17 66.35 353.14 3.20 

2015 Mean 753 5.11 145.40 800.35 20.50 

Std. Dev. 397.9 1.06 66.00 353.93 3.45 

2016 Mean 742 5.18 142.62 793.15 20.83 

Std. Dev. 389.1 0.99 65.91 354.58 3.42 

2017 Mean 737 5.22 140.32 793.20 21.09 

Std. Dev. 388.2 0.95 65.37 356.66 3.64 
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2. Overall, there was no reduction in average number of subjects offered by schools for National 5 

level qualifications. To the contrary, there was a slight increase (from 20 to 21 on average) in the 

number of subjects offered by schools for National 5 level qualifications, however the rate of this 

increase varied across Local Authorities and areas with different level of deprivation. The size of the 

increase was larger in schools in less deprived areas (Figure 2).    

Figure 2. Trends in number of subjects available for National 5 level 

qualifications by 1) the level of school area deprivation (SIMD Decile); 2) by 

Local Authority  
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3. The number of subject entries declined for all subject groups over the period 2011-2018.  

• The main drop in the number of entries took place in 2013 and in 2014. A considerable part of 

this decline can be attributed to changes in SCQF level 3-5 qualifications. Yet there was an 

additional decline in the number of entries for all subject groups but Maths in 2014-2015 (Figure 

3a).  The size of the reduction in the numbers of entries varied between subject groups and its 

relative size was smallest for Sciences and largest for Modern Languages. 

 

• In 2015-2017 the numbers of entries remained relatively stable for Maths and English. 

However, there was a further (albeit small) decline in entries in Sciences, Social Sciences, 

Arts, but most notably in Modern Languages (Figure 3a). 

4. Changes in the configuration of subject entries. 

Since 2013 there has been a slight increase in the proportion of entries in English and Maths, more 

notable increase in the proportion of entries in Sciences,  a small decreased in the proportion of Arts 

entries and the largest decrease  in the proportion of entries in Modern Languages (Figure 3b).  
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Figure 3a. Trends in numbers of entries in National 5 level 
qualifications  in 2011-2017, per subject group
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5. Subject entries and school area’s level of deprivation (Figure 4). 

• The change over time in the proportion of English, Maths and Social Sciences entries was 

loosely differentiated by the school area level of deprivation.  

• The change over time in the proportion of entries in Sciences was highly differentiated by the 

area’s level of deprivation – the smallest increase in the proportion of entries was for schools 

in the SIMD deciles 1 and 2 (the most deprived areas) while the highest increase in the 

proportion of entries in Sciences was for schools in the SIMD decile 10 (the least deprived 

area).  

• Young people who attended schools in the least deprived areas (SIMD decile 10) were 3 times 

more likely to choose Sciences for their National 5 qualifications than those attending schools 

in the most deprived areas (SIMD decile 1). 

• An increase in the proportion of entries in Vocational subjects was largest for schools in areas 

with high level of deprivation   

• Although schools in every deprivation decile saw a considerable reduction in the proportion of 

entries in Modern languages, the rate of the reduction was larger for schools in areas with 

higher level of deprivation 

0.00

5.00

10.00

15.00

20.00

25.00

English Maths Sciences Social Sciences Arts Modern
Languages
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Figure 4. Trends in the percentages of entries in a) Sciences, b) Vocational subjects 

and c) Modern Languages, by school area’s level of deprivation (SIMD decile), in 

2011-2018  
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6. School Characteristics: 

We found that the composition of school’s intake and other characteristics of schools were linked to 

the subject entries (Table A1 in Appendix1).: 

• Schools that offer on average more subjects for SCQF level 5 qualifications have on 

average more subject entries per student. 

• Schools with higher teacher/student ratio (higher number of qualified full time teachers per 

student) tend to have more subject entries per student. 

• Schools with larger number of students entitled for free school meals tend to have less 

subject entries per student. 

• School with larger proportion of students with special learning support needs have on 

average less subject entries per student. 

• Proportion of students from BME background was not found to be linked to the number of 

subject entries per student  

• Number of students on free meals was positively associated with the proportion on English 

entries and negatively associated with the proportion of Maths entries, even after the level 

of deprivation of school area was accounted for.  

• Proportion of pupils with leaning support need was negative associated with the proportion 

of Science entries.  

• Teacher/student ratio was positively associated to the proportion of Sciences entries.  

• Higher proportion of pupils from BME background was positively associated with a higher 

proportion of English entries  

7. Local Authorities: 

Local authorities that on average used to have higher number of subject entries per student prior to 

2013 (i.e. prior to the introduction of new qualifications under the CfE) were less affected by the new 

curriculum – they have experienced a smaller reduction in the number of subject choices after 2013, 

and the subject choices in these Local Authorities   in 2015-2017 were less differentiated by the 

level of deprivation of school’s postcode area (Table A1 in Appendix 1).  

Local authorities where the proportion of entries to a particular subject group was higher on average 

prior to 2013, were found to have less variation across areas with different levels of deprivation in 

this proportion in 2017.  

Conclusions.  

Our findings show that there was a reduction in subject enrolment and in the number of subject 

choices of 14-15-year-old pupils over the period of 2011-2017. The main reduction in the total number 

of subject entries and the number of subject choices took place during 2013-2014, when new National 

3-5 level qualifications have been introduced.  

Yet, the size of this reduction was not uniform but varied between schools of different characteristics, 

between areas with different level of deprivation and between Local authorities in Scotland. 

The findings show that SES composition and ability compositions of school intake have a strong 

association with the number of subject choices and the configuration of subject entries. A larger   

reduction in the number of subject choices for National 5 level qualifications took place in schools in 

more deprived areas, as well as in schools with a larger number of students from disadvantages 

socio-economic background, schools where proportion of pupils with special learning support needs 
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was higher, and schools that were insufficiently staffed. We also found that the number of subject 

choices was smaller in schools were the overall number of subjects offered for National 5 level 

qualifications was smaller.  

We found that characteristics of schools, such as level of deprivation of school’s area and school’s 

composition affected the configuration of subject choices. Thus, schools in areas of higher deprivation 

and schools with larger numbers of pupils from disadvantaged background had smaller proportion of 

young people enrolled in Sciences and Modern Languages, and larger proportion of pupils enrolled 

in Vocational subjects was larger.  

Thus, one of main finding from our study is that after 2013 the configuration of   subject entries and 

the number of subject choices become more differentiated by characteristics of school, that it was 

prior to the  introduction of new qualifications under the CfE.   

As our finding indicate, the phenomenon of the ‘curriculum narrowing’ and the reduction in subjects 

choices might disproportionally affect students from disadvantaged socio-economic background. 

Existing research evidence shows that in Scottish education system subject choices made by young 

people in S4 are strongly related to subject choices made later, in S5 and S6, and to career 

opportunities of young people and their ability to make a transition to Higher Education (Iannelli, 

Smyth  & Klein 2015). Therefore, the narrowing of the curriculum and the reduction of choice might 

have an adverse effect on social-economic mobility opportunities for young people from 

disadvantaged socio-economic background.    

Existing research evidence shows a clear link between subject choices of young people at senior 

stages of secondary education and their family background, gender and prior attainment (ibid). Our 

findings confirm existing research evidence that school characteristics are important for individual   

subject choices (Anders et al 2017). Yet, the mechanism that links between school characteristics 

and individual subject choice is not entirely clear and more research in needed to understand how 

schools influence the subject choices of young people. It is especially important now, under the new 

CfE that has increased the autonomy of schools in curriculum provision, and hence increased the role 

that schools might play in subject choices of young people.  

In order to gain better   insights into how patterns of curriculum provision relate to visible phenomena 

such as curriculum narrowing and their subsequent impact on educational opportunities for young 

people from different socio-economic backgrounds it is necessary to generate missing data about 

patterns of provision, the role of schools and teachers in shaping provision and curriculum decision-

making. This new data needs to be analysed in conjunction with the analysis of secondary data 

sources on subject choices, attainment and early destinations of young people in Scotland, with 

findings from such research informing current and future curriculum policies and practices. 
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Appendix 1 

Table A1. Multilevel linear model. Level 1: Secondary schools in Scotland; Level 2: 32 Local 

Authorities. Random slopes and random intercept model.  

 

 

 

 

 

Dependent variable: 

Average Number of subject 

choices per S4 students  

Model (1) 

Random intercept 

only 

 

Model (2) 

Random intercepts 

and contextual 

effect: year2 

Model (3) 

Random slopes and 

random intercepts 

model.  

Contextual effects: 

year2 and SIMD 

deprivation decile  

Model (4) 

Random slopes and 

random intercepts 

model.  

Contextual effects: 

year2, deprivation 

decile; school 

characteristics  

                             2014   -1.81** (.09) -1.82** (.09) -1.78*** (.09) 

2015-2017   -2.11** (.13) -2.12** (.13) -2.12** (.14) 

2     0.06 (.14) -0.00 (.13) 

3     0.34* (.14) 0.23 (.14) 

4     0.29 (.15) 0.16 (.14) 

5     0.54*** (.16) 0.41** (.15) 

6     0.58*** (.17)   0.26 (.16) 

7     0.77*** (.18) 0.47** (.17) 

8     0.60** (.19) 0.29 (.18) 

9     0.84*** (.20) 0.50** (.19) 

10 (lowest deprivation)     0.90*** (.22) 0.42* (.20) 

Other urban areas       0.10 (.09) 

Assessable small towns       0.15 (.11) 

Other small towns        -0.00 (.11) 

Assessable rural        0.20 (.13) 

Remote rural       0.60*** (.13) 

Overall number of  SCQF 

Level 5 subjects in s4 

      0.05** (.01) 

Teachers/students ratio       -0.6** (1.2) 

Students on free meals        -0.003** (.00) 
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% of students with special 

needs 

      -0.01** (.00) 

Proportion of BME students 

                       0<5% (reference category) 

                          >5-10%       -0.85 (.46) 

                          >10-15%       -0.74 (.46) 

                          >15-20%       -0.42 (.46) 

                          >20%       -0.61 (.47) 
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Table  A1(continued)  

 
 

 Model (1) 

Random intercept 

only 

 

Model (2) 

Random intercepts 

and contextual 

effect: year2 

Model (3) 

Random slopes and 

random intercepts 

model.  

Contextual effects: 

year2 and SIMD 

deprivation decile  

Model (4) 

Random slopes and 

random intercepts 

model.  

Contextual effects: 

year2, deprivation 

decile; school 

characteristics  

Random Effects (Local 

Authorities) 

        

Unstructured       |  

var(year)   0.12* (.04) 0.12* (.04) 0.13* (.04) 

var(SIMDDecile)     0.01* (.00) 0.01* (.00) 

var(Intercept) 0.16* (.05) 0.29* (.08) 0.73* (.23) 0.74* (.23) 

cov(year,SIMDDecile)     0.00 (.01) 0.00 (.01) 

cov(year,_cons)   -0.11* (.05) -0.16* (.08) -0.16* (.08) 

cor(year,_cons)   -0.59*  -0.48*  -0.51*  

cov(SIMDDecile,_cons)     -0.06* (.02) -0.05* (.02) 

corr(SIMDDecile,_cons)      -.60**  -0.63**  

Between local authorities 

variance(intra LA correlation) 

0.06  0.20  0.42  0.44  

var(Residual) 2.32** (.07) 1.17** (.03) 1.02* (.03) 0.95* (.03) 

Wald chi2 .  405.2 p>0.0 460.1  667.0 p>0.0 

LL -4646.0  -3832.0  -3685.5  -3590.2  

Chi2 78.3 p>0.0 295.4 p>0.0 428.9  478.5 p>0.0 

N 2510  2510  2510  2510  


