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

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



 

 
“He’s unable to take Higher Art and Design; a subject he requires for his chosen career 
path. In a school of 1,200 pupils and Art and Design Higher is only offered in one column.” 
 
Some parents would also like children, who have the capability and motivation, to have the 
option to study more N5 subjects. Some parents feel the inability to do this in their schools 
is impacting overall potential academic achievement. 
 
“Not offering additional qualifications to pupils who would be able to handle them is also an 
issue. [There are options for] 6, 7 or 8 Nat 5s depending on which school you attend.” 
 
Parents in rural areas felt that better learning and overall achievement could be further 
improved by using technology to its upmost.  
 
Overall, parents told us they do not feel enough “real” careers guidance is given prior to the 
cut off. There often is not enough focus on the talents and aptitudes of a young person and 
what career paths these would suit. 
 
“It seems like luck when children stumble on good pathways.” 
 

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

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



 

“A lack of continuity in what is being taught with supply teachers has severely limited the 
basic teaching provision and put great pressure on the students to teach themselves.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

S4 

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

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



 

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

S5 

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

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

S6 

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

However, parents whose children did want to sit Advanced Highers often told us that the 
teacher shortage is having a huge impact on availability and it is dependent on schools 
working together. In local authorities where schools are working well together, there is 
much wider choice. 

“My daughter is unable to do any modern language subject in Advanced Higher.” 

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

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

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



 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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