
Education and Skills Committee 

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

Subject choices – Local Authority responses 

The Committee wrote to all 32 local authority Directors of Education to ask for 
information regarding subject choices. 10 local authorities responded. A link to the 
letter to local authorities and the responses received are below. 
 

• Read the letter to local authority Directors of Education 
 
Reponses: 

• Aberdeenshire 

• Angus 

• Clackmannanshire 

• East Renfrewshire 

• Edinburgh 

• Fife 

• Highland 

• Moray  

• South Ayrshire 

• South Lanarkshire 

 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/Letter_to_Directors_of_Education.pdf


 

Serving Aberdeenshire from mountain to sea – the very best of Scotland

Aberdeenshire Response to Inquiry on Subject Choice 
 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
Because the Senior Phase combines S4/5/6, this has created far greater timetable 
flexibility, and has ensured that pupils of all abilities are able to access courses which 
help them progress their learning.  Prior to CfE, the S5/6 timetable catered mainly for 
the most able, concentrating as it did on ensuring that Higher and Advanced Higher 
classes could run.  Now, increasingly, pupils in the senior phase can access courses 
from Level 4 up to Level 7 at the time which is most appropriate to them.  The greater 
flexibility of the timetable has been matched by increasing option choice: alongside 
traditional courses, schools now offer wider achievement opportunities ranging from 
vocational qualifications to leadership and employability awards, many of which are 
also certificated, and courses offering different types of work related learning. 
 
While the curriculum offer has been changing, examination performance has held up, 
continuing to improve steadily, as before. 
 

b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How do 
your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how does 
this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
On a superficial level, some people have criticised CfE because in schools – and 
authorities – which have remained true to the principles of CfE, pupils in S4 mainly 
study for 6 instead of 8 qualifications.  Schools have, however, been creative in 
planning the S4 curriculum to allow pupils, on occasion, to achieve 7 qualifications, 
and where it has been in the best interests of young people, they have also been 
helped to follow the most appropriate learning pathway, with study of Higher, for 
example, in S4, or AH in S5.  Schools are building Senior Phase timetables around 
learner pathways so that if pupils have not been able to take a qualification in one 
year, it will be available to them in the next.  In this way, pupils can consolidate and 
deepen or broaden their learning at one level by moving sideways to pick up other 
subjects within a curricular area, rather than having to move upwards, to the next level.  
Pupils are therefore able to progress at a level and a pace which best suits them. 
 
Building a college offer into the timetable has expanded the number of vocational 
qualifications on offer, and for some pupils has increased their overall attainment 
because they have been supported into courses which are more relevant to them or to 
their preferred way of learning.  Schools are also offering a wider range of 
qualifications, and finding ways of accrediting wider achievement activities which pupils 
have time within their timetable to participate in.   
 
The choice offered to pupils now is greater than it was pre CfE when in the main, the 
courses offered were those designed to ensure pupils heading for Higher Education 
were appropriately catered for.  Now there is a far greater emphasis on ensuring that 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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all young people develop the necessary skills for learning, life and work required to 
make the transition into further study, training or employment. 
 
To ensure success in the Senior Phase, S1-3, the BGE, has to be carefully designed.  
Subject Choice needs to be structured to ensure pupils keep their options open.  
Ensuring pupils study around 9-12 subjects in S3 ensures that they are able, if they 
wish, to bank a subject at the end of S3, and then pick it up again in S5 or S6.  The 
issue of keeping motivation high is ever present, but again the formal curriculum is 
enhanced, in some schools, by the presence of some inter-disciplinary learning, some 
elective activities and through using skills based programmes to deepen learning.   
 

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

 
I. broad general education (BGE)? 

 
There has only been narrowing where staffing shortages have impacted on the 
ability of the schools to run courses.  Where there is a shortage of subject 
specialists, priority is usually given to senior phase classes. 
 

II. S4? 
Clearly there has been a reduction in the number of subjects studied in S4 by 
most pupils, but pupils are encouraged to plan their curriculum over the duration 
of the senior phase, and where this is supported effectively in schools – through 
presentations to pupils and parents about learner journeys and the various 
pathways that can be taken – pupils can see how they can gather a suite of 
qualifications over the 3 years, instead of focussing narrowly on achievement in 
one year.  Universities have made clear that it is performance at Higher which is 
their main interest: the number of qualifications studied in S4 is irrelevant.   
 

III. S5? 
 
There is now more choice than ever before for S5 pupils because they can 
access courses at levels 4-7, where before, the majority of courses were only 
available at Levels 6 and 7.  The increase in wider achievement options has 
also improved the offer for S5s. 
 

IV. S6? 
As S5. 
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d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 

include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
Schools have the freedom to design the curriculum to suit the needs of their pupils.  
Authority guidelines were produced and agreed by Head Teachers, but within these 
there is flexibility to tailor the offer to the community the school serves.   
 
Schools are becoming more creative in looking at how to increase overall attainment.  
Some find opportunities to accredit activity which takes place, but formerly was not 
certificated; the study of some subjects can naturally lend themselves to the delivery of 
some additional qualifications - eg Modern Languages and Languages at Work Units; 
Mathematics and Application of Mathematics have overlapping content, and can be 
attained in tandem; PSE, traditionally not certificated, now opens up possibilities for 
pupils to follow awards, and some schools use Core PE to help pupils achieve national 
qualifications in PE.  Looking creatively at how coursework might meet SQA course 
requirements has resulted in some pupils achieving more than 6 awards in S4. 
 
School size undoubtedly can impact on the range of subject choices as there will not 
be the economies of scale possible in larger schools.  To a degree, some of this can 
be mitigated by working in partnership with  neighbouring schools or with College 
partners, though rurality can make these arrangements expensive because of 
transport costs.  Schools have, however, made local arrangements to share teachers, 
where possible, or have made arrangements for pupils to access courses elsewhere. 
 
Staffing, to a large extent, influences what can or cannot be offered.  Aberdeenshire 
has experienced difficulties recruiting staff, probably because schools are in largely 
rural areas, and so not always attractive to younger staff.  There are obvious dangers 
in having only one teacher qualified to teach a subject in school, because if this 
member of staff leaves, the provision is lost, a particular problem for smaller schools.  
Where there is staff shortage, senior phase classes are most likely to be allocated the 
necessary subject staff, opening up gaps in the experience of classes in  
S1-3. 
 
Tapping into college provision is another way of ensuring pupils are offered a range of 
choices.  The degree to which the value of such courses is promoted, and the 
perception of parents as to their value, can affect take-up, but perhaps the greatest 
barrier to participation in college activity lies in the challenges created by rurality. We 
do not have common timetables across the 17 secondaries in Aberdeenshire, 
something which creates opportunities as well as challenges.  Transport costs are 
extremely high because of the lack of appropriate public transport in many areas and 
because of the distances some have to travel to reach a college facility, or to reach a 
hub school where college provision may be available. 

e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the 
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 
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Taken overall, it is clear that the same wide range of subjects is available to pupils as 
was in 2014.  Presentation patterns at different levels vary, however, with far fewer 
pupils now being presented at National 4, perhaps because of the perception that it is 
a lesser qualification, a perception based in part by the fact there is no external 
examination, and in part because of employers’ failure to recognise the qualification.  
Where before, employers would ask for qualifications at General Level, the level which 
most National 4 pupils would have achieved prior to the change in qualifications, they 
now seek National 5 qualifications, the equivalent to the old Credit Level qualifications. 
 
While the same range of subjects exists, however, there has been increased uptake in 
subjects which might appear to have a more vocational or practical relevance: subjects 
like Accounting; Practical Cookery, Cake Craft, Music Technology and Practical 
Metalwork and Woodwork have all seen significant increases in uptake at National 5; 
Administration and IT, Computing Science, Engineering Science and Photography 
have seen significant improvements in uptake at Higher, and at Advanced Higher, 
uptake has significantly improved in Art and Design, Business Management, and 
Computing Science.   
 
There are fewer subjects whose uptake is significantly lower than the figure in 2014.  
French and German both have lower uptake at N5, but Spanish has seen an increase, 
while French has fairly significantly better uptake in Higher over the 5 years.  At 
Higher, Human Biology presentations have declined significantly, as have 
presentations in both Sociology and Psychology.  More pupils have been able to 
access Sociology and Psychology through college links, which may account for the 
drop, but it is also the case that we have few members of staff qualified to teach Higher 
Psychology.  At Advanced Higher level, the most significant drop in presentations is in 
Graphic Communication, and this is likely to be a direct consequence of staff 
shortages in Technical subjects. 
 

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

Clearly, limitations in subject choice restrict the choices a pupil can make and can lead 
them into choosing subjects in which they have little interest. This can affect their 
motivation and overall attainment.  With the current focus on learner pathways, 
however, has come improvements in how the subject choice process is presented and 
managed, and schools try very hard to ensure that the relevance of subjects to a 
proposed learning pathway is made clear.  Experiencing as broad a curriculum as 
possible in S1-3, along with appropriate support at key subject choice periods, is key to 
ensuring a pupil can make the best possible choices in the Senior Phase. 
 
Report prepared by Alison Robertson, CfE Development Officer, Aberdeenshire 
Council. 
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Currently all young people in Angus study a maximum of 6 subjects in S4. This 
includes the opportunity to study a skills for work course at Dundee & Angus College. 

Within the senior phase there have been isolated instances of specific subject 
choice being unavailable. In every case this has been due to difficulties in recruiting 
in that area. 

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

Angus schools work hard to ensure that a full range of subjects can be offered to 
learners. All 8 secondary schools use a similar curriculum structure and this has been 
negotiated and agreed with Dundee and Angus College to ensure alignment to 
courses offered in partnership with further education. School size plays a role in 
terms of the number of staff available with the necessary range of qualifications. In 
Angus we also try to use information about our local economy to facilitate our future 

workforce. One example would be hosting the FA in Childcare in Brechin as we find 
it difficult to recruit childcare related workers in that area. 

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

think has caused this change?

Full information is available from the SQA. 

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

Where courses have not been offered due to staff shortage all efforts have been 
made to accommodate young people in neighbouring schools where possible. In 
addition classes in those subjects have been offered end on to the school day. This 
has meant a teacher from another school travelling the school without the subject 
specialist to deliver the course. There are also examples of lecturers from Dundee &
Angus College assisting with delivery due to teacher shortage. The result is that, 

although having the staff shortage may be regarded as negative, the joint solution
focussed approach is further enhancing relationships between our Head Teachers 
and Dundee & Angus College. 

Yours sincerely 

Dr Pauline Stephen 
Director of Schools & Learning 



Clackmannanshire Council  
 

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

• Yes.  There is a much wider range of appropriate pathways available to young 
people, for example, partnership with college and employers to deliver relevant 
learning experiences.  However, pupil achievement levels are hampered by the 
constant change in SQA arrangements and rigid traditional assessment structure.   

• Clearly a concern around the ever-changing assessment arrangements eg 
Computing: 5 changes in 5 years to the N5 & H courses. 
 
b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range 
of pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 

• Examples as above and the conviction of schools to develop innovative 
approaches to timetabling and curriculum options, involving partners. 

• Collaborative working across all Secondaries facilitates a wider range of 
pathways for our young people. 

• More focus on the SCQF framework regarding pupil attainment would support 
the flexibility above, however, the traditional measurements of 5@ could work 
against this flexible approach. 
 
c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in? 
 

I.broad general education (BGE)? No 
II.S4? No 

III.S5? No 
IV.S6? No 
 
There has been an increase in the wider learning experiences and subjects available 
to young people.  For example, Level course, Foundation Apprenticeships, DofE. 
 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and 
school demography. 
 
The most significant factor is pupil need within the available resources of each school 
and across the wider council. 
 
e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects 
in the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused 
this change? 
 

• Where there has been a drop off in attainment through changes to SQA 
arrangements etc, numbers have dropped. 

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


• Non-compulsory status of Modern Languages has impacted on presentation 
numbers. 
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 

• Where there has been staffing issues within establishments, a negative 
impact is evident regarding pupil numbers. 
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East Renfrewshire Council: Education Department 
Response to Education and Skills Committee 

 
 
The Committee has launched a call for views, and would very much appreciate your input into this 
inquiry. Specifically, the Committee seeks the perspective of your local authority on the following 
questions: 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) allowed for better 

learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

 In East Renfrewshire the education department’s vision of Everyone Attaining, Everyone 
Achieving through Excellent Experiences clearly demonstrates an ambition for all children and 
young people and sets out the responsibility placed on everyone who works in education to meet 
the needs of all and develop their skills and capabilities.  Head Teachers are empowered to 
deliver this vision and deliver a curriculum in the Broad General Education (BGE) and Senior 
Phase (SP) based on the needs of their individual communities taking account of national and 
local guidance e.g. CfE and DYW. 

 

 ERC guidance reflects the principles of CfE and the rationale set out in Building the Curriculum 
3; it is clear that schools must provide a coherent, flexible and enriched curriculum for all pupils 
from 3-18. The curriculum should also lead to improvement in the quality of the learning 
experiences of children and young people and increased attainment and achievement for all 
learners.  
 

 Schools are clear that their curricular framework and structure must deliver the six national 
entitlements. Specifically: 

o a curriculum that is coherent from 3 to 18 
o a broad general education (from early years to S3) 
o a senior phase (S4-S6) where learners can obtain qualifications; 
o opportunities to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work, focusing 

on literacy, numeracy and health and wellbeing; 
o personal support to enable them to gain as much as possible from the opportunities 

that Curriculum for Excellence can provide; and,  
o support in moving into positive and sustained destinations beyond school. 

 

 In order to deliver these entitlements all education establishments have worked together as a 
community to establish their vision, values and aims which are underpinned by the department’s 
vision statement. 

 

 Schools in East Renfrewshire collaborate within clusters (associated early years, primary and 
secondary schools), planning together to design a curriculum which is cohesive across sectors, 
hence ensuring continuity and progression for children and young people at key points of 
transition. Clusters have been supported to map out curricular progression from 3-18, designing 
curricular maps which support the learner’s journey from early years to the senior phase, taking 
account the most appropriate gradient of learning for pupils.  Clusters have an allocation of 
funding and time in working time agreements which allows joint in-service and professional 
learning opportunities to address areas for improvement identified from analysis of data across 
the Cluster. The collaborative approach supports transition across sectors and ensures 
attainment, achievement and experiences are progressive and continuous. 

 

 In East Renfrewshire, during the senior phase young people build up a portfolio of qualifications. 
The curriculum frameworks developed by our schools provide a range of learning pathways 
designed to meet the needs of all learners, whether aspiring to achievements at SCQF level 1 
or SCQF level 7. There is also a continuing emphasis, for example, on health and wellbeing 
appropriate to this phase, including physical activity, service to others and work placements. 
Schools also continue to support young people to participate and achieve in a wide range of 
areas. 
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 In East Renfrewshire almost all pupils will study a minimum of 8 subjects in S4; most will study 
5 in S5 and 3 in S6. However, schools adapt the curricular model to suit individual young people. 

 

 Secondary Head Teachers in East Renfrewshire continually review the efficient curricular 
structures which were agreed some 12-13 years ago (to reflect curriculum design principles of 
CfE) and regularly consider opportunities to enhance learning opportunities and experiences 
which will meet the needs of groups and individual learners.  

 

 Within the authority there is evidence from ERC reviews and Education Scotland inspections of 
many strong features in both the leadership of CfE and in the impact of CfE on learners’ 
experiences, attainment and achievement. Evidence in relation to whether the senior phase 
curricular framework has resulted in better learning, improved attainment and achievement and 
delivered the national entitlements is set out in more detail in the response to part b. 
 
 

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

 Each educational establishment regularly reviews their curriculum to ensure it takes account of 
local context.  This is done in collaboration with its community and takes account of all the 
relevant data.   
 

 The schools’ design of the curriculum provides flexible learning pathways which lead to raising 
attainment.  These pathways support children and young people to build on prior learning and 
ensures appropriate progression for all learners. Schools offer a wide range of courses in the 
senior phase, they review these on a regular basis to ensure they support pupil needs and lead 
to improved outcomes. 
 

 Schools have held a wide range of events to engage with pupils, parents, teachers and 
practitioners, partners and employers to increase understanding of employability, work related 
learning and vocational pathways. 

 

 Extensive use of the national data-hub in schools and with partners supports the development 
of appropriate pathways for all young people; this includes an emphasis on STEM. The ERC 
vocational programme takes account of the latest Labour Market Information and delivers over 
50 courses, ranging from level 1 to level 8 to around 550 students including over 60 young people 
undertaking Foundation Apprenticeships across a range of frameworks. The courses are 
delivered in partnership with colleges, universities and employers, allowing pupils to develop 
skills in their chosen subject as well as valuable experience to help them in the world beyond 
school.  

 

 The use of an agreed timetable schematic in the senior phase supports the vocational 
programme and enables schools to provide a greater range of courses for learners in an efficient 
way.  Evidence of impact is monitored closely with increased attainment and achievement, 
including vocational qualifications evident e.g. Education Department End Year Performance 
Report and ERC Standards and Quality Report.. 
 

 A senior phase (S4-S6) where learners can obtain qualifications – In relation to the breadth 
and depth of pupils’ learning Insight data demonstrates the following impact: 
S4 – Last 5 years 

 The proportion of young people achieving awards at SCQF level 4 has remained relatively 
unchanged for 1+ and 3+; it has increased slightly for 5+ and 7+. ERC consistently 
outperforms its virtual comparator (VC) and is above the national average. 

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+, 5+ and 7+ awards at SCQF level 5 has 
increased; ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well above the national average. 
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S5 – Last 5 years 

 The proportion of young people achieving awards at SCQF level 5 has remained relatively 
unchanged for 1+; it has increased for 3+, 5+ and 7+. 

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+ and 5+ awards at SCQF level 6 has 
increased. 

 At SCQF levels 5 and 6 ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well above the national 
average.  
 

S6 – Last 5 years 

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+, 5+ and 7+ awards at SCQF level 6 has 
increased.  

 The proportion of young people achieving 1+ and 2+ awards at SCQF level 7 has increased. 

 At SCQF levels 6 and 7 ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well above the national 
average.  

 

 Opportunities to develop skills in literacy and numeracy – Insight data shows the following 
impact: 

 Over the last 5 years, the performance of ERC school leavers in literacy and numeracy at 
SCQF level 5 has increased. In 2015-16, 2016-17 and 2017-18 the performance was greater 
than our virtual comparator and well above the national average. 

 Over the last 5 years, the performance of ERC school leavers in literacy and numeracy at 
SCQF level 4 has increased; almost all leavers achieved this measure over this time period. 

 

 Positive and sustained destinations - The impact of the SP curriculum in East Renfrewshire 
is also noted through school leaver destinations. These remain consistently high and above the 
national average. In 2016-17 96.1% of leavers were in a positive destination, increasing to 96.6% 
in the follow up survey. This was second highest result to-date and well above the national 
average. The 2017-18 leaver information indicates that 97.4% of ERC leavers were in a positive 
destination. In addition the 2018 participation data indicated that 96.8% of ERC 16-19 year olds 
were participating, this was well above the national figure of 91.8% and the highest result for 
mainland LAs. 

 

 Opportunities to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work -  In addition 
to the improvements in the breadth and depth measures noted above, the latest data provided 
by the Scottish Government in relation to the percentage of school leavers attaining vocational 
qualifications shows a very strong and improving picture. At both SCQF Level 5 and Level 6, in 
2017-18 ERC performed significantly better than the national average. 

 

 ERC National 

 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18

1 or more at 
SCQF 
Level 5 or 
better 

8.6% 15.3% 16.5% 20.2% 9% 10.7% 12.8% 11.4% 

1 or more at 
SCQF 
Level 6 or 
better 

2.4% 5.8% 7.9% 14.8% 1.3% 1.9% 2.5% 3.8% 

 
 

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

 

 As noted above each educational establishment regularly reviews its curriculum to ensure it takes 
account of local context and meets pupil needs.  ERC schools have increased the range of 
subject choices available for young people in the BGE and SP. Specifically: 
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S4 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 4 and 5 in S4 has increased 
by 12% and 4% respectively between 2010 and 2018.1  
 
S5 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 5 has remained relatively 
static over the eight year period to 2018. Notably, in ERC there has been a 15% increase in the 
number of curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 6 in S5. 1 

 
S6 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 6 in S6 has remained 
relatively static between 2010 and 2018. Notably, in ERC there was a 17% increase in the 
number of curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 7 in S6 over the same period. 1 

 
The number of out of school academic and vocational courses offered to S5 and S6 learners in 
ERC schools has increased by 131% over the period 2010 to 2018.2 

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

curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school demography. 
 

 Senior Phase attainment at authority level is shared with Head Teachers and subject groups in 
September and is discussed through a series of meetings with the Head of Education Services 
and QIO team based on the September Insight data, EMIS (Education Management Information 
Services) data and school information. This allows the key features of attainment at school level 
to be discussed along with a reflection on the main contributory factors, including curriculum 
structures and subject choices. Further discussions in respect of the leavers’ cohort are held in 
March/April. 
 

 Schools utilise an open course choice structure in S5 and S6 to provide maximum flexibility for 
learners. Pupil choices are facilitated through the provision of a timetabled class in their base 
school or by gaining places in neighbouring schools through the consortia arrangements. The 
compact geographical nature of the LA along with the links to Colleges in Glasgow City and the 
West Regions have helped ERC schools maximise choices for learners in the senior phase. 
However, schools do require sufficient resources in cover transport costs. 

 

 All ERC schools have developed a senior phase option choice booklet for S5 and S6 pupils e.g. 
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/er/Williamwood/files/2019/01/S56-Option-Choices.pdf. This 
booklet details all the opportunities available including in school and Colleges.  

 

 Teacher availability and teacher expertise are also significant factors in the range of subject 
choices.  

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

5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this change? 
3 

 

 During school session 2014-15 the Education Department engaged with the Council’s 
Environment Department and Employability service (WorkER), SDS, the college sector and other 
partners to address the main recommendations of Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) and 
to devise an implementation plan which would meet the needs of the young workforce in East 
Renfrewshire.  The Developing the Young Workforce in East Renfrewshire - Implementation Plan 
2015-2020 was agreed in August 2015. The ERC DYW Implementation Plan was designed to 
deliver the national recommendations and led to the following key changes: 

 

                                                 
1 Values calculated using presentation data from SQA pre-appeal files for 3 candidates or more. 
2 Values calculated from vocational programme in 2010-11 to 2018-19. 
3 Values calculated using distribution of awards charts ERC All from 2014 and 2018 based on S4 roll. 
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 more opportunities for young people to undertake learning which connects more directly to 
employment; 

 a broader range of qualifications for young people in the senior phase delivered in partnership 
with colleges and other providers; 

 more partnerships between schools, colleges and employers to inform curriculum design and 
delivery and provide work related learning; 

 adoption of Foundation Apprenticeships for young people in the senior phase; and 

 greater understanding for young people and parents about the world of work, routes into 
work, career planning and employment opportunities. 

 

 As a result of this plan there is a broader range of qualifications available for young people in the 
senior phase (see responses to parts b and c). 

 

 Within the context of an increased range of courses, the following changes in uptake are also 
noted: 

 

Stage Curricular areas where 
presentation increased 
significantly  

Curricular areas where 
presentation decreased 
significantly  

S4 (SCQF L5) Phy Ed 19% 
English 14.3% 
Bus Man 11.4% 
Drama 6.1% 
Geography 5.3% 
Physics 4.9% 
Hospitality 4.7% 

Music 6.1% 

S5 (SCQF L6) English 13.7% 
Bus Man 8.4% 
Phy Ed 6.8% 
Mathematics 4.2%  
Mod Studs 4.3% 

History 5.7% 
 

S6 (SCQF L7) 
Significant taken as >1% as 
proportion of S4 roll for this 
measure 

Mathematics 5.9% 
Music 2.0% 
English 1.4% 
Graphics 1.3% 
Bus Man 1.3% 

 

 

 We would anticipate key growth sectors such as business and administration have contributed 
to increased uptake at SCQF L5 and subsequent progression into SCQF L6 and L7.  

 Progression in literacy from the BGE to Senior Phase has resulted in a significant increase in the 
proportion of S4 presented for English at SCQF L5 and subsequently attaining SCQF L6 in S5.  

 Physical Education has been offered as an additional qualification to large proportions of learners 
in S4. 

 
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
N/A – As noted in the response to part d, ERC schools have not limited subject choices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 2019 



 

City of Edinburgh Council 
 
City of Edinburgh Council (subject to approval by Education Committee) 
 
The Committee has launched a call for views, and would very much appreciate your input 
into this inquiry. Specifically, the Committee seeks the perspective of your local authority on 
the following questions: 
  
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
The senior phase structure is more flexible and curriculum pathways are focused around 
aspiration to meet individual learning needs.  Excellence and equity in attainment are key 
priorities within the senior phase, in line with the National Improvement Framework.  
However, there is also an enhanced emphasis on developing skills for learning, life and 
work to ensure positive and sustained leaver destinations.  National priority to develop the 
young workforce has aided this.   
 
The Career Education Standard and Work Placement Standard, supported by our 
partnerships with SDS and the regional DYW Board, help schools to engage more 
effectively with local employers and create more meaningful work-relevant contexts for 
learning.  The recent publication of the 15-24 Learner Journey Review has been shared 
with key leadership networks across the local authority and demonstrates how the senior 
phase can deliver better learning and achievement. 
 
 b) Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of 
pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”.  
How do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices in: 
  
I. broad general education (BGE)? 
II. S4? 
III. S5? 
IIII. S6? 
  
BGE 
 
Schools aim to fulfil entitlements to a broad general education across each of the 
curriculum areas and contexts of learning.  Timetables now reflect not only “traditional” 
subject areas but also opportunities for achievement and skills development to ensure that 
we are developing the young workforce.  Therefore, the range of options available to young 
people within the BGE has generally widened. 
 
Increasingly opportunities for achievement of JASS, John Muir, Duke of Edinburgh, 
alongside other recognised awards eg. Science Crest, are being delivered within the school 
timetable to ensure equity and excellence.  This also compliments ongoing IDL across 
themes such as STEM.  The ethos of schools reflects the vision of developing the four 



 

capacities within our young people.  Personalisation and choice within each year of the 
BGE also reflects the opportunities for young people to lead their own learning by 
developing personal interests and creates greater depth of learning.    
  
By S3 the number of subjects/options a young person chooses does reduce, however this 
is to create a depth of learning and consolidation of skills as the bridge between L4 E&Os 
and Level 5 qualifications.  Increasingly faculties are seeking to provide options that will 
sustain progression pathways within the senior phase and better suit the needs of young 
people.  This is also helping to expand and promote the value of the vocational offer, for 
example, Technologies may offer choices such as: Software development, graphic 
communication, hospitality, design & manufacture, construction skills 
 
Senior Phase 
 
In seeking to deliver a curriculum that will best meet the needs of individual learners, 
schools are increasingly offering more flexible routes and a range of qualifications eg. 
National 4/5, National Progression Awards, Skills for work courses etc. 
 
This reflects the increasing data intelligence of schools and greater understanding of 
progression pathways supported by improved partnership working with SDS, College etc. 
Some schools provide for a common S4-6 timetable, however most schools tend to cater 
for discreet S4 and S5/6 experience. 
 
In understanding their own context schools are better able to offer flexible progressive 
pathways for young people.  GIRFEC means that for some young people a more bespoke 
delivery model in collaboration with partners may be required.  Knowing the young people is 
critical and tracking progress within various challenge areas helps schools to address 
potential barriers.  Across schools, staff are being increasingly challenged to ensure 
success for all and this is helping to drive attainment and the development of more suitable 
progression pathways.  This is also helped by the introduction of other viable qualifications 
such as Foundation Apprenticeships. 
 
d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors 
include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
Local decision making 
 
Head Teachers within the local authority are empowered to plan and deliver a curriculum 
model to best fit the learning needs of the young people within the catchment area.  The 
needs of learners will reflect a range of factors including school roll, geographical location 
and demography.  Schools provide a curriculum rationale based on their own narrative and 
this will influence the range of subject choices throughout the senior phase. 
 
Curriculum timetabling 
 
For young people who have identified Higher Education as their preferred route schools do 
need to ensure that the necessary University entry requirements can be met – some 
universities insist on the attainment of 5 @ Level 6 in one sitting.  S5 is therefore regarded 
as a critical year within the senior phase for attaining this standard and promotes choice 



 

based on 5 column options within most schools.  In S6 the number of options a young 
person must take is dependent on current level of attainment and achievement and next 
steps in learning to ensure positive and sustained destinations.  
 
The effective delivery of a Timetable is contingent on the availability of resources to deliver 
a range of subjects.  Recruitment of teachers within shortage subjects can therefore impact 
on the curriculum offer.  This can have a more pronounced impact on smaller schools (eg. 1 
teacher department) and subsequently progression pathways within the senior phase can 
be restricted. As a Local Authority developing partnerships across schools and with 
Edinburgh College is critical to ensuring an equitable offer to all young people across the 
secondary school estate.  Consortia arrangements within the “travel column” 
(Tuesday/Thursday afternoons) are invaluable to promoting the range of choice.  We are 
currently considering virtual consortium arrangements to help in the equity of provision 
across the estate. 
 
Senior Phase course requirements 
 
Timetabling is the mechanism to ensure young people receive their full entitlement to the 
BGE and senior phase curriculum.  While the scope of qualifications on offer to young 
people in the senior phase is expanding, the number of options that can be undertaken 
within each year is determined by the time needed to fulfil course and assessment 
requirements.  The majority of schools within Edinburgh are delivering 7 column options 
within S4, on the basis of a 3-year BGE (S1-3), and 3-year senior phase (S4-6).  Variations 
in the curriculum model across the local authority reflect a school’s local context and 
curriculum rationale.  In the past schools may have offered a greater number of column 
options up to the end of S4, on the basis that the 2-2-2 model provided more scope for 
consolidation of learning and skills development. 
 
The timing of the SQA Exams has a significant impact on the availability of sufficient 
teaching time to deliver the required hours for each NQ. In 2019 the first exam is on 
Thursday 25 April, last year the exam diet began on Monday 30 April.  Earlier start dates for 
the exam diet does impact on availability of meaningful teaching time for national 
qualifications.  While schools endeavour to deliver robust teaching during June of each 
school session, results published in August can impact on coursing and young people may 
make changes to subject choices.  These considerations mean that schools need to 
balance the principles of breadth in choice with those of depth, ensuring that young people 
can effectively undertake course requirements within time constraints.    
 
e) Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the 
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 
 
In developing models to fulfil entitlements to a Broad General Education and Senior Phase  
schools have engaged in innovative and creative approaches to deliver effective learning 
and teaching for young people.  A few schools offered 6 options in S4, however some of 
these schools are now increasing to 7 options as there were unintended consequences to 
the viability of maintaining some subject areas.  For example, modern languages and 
expressive arts may have experienced reduced uptake as young people opted for sciences 
and social subjects alongside core Maths and English. 
 



 

The emphasis on STEM has helped to fuel interest in related subjects.  Vocational options 
are becoming more attractive, particularly with the development of Foundation and 
Graduate apprenticeships – the Developing the Young Workforce agenda is supporting this. 
 
There has been a noticeable decline in RMPS, replaced by Psychology, Sociology and this 
shift reflects a move towards more relevant Higher Education based subjects. 
 
For young people who have attained at a high level by the end of S5 and are on track to 
secure unconditional University offers, it can be difficult to sustain engagement in courses 
particularly Advanced Highers.  The motivation to leave school at the end of S6 having 
attained at the highest level is often reserved for those applying to Oxbridge.  The 
recognition of this dilemma within the Scottish Government 15-24 Learner Journey Review 
is welcomed.   
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
Partnerships with regional DYW Board and SDS promote a much greater understanding of 
the Labour Market Intelligence - however subject shortages have the potential of creating a 
skills gap within some of our key career areas. As an authority we know where the 
opportunities exist however further national support to overcome loss of teaching expertise 
within schools is needed if our young people are to be more work ready. 
 
Teacher recruitment to subject shortage areas does limit subject choice and can impact on 
the provision of appropriate progression pathways for young people.  This can be 
demonstrated in STEM based subjects such as: Technologies (Food & Consumer 
Technology (HE teachers), Design & Manufacturing, Computing, Business. 
  
Developing partnerships across schools and with Edinburgh College is critical to ensuring a 
more equitable offer across the secondary school estate for all young people. Our 
collaborations are an area of strength and our DHT networks for 16+ and Curriculum 
support this collegiately.  Local (school) timetable arrangements could be further 
harmonised to expand this offer and structures to develop this are being considered. 
 
Limitations result in schools being creative and innovative to ensure young people are not 
being disadvantaged. Our approach to developing the young workforce and employer 
engagement, alongside the development of vocational qualifications, is driven by our goal 
of ensuring learning needs and progression pathways of each young person are being 
supported. 
 
The reduction of column options as young people move through the senior phase does 
improve expertise and subject knowledge.  Creating more time within chosen subjects 
consolidates learning and develops skills.  This also supports transition to post-school 
destinations.  Ensuring that our young people and parents/carers receive the appropriate 
advice to make informed decisions at times of choice and change is therefore paramount. 
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Dear Ms Adamson 
 
RESPONSE BY FIFE COUNCIL TO THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT’S ENQUIRY BY 
THE EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE ON SUBJECT AVAILABLILITY, 
SPECIFICALLY THE EXTENT AND BASIS FOR ANY NARROWING OF 
AVAILABILITY OF SUBJECT CHOICES 
 
1. Background and context 
 
1.1 Although the basis of this enquiry is focussed on ‘subject choice’ it is important to 

put the changes in the curriculum in context and to offer some background to the 
decisions made about the implementation of CfE in Fife secondary schools. 
 

1.2 The introduction of Curriculum for Excellence required all schools across Scotland 
to reflect on the purpose of the ‘Senior Phase’ of the curriculum. 

 
1.3 Building the Curriculum 3: A framework for learning, published in 2008, provided the 

basis and justification for this change in emphasis and approach to curriculum 
planning. 

 
1.4  BtC3 made it clear that the curriculum in the ‘senior phase’ should: 
 

•   Meet the needs of all learners 

•   Comprise more than programmes which lead to qualifications 

•   Have a continuing emphasis on Health and Wellbeing 

•   Provide opportunities for personal achievement, service to others and practical 
experience of the world of work 

 
1.5  In Fife, following the publication of BtC3, we established a working group of Officers 

and Head Teachers to reflect on the principles of CfE and to offer schools advice 
and support on implementing the new curriculum. 

 



1.6  Significantly, we took the view that it was not appropriate to impose one curriculum 
model on all schools.   

 Rather, the advice was that each school required to adhere to the principles in 
terms of curriculum design but should be encouraged to interpret these in their own 
context. 

 
1.7  In planning the curriculum all schools were measured by the extent to which the 

Broad General Education and the Senior Phase reflected the 7 key principles. In 
practice this allowed each school to design a curriculum to meet their needs and 
circumstances.  

 
1.8  It was as a result of considering these principles that led to discussion and debate in 

schools across Scotland about the number of courses a young person might be 
able to undertake in any one year with differences of opinion about the time 
required to be allocated to new courses with different expectations and outcomes. 

 
2. In response to the specific questions in the survey we offer the following 

based on consultation with all our secondary Head Teachers: 
 
2.1  The structure of the senior phase has enabled better learning and achievement than 

before.  This has been in part due to schools having more freedom to design 
structures and incorporate pathways to best meet the needs of all learners within 
the individual context of each school and community and supported by more 
creative timetable arrangements and partnership working.  However there remains 
concern about the adverse effect on pupil attainment by the continuing changes in 
SQA course and assessment arrangements. 
 

2.2  A much wider range of appropriate learning pathways and increased learning 
opportunities are available to young people with a focus on employability skills, for 
example, partnership with college, employers and other agencies to deliver relevant 
learning experiences. 

 
Collaborative working, where possible, across local secondary schools has further 
enhanced the range of pathways available to young people.  The developing 
approach to pathways makes the curriculum more relevant and allows schools to 
work in partnership to ensure young people progress in their learning.  The 
recommendations contained in the 15 to 24 Learner Journey Report fully support 
this approach to learning. 
 

2.3  The focus on subjects can be misleading.  It is generally accepted in our schools 
that 8 courses cannot be undertaken in S4, given the time required for each one, 
without taking time from the core curriculum. However most of our schools offer 7 
opportunities but these may not all be traditional national qualifications or even at 
the same level.  The focus on young people following pathways in learning has 
created a much wider and more flexible curriculum offer in our schools. 



 
2.4  There are many factors that influence the range of subjects on offer but the most 

important is learner demand.  Thereafter, schools must make the most efficient use 
of the budget and resources available to them.  Efficient timetabling in a school and 
in partnership with other schools and the college is also an important factor. 

 

2.5 In the current financial climate schools have difficult decisions to make in terms of 
the viability of courses.  Clearly, uptake can vary from year to year but in a number 
of schools there has been a downturn in the number of young people taking 
languages.  In part this might be to do with the overall number of choices available 
but equally the 1+ 2 strategy has led to issues and concerns about continuity from 
the BGE into the senior phase.   

 
2.6 The more a school limits their curriculum offer the more likely you will have more of 

a focus on certain areas of the curriculum.  However, this approach is at odds with 
the principals of Curriculum for Excellence and the priorities set out in the 15 to 24 
Learner Journey Report. 

 

2.7  Schools are ambitious for all their pupils and are making the best possible use of 
resources to provide an appropriate curriculum for everyone.  This is not simply 
about the number of subjects on offer but more importantly how they are configured 
to provide pathways and progressions in learning. 
 

2.8  A focus on ‘subjects’ may be seen as a barrier to a holistic understanding of the 
senior phase of the curriculum.  We need to promote a better understanding of the 
senior phase curriculum as the totality of learner experiences and not just the 
subjects studied. 
 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
Phil Black 
Head of Service, Secondary Schools and Specialist Support 
 









Negative - reduced Senior phase entries that compound skills investments limitations eg .hospitality, 

computing etc. 

Positive - offer of depth of learning, higher positive destinations, better set of achievement whether 

using total or complementary tariff point compared to previous structures. 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr James Vance 
Interim Head of Education 

Sandra Campbell, Interim Director of Care and Learning, The Highland Council 
Glenurquhart Road, Inverness IV3 5NX 

Tel: 01463 702860 



Education and Skills Committee 
Response from Moray Council 
 
With reference to subject availability, specifically the extent of and basis for any 
narrowing of availability of subject choices. 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 

better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

This has been evident within Moray through consortia arrangements and link 
partnerships with Moray College (UHI) to provide a range of SCQF level 4 to 7 
awards, supporting a range of pathways for young people.  There is also more 
informal learning and achievement opportunities as we progress through our 
implementation of the restructuring of the secondary school week, with all schools 
following a common period allocation and timings. 
 
The ongoing changes for SQA subjects has perhaps curtailed the opportunities 
for ongoing improvements in the range and variety of providing flexibility and 
accreditation within the senior phase; however schools are pursing wider 
achievement and partner accreditation. 
 
The move to a 33 period week has allowed more flexibility in learning approaches 
in the senior phase through UPS, time made available for reflection and 
development of targets and next steps in learning, work experience opportunities, 
CES development within learning and teaching. 

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

pathways that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How 
do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ 
learning? 
 
 The majority of our schools have used flexibility in a positive and responsive 
way and are becoming more skilled at using data and attainment intelligence to 
support the strategic planning for the senior phase and as a result are providing 
a 3 year option for pupils.  There is a development in creativity in most of our 
schools which is shared widely at regular intervals in the year to ensure that 
planning for pathways and improvement is an ongoing focus throughout the year 
and done in a collegiate manner, 
 
Flexibility is provided through our use of the 16+ datahub and other information 
available to use which is used to analyse and plan.  We know our pupils and use 
UPS to develop this approach which is consolidated through pathway planning 
meetings. 
 
We also use our partners well and they are fully involved in the planning and 
implementation phase of projects which ensures a joined up approach to 
developing learning and pupil experience at all levels. 
 

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


Curriculum and Learning and Teaching is a focus on our 3 year strategic plan 
and as such is a main focus in all areas of improvement and progress as a 
central team and with our HTs and schools.  
 

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

 
I. broad general education (BGE)? – Yes, due to availability of staff in 

certain subject areas – Technical, Home Economics 
II. S4? – Yes, the breadth of choice is improving but the number of 

choices is quite restrictive in 6 subjects which include English and 
Maths to deliver all aspects of the curriculum design principles; but 
the breadth is improving considerable for some identified cohorts in 
our schools 

III. S5? – this is improving with our approach to learner pathways 
IV. S6? – this is improving with our approach to learner pathways 

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

include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school 
demography. 
 
We have a timetabling group in our secondary schools who meet regularly to share 
practice, resources and also staffing/teaching availability for some subject areas 
for some cohorts. This has evolved this year into plans for use of VC, common 
blocks of time in the school week, development of the college day and provision 
and widening and formalising consortia approaches.   Schools have a positive 
level of autonomy and because of the diverse nature of our schools this supports 
empowerment but also a responsive nature to a variety of constraints and the 
influential aspects of cohorts in schools. Local decision making is done in a 
collegiate manner through strategic working groups looking at learner pathways 
which is supported by Moray College, DYW Moray, Engagement team, CLD etc 
as well as operational timetabling groups. 
This is determined by staffing and at the moment this is an influential factor, often 
restricting the range of subjects and levels on offer and as such having to be more 
creative in timetabling and subject choices.  The rurality of some of our schools 
and also the financial implications of extensive travel often determine the range of 
pathways and thus subject choice on offer.  We have 8 very different schools and 
as such our smaller schools are very much driven by the cohort and as such our 
smaller schools continue to be very responsive and creative to change and the 
demands of the groups. 
 

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

 
We have use labour market intelligence and our LOIP as a driver for long term 
planning for our curriculum which has allowed some collaborative working 
between schools and also with our partner groups.  Our Moray Skills Pathway has 
provided a range of BGE taster days for career options to support subject choices 
and career planning. 



There has been a reduction in Home Economics, Technical and Computing – 
some of which is driven by lack of teaching staff and others by changes in courses 
not meeting needs of young people.  This has been offset by the increase in some 
SfW and NPA courses as we move to a strong focus on learner pathways. 

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

We are not able to meet future skills demand in areas of need for Moray eg food 
and drink manufacture/industry. 
Pupils are not always following the most suitable pathway which can reduce the 
longevity and sustainability of positive destinations, in an area with high seasonal 
employment. 
Staffing becomes more constrained and once a subject is not offered in BGE and 
SP, it is very difficult to reinstate and also reinvigorate that area. 



South Ayrshire Council 

Response to call for views on subject choice 

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

Our answer: Yes, young people have an opportunity to experience a wider range of 
learning pathways to better meet their needs and aspirations.  

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

Our answer: We are on an improving journey with this but as we continue to 
increase the range of learning pathways of offer, we have schools working towards 
awards from providers other than SQA and we are seeing schools working towards 
SCQF rated non- NQ awards. Our schools work with a range of key partners to 
enable provision of a wide range of learning pathways.  This includes working with 
the local college or linking with local businesses and organisations which offer 
valuable work placements. Our schools are working collaboratively and are able to 
offer young people a wider range of qualifications and awards through consortium 
arrangements made possible also by the arrangement of a “travel column”. Schools 
strive to offer progression routes in each of the qualifications and awards and overall 
this is achieved.  

Our schools all operate a unified Senior Phase approach that allows young people in 
S4, S5 and S6 to be taught together as one unified cohort instead of being taught as 
three separate year groups. It enables young people to take courses that are 
appropriate to their individual learning needs rather than their chronological age and 
/ or the needs of their peer group. In this model, there is a balance of the number of 
option choices across each year of the Senior Phase.  Young people can make six 
option choices each year, although there is flexibility within this framework 
depending on the needs of young people. This means that by the end of S6, young 
people can achieve 18 rather qualifications or awards if this was appropriate.  

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

I. broad general education (BGE)?

Our answer: No. Our young people continue to experience a broad range of 
subjects and are offered a broad range of subject choices at the BGE. Our young 
people receive their full entitlement to experience learning across all Es and Os up to 
and including third CfE level. Our young people have opportunities to specialise and 
learn at fourth curriculum level in line with their needs.  

II. S4?

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


Our answer: Some could argue that moving to a six option arrangement at S4 would 
be a narrowing of the range of subjects.  However, when the S4 experience is taken 
as part of an overall senior phase as we have described above, then this is not the 
case.  The six-option arrangement allows for greater depth in learning. 

III. S5?
Our answer: No, our young people can study for six qualifications if this is their
preference.

IV. S6?
Our answer: No, our young people can study for six qualifications if this is their
preference.

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

Our answer: Lack of teachers is having the greatest impact on subject availability and
that is a matter of workforce planning that is largely out of our control.

Locality can restrict range of subject choices. Two of our secondary schools are in a
remote position compared to our others and this restricts their access to the
consortium arrangements agreed by the others.

Staff are showing an increasing awareness of the socio-economic profile of the
catchment area and are getting better at using this to inform the curriculum.  This is
one reason why there is an increasing diversity in learning pathways.

Teachers in some of our schools enable young people’s learning to be accredited at
the appropriate level within a class through planning learning for groups of different
abilities. The fact that they offer what they call “bi- level classes” means that young
people’s needs are better met.  However, in a few cases (particularly maths and
sciences) teachers report that bi-level teaching is not possible and this limits the
subject choice for a few young people if the qualification they need at the level they
need is not on offer.

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

Our answer: It varies from year to year in each school. Teacher shortage and the
quality of staff in a subject at a given time can have an influence. Teacher shortage
results in us employing staff at times who are not of the desired quality.  Knowing
that staff do not provide the highest quality of learning and teaching can affect young
people’s course choices.

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

Our answer: Other than contexts where teacher shortage is leading to not being able
to offer a qualification in a subject area, and the few instances where the provision of



a bi-level class would open another option choice for a young person, we are not 
finding that there are limitations on subject choice.  







.· 

their provision and might also undertake activities to develop their leadership skills and 
employability profile or to support their personal statement for university. 

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

The overall number of pupils in S4, S5 and S6 combined has fallen slightly over the 5 year
period as has the total number of SQA qualifications that pupils have sat. There are some
fluctuations in subject entries for some subject areas , however it would be difficult to attribute
these fluctuations to curriculum models as the qualifications framework and range of courses
has also changed in that time. For example, there is a reduction in the number of Biology
entries that has been offset by increased uptake in Human Biology.

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

As previously stated, the curriculum models and the range of courses, programmes and
opportunities available to young people have resulted in a steady increase in qualification
levels at point of exit and an increase in the proportion of pupils achieving sustained positive
destinations.

That said, there is a recognition that literacy and numeracy levels are still not as high as we
might expect, and the difference in attainment between young people from different socio
economic backgrounds remains a clear focus for us all.

Our experience would indicate that socio-economic factors remain a more significant influence
on positive outcomes than any particular curriculum model.

Yours sincerely 

Stewart Nicolson
Head of Education (Senior Phase) 
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