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Dear Clare,  
 
I was grateful for the opportunity to give evidence to the Education & Skills Committee’s inquiry into subject 
choice at school on Wednesday 03 April 2019. 
 
I said I would follow that up with some information that I referred to during the session, and I am pleased to 
provide that now. 
 
Subject choice by SIMD quintile 
 
The information source I referred to in my evidence is the Fair Access Commissioner’s paper on retention, 
outcomes and destination, which includes information on entry, retention and attainment by subject 
grouping, differentiating between learners from SIMD20 postcodes and the rest.  I attach a copy of this.  It 
shows different patterns in subject choice between learners from the most disadvantaged backgrounds and 
their more privileged peers, but does not make any assumptions about the extent to which this may reflect 
the range of subjects on offer at different schools. 
 
Highers attainment by learners from different SIMD quintiles 
 
I also attach analysis by Scottish Government of school leaver attainment by SIMD quintile.  While this shows 
a trend of some improvement in the Highers-level attainment of learners from the most disadvantaged 
quintile, it also shows a clear differentiation in typical attainment at school level: for instance Table 10 shows 
that in 2015/16 only 29 S6 school leavers from SIMD20 backgrounds had 5As at Higher, compared to 333 
from the most privileged quintile.  Again, this does not allow any direct inference to be drawn about the 
availability of subject choice in schools with disadvantaged populations. 
 
Continued:  
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Continues: 

Success of learners from disadvantaged backgrounds in admission to courses in medicine 

I referred in my oral evidence to the increasing success rate of learners from disadvantaged backgrounds in 
getting into courses in medicine.  The information I have from the Scottish Medical Schools Admissions 
Group on that does not disaggregate for SIMD20, because of the low numbers of applicants from that 
quintile.  However it does show a trend of cumulative improvement in the numbers of learners from the two 
least-privileged quintiles taken together (SIMD20 and SIMD40) who receive offers to study medicine and 
who accept these offers:  

Rurality 

Oliver Mundell MSP referred to evidence from his constituents that the restriction in the numbers of 
subjects studied at rural schools was disadvantaging learners who wanted to apply for some courses at 
university.  I said that Universities Scotland didn’t have access to a data set that would show nationally 
whether learners from rural schools were less likely to get into highly-selective courses, but that I would 
get in touch with the Scottish Funding Council to see whether they had data that would illustrate this issue. 
I have now written to Martin Smith, Chief Information Officer at SFC, to check whether they have access 
to relevant data. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to offer evidence to this inquiry. 

Yours sincerely, 

Alastair Sim 

Director 


