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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

SUBJECT CHOICES IN SCHOOLS – A JOINT RESPONSE FROM EDUCATION 

SCOTLAND AND SCOTTISH QUALIFICATIONS AUTHORITY 

 
1. We write in response to your letter of 17 September and welcome the opportunity to 
comment on the recommendations made by the Committee. A table in annex 1 connects 
our points to the recommendations made in the Committee’s report. 
 
2. The Committee’s Report highlights the range of views heard by the Committee at its 
Inquiry.  We are very aware that there was strong consensus across much of that evidence 
that stressed the strengths of the senior phase within Curriculum for Excellence.   
 
3. The senior phase offers extensive opportunities for personalisation and choice for young 
people.  Schools can now work with their learners, parents and communities to design a 
flexible curriculum offer which enables young people to develop the capacities and skills 
and acquire the qualifications and awards they will need for their future learning, life and 
work in the 21st Century.  This involves schools providing pathways that help learners gain 
qualifications, including through a range of work-related courses and programmes available 
at all levels in schools.  Alongside this, learners are experiencing activities to develop their 
personal achievements as, for example global citizens and leaders, appropriate to their 
needs and their career and future aspirations.   
 
4. The Committee’s report raised a number of issues.  Those issues can be addressed by 
looking at the fundamental differences between the curriculum before Curriculum for 
Excellence and curriculum design now that reflects the differing needs of our young people 
today. 
 
5. Building the Curriculum 3 (2008) (BtC3) contains the definitive policy statement on the 
senior phase (S4 to S6) of Curriculum for Excellence. It states that: 
 
All young people in Scotland have an entitlement to a senior phase of education which: 

 provides specialisation, depth and rigour 
 prepares them well for achieving qualifications to the highest level of which they are 

capable 
 continues to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work 
 continues to provide a range of activities which develop the four capacities 

supports them to achieve a positive and sustained destination. 
 

6. The report from HM Inspectors Quality and Improvement in Scottish Education 2012-16 
(2017) noted at that time that:  “Schools now need to make full use of the new areas of 
flexibility presented by Curriculum for Excellence to design a curriculum which is dynamic 
and customised to take account of the local context and to meet the needs and aspirations 
of children and young people.”   
 
7. We have made good progress in more recent years and are seeing increasing numbers 
of schools and local authorities pay greater priority to shaping more innovative senior phase 
offers. There is, however, still more to do across the country to realise fully our ambitions 
for the senior phase.  Therefore, we welcome the Deputy First Minister’s announcement of 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/btc3.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/QuISE_full_2012_16_web.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/QuISE_full_2012_16_web.pdf
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a senior phase review.  This will allow everyone to take stock of progress in implementing 
the senior phase and help to identify where we can learn how to increase both the focus 
and pace of implementation.  We look forward to engaging fully in the review and its 
outcomes. 
 
8. The evidence sessions suggested a tension between flexibility and consistency across 
schools in the senior phase offer to young people. 
 
9. Curriculum for Excellence provides a broad, national framework within which schools are 
empowered to design a curriculum which meets the needs and aspirations of their learners. 
There are no pre-conceived notions about which qualifications and awards are taken at 
which stage of the senior phase; the guiding principle is that qualifications are taken at the 
appropriate stage for the individual young person over the three years of the senior phase.  
This inevitably leads to variation. It is for schools to make decisions, in consultation with 
learners and parents, on the best design of their senior phase with the appropriate 
pathways for their young people. This may well mean young people taking fewer SQA 
National Qualifications in S4 than was the case prior to CfE and that therefore curriculum 
offers across S4-S6 may look different from school to school in order to meet the needs of 
learners at local level.  It has always been the case that some young people in S4, S5 or S6 
in any school will study differing numbers of subjects and be presented for differing 
numbers of qualifications, according to their individual needs.  
 
10. The increasingly broad curriculum offers in schools now includes a much wider range 
of qualifications through work-based learning and opportunities for personal achievement, 
as well as traditional academic subjects.  SQA’s engagement with stakeholders helps to 
inform its range of qualifications and awards to ensure they meet the choices young people 
wish to make.  A senior phase where young people study for fewer qualifications enables 
teachers to offer more time for high-quality learning and teaching, and depth in learning  It 
also provides time for young people to follow courses and awards that help them develop 
skills and attributes in wider aspects, such as employability, leadership and voluntary work.  
Such provision helps to ensure young people receive the senior phase entitlements set out 
above. 
 

11. The Senior Phase Headteacher Survey (Sept 2019) shows that the majority of 
secondary schools who responded to the survey are now offering a wide range of awards 
and opportunities for personal achievement beyond Nationals and Higher qualifications 
such as Duke of Edinburgh Awards, National Progression Awards, volunteering, Saltire 
Awards, leadership awards, Skills for Work qualifications, Foundation Apprenticeships and 
college-based learning during every year of the senior phase. 
 
12. We should be comfortable with these changes as it enables schools and partners to 
prepare young people with the 21st Century learning, knowledge and skills for life in the 
modern world. 

 
13. We are very clear about the roles and responsibilities of key partners such as 
Education Scotland, the SQA, RICs and local authorities within implementation of 
Curriculum for Excellence.  Together, partners provide an integrated provision of national 
and local support within an increasingly empowered system characterised by strong 
collaboration.  Leaders in local authorities, schools and classrooms are working more and 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/senior-phase-headteacher-survey/
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more in partnership to lead learning and teaching that achieves excellence and equity for all 
learners.  
 
14. Education Scotland’s role is to support improvement; to provide assurance to parents 
and other stakeholders about the quality of education; and to provide evidence-based 
advice to Ministers. 
 
15. Education Scotland’s Corporate Plan 2019-22 notes that:  “As the Executive Agency 
supporting quality and improvement in Scottish education, our role ultimately secures the 
delivery of better learning experiences and outcomes for Scottish learners of all ages. In 
partnership with Scottish Government, local authorities, community partners and colleges, 
we promote innovation in the development of the curriculum and the experiences of 
learners. As we take on our expanded remit, we recognise that we must work in partnership 
with all involved in improving Scotland’s education system.” 
 
16. The Education Reform – Joint Agreement (June 2018) highlights that: “Education 
Scotland will further develop their core offer of support to Regional Improvement 
Collaboratives and therefore to schools over this academic year.  Education Scotland will 
enhance its national offer in relation to curriculum, pedagogy and leadership.” 
 
17. Support for the implementation of CfE has been a top priority for Education Scotland 
since its inception in 2011.  It has used all available resource to respond to and work with 
local authorities, schools and partners in their work to lead and support implementation. 
 

18. SQA’s role in supporting CfE has been to develop and maintain a range of 
qualifications, both National Courses and other qualifications, for use in the senior 
phase.  In carrying out this function SQA has worked and continues to work with a range of 
key partners including the Scottish Government, Education Scotland, Skills Development 
Scotland, local authorities, schools and colleges.  SQA has also engaged extensively with 
parent bodies, teacher subject associations, teaching unions, universities, employers and 
young people.   
 
19. SQA reports on uptake and attainment across all qualification types.  SQA also 
provides detailed feedback to teachers and lecturers, via course reports and verification 
key messages, on learner engagement with the qualifications and assessments. In 
addition, SQA provides further targeted materials, exemplification and support around 
understanding assessment standards as required on a subject-by-subject basis.  Such 
feedback and support encourages professional reflection and future delivery planning. 
 
20. SQA remains committed to ensuring that our qualifications provision meets the needs 
of the growing diversity of senior phase curriculum pathways in Scottish schools and 
colleges. 

 
21. Local authorities have a legal duty for the delivery of education in Scotland. Under 
Section 2 of the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act 2000, it is the duty of each local 
authority to ensure that the education is directed to the development of the personality, 
talents and mental and physical abilities of the child or young person to their fullest 
potential. Local authorities have strategic oversight of the delivery of education in their 
areas to ensure local democratic accountability and that the education provided is in line 
with the broader national policy framework. 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/ES-Corporate-Plan-2019-22-new.pdf
file://///scotland.gov.uk/dc1/fs2_home/u201911/key%20documents/Joint%20Agreement%20June%202018.pdf
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22. The main role of Regional Improvement Collaboratives is to: identify priorities for 
improvement within the region; enhance and improve professional learning for teachers, 
other professionals and key partners within the region; identify, promote and share good 
practice in learning, teaching and assessment within the region and with other regions; and 
to build capacity in improvement methodology, through review, collaboration and shared 
approaches.  
 
23. It is important to remember that Regional Improvement Collaboratives are not ‘entities’ 
or organisations but a group of local authorities working together to add value to local 
delivery of education. 
 
24. National partners collect and use data that relates to their respective roles and 
responsibilities.   The forthcoming review of the senior phase will provide an opportunity to 
look at the range and use of data collected overall and whether further refinement is 
needed.  
 
25. Progression from the broad general education (BGE) into senior phase is improving in 
a number of aspects. We are beginning to see schools looking more closely at improving 
their curriculum design from the BGE into the senior phase.  This includes working with 
their school communities in planning a wider variety of pathways tailored towards the needs 
and aspirations of all their learners as they move through school.   However, there is recent 
inspection evidence to indicate that some young people are progressing through BGE too 
quickly.. As a result, they may not have the breadth and depth required to ensure success 
in the senior phase.  Continued development work is important as we see further potential 
within the BGE for learners to gain even richer experiences across the eight curriculum 
areas.  This development can include recognition of the alignment between the experiences 
and outcomes of the BGE and the skills and knowledge requirements of relevant SQA 
National Courses.  As a result, young people and parents will recognise how their 
achievements by the end of BGE provide a broad, secure platform of learning with which to 
progress into and through their senior phase.  
 
26. One observation at the evidence sessions was that there has been a narrowing of 
choice in the curriculum in schools in deprived areas.  The key consideration has to be the 
appropriateness of the choice for meeting needs of the young people in a school at that 
time.  Therefore, choice will look different across schools. The senior phase review will 
provide an opportunity to look into this in more depth. 
 
27. There is a range of reasons for the drop in uptake in certain subjects.  For example, a 
drop in presentations for traditional subjects might be due to learners making different 
choices, and for example, choosing work-based learning opportunities. It may also be due 
to changes in the cohort size from year to year. 
 
28. We know that there has been a drop in numbers taking N5 in some subjects and that 
this might be attributable to young people taking fewer qualifications in S4.  There is a need 
to look again at how young people’s important achievements can be recorded at the end of 
S3. 
 
29. Running bi-level/course or multi-level/course classes is one approach many schools 
have used for many years to increase the amount of choice available to their pupils. Owing 
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to timetabling and staffing factors, including shortages, the alternative to not running bi-
level/course or multi-level/course classes would be not to offer a course at all. There is 
feedback from a range of engagements with teachers and young people bi- and multi-level 
teaching may be challenging in aspects of some subjects. 
 
30. During inspections, when observing a ‘composite’; ‘mixed ability’, ‘bi-level’ or ‘multi-
level/course’ class, inspectors will evaluate the extent to which children and young people 
are being suitably supported and challenged in their learning. There will be varying levels of 
prior attainment in any class and Education Scotland has yet to see any firm evidence from 
inspections of educational disadvantage due to multilevel teaching.  The senior phase 
review will provide an opportunity to look into this issue. 
 
31. Many schools are making better use of digital solutions for distance learning to 
enhance and extend the learning offer, and to ensure young people have access to the 
courses they need.  We would not wish to define certain subjects that may be able to be 
delivered remotely and others not. The focus needs to be on identifying and sharing good 
practice in making effective use of such approaches to ensure effective learning and 
teaching. 
 
32. One way in which schools and local authorities are building further flexibility and choice 
into their curriculum is through the use of consortium arrangements. These arrangements 
allow young people to travel to other schools or college to undertake particular 
qualifications while remaining registered at their ‘home’ school. This is a way for schools to 
expand the curriculum offer. Young people can take a subject through a shared curriculum 
offer, for example through a ‘city campus’ model.  Evidence indicates that young people 
involved respond well to this opportunity. 
 
33. We thank you for the opportunity to comment on points made during the inquiry.  The 
forthcoming senior phase review, alongside ongoing development work, will help us take 
forward our aspirations for the senior phase in ensuring the successes of young people. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Gayle Gorman   Fiona Robertson 
Chief Inspector    Chief Executive/Chief Examining Officer 
Education Scotland   Scottish Qualifications Authority 
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Annex 1 
 
This response addresses the following recommendations made by the Committee in its 
report Subject Choices in Schools: 
 

Committee Recommendation Addressed in this response at paragraphs: 
 

Page 9 Para 41: 
The Committee recognises that there 
is an inherent tension between 
providing schools with the freedom to 
set their own structure and expecting 
our young people to have a consistent 
experience and opportunities. The 
Committee believes that Education 
Scotland should have a key role in 
helping to solve this dilemma by 
providing robust support to schools to 
understand the impact and outcomes 
of different curricular models. 
 

 
8/9/10 & 17 

Page 12/13 Para 56: 
The Committee believes that the 
decision-making system in Scottish 
education confuses the 
implementation of policy. While 
ultimate accountability for the 
performance of Scottish education 
rests with the Cabinet Secretary, the 
Scottish Government should clarify the 
respective roles of Education 
Scotland, the SQA, Regional 
Improvement Collaboratives and local 
authorities in supporting schools in 
delivering the Curriculum for 
Excellence, and how the contributions 
of each of these levels of the system 
are assessed and improved. In 
particular, the Committee recommends 
that the purpose and role of Regional 
Improvement Collaboratives must be 
made clear. 
 

 
13 to 23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 13 Paragraph 58  
The Committee's recommended 
independent research, to be 
commissioned by the Scottish 
Government, into curricular models 
should therefore be complemented by 
consideration of SQA data and SCQF 

 
19  
 
SQA gathers data and intelligence, through our 
core function of delivering Scotland’s 
qualifications system, which can help inform 
future policy decisions. In the context of the 
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attainment levels to help identify the 
outcomes for young people under 
different models. 
 

senior phase review, SQA would be happy to 
share our data on uptake and attainment across 
the wide range of qualifications that support the 
senior phase. 
 

Page 31/32 Paras 135 &136 
There is cross party support for closing 
the poverty-related attainment gap. It 
is therefore concerning that recent 
academic research has found that 
secondary schools in more deprived 
areas have a more restricted range of 
subjects available for study, and that 
the subjects that are available tend to 
be subjects perceived as being less 
academic and/or more vocational in 
nature. 
 
The Committee urges the Scottish 
Government and Education Scotland 
to investigate this educational disparity 
and to confirm where accountability at 
a national level for tackling this lies. 
The responsible body should then 
work with schools and local authorities 
to ensure that this inequity in choice is 
tackled effectively. 
 

 
26 

Page 37 Para 163 
The Committee also recommends the 
Scottish Government and Education 
Scotland should interrogate the data 
on participation rates in all subjects 
since the introduction of the Senior 
Phase, and confirm whether subjects 
in any of the eight curricular areas 
studied during broad general 
education are particularly marginalised 
by the narrowing of the curriculum in 
S4 and thereafter. 
 

 
3. 9-12, 27 & 28 

Page 45/46 Para 206 
The Committee is concerned that the 
issue of the impact of multi-level 
teaching on pupils was raised in 2016 
with the Scottish Government and 
Education Scotland specifically in 
relation to the impact of teaching 
National 5/Higher classes together. 
This could have generated work from 

 
29 & 30 
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the Scottish Government or Education 
Scotland in 2016. It is therefore 
frustrating that a lack of data on this 
issue is cited by Education Scotland 
and the Cabinet Secretary in 2019 and 
the Committee recommends that this 
is immediately rectified by the Scottish 
Government and Education Scotland. 
 

Page 46 Para 207  
The data gathered on multilevel 
teaching should also be examined to 
investigate whether this particularly 
affects certain subjects, as well as 
whether there is a disproportionate 
impact on smaller schools which tend 
to be in rural and/or deprived areas. 
 

 
29 & 30 

Page 46 Para 208 
To assist schools and to provide some 
pedagogical rationale for their use, the 
Committee recommends that 
Education Scotland and the SQA work 
together to identify which subjects 
could be compatible with multi-level 
teaching, taking into account the 
content of the curriculum and 
progression between different 
qualification levels. 
 

 
29 & 30 

Page 49 Para 218 
While it is clear that staffing is a matter 
for local authorities, the Committee 
was concerned by Education 
Scotland's limited awareness of data 
on teacher numbers given its 
inspection role. The Committee 
recommends that Education Scotland 
works with the Scottish Government 
and COSLA to devise an appropriate 
method of using the data gathered by 
the Scottish Government and local 
authorities. This will better inform 
Education Scotland's understanding of 
where issues lie with recruitment and 
retention of teachers in particular parts 
of the country or within certain 
subjects. 
 

 
21   
 
Education Scotland is happy to work with the 
Scottish Government and COSLA to improve 
awareness around data on teacher numbers, in 
order to better inform our understanding of 
where issues lie with recruitment and retention 
of teachers in particular parts of the country or 
within certain subjects. 
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Page 49 Para 219 
The Committee was concerned by the 
evidence given by Education Scotland 
that some schools were resorting to 
support from businesses and 
employers to cover gaps in teaching 
provision. While it is useful to build 
links, this should never be used as a 
stopgap measure to mask teacher 
shortages. 
 

 
We see innovative partnership working with 
businesses as a positive development. We did 
not suggest that this is how to address teacher 
shortages. 

Page 51/52 Para 228 
The Committee recognises the efforts 
made by schools and local authorities 
to align timetables, which can allow 
pupils to undertake courses at 
colleges or other local schools. The 
Committee would welcome 
confirmation from COSLA whether 
every local authority has undertaken or 
is undertaking this work, as well as 
further information on how Regional 
Improvement Collaboratives are 
supporting the sharing of innovative 
practices. The Committee also seeks 
confirmation from Education Scotland 
on how staff involved in timetabling are 
supported in this task. 
 

 
17 

Page 52 Para 229 
The Committee also seeks 
confirmation from Education Scotland 
on how staff involved in timetabling are 
supported in developing the 
knowledge and skills required for this 
important role. 
 

 
17  
 
Professional learning for staff involved in 
timetabling is organised on a local basis, for 
example through provision in local authorities 
and staff collaborating in schools and 
networks.  Other providers include Edinburgh 
University and SEEMIS.  
  

Page 58 Para 252 
The Committee recommends that 
Education Scotland investigates how 
the terminology used in 
communication with parents and 
carers can be clarified, and works with 
other relevant bodies such as the SQA 
and COSLA to ensure clear, 
consistent information is provided. 
 

 
We have published advice on reporting to 
parents. 
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/practice-
exemplars/reporting-to-parents-and-carers-
guidance-for-schools-and-elc-settings/     
 
ParentZone provides information on Curriculum 
for Excellence for parents. 
https://education.gov.scot/parentzone      
 

https://education.gov.scot/improvement/practice-exemplars/reporting-to-parents-and-carers-guidance-for-schools-and-elc-settings/
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/practice-exemplars/reporting-to-parents-and-carers-guidance-for-schools-and-elc-settings/
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/practice-exemplars/reporting-to-parents-and-carers-guidance-for-schools-and-elc-settings/
https://education.gov.scot/parentzone

