
Aberdeenshire Council 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 
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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. 

  



 
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? 
 



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. 

 


