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

Pupils do have the option of individuality and choice within the courses at times, ensuring 
more of what they study is real and relevant. This leads to more engagement within the 
courses so in essence, better learning may be evident. Overall achievement appears to 
many to have stayed much the same, although this may vary from school to school.  

There is great concern amongst the profession however (especially amongst those who are 
employed in smaller centres or in certain Authorities) that the constraints of studying less 
subjects at N5 level disadvantages learners greatly: a) when opting for subjects to follow to 
H or AH level as they have a narrower base of subjects to choose from than might be found 
in schools offering a greater number of N5 subjects and b) when the learners come to apply 
through the UCAS process for further Education, as there appears to be a discrepancy 
between what larger centres in central belt centres are able to provide compared to smaller 
centres in more remote authorities. This has created a geographical inequality. 

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 
does your school offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 

The senior phase does indeed offer the flexibility in the pathways in which learners can 
achieve their goals. Different centres frequently work with Colleges, employers and other 
partners to give relevant and engaging options to pupils. There are also increased courses 
on offer. When this all works, this is a great opportunity for learners. However the greatest 
constraint here is staffing. This negates the positive effect of additional courses and 
pathways. It can be frustrating for some learners not to be able to follow additional courses 
or pathways when they discover their school may be unable to offer them due to lack of 
staffing. There are many schools who do not allow some courses to run if a threshold 
number of learners has not signed up for the class, making it no longer viable. This is 
especially challenging for Gaelic language and subjects as there are smaller base numbers 
of pupils who would be able to opt for Gaelic or Gàidhlig in the first place, based on the 
number who had BGE experience of the subjects. Some schools allow courses to run with 
smaller numbers on the basis that classes are multi-level, with perhaps N5, H and AH 
learners timetabled at the same time. While this does ‘allow’ them to study the subject, it is 
not a good basis for challenging, deep learning.  
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There are increased opportunities for learners to study courses on an online basis. Whilst 
this again allows learners to choose from a broader base of courses and options, it 
frequently does not offer the same depth of learning nor the engagement with the 
teacher/course as they might have in a more traditional class environment. Online courses 
can be a tremendous addition for certain learners (the more responsible, independent 
learners) but many teachers find that certain pupils lack the motivation or organisational 
skills to follow this as a viable long-term course option. It is not therefore a preferred 
solution to course expansion. 

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 not been any great change in what is offered in BGE, though much of this in 
most schools is offered on a mainstream English basis. Regarding GME, at the risk of 
sounding like a broken record, staffing is the biggest issue which has resulted in a 
narrowing of the subjects offered. Subjects can only be offered where there are suitably 
qualified, fluent teachers available to teach the subjects. Even where these teachers may 
exist, unfortunately they may not be employed in a school delivering GME. Also, when GME 
staff leave a post for one reason or another, the subject they may have taught is all too 
often abandoned. GME progress and learners’ continued learning is disrupted. More staff 
are needed across the board to effectively deliver GME subjects. More Authorities need to 
be aware of the value of GME teachers and employ them so that these teachers are used 
effectively according to their skills. Otherwise, effective GME delivery is often erratic, and 
on a similar note, GME staff are lost from GME forever when they experience how much 
better supported mainstream delivery and resources are. 

II.        S4? 

There has been quite a considerable narrowing in a number of Authorities as regards the 
number of N5 subjects that can be studied/sat by learners. This in turn narrows their 
choices for future years of further study. The situation is exacerbated by the fact that this 
narrowing is not uniform across the country, more often than not affecting smaller schools 
and more rural Authorities where economies of scale come into play. 

S5/6  See the response above which also relates to this level                

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. 

There are many factors in play here. Staffing must be the most influential one where 
classes sometimes will not run even where there are suitably qualified staff on site due to 
the fact that they could be used more cost-effectively with larger classes. 



 

A lack of qualified teachers to teach GME subjects to higher levels is also a relevant factor, 
with enough staff to cover absences and staff relocation in an ideal world. 

Sufficient commitment by authorities to invest in the delivery of subjects to higher levels, to 
the senior phase rather than as far as just the BGE. 

Curricular timetabling issues, especially in smaller schools where staff cover is tighter, 
where subjects are up against each other eg: Gàidhlig being up against English. 

Perception and national promotion of STEM subjects over languages has quite a dramatic 
effect on language uptake. This is especially the case in Authorities where it is possible to 
only take 6 subjects to N5, languages suffer more than many other subjects. 

School size and geographical area inevitably have an adverse effect where the number of 
subjects on offer is dictated by the number of staff available in the school and their 
specialist subjects. 

Local decision-making and Authority recommendations or staffing situations also affect the 
number of staff employed and the extent to which expansion is encouraged or allowed. 

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? 

Changes in different schools have inevitably been evident in the cases of staff leaving their 
posts, moving elsewhere, family/maternity leaves and long-term illnesses. This affects the 
numbers continuing with subjects, understandably. Learners want and need continued 
provision. The only solution to this delicate situation however is for enough staff to be 
available to cover on supply or for new staff to move to areas. Again this situation is always 
more difficult in more remote areas, with fewer, if any suitably qualified potential staff living 
nearby.  

 

 


