
 

 

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 
 


