
  

 

NASUWT 
 
1. The NASUWT welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Education and Skills 

Committee’s inquiry into subject choices, specifically the extent and basis for any 

narrowing of availability of subject choices. 

 

2. The NASUWT is the fastest growing teachers’ union in Scotland, representing 

teachers and school leaders in all sectors of education. 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
3. The NASUWT considers that having access to a wide range of subjects is 

important for ensuring equivalence of opportunity and for ensuring all children and 

young people across Scotland have a common entitlement to education and are 

able to best use their school experiences to move on to further education, training 

or employment. 

 
4. Concerns have rightly been raised regarding the implementation of Curriculum for 

Excellence (CfE) and the fragmentation and narrowing of the curriculum, including 

in September 2018, in front of the Education and Skills Committee, when a number 

of academics gave evidence on the curriculum and attainment trends. Evidence 

clearly revealed that in spite of CfE, the curriculum remains fragmented along the 

lines of the former curricula lines with a 3-12 curriculum, a broad general education 

(BGE) curriculum in S1-3 and a senior curriculum shaped by qualifications studied 

in S4-6.  The evidence also reveals a clear narrowing of choices in the senior phase 

(S4-6) with most schools offering a maximum subject choice of six (57% of schools 

surveyed) or seven (30% of schools surveyed). 

 
5. As Professor Scott has previously outlined to the committee, modern languages 

and technology and to a lesser extent the creative subjects and the social sciences 

have experienced sustained declines since the appearance of CfE.  

 
6. The NASUWT agrees that the current model is restricting pupil choice and 

progression beyond core subjects and undermining the viability of other subjects. 

Feedback from members shows that in some schools many of the most able pupils 



  

 

are choosing to leave, because there are not enough of their chosen Advanced 

Higher courses running.  In one example, a pupil left to attend private school to 

access a wider subject choice, but a system where only those who are able to pay 

can access a wide range of curricular choices is inherently unfair. 

 
7. While CfE sought to provide a coherent curriculum offer from the ages of 3 to 18, 

evidence indicates that many school curricula are based on historical models and 

many schools have failed to adopt a broad and coherent curriculum offer along the 

lines intended in CfE. It is clear that schools need to receive substantial support 

(including time) around curriculum design. 

 

SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

a)      Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

 

8. There is no doubt that the Senior Phase of CfE has the potential to allow for better 

learning and overall achievement than previously; unfortunately, this potential has 

not been realised.  One key reason for this is the tension between giving a 

suggested framework or dictating from the top level and allowing local 

freedom/flexibility. The NASUWT considers that the system has provided too much 

local flexibility, the result of which has been a postcode lottery of subject choice, 

depending on local authority/school. National 5 is a good example, as there are 

significant differences in the numbers of subjects offered by different schools. This 

variability has an enormous impact on teachers, too, because the same course 

with the same expectations and outcomes is being covered with significant 

differences in teaching time.  For example, in one school a teacher may have four 

periods per week to teach National 5 English, but elsewhere other teachers may 

have five or six periods per week, depending on their curricular model. 

 

9. The NASUWT has consistently raised the above concerns since the inception of 

the new National Qualifications.  It is deeply unfortunate that these concerns have 

not been acted upon as, to date, no progress has been made to address this 

variability. 



  

 

 

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? 

 

10. The NASUWT has consistently raised concerns that some schools and local 

authorities have not made best use of the flexibilities offered by the Senior Phase 

to benefit pupils. For example, there has been a repeated failure to allow the 

bypass of National 5 in S4 for the most talented pupils: rather than beginning the 

study of a two-year Higher in S4, many high-achieving pupils are forced to jump 

through the hoops of a National 5 course, when they would be more than capable 

of coping with Higher work. Equally, many schools fail to consider a two-year 

National 5 course for other pupils.  

 

11. National 4 remains a qualification which lacks credibility and is avoided by many 

pupils and parents, even where it is obviously the most appropriate pathway. The 

abject failure of the Scottish Government and Education Scotland to address this, 

despite a sensible proposal to do so from the NASUWT, is deeply disappointing. 

The difficulties with National 4 must be addressed head on, not ignored. 

 

12. Although the Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES) has agreed 

that it would prefer not to have classes where more than one level/course is 

studied, the reality is that a lack of adequate funding means there are classes with 

National 4 and National 5 students forced together, or National 5 and Higher 

students or, in extreme cases, three different levels of course being 'taught' in the 

same room. Whilst this might be possible in a small number of subjects, or where 

there are a very small number of students, the reality is that many schools in 

Scotland are forced to run multi-level/multi-course classes, causing intolerable 

workload/stress to teachers and impinging on the likelihood of success for the 

pupils in these classes. 

 



  

 

13. The range of pathways available must also include vocational routes which attract 

parity of esteem.  It has been noted by members that as more pupils stay on at 

school, S5/6 cohorts are much larger and many of these children are completing 

Highers/Advanced Highers in S5/6. Members have noted that in some schools a 

significant proportion of pupils repeat Highers or National 5 qualifications and the 

pass rate is low. Many students would benefit from a broader vocational curriculum.  

However, as a result of budget cuts, their choices have been limited.  

 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 

choices in (i) BGE, (ii) S4, (iii) S5, (iv) S6? 

 

14. Feedback from members clearly indicates that there has been a narrowing of 

subject choice in Modern Languages, Home Economics, Science, Engineering, 

and Computing.  Staff shortages in vocational subjects such as Home Economics 

and Computing, and a reduction in the scope of modern languages along with local 

authority budget cuts and the limitations on the use of Pupil Equity Funding (PEF) 

monies, has undoubtedly led to pupil choice and provision being diminished. 

 

d)       What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? 

 

15. The Committee must recognise the impact of austerity on the curricular offer. 

Schools are increasingly limited in the subjects they can offer due to staffing and 

timetabling constraints. Consortium arrangements for Advanced Higher have now 

worked their way down to Higher and many pupils are having to travel to other 

schools to take qualifications, which wastes time and money as they have to be  

transported between schools. 

 

16. In addition to curriculum timetabling and staffing, other possible factors include: 

local decision making; school size; area and school demography; and cuts to 

school budgets.  Many members agree that the narrowing of the curriculum in the 

Senior Phase is not due to CfE, but is rather as a direct result of budget cuts: in 

some schools whole subjects have been removed and many other classes are not 

running unless there are large numbers. 

 



  

 

17. Teachers have noted in some schools that the biggest driver of subject choices at 

the end of S2 is what the school perceives to be the most passable subjects.  For 

example, feedback from one school noted a big decline in sciences and geography 

and a big increase in PE and modern studies as a result of subjects with all, or a 

large part of internal N5 grading being promoted to students.  In this example, the 

school under the standard grade had at least 20% of a cohort being foundation 

level. N4, being internally assessed, it was felt that all learners could achieve this.  

However, these pupils then go into S5 and N5 with limited prospects for passing 

the exam.  Consequently, the school has looked to find SQA-equivalent courses, 

without an exam, to improve results. It was felt that the pass rate of schools and 

their place in league tables is the driver, not the career prospects of the learners. 

Further, in this example, it was noted that learners moving on to medicine and 

dentistry have dwindled, as very few students undertake two sciences whereas a 

decade ago this was the norm for the more able.  Concerns continue to be raised 

that awards without an exam lack credibility. 

 
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? 

 
18. Concerns have been raised that pupils are being advised to take subjects which 

will give easy success: this benefits the pupils in the short term and also the 

school’s results. There is a perception that science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) subjects are not being undertaken as students see them as 

being difficult.  Worryingly, some members believe that the STEM stereotype is 

being reinforced by internal careers advice and guidance.  It has also been noted 

by members that increasing numbers of pupils are arriving at secondary school 

without the required numeracy skills to excel in science and have to be brought up 

to speed to allow them to make appropriate progress. 

 

19. Feedback also suggests that the uptake in languages is down, potentially as a 

result of schools streamlining their modern languages departments to offer only 

one language. By doing so, it makes school/departmental management and 

staffing easier, but limits pupils’ choice.  



  

 

 
20. The implementation of faculties in schools has also had a big impact on the variety 

of developmental work which can be done to offer a broad choice of courses for 

pupils.  

 

f)      What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject 

choices? 

 

21. Pupils who are shoehorned into subjects they are not interested in is in no-one’s 

interest. It is clear that pupil choice has significantly reduced, with local authority 

cuts preventing schools offering a wider range of subjects. Staffing shortages and 

budget cuts are a significant contributing factor in pupils exiting school poorly 

prepared for the workplace. 

 

The 2+2+2 model or the 3+3 model introduced by the Curriculum for Excellence. 

 

22. Teachers are calling for an honest discussion about whether the S3 part of the 

BGE has been abandoned.  The Union has noted that many schools are using S3 

as preparation for the national exams in S4. Indeed, feedback from one member 

noted that: ‘the idea that the BGE is a proper preparation for a mad dash in S4 to 

Nat 4 or Nat 5 exams is discredited in schools where real teachers have to 

implement models designed by academics on paper’. Another teacher commented 

that ‘the S3 part of the BGE has been abandoned. Pupils opt out at the end of S2. 

Some schools are more blatant than others, eg. we call it “personalisation”, but 

they start N4/5 in S3.  Inspectors never appear to notice this.  For the first couple 

of years we stuck to the three years of BGE with folios of level 3 work at the end, 

but as others abandoned it, we followed suit.  We still record it as BGE in reporting, 

but it isn’t’. 

 

23. Real consultation with classroom teachers and their representatives has to inform 

the future of BGE/National qualifications.  The NASUWT will continue to raise the 

concerns of our membership with the Scottish Government.  

 
 



  

 

Chris Keates (Ms) 
General Secretary  
 

 

 
 
 


