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I am responding as a parent with several children in (or recently completed) secondary 
education in a Highland Council secondary school. 

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

No. It has caused a narrowing of the curriculum and is causing pupils to make important life 
decisions at an earlier stage than before. I have included an explanation of this in c) below. 

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? 

Flexibility has in fact been lost in our local school. Prior to Curriculum for Excellence, the 
highest Maths set each year was allowed to sit Standard Grade Maths in S3 and then to start 
the Higher course early, but this is no longer permitted. A very welcome arrangement enables 
a few pupils to sit Higher Music in S4, but this is possible because of the extreme dedication 
of individual teachers rather than anything inherent in CfE. 

c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 
                             I.        broad general education (BGE)? 
                            II.        S4? 
                          III.        S5? 
                          IV.        S6? 
 
There has been a narrowing of subjects in S4. When the new qualifications were introduced, 
our local school initially continued to offer eight subjects in S4, as before, and my eldest two 
children gained eight National 5 qualifications (at high grades). After that, a reduction to six 
subjects was imposed by the local authority and my third child gained only six National 5s. 

Given that the six subjects include English and Maths, this allows pupils only to choose four 
subjects. This means that in many cases they can choose only the subjects they consider 
the most relevant to their future. 

Because six subjects are studied in S4 and five in S5, the choice made in S4 is largely a 
choice of one subject to drop, so the (career-critical) choice of Higher subjects is effectively 
being made in S3 (at age 14) which is a very early stage to be making such an important 
decision. 

 
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. 

The current curricular structure was imposed on the school by Highland Council. Such 
centralised decision-making has removed the ability of schools to come up with creative 
curricular structures as originally envisaged under Curriculum for Excellence. 



 

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? 

Local schools have experienced a significant downturn in uptake of Modern Languages in 
S4. In some cases the decline is in the vicinity of 50%. Creative and aesthetic subjects such 
as Music and Art have also been negatively affected. 

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

Scotland has long had a reputation for offering breadth in education, but the changes to the 
S4 curriculum have made it much narrower than the corresponding stage in England and 
most other countries. Pupils should have the opportunity to study subjects out of interest 
rather than focusing only on those which are essential to their future careers, and the great 
reduction in the number gaining a Modern Languages qualification must be a negative 
outcome for the country as well as for the many individuals involved. 

 


