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Subject Choice Survey - Parents  

Summary  
 

Key Findings  
 

• The majority of respondents (76%) stated that their child was not able to take 

all the subjects they wanted at school.  

• National 5 was the qualification level which was most frequently cited as being 

when their child was unable to take all their desired subjects.  

• Music was the subject most frequently cited as not being able to study.  

• The timetabling of subjects, in particular use of the columns system, was the 

most frequently cited cause of a child not being able to take all the subjects 

they wished to study.  

• The most frequently cited impact of not being able to take all their desired 

subjects was that their child took a subject they were not interested in and/or 

was not relevant to their future university or career plans.   

Introduction 
 

To help inform its subject choice inquiry, the Committee published surveys targeted 
at young people, parents and teachers. The online surveys ran for four weeks from 
Monday 4 February to Monday 4 March 2019 and were advertised/promoted through 
social media channels.  

The purpose of the surveys was to give young people, parents and teachers an 
alternative option for contributing their views and experiences to the Committee’s 
inquiry.  

This survey analysis is only one piece of evidence collected in order to support the 
Committee with their inquiry into subject choice. Therefore, it should be read 
alongside the other pieces of evidence gathered by the Committee which can be 
found on the inquiry webpage: 
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx  

SPICe was not involved in the design of the survey but was asked to undertake an 
analysis of the raw data collected.  

 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Design and analysis 
 

The survey was issued on SmartSurvey (an online survey tool). The survey 
questions replicated those included in the inquiry call for written evidence and are 
listed at Annexe A.  

Of the five questions asked, only the first was a closed question. Question one 
invited respondents to answer from Yes/No options. All other questions offered no 
specific options: instead respondents were provided with open text boxes in which 
they could provide their views, using their own words. This approach had a 
significant impact on the analysis that was possible: 

• Question one is the only question which allows for the reporting of 
percentages, as it was sole question where respondents had discrete options 
to choose from, i.e. Yes/No. 

• For the other four questions, a more qualitative analysis approach was used. 
The responses to the questions varied greatly as people were free to write 
whatever they wished. In addition, people interpreted the questions in a 
variety of ways and respondents chose to highlight different issues. The task 
was then to organise, identify themes and attempt to codify (as far as was 
possible) these varied responses.  

• Consequently, the results of the survey cannot reliably be reported in numeric 
terms. Where numerical data are included in this briefing, it is simply to 
indicate commonality of certain issues being mentioned by respondents. The 
results are not presented as percentages as this would not accurately reflect 
the qualitative nature of his work.  
 

As respondents were not given options to select for questions two-five, the 
responses vary considerably in terms of language used, length and relevance to the 
question asked. As such, the analysis SPICe has provided involves a significant 
degree of interpretation of the responses. In some instances, the respondent may be 
making several different points within one answer. In other cases, what specifically is 
being referred to in the response is not clear. The analysis offered in this briefing 
aims to organise and codify responses to indicate trends and themes from the varied 
responses received. It does not attempt to generalise beyond the views that were 
shared by those who gave their opinions through the survey.  

It is important to note that the analysis presented here should not be treated as 
representative of all parents as those who took part in the survey self-selected. As 
such, the views gathered through this work may not offer the full range of parental 
views on the issues of interest to this inquiry. 

Before any analysis commenced, data cleansing was undertaken to remove 
duplicate responses. In addition, responses that contained either personal 
information or reference to a particular school, were anonymised.  

 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Overall, there were 375 responses to the survey. Figure 1 shows the geographic 
spread of responses. Aberdeenshire and Fife had the highest response rates, with 
no responses received from Orkney.   

Figure 1 

 

Source: SPICe  
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1. Has your child/have your children been able to take all the subjects they 
wanted to at school? 
 

In response to question one, 76% of respondents selected ‘No.’ 

 

Source: SPICe  

2. If not what was the subject and what was the qualification level (e.g Nat 4, 
Nat 5, Higher)? 
 

As shown in Table 1, the most frequently mentioned subject level by respondents 
was National 5 (156 times); it was referred more than twice as much as Higher, the 
next most frequently mentioned qualification level (67 times).  

Table 1: Subject level 

Qualification Level Frequency  

National 4 18 

National 5 156 

Higher 67 

Advanced Higher 27 

Any Level 14 
Source: SPICe  

Regarding subject type, Table 2 shows the most frequently mentioned subjects 
which parents stated their child was unable to take.  

Table 2: Subject type 

Rank Subject Frequency 

1 Music 37 

2 Spanish 22 

3 = Computer Science 17 

3 = German 17 

4 = French 16 

4 = Physics 16 

5 Geography 15 

6 Biology 14 

7 Modern Studies 13 

8 Drama  12 
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Source: SPICe 

Having analysed the results separately, an examination was undertaken to see 
which subject, at which level, was most frequently mentioned by parents.  

When qualification level and subject were considered together, Music at N5 was the 
most frequently mentioned. This reflects that N5 and Music were the most frequently 
mentioned subject/qualification independently,  

As Table 3 shows, when subject and level were combined, the top five most 
frequently mentioned reflect the earlier results in Tables 1 and 2.  

Table 3: Subject type and level combined  

Subject and Level Frequency  

Music at N5 29 

Spanish at N5 14 

Physics at N5 12 

German at N5 10 

Geography at N5  9 
Source: SPICe 

It is important to note that the survey was undertaken from 4 February to 4 March 
2019.  During this time Midlothian Council announced proposals to cut its 
instrumental music tuition service as part of its budget process, which were later 
rejected . 

These proposals were not carried forward following a meeting of the council on 12 
February 2019. However, six of the responses which referred to a child being unable 
to study music at N5 reflected concern about the prospect of them being unable to 
study music due to the proposal by Midlothian Council.  

The removal of these entries from the frequency count, although lowering the total, 
do not affect the position of music at N5 being the subject and level most frequently 
referenced by parents.  

3. Why do you think the subject(s) they wanted to take were not available? 
 

‘Column clash’ was the most frequently mentioned reason as to why a subject was 
unavailable. Respondents referred to how the subject choices were offered to 
students, i.e. using a columns format, and to how the courses were timetabled, as 
preventing pupils being able to take the desired subject. For example, two subjects 
were only available in the same column, so the child had to choose between them. 

“The option timetable given was limiting.  If a students’ preferred choices did 
not align with the column options, then simply, they didn't get to do a higher or 
Nat 5 and there was no flexibility with this.” 

“Physics was not available … because of the way the subjects were 
organised into the columns. It was in the same columns as two of the other 
subjects they wanted to take. Those subjects (History and RMPS) were not 
available in any other columns.”  

https://www.midlothian.gov.uk/news/article/2664/clarification_on_the_music_tuition_proposals
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‘Staff shortages’ was the next most frequently mentioned cause. Staff shortages 
were described not only in terms of there not being enough teachers overall, but 
reference was also made to there not enough qualified teachers; teachers having left 
but the vacancy had not been filled, and there not being enough teachers of a 
particular subject. 

“Some subject choices are no longer being offered this year due to lack of 
teaching staff.” 

“Lack of qualified staff.”  

“Shortage of teaching staff in that field.” 

“The teacher left and there was no one to replace them.” 

The third most frequently mentioned cause was that their child was limited to taking 
a certain number of subjects (mentioned 45 times). The majority of these instances 
referred to children being limited to studying six subjects at S4/N5.  

“They were not allowed to study more than 6 subjects, despite be able and 
wanting to.” 

“There are a number of reasons, but the policy … is to restrict Nat 5 subjects 
in S4 to 6.” 

In addition, reference was also made as to how the limit on the number of subjects 
interacted with certain subjects being compulsory.  

“Restricted to choosing 6 subjects which included Maths and English as core.” 

“Because students in his school are limited to only 6 N5s. Two have to be 
Maths and English.”  

Other frequently cited reasons why parents thought the subject was not available to 
their children included: 

• There was insufficient demand from pupils, therefore, the course did not run. 

• The need to study a compulsory subject prevented their children from being 

able to take a preferred subject choice.  

• That either the school did not offer subject, or they did offer the subject, but 

not at the desired level of study.  

A full list of the categories and their frequencies can be found at Annexe B.   
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4. What has been the impact of not being able to take all the subjects they 
wanted? 

Responses to this question included impacts that can be considered definite 
outcomes and impacts that are less tangible. For example: “Had to take an 
alternative Higher” and “left school in fifth year and went straight to university” are 
actions that have been taken, in contrast to: “less chances of doing chosen courses 
in further education and therefore impacting on future career”, which could be 
considered more of an expression of concern about the future. 

On occasion, it was not always clear from the response whether an action had taken 
place, for instance, the child had stayed on in school, or if this was a potential 
consequence, i.e. the child was considering staying on in school. As a result, some 
codes include this past/future aspect (have/may have) to incorporate this ambiguity.  

Lastly, there is also a difference between direct impact on the child which they felt, 
for example, they took subject they did not want to study, and an impact the parent 
perceived, but cannot be proven, such as their child did not achieve their full 
potential.   

A full list of the codes and the number of times they were applied can be found at 
Annexe C.  

The most frequently cited impact by parents was that their child was: ‘taking/took a 
subject they are not interested in/is not relevant’. The study of a subject their children 
were not interested in was associated by some respondents with a subsequent lack 
motivation, or unwillingness attend school.  

“Has had to take random subjects that of no advantage/interest.” 

“Having to take subjects that’s no interest or use.”  

“Had to take subjects they were not especially keen on and as a result 
motivation has been a problem.”  

The next most frequently mentioned impact was ‘limited future options’. This was 
either mentioned in broad terms or with specific reference to future career 
opportunities or course choices at university or college.  

“the impact of subjects not being available limits career options and future 
study.” 

“and also restricted her subject choice at University.”  

“lack of future opportunity due to restriction.” 

Respondents also referred to a negative emotional impact they had perceived as a 
result of their children not being able to pursue a subject. Emotional impacts were 
mentioned over 40 times. The word cloud below (Figure 3) demonstrates the 
different adjectives used by parents to describe their children’s feelings.  
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Figure 3: Words used by parents to describe their children’s emotions  

 

Source: SPICe  

Other frequently cited impacts of their children not being able to take all the subjects 
they wanted, included: 

• That their child is crashing/will crash a subject. This was often discussed as 

being a negative impact with several parents describing those children who 

crashed/are crashing a subject as ‘under pressure’ or ‘stressed’ Some parents 

also expressed the view that by crashing a subject their child had not 

achieved as a high a grade in the subject as they might have done, should 

they have had the ability to study the subject over two years.  

• It affected the Highers their children were able to take, as having chosen 

subjects in S4, they were unable to deviate from these choices in s5. In 

addition, the need for five Highers in one sitting (as required by some 

universities) had meant that they needed to take certain subjects in S5, 

limiting their children’s choice.  

• A sense that their children had narrowed their future career/college/university 

options too early.   

5. Do you have any further comments on this that you would like to share with 
us?  
 

210 respondents (out of the 282 that had replied ‘No’) answered this question. A 
wide range of comments, not all relevant to the survey topic, were received. Some 
key themes emerged from the responses:  

• Concerns were expressed about a postcode lottery in Scotland, both within 

and between local authorities, with some schools only allowing pupils to take 

six subjects at N5, while others allowed pupils to take seven or eight subjects. 

There was a sense that this was unfair and that it puts those pupils with only 

six N5s at a disadvantage to their peers. For example, an employer might not 

appreciate that one candidate only had the opportunity to take six N5s 
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compared to another candidate with eight N5 qualifications, therefore, this 

was not reflective of ability.  

• Uncertainty about the ability to take a subject was leading to anxiety. For 

example, while their child was able to study a subject at N5, there was no 

certainty that they would be able to take the subject at Higher, or that having 

chosen a course from the timetable they were not sure if there would be 

sufficient demand for the course to go ahead.  

• Teacher vacancies were not being filled, with certain positions having been 

vacant for some time, therefore, limiting the subject choices schools could 

offer pupils. Concerns were also expressed about staff turnover, and staff 

teaching subjects for which they were not qualified/a specialist in.  

• Making certain subjects compulsory limited a pupil’s choices and forced them 

to take a subject they disliked and/or a subject they did not have the same 

aptitude for when compared to an alternative/preferred subject. 

• There was comment that the S3 year is a waste of time and did not challenge 

pupils.  

• By making subject choices in S3, children’s choices are narrowed too early 

and that this may have an impact of their future career or choice of subject to 

study at university. There was also concern that pupils were making these 

choices unaware of the long-term consequences.  

• Although the use of the columns system was understood, and the challenge 

that schools faced in offering a wide variety of subject choices was 

appreciated, the was a feeling that timetables were created to suit the needs 

of the school/staff, and not the wishes or needs of pupils.  

• That CfE, in particular the 3+3 approach, is not working. Reference was made 

to the previous system (i.e. Standard Grades) as being better for pupils 

• Some parents reported a sense of STEM being prioritised over/as being in 

conflict with, arts and languages. There was a feeling that too much emphasis 

was being placed on STEM at the expense of other subjects. As a result, 

pupils were encouraged/pressured into taking STEM even when pupils 

preferred, or performed better at, arts or languages.  

Due to the design of the survey, those respondents that answered ‘Yes’ to the 
question: “Has your child/have your children been able to take all the subjects they 
wanted to at school” were also asked Question Five.  

A number of respondents chose to offer a comment.   

These included: 

• Concern for the future subject choices as the school is facing a reduction in its 

budget and is having difficulty recruiting teachers.  

• That their child had been able to take all the subjects they wished but only 

because they are studying the subject at another school within the authority.  

• Concern there was not enough flexibility in the system should their child not 

retain their interest in the subject they had chosen.   

• That the school has always offered a good range of subjects, and although 

the column layouts had meant some wrangling, things had always worked out.  
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• They were pleased their child’s school had listened to feedback and will allow 

pupils to study seven subjects at N5, instead of six, but was aware that other 

schools in the area still offered eight subjects. 

• That their child’s school offered a fantastic range of subjects and was willing 

to try and accommodate each pupil’s subject choices. Moreover, the range 

and flexibility in choices was better now, then it had been when they attended 

school.  

 
Kate Wane 
SPICe Research  
25 April 2019  
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Annexe A  
 

1. Has your child/have your children been able to take all the subjects they 
wanted to at school?  

2. If not what was the subject and what was the qualification level (e.g Nat 4, Nat 
5, Higher)?  

3. Why do you think the subject(s) they wanted to take were not available?  
4. What has been the impact of not being able to take all the subjects they 

wanted?  
5. Do you have any further comments on this that you would like to share with 

us?   
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Annexe B 
 

Question Three: “Why do you think the subject(s) they wanted to take were not available?” 

Cause Description Frequency 

Column Clash How the subject choices were offered to students/how the courses were 
timetabled, meant that students were unable to take their desired subjects, 
i.e. two subjects they wished to take were only available in the same column 
so had to choose between them. 

99 

Staff Shortages Not enough teachers overall; not enough qualified teachers; teachers have 
left but not been replaced; not enough subject specialists. 

63 

Limited to taking X 
subjects 

School/local authority only allows pupils to study X subjects, i.e. can only 
take six N5s.  

45 

Insufficient 
Demand 

The course did not run as there were not enough pupils interested in taking it.  26 

Reduction in 
funding 

That the school had seen a reduction in its budget.  18 

X subject(s) is 
compulsory  

Pupil has to take a particular subject, i.e. PE; Maths; English or a subject 
type, i.e. a language; social science.  

12 

School does not 
offer subject 

School does not either offer the subject in question or the subject at the 
desired level of study, i.e. Advanced Higher 

12 

Other  
 

10 

Unsure No idea why child couldn't take subject; they were not offered an explanation 
by the school. 

9 

Oversubscribed  Too many pupils wished to take the subject.  7 

Focus on 
traditional subjects 

Emphasis on traditional subjects, i.e. can only take French or German as a 
language; have to do sciences; not enough choice of non-traditional 
curriculum options.  

7 
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Removal of music 
tuition by LA 

The local authority has removed funding for Music.* 6 

Focus on STEM An emphasis on STEM means that children have to take science 
subjects/are being pushed into studying sciences.  

5 

Pupil Attainment  Either pupil is considered not to pass subject so directed away from it; or 
pupils are directed to subjects they perform well in rather than like.  

4 

Can only take two 
sciences 

School or local authority restricts pupils to studying two of the three sciences. 3 

Curriculum for 
Excellence (CfE)  

Curriculum for Excellence was directly cited as being a cause.  2 

*This does not include those references to Midlothian Council were the removal of funding had been proposed.  
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Annex C 
 

Question Four: What has been the impact of not being able to take all the subjects they wanted? 

Impact# Description Frequency  

Taking/took a subject they 
are not interested in 

Their child is taking/took a subject they were not interested in, and/or 
was not relevant for their future college/university course or career.  

54 

Limited future options  That their child's future career/university opportunities have been limited.  51 

Crash subject That their child has crashed/will crash a subject.  29 

Affected Highers  That choices at S4 have limited/will limit the Highers their child can take 20 

Narrowed choices too early Belief that their child has narrowed their future career/college/university 
options too early. 

18 

Taken course outside of 
school 

Child has studied the subject externally. An impact on the parents was 
also frequently highlighted due to the cost of external provision.  

15 

Do not have the same 
aptitude 

Their child is taking/took a subject for which they do not have the same 
ability as their preferred option.  

13 

At a disadvantage to their 
peers 

By being limited to taking a certain number of subjects their child is at a 
disadvantage to peers who are able to take more; or that by not having 
studied a particular subject they may be at a disadvantage, for example, 
at university.  

11 

Loss of skill/interest in the 
subject 

That by not being able to take the subject their child had a lost a skill (i.e. 
language); or that they have since lost interest in the subject. 

10 

Poorer grades Child achieved/will achieve poorer grades 9 

Left school Child left/may leave school (at which level was not indicated).  8 

Was not able to take course 
of choice; was not able to 
attend institution of choice 

Was unable to take their HE/FE course of choice, or attend their 
preferred HE/FE institution.  

8 

Possible impact on HE/FE 
entry 

Concern that child will not be able to go to university/college.  7 
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No impact There was no impact.  6 

Not realised full potential Sense that their child has not realised their full potential. 5 

Moved Their child has moved/may move school or the family has relocated/may 
relocate. 

5 

Taken course at college Has studied/will study the subject at college.  4 

Taking a subject at a lower 
level 

Has taken a subject at a lower qualification level  4 

Stay in school Has stayed on/may decide to stay on at school. 3 

Travel Is travelling to another school in order to take the subject. 2 

 


