
 

Scottish Association of Geography Teachers 
 

The Scottish Association of Geography Teachers (SAGT) recently conducted a survey of 
members and welcomes this opportunity to share the results with the  
Education and Skills Committee.  
 
We are very concerned that the widespread narrowing of the curriculum has reduced 
choice for individual pupils thus limiting their career opportunities too soon and restricting 
the opportunity to change career pathways further into the senior school. Because the 
system is now so fragmented countrywide, pupils no longer have equal opportunities. 
 
Regarding the overarching aims of providing more breadth and depth for the development 
our young workforce, we appear to be doing just the opposite. Far from closing the 
attainment gap and raising standards, it appears to make our young people less 
competitive with serious consequences for the future workforce in Scotland. 
 
By continuing BGE into S3, pupils perceive that they are wasting time which could better be 
used to study towards National exams over two years thus allowing the depth encouraged 
by CfE to be achieved.  
 
While we acknowledge that some schools have made some of CfE work well, the vast 
majority of state schools have serious issues. 
 
With specific reference to our subject, Geography, we feel it is distinctly different as it takes 
a board view and encourages the tackling of the big issues which face all the citizens of our 
world today.  
When specialist Geography teachers teach the subject from S1, its innate interdisciplinary 
nature fully addresses the four capacities of CfE by giving our young people the means to 
link the human and physical worlds and to understand their impact on the environment. The 
deeper understanding can be lost when delivered in integrated courses where there may be 
less time and specialist enthusiasm. This, in turn, leads to a decline in uptake at National 
stage. Geography is a natural vehicle for fieldwork and outdoor learning which adds to the 
wide range of transferrable skills the subject provides. 
 
We, therefore, recommend 
1.  A return to a consistent 2+2+2 model across the country. 
2. Remove the assignment which takes up too much teaching, reduces learning time, 
causes teacher and pupil stress and which is open to abuse and varies widely in level of 
demand across subjects. 
3. A requirement to keep breadth up to S4 with at least 7 or 8 subjects 
4. Teaching of subjects from S1 onwards should be by a subject specialist to ensure rigour, 
challenge and progression. 
 
In response to the Education and Skills Committee’s questions: 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 



 

 

72% said that it had not. Very few respondents said it had encouraged better learning and 
achievement. A range of reasons were given including – changes had led to limited choice; 
pupils had less depth of knowledge; enrolment/uptake of subjects had therefore been 
reduced; attainment had been lowered by having less teaching time and/or/both having to 
teach bi or tri-level classes which disadvantages ALL pupils in the class(es). 
 
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? 
 
Many said there is actually less flexibility. Some have tried to address this problem by -
merging BGE with national stage: - by accessing local colleges/skills for work courses or 
apprenticeship schemes. Others offer ‘less academic’ Highers to reduce the number of 
assignments pupils have to do. An obvious concern with this is that pupils may not so well 
prepared for more demanding HE courses or be able to compete at entry with pupils from 
schools retaining a wider range of subjects. 
 
c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices in: 
                             I.        broad general education

 
S4 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?


 

  
                             
                            
                          
 
 
S5 
 
 
 

 
 

 
A wide range of responses reflected no countrywide agreement.  
Decisions by individual schools and Local Authorities mean that opportunities for young 
people vary considerably throughout Scotland. 
 
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. 
 

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? 

 

 

 



 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Narrowing of the 
curriculum restricts 
options. Geography 

not being taught by specialist teachers in BGE. Competition from perceived ‘easier’ Highers 
(e.g. with no exam/assignment). The Geography assignment causes issues and reduces 
teaching time. The assignment is considered to be much more demanding than other 
subjects. 

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
Fewer pupils are choosing Geography. Pupils are making choices at National which restrict 
their choice and career opportunities at Higher and beyond. 
 
Many observed that CfE does not provide the educational value it was supposed to do and 
feel that the old system was fairer across the country. The 2+2+2 system allowed for 
greater depth and better preparation for meaningful progress to Higher and beyond. 
 
The lack of an exam for National 4 adds to the feeling of being devalued by less able pupils. 
Standard Grade, which needed updating, granted, offered fairer opportunities to pupils of all 
abilities.  
 
Integrated social subjects coupled with the faculty system disadvantages pupils in many 
areas. 
 
Timetabling issues with bi and tri level classes means that teachers feel that they can’t do a 
good job and pupils’ learning is affected by distractions while other levels are ‘attended to’. 

A few quotes from the survey follow which may not exactly fit the answers expected above 
but which are heartfelt and widely held: 

What is unfair for students is that independent schools can still do the 2 2 2 model and so 
they are not only giving more personalisation and choice, they are also getting more 
choice to progress in S5. So how are LA schools to close the attainment gap? 
 

I would like to see a return to a 2+2+2 model. Pupils after effectively 10 years (P! to S3) 
of broad general education find it extremely hard to adjust to more serious work in S4. I 
also find in our school where they chose 11 subjects for S3 it is really hard for them to go 
to a much more concentrated curriculum. 

 



 

 
Make S3 meaningful again by adopting a newly renovated 2-2-2 model. Of all the schools 
and local authorities, I’ve worked in S3 is always viewed by students as a waste of year. 
Many students want to be in meaningful subjects. Behaviour issues often accelerate in 
S3 as students themselves feel they are not valued or feel that the year is meaningful. 
Bring back an approach where students can learn their N4/5s over 2 years to really 
develop core skills and abilities, required in the senior phase. 
 
The assignment for Nat 5 is awful. Both staff and kids loathe it. I have met loads of 
geography teachers and they all hate it. Puts kids off taking the subject at Higher level. 
This desperately needs to be fed back to SQA.   
 
CfE has been wholly unhelpful and an unnecessary waste of government, local authority 
and teacher time, money and resources. I know many teachers who left the profession 
because of the changes and increased workload it created.  
 
CfE does not provide the educational values it was supposed to. 
Can we go back to the old system please? 
 
I am recently retired. Very sad to spend my last couple of years seeing the job turn in to 
a bureaucratic exercise where form filling and ticking boxes took over from inspiring 
young people to learn about the world around them. 
 
I very much hope that the government listens and responds to the concerns of teachers 
and addresses widening inequality in the system. Scotland always had a great reputation 
for education, but I fear that it is slipping, and Scottish pupils may be at a disadvantage 
when compared with their peers from other countries. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


