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Agenda item 1     ES/S5/19/15/1 

Education and Skills Committee  
Subject Choices 

Wednesday 8 May 2019 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this paper is to brief the Committee on the fourth formal meeting of the 
Committee’s inquiry into subject choices.  The Committee took evidence from: Education 
Scotland and representatives from the further and higher education sectors on 3 April 
2019; academics and the Royal Society of Edinburgh on 24 April 2019; and parents’ 
representatives on 1 May 2019. 

This week, the Committee will hear from— 

Larry Flanagan, General Secretary, EIS 

Marjorie Kerr, President, Scottish Association of Geography Teachers 

Catriona MacPhee, Chair, - Comann Luchd-Teagaisg Àrd Sgoiltean (Gaelic 
Secondary Teachers’ Association)  

Tess Watson, Field Officer, Association for Science Education  

Francisco Valdera-Gil, Representative, Scottish Council Deans of Education 
Modern Languages Sub-group 

The Committee has also undertaken a number of strands of work outwith formal meetings 
and the call for written evidence, including focus groups and surveys.  Write-ups of focus 
groups in Fife on Monday 29 April and an on-line survey of teachers are included in 
Members’ papers (Paper 4).  All of the submissions and details of the range of work the 
Committee has undertaken on this inquiry can be found on the Committee’s website. 

The Parliament debated a motion on subject choice on Monday 1 May.  The motion agreed 
by Parliament is included in the Annexe to this paper. 

About the panel 

Submissions from the witnesses’ organisations are included in Members’ papers (Paper 3).  
The Association for Science Education did not make a submission to the Committee but is 
a member of the Learned Societies Group, which did so.   

Larry Flanagan 

Larry Flanagan has been the General Secretary of the EIS since 2012.  Prior to that he 
was a secondary school English teacher for over 30 years.  The EIS is Scotland’s largest 
teacher trade union, representing more than 80% of Scotland’s teachers at all levels of 
their careers. 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Marjorie Kerr 

The Scottish Association of Geography Teachers (“SAGT”) was founded in 1970 and is a 
subject association dedicated to further development and teaching of Geography in 
Scotland.  It has a membership of 600 teachers and seeks to improve learning and 
teaching through resources, CPD and events. 

Catriona MacPhee 

Comann Luchd-Teagaisg Àrd Sgoiltean (“CLAS”) aims to provide professional support to 
Gaelic teachers working in secondary schools across Scotland.  CLAS supports teachers 
of Gaelic and teachers of secondary subjects taught through the medium of Gaelic in 
Secondary Schools. 

Tess Watson 

The Association for Science Education (“ASE”) is a UK-wide subject association.  It has 
been supporting all those involved in science education from pre-school to higher 
education for over 100 years; members include teachers, technicians, tutors and advisers. 
ASE seeks to create a voice for science education professionals in order to make a 
positive and influential difference to the teaching and learning of science throughout the 
UK and further afield. 

Francisco Valdera-Gil 

Mr Valdera-Gil is a lecturer in Modern Languages Education at the School of Education in 
the University of Glasgow.  He joined the School of Education in 2016 after spending twelve 
years in a comprehensive secondary school in the outskirts of Edinburgh where he taught 
Spanish and French at all levels.  Mr Valdera-Gil is appearing as a representative of the 
Scottish Council Deans of Education Modern Languages Sub-group. 

The remainder of the paper sets out possible themes of discussion for the Committee, 
drawing on the submissions the Committee has received and the oral evidence it has taken 
thus far. 

THEME 1: STRUCTURE OF SECONDARY EDUCATION 

The previous system of secondary school tended to be structured in three two-year 
groupings S1-2, S3-4, S5-6.  This model is sometimes termed “2-2-2”.  Curriculum for 
Excellence(“CfE”) changed the structure of secondary school to two 3-year groupings S1-
S3 (“3-3”), with 3 years of Broad General Education and 3 years at Senior Phase.  
However, significant autonomy remains at a local level (school or Local Authority) in how to 
structure secondary education. 

Broad General Education and links to Senior Phase 

There have been concerns raised that BGE is not dovetailing with Senior Phase.  Dr 
Brown, the Chief Executive of the SQA, told the Committee on 19 September 2018 that 
“clarity is needed on the whole three to 18 pathway, so that people can be successful 
when they get to the [Senior Phase] courses”. Dr Brown also indicated that the SQA’s 
research had shown that the pace of work in S3 had increased recently and the jump in 
pace in S4 had reduced.   

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11680
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The 2017/18 Achievement of CfE Levels data indicated that while 87% and 89% of S3 
students reached level 3 or better in literacy and numeracy respectively at the end of 
2017/18, 46% and 56% reached level 4.  In an FAQ on National Qualifications published in 
June 2016, the SQA stated that “a candidate must be secure in their learning at curriculum 
level 4 prior to embarking on a National 5 course”. 

EIS reported in its submission that some schools are treating S3 as a preparation for 
undertaking National Qualifications in Senior Phase and suggested that this impacts on the 
outcomes intended for BGE.  It also highlighted good practice of linking BGE to Senior 
Phase— 

“Other schools have sought to address issues around the transition from BGE and 
the Senior Phase by providing ‘masterclasses’ and other enrichened learning 
experiences that are intended to support more seamless movement from S3 and 
the end of the BGE into S4 and beyond. This is not universal, however. The EIS is 
of the view that progression from the BGE to the Senior Phase is an area that 
requires time and space for system-wide thinking and subsequent action in order to 
improve it for all young people regardless of the school that they are in.” 

The SAGT’s submission questioned the value of not using S3 explicitly as preparation for 
qualifications.  It said— 

“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.” 

The Learned Societies’ Group noted the importance of BGE in preparing students for 
taking qualification courses and said “it would be useful to consider to what extent the CfE 
Benchmarks introduced in 2017 have helped support a more coherent progression from 
BGE to senior phase”. 

Suggestions of Structures of Secondary Education 

The policy intention of Senior Phase is that the three years be considered one phase and 
that the offer to young people is flexible and individualised. 

The proportion of young people staying at school past S4 is increasing.  The graph below 
shows the percentage fall of the S5 cohort, compared to the previous year’s S4 and the 
percentage fall of the S6 cohort compared to S4 two years previously (i.e. the same cohort, 
earlier in its schooling). 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Review_Report_General_QandA.pdf
https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Review_Report_General_QandA.pdf
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The graph shows that the attrition between S4 and S5 has halved in the last 10 years and 
now a little less than 90% of pupils stay on to S5.  The attrition between S4 and S6 is 
higher and this too has reduced over the past decade, from over 55% to less than 40%; 
that is, over 60% of S4 pupils in 2016 started S6 in 2018.1  The EIS places the 
development of Senior Phase model and the move away from a 2-2-2 model within the 
context of greater numbers of pupils staying longer in school.  It said— 

“[Presenting pupils for eight exams in S4 is] effectively the Standard Grade model, 
largely unaltered from the previous O Level model, which was structured to enable 
the completion of seven or eight (sometimes nine) qualifications before the majority 
of students left school at the end of S4. S4 no longer serves that primary purpose.” 

Scottish Government also argues that the qualifications a young person leaves schools 
with is of greater importance than the number of subjects an individual can take in S4.  
Education Scotland expressed concern that too many schools have “a focus on a one-year 
qualifications ladder and a drive to the next batch of national qualifications, highers and 
advanced highers”.2 

Both the SAGT and EIS are critical of 1-year qualifications taken in S4 being the norm.  
The SAGT argues that young people’s choices are narrowed too much too soon.  CLAS 
said that studying fewer subjects at National 5 level “disadvantages learners greatly” as it 
narrows options for Higher and Advanced Higher.  Professor Scott told the Committee on 
24 April that less able young people could be disadvantaged by a too-narrow curriculum in 
S4, especially if they did not pass all of the courses, as this would limit options in S5 and 
beyond.3  The impact on particular subjects is examined in more detail later in this paper. 

Both the SAGT and EIS argue for two-year courses leading to around eight initial 
qualifications.  The EIS’ submission stressed that “young people should not as a rule sit 
qualifications in the same subject at a different level, year upon year”.  The EIS said— 

                                                
1 Statistics based on Pupil Census.  This takes a snapshot of pupil numbers in September. 
2 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 3 
3 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 7 
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http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
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“The intention to enable students to ‘by-pass’ unnecessary qualifications in S4 and 
to deepen learning within a course of two-year study at an appropriately challenging 
level is being realised still only in a minority of schools. This needs to change.” 

Education Scotland’s website includes a number of case-studies of young people’s learner 
journeys through Senior Phase.  These examples include individuals undertaking “two-year 
programmes of learning”, taking courses at colleges and other schools, and other 
vocational routes.  The NASUWT’s submission also “raised concerns that some schools 
and local authorities have not made best use of the flexibilities offered by the Senior Phase 
to benefit pupils” and had not utilised two-year courses. 

The SAGT calls for a return to a 2-2-2 structure; whereas the EIS suggests a 3-2-1 
structure where the first qualifications are gained in S5 (unless the pupil intends to leave at 
the end of S4). It said— 

“Learner pathways designed for two years of study from S4 towards an exit 
qualification, based on students’ prior learning, achievement and attainment during 
the three years of Secondary BGE, are the way forward. Such pathways should be 
creatively constructed to engage students in academic, ‘vocational’, and personal 
and social skills-based learning in a balance that suits their prior learning, 
achievement and attainment, and which is appropriate for the next stages of their 
learner journey. S6 should enable students to deepen their learning in some areas, 
diversify in others, and in so doing, acquire additional qualifications as necessary 
and appropriate to their chosen post-school destinations.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• To what degree BGE dovetails and supports the gaining of qualifications in 
Senior Phase.  Has this improved in recent years? 

• How the intended structure of Senior Phase relates to the increasing number 
of young people who stay in school beyond S4. 

• How Senior Phase can be structured to support young people who decide to 
leave school education in, or at the end of, S4. 

• The panel’s views on the structures proposed by the SAGT, EIS, and the 
model whereby qualifications are taken in each of the three years of Senior 
Phase.  The strengths and weaknesses of each model. 

• How teachers and schools have adapted to the Senior Phase; whether 
different structures work better in differing settings. 

• What are barrier to schools developing new approaches, for example two-year 
Higher courses, by-passing a National 5 qualification. 

THEME 2: BREADTH AND DEPTH 

Building the Curriculum 3 set out the aims for Senior Phase.  It said— 

“As young people move into S4, they will continue to develop the four capacities to 
become successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and 
responsible citizens. To do so, they must continue to have opportunities that 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/Learner-journeys
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/btc3.pdf
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reinforce their broader learning and achievements through a range of experiences 
including enhancing skills for life and skills for work, an active and healthy lifestyle 
and an appreciation of Scotland and its place in the world. There will be 
opportunities to maintain and enhance their literacy and numeracy skills. They will 
also start building their lifelong portfolio of qualifications.” 

The main debate around subject choices has been in relation to the number of choices in 
S4; however, as noted above, the Scottish Government argues that the relevant metric 
should be the number of qualifications gained upon leaving school.   

The Committee undertook a survey of secondary schools in Scotland and asked about 
breadth and depth.4  Overall respondents were positive about the impact of Senior Phase 
on pupils’ depth of learning. 66% said that the impact was either positive or somewhat 
positive, while only 8% responded that the impact was either negative or somewhat 
negative. 22% thought Senior Phase had not impacted on depth.   

There was a much more mixed response to the question on breadth, with 34% answering 
that the impact of Senior Phase had been negative or somewhat negative, 27% said there 
had been no impact, and 38% had said there had been a somewhat positive or positive 
impact.  Comments of those who said that breadth had been negatively or somewhat 
negatively impacted tended to focus on the narrowing of choice in S4.  The comments of 
those that said that breadth had been impacted positively or somewhat positively tended 
to: highlight the full 3-year experience; say that the range of courses is greater (e.g. more 
vocational options); and say that there are greater opportunities for partnership with 
colleges, other schools and HEIs.   

NASUWT noted that the same course may be being taught “with the same expectations 
and outcomes is being covered with significant differences in teaching time”.  Professor 
Scott told the Committee that there is no evidence that teaching outcomes are affected by 
having an additional subject choice in S4; he said— 

“If one reads Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education reports on Scottish secondary 
schools that offer six course and schools that offer seven courses, no difference is 
evident in the pattern from inspections across the two models. Therefore, the 
question that I always ask myself is this: “If you can do seven in the time, why don’t 
you just do seven?” If schools are offering six courses because they want to do 
something else, there needs to be evidence of that something else.”5 

The EIS argued in its submission that the changes envisaged by CfE have not, in the most 
part, taken place and the benefits have therefore not accrued.  For those that had moved 
to curriculum models reflecting the intention of Senior Phase, the EIS said— 

“[These schools] maximise opportunities for depth and richness in learning, and 
consequently minimise the amount of unnecessary formal assessment which 
detracts from the core purpose of learning and teaching- our members report 
positive impact on learning and overall achievement.” 

The EIS’ submission also said that its members report that the broader offer in these 
schools was fairer and more inclusive than settings which overly-prioritised Highers and 
Advanced Highers.  Its submission noted that much of the work in encouraging vocational 

                                                
4 Breadth and depth were defined in this question as follows: depth as being the highest qualification gained 
and breadth being the number of subjects. 
5 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 3 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
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courses and collaboration with colleges is a continuation of work begun prior to CfE.  EIS 
also stated— 

“Our members in schools which have maintained pre-CfE curriculum shape, report 
either no significant change or deterioration to learning, achievement and 
attainment.” 

CLAS’ submission stated that Senior Phase has provided opportunities for greater 
flexibility and increased numbers of courses on offer.  CLAS said “when it all works, this is 
great opportunity for learners” but that staffing issues can be an obstacle to success. The 
SAGT said— 

“While we acknowledge that some schools have made some of CfE work well, the 
vast majority of state schools have serious issues.” 

Comments from a recent survey of headteachers the committee undertook indicated a 
variety of views on the impact of Senior Phase.   

“CfE has shaken up traditional approaches to pathways with young people, and 
their parents, willing to consider alternative courses/qualifications and with partner 
providers and employers really coming on board in real partnership. For our young 
people it is a great time to be in education despite the financial difficulties.” 

Others suggested the opposite: 

“CfE was a terrible restriction on depth, breadth of study, choice. It has not fulfilled 
its ambition. to all. Too many who thought they knew better than parents, pupils and 
teachers … undermined the ambition of what CfE should have been about.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• The impact of Senior Phase on breadth and depth of learning. 

• The importance of the number of subject choices in S4 on young people’s 
breadth of learning.   

• Why some schools might have been more successful at developing 
curriculum models based on the principles of Curriculum for Excellence than 
others.  Whether and how all schools should be supported to create 
curriculum models. 

• To what degree any issues with breadth of learning are as a result of the 
intention of Senior Phase or of local interpretation and delivery.  In either 
case, how might this be resolved. 

• Where schools offer flexible learner journeys, whether and how this is this 
planned with young people and parents across three years.  The challenges 
for timetabling. 

THEME 3: LOCAL DECISION MAKING  

In keeping with much of the school policy, the structures and curricular of secondary 
education are matters for schools and/or local authorities.  Dr Britton told the Committee on 
24 April— 
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“There has always been a tension between autonomy and central control. The quite 
profound backdrop to everything that has been happening is that we are still unclear 
about who owns the curriculum and, therefore, about who owns responsibility for the 
outcomes.” 6 

A theme of some responses to the Committee’s work has been a lack of direction from the 
centre.  Dr Britton said— 

“We have very little research evidence about the impact of the different models. 
Schools have been left to try things out, almost certainly based on sound local 
judgment, but there is very little evidence. We need to have all those things in place 
to arrive at a solution.” 7 

Education Scotland has produced a number of pieces of guidance on the Senior Phase.  In 
2016, Education Scotland published advice which said— 

“Schools should plan for young people to progress smoothly on to following 
anything between six and eight qualification courses from S4 onwards, with 
certification of each over a mix of one or two years, as appropriate to their individual 
needs.”  

In some areas, the number of options available in S4 is mandated by local authorities while 
in others it is the school that decides.  Professor Scott told the Committee that he had 
attempted to discover the reasoning behind these decisions and in most cases it was not 
available publicly. 8  Professor Scott also acknowledged, in the context of the number of 
Highers available in schools serving Scotland’s more deprived communities, that 
headteachers have to deal with a number of challenging situations, such as budget 
reductions and the availability of teachers. 9  

Across a number of different sources of evidence the Committee has gathered in the 
course of this inquiry, the main issues that have been highlighted as restricting choice have 
been the availability of teachers and timetabling issues.  CLAS highlighted staffing 
pressures as being particularly acute in GME and Gaelic teaching.  The Committee’s 
survey of teachers (Paper 2) also found that staffing was the most frequently cited factor 
that influences subject availability; school size and timetabling were also commonly 
referenced factors. 

A particular concern raised by both Connect and NPFS, and also raised in the Committee’s 
surveys, is the use of column choices, which create clashes and may prevent a young 
person from choosing two subjects that are listed in the same timetable column.  Connect’s 
submission stated— 

“The traditional ‘column’ approach to subject choices has always caused issues for 
young people. At Connect we have long argued for a more creative and flexible 
approach – one which matches the promise of Curriculum for Excellence. There are 
examples of different approaches which work, such as Preston Lodge High School 
in East Lothian which has moved away from the column structure and instead pupils 
are free to select their choices and rate them by preference. Subject teaching is 
then matched to demand and a flexible approach adopted to class and year 

                                                
6 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 6 
7 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 10 
8 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 3 
9 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 24 

https://education.gov.scot/scottish-education-system/senior-phase-and-beyond/Senior%20phase
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
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structures so that different levels may be taught together, with young people from 
different year groups.” 

Education Scotland told the Committee that decisions on curriculum structures should be 
taken locally.10  On 24 April 2019, Professor Scott told the Committee that there is little 
evidence of Parent Councils being involved in decisions to do with the curriculum.  s. 

Witnesses representing parents’ organisations told the Committee on 1 May that some 
parents lack information on how the Senior Phase is intended to work.  The EIS’ 
submission reported feedback from its members that parents’ views are influential in 
schools’ decisions with regard to the curricular structure in Senior Phase and that work 
needs to be done “to enhance parents’ and employers’ understanding in this regard”. 

The SYP’s submission recommended— 

“Pupil participation should play a key role in reviewing how subjects are chosen in 
schools, and that subject columns should not restrict young people from pursuing 
subjects which are necessary for their career aspirations.” 

The Committee has also heard concerns that pupils are seeking to undertake courses that 
are seen to be easier.  The Learned Societies’ Group noted in the context of falling uptake 
of Computing Science, that the course had changed to include more computational 
thinking and programming.  The LSG noted marked differences in pass rates between 
STEM courses and some other subjects; it said— 

“We recognise that the underlying picture is [complex]. We are, however, concerned 
about the implications of the resulting perception that the STEM subjects are more 
difficult in terms of influencing learners’ senior phase course choices. To ensure 
broadly similar standards of attainment between different subjects at the same 
qualification level, it will be important that SQA examines trends over longer time 
periods and not only year-to-year or short-term changes which may mask changes 
over time.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• How schools come to decisions on curricular structures and the subjects 
available.  To what degree this choice is constrained or influenced by other 
factors, such as staffing: timetabling; local authority direction; and Education 
Scotland guidance.  

• Whether schools are sufficiently supported to make informed decisions on 
curriculum structures. 

• How the wider school community is involved in decisions on curricular 
structures. 

• How and whether the views of parents and young people should influence 
how a school approaches the process of choosing subjects (e.g. columns or 
free choice).  Is this happening in practice? 

                                                
10 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 6 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf
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• To what degree young people should have a free choice of the subjects they 
choose; what impact this has on subjects seen as being more difficult. 

THEME 4: SUBJECTS, GME AND MULTI-LEVEL TEACHING 

Subjects 

In its call for views, the Committee asked whether there had been a fall in uptake of any 
particular subjects.  A number of subjects were highlighted by respondents, including Art, 
Drama, Music, Languages, technical subjects and geography.   

The SYP’s submission which reflected a survey of over a thousand young people said, 
“young people identified more common, specific subjects they had wanted to take but 
couldn’t. Drama, modern studies and Spanish came up most frequently”.   

The City of Edinburgh Council explained that schools in its area had increased the subjects 
offered in S4 from 6 to 7 as they found “there were unintended consequences to the 
viability of maintaining some subject areas … modern languages and expressive arts may 
have experienced reduced uptake as young people opted for sciences and social subjects 
alongside core Maths and English”.   

Modern Languages were also highlighted in the Committee’s survey of schools as being 
put under pressure by there being fewer choices in S4.  One school, which retained a 2-2-
2 structure and 8 subject choices in S3/S4 stated— 

“I am delighted that our school, based years of experience, visits to other schools in 
different parts of the world and on feedback from parents, pupils and staff, retained 
a traditional 2/2/2 curriculum structure. Languages continue to go from strength in 
our school as do Sciences.” 

The Scottish Council of Deans Modern Languages Subgroup argued that an untended 
consequence of the reduction of subjects taken in S4 was that schools have made the 
study of languages “non-compulsory”.  The submission also drew upon data presented by 
Scotland's National Centre for Languages which shows a steep reduction in entries below 
SCQF level 6 (Higher) in French and German between 2012 and 2018.  Spanish entries at 
this level are on an upward trend, but from a much lower level than French.  Witness have 
stated that modern languages face a particular challenge because the importance of 
continuity of learning in these subjects means that young people are unlikely to take the 
subjects in S5 or S6 if they do not take a language in S4. 

The Committee’s survey of schools found a wide variation in the numbers of Advanced 
Highers schools offered.  The maximum is 2511 and the minimum was 2.  The size of 
school appeared to be moderately correlated with the number of subjects offered and 
respondents to the Committee’s survey of teachers commonly suggested size of school is 
a factor limiting subject choice.  

As noted above, staffing issues are seen as a significant contributory factor of reducing the 
choice of subjects. The EIS’s submission said— 

“Staffing levels in Secondary schools influence to a large extent, what can and 
cannot be offered. What has until recently been a challenge relatively exclusive to 

                                                
11 This was an independent school.  The maximum for a publicly funded school was 23. 
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particular geographical areas and affecting a minority of subjects, is now being more 
universally experienced across the country and in a large number of subject areas. 
The challenge is compounded in small schools where the size of the school roll, in 
limiting the overall size of the staffing complement, restricts also the range of 
subject specialism within the teaching staff profile. Larger schools can benefit to 
some extent from economies of scale.” 

The survey found that almost all schools that responded worked with other providers to 
support Senior Phase.  The NPFS’ submission said— 

“Collaboration between schools to offer shared teaching on Highers and Advanced 
Highers can be helpful but often timetabling and travelling stand as a barrier. Many 
parents felt that local decision-making favours the largest school in the education 
authority and the smaller schools have to follow from that.” 

The Committee has also received evidence that suggests that the levels of deprivation of 
the area a school serves is a factor in the subjects available at Higher level.  A submission 
from Professor Catriona Paisey and Professor Georgios Panos, from University of 
Glasgow, focused on the uptake of business-related subjects.  Their submission said— 

“We were concerned to see that whilst schools in all areas tended to offer subjects 
at lower levels, by the time students had reached Higher level, there was evidence 
that Accounting and especially Economics were being delivered mainly in affluent 
areas (as measured by [SIMD]) and in the independent school sector.” 

While there is evidence that take up of certain subjects has declined due to there being 
fewer choices in S4, a theme of the responses to the Committee’s survey of schools is that 
the offer overall is broader, albeit there were mixed views on this.  One school leader 
stated— 

“The Senior Phase has given us great flexibility and we now have a wider offer to 
pupils than any previous time and our courses are better matched to their abilities 
and to their needs. The economies of scale we have gained where we can run 
classes with S4-6 pupils is key to this.” 

Gaelic, Gàidhlig and GME 

The Committee received several submissions from organisations and individuals with an 
interest in Gaelic and Gaelic Medium Education (“GME”).  

Bòrd na Gàidhlig stated that it “believes that it is essential for the Scottish secondary 
school curriculum to be taught in a way that will supply sufficient numbers of young people 
with high quality Gaelic language skills to support the aim of more Gaelic usage in homes, 
workplaces and communities.” 

Professor Scott’s submission shows that entries in Gaelic, learning Gaelic as a second 
language, at SCQF levels 3-5 fell from 371 in 2012-13 to 159 in 2017-18.  Professor 
Scott’s data shows that entries to Gàidhlig, the study of Gaelic for those fluent in the 
language, at SCQF levels 3-5 also fell from 237 entries in 2012-13 to 196 in 2017-18.  
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig’s submission stated— 

“We believe from our consultations with School staff that the narrowing of subjects 
to a maximum of six subjects at National 5 is the main factor causing this trend. 
Others cited include a shortage of Gaelic teachers, local-decision making on 
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teacher replacement and recruitment, and curriculum time-tabling. The structure of 
the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence and local decision-making are, 
therefore, undermining the national Gaelic policy as written in the National Gaelic 
Language Plan 2018-23 and National Advice on Gaelic Education for local 
authorities.” 

CLAS’s submission also highlighted particular challenges in staffing for GME courses, 
saying that there is “a lack of qualified teachers to teach GME subjects to higher levels”.  

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar established e-Sgoil in August 2016, initially to improve subject 
choice for pupils across the Western Isles. e-Sgoil subsequently received support from 
Bòrd na Gàidhlig and the Scottish Government and it now aims to support the expansion of 
Gaelic medium education locally and nationally.  In terms of its provision, CNES’ 
submission stated that— 

“[The local authority offers] a minimum of 6 Gaelic Medium subjects to pupils in the 
BGE and enhancing schools’ resilience in terms of being able to staff Gaelic 
Medium SQA course delivery in the Senior Phase through remote delivery options.” 

Th EIS submission questioned the quality of teaching through digital campuses.  Its 
submission said there are “many questions about the quality of teacher-student 
interactions and the ability to learn co-operatively with fellow students in the context of 
learning being a fundamentally social experience” and that it would keep a “watching brief 
on such developments”. 

Multi-level teaching 

Multi-level teaching is the teaching of several levels of learning one class.  This is common 
in smaller primary schools and has been a feature of secondary schools for some time.  Dr 
Britton told the Committee on 24 April that “higher and the intermediate classes often came 
together” before CfE.12 

Concerns have been raised that this practice is increasing and is detrimental to learning. 
William Hardie from the Royal Society of Edinburgh said— 

“Multicourse teaching seems to be a particular issue in the sciences. Although 
courses might have similar titles, the national 4 course in physics, for example, will 
be very different from the national 5 course, but they will often be taught together. It 
can affect the quality of the teaching if a teacher has to teach quite different classes 
together, and that can be exacerbated by having national 4, national 5 and higher 
pupils in the same classes.” 13 

SAGT’s submission reported that its members thought that teaching and learning is 
negatively affected by teaching multi-level classes. The Scottish Council of Deans Modern 
Languages Subgroup’s submission said that, due to low uptake, schools are teaching 
modern language classes across four levels.  It continued— 

“Despite teachers’ professionalism and efforts this can have a negative impact in 
learning experiences of students. Another unintended consequence of National 
qualifications at levels 3/4/5 can be the pedagogical approaches taken in Nat 3/4/5 

                                                
12 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 13 
13 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 10 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
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combined level classes in which the focus from February onwards seems to be on 
students who will be sitting external exams.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• How the number of choices in S4 impacts on different subjects. 

• What are the main barriers to schools offering a wide range of subjects at 
different levels. 

• Whether there has been a widening of education providers (e.g. colleges) 
supporting school-based education in Senior Phase and if this is improving 
choice for young people. 

• How and whether the socio-economic characteristics of the community a 
school serves impacts the number and types of subjects offered.   

• What the particular issues are for GME.   

• How well innovative approaches, such as e-Sgoil, are expanding 
opportunities to study qualifications in GME. 

• Whether multi-level teaching allows schools to offer more choice to pupils at 
different levels.  How it impacts on teaching and learning. 

Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
2 May 2019 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.parliament.scot 

 
  

http://www.parliament.scot/
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ANNEXE 

Motion agreed by the Scottish Parliament on 1 May 2019. 

That the Parliament believes that Scottish education should be based on the 
principles of excellence and equity and that all young people, whatever their 
background, should be afforded the best possible educational experience at all 
levels of the curriculum; further believes that, while these principles are enshrined in 
the policy aims of the curriculum for excellence, the delivery of the new curriculum 
structure has exposed some fundamental failings with regard to subject choice, 
including the inequity that exists between schools in more affluent areas and those 
in more deprived communities; calls on the Scottish Government to recognise the 
serious concerns, which have been expressed by teachers, parents, young people 
and academics and take urgent action to address these failings in the delivery of the 
curriculum for excellence; believes that such action should include an evaluation of 
how the curriculum for excellence is actually being implemented in schools, as 
recommended by the OECD in its 2015 report, Improving Schools in Scotland, and 
considers that, although the senior phase was outwith the remit of this report, how 
the senior phase operates within the curriculum for excellence should be a priority 
for review. 

The Official report of the debate can be found here: 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12068&mode=pdf 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12068&mode=pdf
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Subject Choice Survey - Teachers  

Summary 

Key Findings 

• Staffing was most frequently cited as a factor that influences subject 

availability. School size and timetabling were also commonly referenced 

factors. 

• Respondents noted a decrease in the uptake of languages over the last five 

years; while Modern Studies was noted as having seen an increase in uptake. 

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 source of information intended to support the 
Committee with its inquiry into subject choice. This analysis should therefore be read 
in conjunction with other sources of evidence gathered by the Committee, which can 
be found on the inquiry homepage. 

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

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 select either Yes/No. 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: 

• Only question one was presented as offering discrete options to choose from. 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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• 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 teachers 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. 

Finally, there were limits to the analysis of responses as a result of two specific 
issues with the design of the survey. The first was that some of the open-ended 
questions included suggested issues for respondents to consider in their responses. 
This may have influenced what respondents said, leading them to think about the 
suggested issues more than aspects they may have referred to, if no suggestions 
were offered. The second was that some questions included two or more sub-
questions. Some respondents did not engage with all the aspects of the question; 
and the parts of the question that different people responded were not consistent. 
This made the analysis more challenging as there was no consistency in the way that 
these types of questions were engaged with.  

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.  

Overall, there were 1100 responses to the survey. Due to time and resource 
constraints, a random sample of 500 responses (just under half of the total number) 
were analysed in order to produce this summary. For reference, all the survey data 
will be published on the inquiry webpage.  

Respondents were asked to provide a postcode. Figure 1 shows the geographic 
spread of responses. Highland, Aberdeenshire, Fife and Edinburgh councils had the 
highest response rates.    

  

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Figure 1 

 

1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think the 
range of subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at your 
school has narrowed in? 

This first question asks teachers if the range of subjects and subject choices across 
all years of school: broad general education (BGE), S4, S5 and S6 has narrowed. 
Each of these four stages is considered separately. The results (presented in Figure 
1) show that:  
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• 66% of respondents said subjects and subject choices had not narrowed at 
BGE stages. 

• 82% of respondents said subjects and subject choices had narrowed at S4 
level. 

• 65% of respondents said subjects and subject choices had narrowed at S5 
level.  

• 61% of respondents said subjects and subject choices had narrowed at S6 
level.1 

Figure 1: Responses to Question 1  

 

It should be noted that this question has two parts to it: a focus on both subjects and 
subject choices. It is not clear in the answers given what specifically teachers were 
agreeing or disagreeing to, given this compounding. The results should therefore be 
treated with some caution. 

2. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in 
schools? (Possible factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision 
making; school size; area and school demography). 

Question 2 asked respondents about the factors that affect subject choice in schools. 
Although an open-ended question, five possible factors were suggested in the 
question:  

1. Curriculum Timetabling 
2. Local Decision Making 
3. School Size 
4. School Area  

                                            
1 There was an initial technical error with Question 1, which resulted in participants only being able to 
select Yes and No for one option (not all four). This error affected the first 90 respondents. Of those 90 
the following were reported: BGE: Yes 17 / No 20; S4: Yes 41 / No 6; S5: Yes 2 / No 3; and S6: Yes 17 
/ No 18. 13 respondents did not select Yes for any option and 14 did not select No for any option.  

Given the errors with these 90 responses, they have been removed from the analysis in Figure 1. The 
raw data on the Committee’s webpage also does not include these 90 responses. The qualitative data 
provided by these respondents is included in the analysis in this paper and with the raw data published 
on the webpage. 
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5. School Demography 

This presents some challenges for analysis. First, the question is leading by 
suggesting possible influences. Second, the absence of any definitions of terms 
makes it difficult to be clear as to how the question has been interpreted by 
respondents. For example, one respondent’s understanding of local decision making 
may differ from another’s, with one perhaps understanding ‘local’ to mean the local 
authority while another may understand ‘local’ to refer to the level of the school. 
Further, the inclusion of the examples with the question may have influenced the way 
respondents answered. For instance, they may not have considered that school 
demography was an influencing factor until it was suggested in the question.  

That is not to say that the factors posed by the question are not valid. They have 
been drawn out here for specific discussion to reflect that they were directed through 
the question wording; and were not categories that were identified by SPICe. Table 1 
shows the frequency results for these factors, with school size being cited most 
frequently and school demography being mentioned least often.  

Table 1: Number of respondents that cited the issues listed in Question 2 

Factor Frequency 

School Size 104 

Curriculum Timetabling 64 

Local Decision Making  59 

School Area 21 

School Demography 14 
Source: SPICe  

It is worth noting that the majority of respondents used the exact wording offered by 
the question and in some instances simply stated as a response: “all of the above”:  

“All of the above. Pupils can only take 6 Nat 5s in one sitting. Very limiting.”  

In responses such as this, the effect of these different factors - or why they were 
thought to be relevant to subject availability - was not expanded upon. There were, 
however, respondents that did occasionally articulate more clearly how school size 
related to subject choice: 

“School size is our main issue. We now offer a wider range of options which 
seems fantastic, but there’s a strict limit of 10 for a class to run, which doesn’t 
take into account our small school size… We have a situation where we look 
like we offer a wide variety of courses, course choice sheet is full of interesting 
and specialist choices, however some won’t run to being a little under the limit 
so in fact, the availability is less than it was before.” 

“School size limits choice and flexibility.” 

“School size and staffing have a major impact.  Smaller schools are penalised.”   

Analysis of the responses (beyond the five points above) found that ‘staffing’ was the 
most commonly cited factor influencing subject choice. A full list of factors and their 
frequency was identified by SPICe; this information can be found in Annexe B. The 
top three factors were: staffing, timetabling and the number of subjects studied in S4.  
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Alone ‘staffing’ was mentioned over 100 times, often with just the word being noted. 
Table 2 shows, however, that respondents also made reference to specific aspects of 
staffing they considered to be a factor including: a shortage of staff to teach subjects; 
the availability of staff to teach; and a lack of subject specialists. 

Table 2: frequency of specific issues mentioned by respondents 

Factor Frequency  

Staffing 116 

Staff Shortage 65 

Availability of Staff 50 

Lack of Subject Specialists 36 

Difficulties Recruiting Staff  15 

Qualifications & Training  11 

Staff Not Replaced 11 

Staff Costs 11 

Difficulties Retaining Staff 7 

Other 20 

Total 342 
Source: SPICe  

Overall aspects of staffing were mentioned nearly 350 times by respondents, 
although this was not a theme suggested through the question wording: 

“Some subject choices affected by availability of specialised teachers.” 

“There are not enough teachers in the school to deliver the courses required.”  

 “Shortage of specialist staff.” 

“The availability of staff is the driver for deciding the entire curriculum. Our 
curriculum breadth and depth has been eroded recently due to the need to cut 
back on staff. For example, I was unable to run AH History last session because 
uptake was too low and I was needed to cover 'please takes'.” 

The regularity of reference to staffing issues by teachers was far higher than the next 
most commonly cited factor: timetabling. Timetabling was cited 162 times as a factor 
influencing subject choice. Often this was just presented as a single word response 
without further detail. Where detail was provided, respondents referred to timetables 
being influenced by staffing, funding and pupil demand: 

“Timetabling does play a key role; however, this is ultimately drive[n] by 
staffing.” 

“Timetabling is by far the biggest factor. This is driven by budget issues.” 

“Level of funding. This has been greatly reduced … It also affects timetabling as 
smaller classes cannot run and pupils are shoehorned into subjects they did not 
pick to fill class sizes.” 

The use of the columns system was specifically discussed as having an impact upon 
the availability of subjects: 
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“The columns our school have devised are also inappropriate. All our faculty 
subjects are crammed within one column; restricting the choice and breadth of 
subjects a young person can take.” 

“The main influence seems to be how subjects are divided over columns, which 
can limit the learner's opportunity to choose subjects. Latin is in the same column 
as Biology for example, which makes it hard for our candidates to make a choice.” 

“Timetabling, and in particular column creation, has meant that all the Expressive 
Arts are in one column (in my school), so although pupils may choose multiple 
STEM subjects, they can only choose one Expressive Art, and then only if they 
don't 'need' an extra STEM, or language, or business subject. This has the effect 
of reducing the numbers taking Music, Drama or Art, and does not cater for those 
of a more artistic inclination.” 

The number of subject pupils can study at S4 was the third most referenced factor 
(91 mentions). Specifically, respondents pointed out that pupils were restricted to 
taking six subjects at S4, or were studying fewer than the eight subjects previously 
offered under the Standard Grades system: 

“The fundamental problem is the limited number of courses that a child can now 
take to 4th year. Where in the past 8 subjects could be taken, now it is six.” 

“The fact that pupils now only do six National 5s when in the past they did 
seven or eight Standard Grades.” 

“In many schools pupils are restricted to six subjects from S4.” 

In addition, the interaction between a limit of six subjects but with Maths and English 
as compulsory subjects, was highlighted as meaning, in practice, that some pupils 
are only able to choose four subjects: 

“S4 after Maths and English only have 4 choices and this narrows what they can 
then reasonably choose in S5 and S6.” 

“The decision by … to limit pupils to only 6 qualifications in S4 has very much 
reduced the options pupils have (i.e. they only get the free choice of 4 subjects).” 

The limitation on the number of subjects pupils are able to take in S4 was highlighted 
as not only affecting subject choices at N5 but also at Higher, impacting upon 
progression through the senior phase: 

“Mainly the change from 7 or 8 Standard Grades to only 6 National 4 or 5 courses. 
Effectively pupils are now choosing their Higher subjects in S4.” 

“Limited choice to six subjects in S4 seriously affects progression in S5 and S6.” 

The limit of six subjects at in S4 was frequently cited by respondents as being due to 
the policy set by the local authority or as a result of following Scottish Government 
guidance on the issue: 

“A directive came from the local authority stating that pupils should only sit 6 
National subjects at the end of S4.” 
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“Council policy only having 6 subjects in S4 narrows choice.”  

“Scottish Government advice for only 6 National subjects.”  

3. Have you noticed 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? 
 
The survey asked respondents if they had noticed a change in uptake in particular 
subjects over the last five years, and what they thought had caused this change. The 
question did not specifically ask if uptake had increased or decreased. Due to the 
free-text nature of the question, some respondents replied ‘Yes/No’, and others gave 
only a subject name, with no further detail. 
 
In an attempt uncover whether respondents perceived there to have been an 
increase or decrease in uptake of specific subjects, SPICe undertook analysis that 
looked at incidents of respondents explicitly in their answers referring to increases or 
decreases. Annexe C offers an overview of the number of times respondents 
specifically indicated or mentioned increases or decreases in their answer to this 
question. 
 

Decrease in uptake  
 
Regarding those subjects that had seen a decline in uptake, Table 3 shows the five 
most mentioned subjects.  
 
Table 3: ranking of subjects that were cited as having decreased 

Rank Subject Frequency  

1 Languages 70 

2 Music 24 

3 = Geography 19 

3 = Computer Science 19 

4 Art 18 

Source: SPICe  

 
Languages (in general) was the most commonly referenced subject as having seen a 
decline in uptake in the last five years. It was mentioned nearly three times as often 
as Music. The trend in uptake was only mentioned in negative terms. As seen in 
Annexe C, no respondents referenced an increase in the uptake of languages. The 
reasons given for the decline included: 
 

• The number of subjects pupils were able to take at S4. Respondents wrote 
that languages were struggling to compete with other subjects when pupils 
were restricted to taking six National 5s, with languages having ‘traditionally’ 
been the seventh subject. 

• Languages are now only compulsory to S3, when previously they had been 
compulsory until S4. 

• STEM was being prioritised at the expense of languages. 
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• Languages were not seen as important; pupils took those subjects they 
considered they needed for further study/careers instead.  

• In an increasingly globalised world, students did not see the need to study 
languages as ‘everyone speaks English.’  

• Timetabling. 
 
The following quotes highlight some of the influences identified by respondents as 
affecting uptake in languages; 
 

“This has been influenced by reducing the choice to 6 National 5s instead of 8 
Standard Grades … also a big focus on STEM subjects by schools and parents.  
It used to be thought necessary to do a language to "get in" to university, but 
with the reduction in subjects studied this is no longer the case.” 
 
“Modern languages have suffered badly due to the column choice system and 
the limit of 6 subjects.” 
 
“Modern Languages have definitely had a major decline in uptake. This was 
predicted by languages teachers and is due to various factors e.g. 
Globalisation/English dominance, the rise of the 'STEM agenda'” 
 
“Decline in uptake of modern languages. No longer compulsory as once was 
the case.” 

 
The number of subjects a pupil was able to study at S4 was also referenced as a 
cause of the fall in uptake for Music, Geography, Computer Science and Art, as was 
the emphasis on STEM and timetabling.  
 
For Music, the costs of instrumental lessons was mentioned as a factor alongside a 
view that the subject did not have parity with other more ‘academic’ courses / was not 
looked on as favourably as other subjects on university applications. The latter was 
also mentioned as a case for the decline in uptake for Art: 
 

“There has also been a decline in uptake due to cuts to the instrumental music 
service and resources.” 
 
“Music has dipped drastically; instrumental lessons have to be paid for in the 
formative years and subject not given the respect it deserves by some 
teachers.” 
 
“Music, Art, Languages - pupils are now more concerned to choose subjects 
they "need" rather than ones they enjoy/are good at - with a reduced choice for 
S3, they have no option but to prioritise the subjects they identify as needing for 
their career path.” 

 
Regarding the decline in uptake in Computer Science, in addition to the 
aforementioned reasons of timetabling and a limit to the number of subjects studied 
in S4, it was considered that pupils saw the subject as ‘too difficult’ and that recent 
changes to the course content and examination had deterred students from taking 
the course: 
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“The complete change to N5 and Higher meaning an even more difficult level of 
course S4 and S5 mean more pupils not making levels and even more pupils 
being put off from doing the subject as it is "too hard".” 
 
“I have noticed fewer pupils picking computing science ... When asked the 
pupils say the subjects are too difficult and they want to pick easier subjects … 
we are also getting less than half the pupils coming into the subject than we did 
5 years ago … Pupils enjoyed the variety of the standard grade course more.” 
 
“It seems that numbers taking Computing at NQ levels (N4, N5 and Higher) has 
reduced over the last few years. This change may be due to the splitting of 
Information Systems when Curriculum for Excellence was introduced. The 
National 5 and Higher course also have been revised with an increased focus 
on practical skills, especially software” 

 
Geography - which is noted in Annexe C as only being reported as decreasing in 
uptake - was also considered a more difficult subject. It was cited by teachers as 
Geography was often in competition with other social subjects, most commonly 
History and Modern Studies. Reference was made to students only being able to 
take one social subject, either because of school policy, or because the timetable 
placed the social subjects all in the same column, putting them in competition with 
one another: 
 

“Geography has had significantly reduced uptake as pupils used to take it 
alongside History and/or Modern Studies, but when there is pressure to take 
only one social subject Geography has suffered.” 
 
“Drop in uptake in Modern Studies and Geography, mainly due to timetabling 
clashes with other subjects (for example, pupils in S5/6 could not take both 
Higher History and Modern Studies last year and had to choose between the 
two).” 

 

Increase in uptake  
 
The numbers observing an increase in uptake for a subject are substantially smaller 
than those noting a decrease in uptake. Table 4 shows the top three subjects where 
an increase in uptake was referenced.  
 
Table 4  
 

Rank Subject Frequency  

1 Modern Studies 6 

2 Business 5 

3 Computing  5 

Source: SPICe  

 
The increased uptake in both Business and Computer Science was attributed to the 
subjects (and skills gained in studying them) being key to pupils’ future employability, 
and that increased uptake reflected the current jobs market.  
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“I have noticed an increase in the demand for Computing Science related 
subjects and Business subjects such as Business Management and Accounts.  I 
think that pupils and parents realising that these skills are important for the 
work.” 
 
“Positive figures in computing and Business as pupils realise these are both very 
useful subjects for the world of work.”  

 
It is interesting to note that both an increase and decrease in uptake for Computer 
Studies was observed.  
 
For Modern Studies the increase was primarily considered to be the result of recent 
political events and pupils’ interest in current affairs.  
 

“Yes, as a Modern Studies teacher I have seen uptake in my subject grow 
significantly. This is undoubtedly due to recent political events effecting the 
country.” 
 
“Modern Studies (my subject area) has increased dramatically. World events, 
increased awareness of world problems through kids' increasing use of social 
media, and events such as Scottish independence campaign and Brexit have all 
driven interest in our subject upwards.” 

 

4. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by doing 
Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How common is this 
and how is this planned with the pupils? 

Question four asked teachers about pupils ‘crashing’ subjects. This question 
presented several challenges for the survey analysis. Foremost, the use of the 
phrase ‘broaden their learning’ is leading. Second, as this phrase was not separated 
from asking whether or not pupils were able to crash subject, if a respondent replied 
‘yes’ it was not always possible to ascertain if this was an affirmative that pupils had 
the opportunity to crash subjects or that pupils were able to broaden their learning by 
crashing subjects.    

Ascertaining how common the practice of crashing is from this question is 
challenging due to its construction. By not including a scale and asking respondents 
to select an option, a variety of terms were used to describe the frequency of 
crashing including ‘very common’, ‘infrequently’ and ‘rare’. As these terms are not 
comparable to one another, a representative of a scale of commonality cannot be 
created.   

Respondents were divided as to whether crashing a subject helped pupils to broaden 
their learning. While some were clear that crashing a subject helped broaden pupil’s 
learning, others explicitly rejected this idea: 

“Yes, Senior Phase pupils do broaden their learning, often a six National 5 pupil 
will continue with four Highers and pick up an additional National 5. Planned 
with PTG/parent discussion.” 
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“S5 and S6 most certainly broaden their learning by ‘crashing’ Highers, opting 
for Advanced Highers and in-house vocational courses.” 

“There is no attempt to "broaden their learning", but simply to pick up a "few 
easy Highers".” 

“No, they don't broaden, they repeat.” 

Respondents wrote that for some pupils crashing a subject was not a choice they 
had made, or something that was planned, but rather, was something they had to do 
due to circumstances:  

“not planned more like what choices are left to them now.” 

“Common - however not planned at all. Most of the time pupils are forced to 
take whatever subject is free in the timetabled column due to the fact that 
staffing is constrained.” 

Several other reasons were given as to why pupils crash subjects. The most 
common explanation given was that pupils were crashing subjects in order to fill their 
timetable: 

 “This does occur in my school but is mostly for reasons of filling a pupil's 
timetable, because the timetable cannot accommodate the subjects pupils have 
chosen.”  

“Some pupils somewhat forced to take up National 4/5 subjects just to fill in 
space in their timetables.” 

“Often done as a timetable filler rather than as part of a coherent learning 
journey.” 

“They crash subjects often because they have little to no choice. They have to 
fill in columns with busy work because very often there is no chance to progress 
to Advanced Higher.” 

Other respondents highlighted that due to the limitations on subject choice in S4, 
pupils will crash a subject in S5/S6: 

“They do attempt to correct the restriction of choice imposed in S4 by taking 
'crash' Highers in S5/6, but I suppose it has always been thus. In the past, 
however, it was simply a pleasant option to have. It is now more of a necessary 
action to take.” 

“Crash Highers are quite popular. This is partly because if you only allow pupils 
to take 6 subjects in S4 then if they take 5 into S5, by S6 they need to pick up 
new subjects to fill their timetable, or to help their applications for 
jobs/college/university.” 

Other reasons for crashing subjects included that the pupil needs the subject / 
qualification for their university / college application, or that they have changed their 
mind about their future career / education and, as a result, need to crash a subject: 
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“usually because they change focus of what they want to do post school and 
they do not have a sufficiently broad base of Nat 5 and Higher” 

“Some S5/6s will crash highers if their future plans (ie college, university) have 
now changed.” 

“The reality is that a pupil has a change of career plan and needs to crash a 
subject in S5 or S6.” 

“The reality is that due to restricted choice and budget cuts impacting staffing 
that pupils get to S5 , realise that they may want to change their career path or 
that they did not cope with the highly pressurised situation of a one year 
National (that should really be taught over 2 years due to the immense content) 
and they are then forced with 'crashing' subjects they actually haven't taken 
since s2 (another failed idea of personalisation and choice within CFE). It is 
unfair on the pupil and the teacher to be in this situation” 

Respondents noted that crashing subjects was generally more common in S6:  

“Yes it is very common, particularly 'crash' Highers in S6 or, also in S6, going 
back and taking a Higher in a National course they sat in S4 but didn't take on 
to Higher in S5” 

“S6s are encouraged to crash National 5s or Highers and they have a good 
uptake and tend to be successful. They tend to be in subjects that they have a 
keen interest in and S6 crashes are heavily promoted before course choice and 
further down the school.” 

“There are a number of 'crash' subjects available to pupils and they are very 
popular, especially in S6.” 

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

Most respondents took the opportunity at question five to offer additional comments. 
The issues discussed by respondents were wide-ranging, from comments about the 
overall state of education in Scotland, to personal reflections on their teaching 
careers. The complete survey responses will be published on the inquiry webpage for 
those who wish to read them in full.  

As previously noted, this analysis ought to be read in conjunction with other evidence 
gathered by the inquiry. Given that survey respondents were self-selecting, the 
following is not representative of all teachers. What it highlights is the issues that 
teachers raised most frequently in relation to subject choice.  

Staffing  

Having already been raised by a substantial number of respondents at Question 2, 
staffing issues were discussed in more depth in responses to question five, with 
respondents emphasising a direct link between staffing and subject choice: 

“Cuts to staffing and resources are at the core of this.” 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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““I would like to say that the reduction in subject choice is down to staffing 
mainly.” 

“I cannot stress enough how staffing levels have an influence on pupil choices. 
It also in turns has an effect on the levels we can offer in the subject. If a pupil is 
at National 3 level, maybe 4 at a push, and we can only offer National 5 due to 
staff numbers we are doing the child a great disservice.” 

“This year I have seen many pupils complain about the lack of choice of 
subjects in the senior phase due to a lack of teachers being available as 
management rearrange the columns to fit with staffing and numbers available. 
This has meant that pupils are pigeon-holed into doing subjects they don't 
necessarily want to do and missing out on subjects they do.” 

Others noted the interaction between staffing, school size/rurality and subject 
availability: 

“Staffing pressures mean courses won’t run in a smaller school without high 
numbers. The ability to have staff available to do cover is seen as more 
important than running smaller classes, so choice is effectively very limited.” 

“Staffing is critical - particularly in rural areas where the alternatives are limited.  
Many students have found the online alternatives quite difficult and it would be 
interesting to see if these prove to be successful.” 

Concerns were raised about recruitment and retention of teachers, and the impact 
unfulfilled vacancies had on subject choice. The need to recruit and retain more 
teachers in specialist subject areas was also highlighted: 

 “Staff are being cut even though there are a number of vacancies that can’t be 
filled within the authority. The pupils are the ones that are suffering and are 
unable to take subject that they would need for certain university courses or job 
prospects.” 

“Find a way to recruit and retain teachers in shortage subjects.” 

“We have to ensure that teachers are retained, and more are encouraged to 
see this as a worthwhile profession in order to sustain learning for our young 
people.” 

In addition to increased recruitment and retention, other suggestions for increasing 
subject choice included improvements in staff conditions/teacher workload and 
ensuring that schools had enough subject specialists: 

“Wider choices would be manageable if staff had better working conditions, 
fewer contact hours and more planning/marking time.” 

“Make sure each department has two subject specialists so that the full range of 
courses can be offered.” 
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Limit on number of subjects  

The impact of only taking six subjects in S4 was discussed, with respondents 
highlighting that this limited pupils’ choices, focused their studies on what they 
needed for the future, and restricted flexibility should they change their mind (i.e. they 
did not enjoy a subject as much as they anticipated or needed to take a new subject 
due to a change in their university plans).  

Respondents considered that a return to eight subjects would enable greater subject 
choice for pupils. Others stated that reducing the number of subjects to six was 
invariably going to affect subject choice: 

“By only doing 6 subjects, it is extremely difficult for them to select enough 
subjects to keep their options open. Plus, many pupils change their opinion on a 
subject once they take it as an SQA course (with many loving or hating it more 
than they expected).”  

“Pupils being restricted to 6 courses is impacting on the enjoyment they can 
have in school, they can no longer take subjects that enrich it’s all about 
university or careers.” 

“Please suggest to councils that pupils return to 8 subjects in S4 to increase 
depth and choice.” 

“The very suggestion that cutting the number of subjects from 8 to 6 in S4 could 
ever be suggested as an improvement in choice, experience or breadth of 
opportunity is ludicrous and has serious consequences for our young people” 

Postcode Lottery  

Respondents wrote that when it came to subject choice there was a postcode lottery 
in Scotland, with some schools only allowing pupils to take six subjects in S4 with 
others offering up to eight. Respondents considered that this was: unfair to pupils; 
caused logistical problems for pupils moving between schools; was not in alignment 
with BGE; and went against Scottish Government advice. Some argued that there 
needed to be greater consistency across Scotland: 

“Some schools appear to be breaking the conventions of the BGE by starting 
Nationals in S3, which then makes the schools who are adhering to the 
principles of CfE appear to be disadvantaging their pupils.” 

“There was nothing originally wrong with the two years in S3 and S4 for 
certificate classes - pupils took more subjects, had more choice and uptake was 
a lot better throughout. Also, some schools still do this despite Government 
advice, which disadvantages schools who do what they should do. It also 
means there are problems if pupils move schools during this time. Consistency 
throughout Scotland is needed.” 

“The current system where children in some authorities can sit 8 national 
qualifications in S4, yet others only have the opportunity to sit 5 is very unfair.  
This should be consistent across the whole of Scotland.” 
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Respondents stated that there was need for clarity regarding how many subjects a 
pupil should have the opportunity to study in S4 and where authority to make this 
decision lay: 

“I think schools would benefit from a clear message from government around 
how many choices should be offered in S4 and some clearer guidance around 
what is working in terms of personalisation and choice one s3.” 

“It appeared as though ScotGov was demanding that local authorities adopted 
the S1-3 BGE model with a consequential narrowing of senior phase courses.  
However, now that this issue has been raised, it appears as though Local 
Authorities are at liberty to use whichever model they please.” 

Subject status  

Respondents wrote that not all subjects are held in equal regard, with certain 
subjects being favoured by school management, parents, and pupils. Respondents 
considered that the focus was on ‘traditional’ or ‘academic’ subjects such as Maths 
and English, with other subjects such as languages and expressive arts not 
considered to be important. Emphasis was also being placed on those subjects in 
which pupils performed well. Some respondents wrote that this lack of parity was 
reflected in the timetabling of subjects, with subjects deliberately being marginalised:  

“There is definitely an inequity of how subjects are seen both by pupils and by 
the school management and local authority. With an emphasis being placed on 
doing subjects that are easy to get passes and better results in.” 

“There is not a perception of equal worth of subjects.” 

“Certain subjects are only offered in one place on the option form and do not 
run which does nothing for staff morale.  On the back of this subjects in the 
same curricular area are being offered in 3 different places on the option form 
and have an increased uptake.  This gives the impression to staff that schools 
value some curricular areas over others.” 

“Some headteachers appear to be deliberately marginalising some subjects … 
Music in only one column for S5/6 options. This will inevitably prevent some 
pupils from choosing it.” 

STEM 

The promotion of STEM was highlighted by respondents as negatively impacting 
subject choice, as STEM is prioritised over other subjects, in particular languages 
and the arts. Respondents wrote that there was ‘too much focus’ on STEM, which not 
only determined the subject choices offered, but potentially affected pupil attainment 
and wellbeing: 

“STEM promotion is having a hugely negative impact on other areas of the 
curriculum, particularly languages which are in severe decline.” 

“The Creative Arts subjects have also suffered due to the relentless push for 
pupils to take STEM subjects. It should always have been STEAM (add in 
Arts).” 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/15/2 

17 
 

“Too much emphasis on stem - numerous times pupils achieve 4As and 1B/C 
all because they were pushed into taking maths (even when they want to be a 
lawyer etc!).” 

“Many pupils state they feel corralled into choosing STEM subjects which are 
linked to employment.  Those students have also stated that their health and 
well-being has suffered as a result. The subjects which brought them joy were 
shelved due to the pressure of achievement.” 

Funding  

Respondents wrote that funding limited subject choice; as classes require a minimum 
number of pupils to be considered financially viable. Consequently, smaller, less 
popular subjects did not run: 

“I am of the opinion that subject choice has massively narrowed for pupils at all 
stages due to budget cuts and subjects only running if a certain number of 
people opt for them.” 

“School curriculums are also limited due to funding.  Pupils often have to attend 
another school or college to do the subject the need for university and this has a 
negative impact on other subjects they are studying.” 

“Budget restraints restrict what we do so it becomes a majority rule on what can 
run (if not enough pupils want the subject then it can't run for the few).” 

Choices narrowed too early 

Concerns were expressed by respondents that limitations on subject choice, i.e. what 
subjects were available or how many subjects’ pupils were able to pursue, was 
narrowing their options too soon, with the decisions pupils make at this early stage 
affecting their future progression.  

“We should not force our students to specialise too early.” 

“Making pupils choose so few subjects in S4 means they that are forced to 
decide on a future career path very early.  Many pupils change their mind 
before they leave school, so this makes subject choice in S5 / 6 messy.” 

“believe that the curriculum is being narrowed too early for pupils (S3). The 
decisions they make at this point have a knock-on effect on their future in the 
school.” 

“Pupils are being required to make too narrow choices and this too soon … 
From these limited choices, at most 5 can be continued into S5, if the timetable 
allows this. Pupils who do not have a clear career pathway, or those who alter 
their ambition, are severely disadvantaged by their earlier choices.” 

Additional comments  

Respondents also raised issues that did not always directly relate to subject choice 
but considered education, the curriculum and qualification more generally. These are 
outlined in brief below.  
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BGE and S3 

Overall the BGE was described as “an absolute shambles”. The running of BGE from 
S1-S3 was described as “a very bad idea” and “too long”, with calls from respondents 
for a return to the two-year BGE phase. 

The delivery of BGE from S1-S3, with Nationals being taken over one year, was 
described as “highly unrealistic”. Respondents considered that the limited time 
available to complete Nationals led to pupils being rushed in S4/S5, while in the BGE 
phase they are “treading water”.  

S3 was seen by some respondents as a “holding” year and a “waste of time”, with 
pupils taking subjects that have no interest in or which they know they will not take 
further, negatively affecting motivation and effort.  

Some respondents wrote that the BGE has improved but there is “still a great deal of 
work to do” and that they felt there were aspects of BGE that could be improved. 

Other respondents noted that the BGE encouraged diversity etc. but some felt this 
was then undermined by S4-S6, where pupils’ choices are narrowed and they are 
under increased pressure to perform.  

National 4 and National 5  

The National 4 (N4) qualification was described by respondents as worthless, lacking 
credibility and having no respect. Respondents wrote that the N4 was not recognised 
as a genuine achievement and as such had engendered feelings of failure amongst 
young people holding the qualification. Respondents argued that there ought to be an 
external examination for N4 to give it greater recognition.  

Respondents also considered that the transition from N4 to N5 was too difficult for 
some pupils, particularly in the sciences, and that students were studying for N5 
when it was not appropriate.  

Some respondents considered that it was too difficult to ‘squeeze’ Nationals into one 
year and that two years were needed in order to give pupils sufficient depth and 
understanding of a subject. One year for either an N4 or N5s was described as 
putting both pupils and teachers under pressure and causing stress.  

Multi-level classes  

The delivery of multi-level classes was discussed by respondents, who wrote that it 
was detrimental to pupils and placed increased pressure upon teachers. 
Respondents noted the increased demands of delivering content for multiple levels 
(in some cases from S3 to Higher) and that the subject matter was not always 
compatible due to differences at qualification level.  

There was a perception that within multi-level classes the focus was often on pupils 
studying at Higher, impacting upon the experience of other pupils, as they did not 
receive as much attention. It was also considered that such classes offered little 
opportunity or raise attainment or close the attainment gap.  
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Respondents wrote that there was an expectation upon teachers to be able to deliver 
multi-level classes, with the threat that courses may not go ahead in the senior phase 
otherwise.  

Some respondents felt that multi-level classes could work if changes were made, for 
example, having distinct classes for Higher and crash Higher pupils.  

Curriculum for Excellence  

In discussing CfE, some respondents wrote that it had created a disparity in 
education across Scotland. As some schools offered more subjects in S4 than 
others, respondents stated this had created the perception that those schools that 
adhered to CfE were disadvantaging pupils.  

Respondents felt that CfE had failed in its objectives for several reasons including: 
staffing, lack of investment and the ‘constant’ modifications to CfE and qualifications. 
The numerous changes made to CfE since its introduction was considered to have 
made the system confusing for teachers, parents and pupils.   

Rather than broadening the curriculum, respondents wrote that CfE had instead 
narrowed the syllabus and that CfE had ‘dumbed down’ Scottish Education. 
Moreover, they stated that CfE had taken away control from teachers and schools as 
emphasis was placed on the steers from local authorities and the Scottish 
Government.   

Reflections on previous system 

Respondents offered their reflections on the previous system, questioning the 
rationale for the changes and what pupils had gained from the reform. They stated 
their belief that the prior system gave pupils more depth and breadth. In addition, 
they had longer to reflect on what subjects they wished to take and there was more 
flexibility for pupils to change their minds. There were mixed views on Standard 
Grades with some questioning why it had to change, while others stated that it had 
been in need of reform; however, in both instances, respondents stated that it gave 
pupils greater choice.  

 
Kate Wane 
SPICe Research 
30 April 2019  
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Annex A  
 

Survey Questions  

1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think the 
range of subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at your school 
has narrowed in? 

2. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in 
schools? (Possible factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision 
making; school size; area and school demography). 

3. Have you noticed 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? 

4. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by doing 
Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How common is this 
and how is this planned with the pupils? 

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

Factor  Description  Frequency  

Timetabling That how the timetable was constructed (i.e. it was based on staff 
availability; it reflected school priorities) and the use of the columns 
system affected subject choice.  

162 

Six subjects in S4 That being restricted to taking six subjects affected pupils’ subject 
choice. 

91 

Insufficient Demand/Course 
Viability 

That certain subjects did not have sufficient demand, i.e. the class 
size was too small, and therefore delivering the class was not viable 
either financially or in terms of resources.  

56 

Funding A reduction in funding affected the range of subject choices offered.   48 

Management Decisions/Priorities That school management decisions and/or priorities, i.e. concerning 
what subjects were offered, how certain subjects were regarded, etc. 
affected subject availability and choice.  

31 

Local Authority Decisions/Priorities  That local authority decisions and/or priorities, i.e. concerning the 
number of subjects at S4, staffing, budgets etc. affected subject 
availability and choice.  
  

27 

Subject Status That some subjects did not have the same status as others. For 
example, that management prioritised sciences over the arts, 
therefore fewer expressive art subjects were offered, or pupils 
considered certain subjects as having a better status for their 
university applications, so they chose those over other courses.  

26 

Resources A lack of resources (staff, funding, equipment) meant that certain 
subjects could not run.  

21 

Time Constraints That the need to deliver N4/N5 in one year placed too much pressure 
upon teachers/was too difficult and/or stressful for pupils so the 
subject was not offered.  

11 
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Attainment Pupils were 'guided' towards those subjects in which they performed 
well rather than those which they wished to study.  

11 

Emphasis on STEM That the drive for STEM was … other subjects or pushing pupils to 
take STEM subjects over others.  

11 

School Roll/Year Size The number of pupils within the school, or a year group, limited the 
subjects that could be made available.  

10 

Other   66 

 

‘Other’ reasons (66 cumulative total) affecting course choice - but which were mentioned fewer than ten times - included:   

• The need to take compulsory subjects 

• Parental pressure to take certain subjects 

• Demographics 

• The three-year BGE phase 

• A lack of physical space 

• Scottish Government policy 

• The rurality of the school 

• The cost of delivering certain subjects 

• Curriculum for Excellence and 

• The guidance pupils received, i.e. from Career Advisors 
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Annexe C 

Subject  Increase in uptake Decrease in uptake 

Accounting - 1 

Administration 1 3 

Art 3 18 

"The" Arts - 7 

Biology 2 4 

Business 6 8 

Business Management 1 - 

Chemistry 1 6 

Classics 1 1 

Computer Science 5 19 

Creative Arts - 8 

Dance 1 - 

Design Manufacturing - 7 

Design Technology 1 1 

Drama 1 4 

Engineering Science 1 2 

English 1 - 

Expressive Arts 2 8 

Food Technology - 1 

French - 5 

Gaelic - 9 

Geography - 19 

German - 2 

Graphic Communication 1 4 

History 4 7 

Home Economics - 7 

Hospitality 1 1 

Languages - 70 

Maths 3 6 

Media Studies 3 1 

Modern Studies 6 4 

Music 2 24 

Music Technology 1 - 

P.E.  3 7 

Photography 1 - 

Practical (subjects) 3 1 

Physics - 9 

Politics 1 - 

RMPS - 5 

Sciences 4 15 

Social Subjects 2 11 

Spanish 3 - 

Technical (subjects) 1 8 

Woodwork  3 1 
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Education and Skills Committee 

15th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 8th May 2019 

Subject Choices – submissions pack 

Submissions from the five witnesses are reproduced below. The Association for 

Science Education are part of the Learned Societies’ Group (LSG) and had an input 

into the paper from the LSG. 

 

• Scottish Council of Deans of Education 

• EIS 

• Scottish Association of Geography Teachers 

• Comann Luchd-Teagaisg Àrd Sgoiltean 

• Association for Science Education- Learned Societies’ Group 

We have also received a briefing paper from the Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework Partnership. 
 

• Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership. 
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Scottish Council of Deans of Education 
 

Francisco Valdera-Gil, on behalf of SCDE ML Subgroup 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

Not for languages at SCQF Levels 3/4/5. In 1989 the UK policy “Languages for All” 
was launched in Scotland, making the study of one foreign language compulsory from 
S1 to S4 ( 11 to 15 year old students)  By 2001, 99% of Scottish pupils sat a Standard 
Grade Qualification (SG) in one language . 

In 2001 there was a shift from compulsion to a four years entitlement of language 
learning in Scotland (Citizens of the Multilingual World, 2001). This report, most widely 
known as the Mulgrew Report, was used by some schools to take languages out of 
the core curriculum for S3-4.  By 2006, as a result of ‘Citizens of a Multilingual World’ 
and the notion of entitlement, uptake after S2 varied from 85% to 30% depending on 
the Local Authority (LA).  

In June/August 2013, for the first time in Scotland, students progressed   from the BGE 
phase into S4, the first year of CfE’s senior phase.  

Whilst schools and teachers have been given more agency during the BGE phase, 
new tensions and anxieties have risen as teachers only have one year to teach 
towards national courses and prepare for examination at the end of S4 in a high stakes 
exams system where accountability plays an important role. This has resulted in 
students having to take fewer courses in S4, decreasing from 8 subjects to 5, 6 or 7 
across the country in those regions which adopted CfE Senior Phase full 
implementation since 2013/14. Before CfE was implemented, most students used to 
prepare for 8 qualifications at SCQF levels 3/4/5. The unintended consequence of this 
implementation of policy has been that many schools have made the study of 
languages non-compulsory, as one subject had to be left out of the curriculum in S4.    

See below SCILT analysis 2012 to 2018 for entries below Higher. These figures 
contrast with the aforementioned 85% of S4 students who studied a modern language 
prior to the new curriculum change.  
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In addition to SCILT analysis, please see 2008-2012 SQA data trend, when 85% of 
S4 students took a certification at SCQF levels 3/4/5 in a Modern Language.  
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For Higher and Advanced Higher the situation has not been so traumatic in decline 
with CfE's Senior Phase, although it has not been positive for German uptake. There 
seems a focus in S5/6 on STEM to the detriment of Modern Languages and these 
figures are still relatively low in comparison with the school population. Please consult 
SCILT for further analysis on this.  

 

 

 

 

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? 

In our role as teacher educators we are in constant communication with school 
partners in ML departments. Morale among languages teachers seems very low. As 
aforementioned in S4, as a consequence of The Senior Phase, students’ choice have 
been narrowed.  

In some cases, due to low uptake, schools are teaching N4/5/6/7 in the same class. 
Despite teachers’ professionalism and efforts this can have a negative impact in 
learning experiences of students. Another unintended consequence of National 
qualifications at levels 3/4/5 can be the pedagogical approaches taken in Nat 3/4/5 
combined level classes in which the focus from February onwards seems to be on 
students who will be sitting external exams. 
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c)    Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in: 

I.  broad general education (BGE)? 

CfE aimed to provide a new articulation of the curriculum from 3-18, and beyond into 
life-long learning, offering a holistic approach to education and enabling transition 
between stages.  In 2010 The Scottish Government announced the “1+2” language 
manifesto, highlighting the motivational and cognitive advantages of learning 
languages and the need for Scotland to gain language skills in a globalised world to 
be able to compete in the Knowledge Economy.  The “1+2” feeds into this life-long 
holistic approach policy, as it underlines the right of pupils to learn two languages from 
primary school through to the Broad General Phase in the Secondary school (S1-S3). 
The 1+ 2 rationale is welcomed and well intended, however, in practice, from our 
extensive experience visiting schools and research, provision is very patchy.  The 
policy anticipating a higher uptake of languages at certification level in  S4 (Language 
learning in Scotland, a 1+2 approach, 2011), although this has not been the case. 
Furthermore, the policy envisaged more progression in languages towards the Senior 
Phase and finally more Higher Education graduates who also have language skills. 
This does not seem to be working either. 

In BGE students have the opportunity to study many subjects, however, at times pupils 
might not be able to gain enough depth. Some S1 and S2 pupils might have up to 20 
class teachers throughout a week, and this does not always help their learning 
experience in high school.  

II.        S4? 

Please refer to question 1 as ML has suffered because of the narrowing of choice of 
subjects, as the curriculum has moved from 8 SG for most students to 6/7 Nationals. 
When looking closer into the small number of schools which have kept a modern 
language as core in S4, it seems that a new social justice issue has emerged: it 
appears that schools with high SIMD averages tend to be the ones in which most 
students engage in the learning of a language beyond BGE.  

III.        S5? 

IV.        S6? 

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. 

In S4 the most prominent influence for the lower uptake of Modern Languages seems 
to be the narrowing of school subjects discussed. Some Local Authorities have 
adopted a Senior Phase class approach, in which students from S4/5/6 are timetabled 
together. In some cases, due to low uptake, schools are teaching N4/5/ Higher and 
Advanced Higher in the same class. Despite teachers’ professionalism and efforts this 
can have a negative impact in learning experiences of students. Another unintended 
consequence of National qualifications at levels 3/4/5 can be the pedagogical 
approaches taken in Nat 3/4/5 combined level classes in which the focus from 
February onwards seems to be on students who will be sitting external exams.  
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With reference to the social justice issue mentioned above, it is clear that schools with 
a predominantly middle-class intake have sustained language provision for the 
majority of S4 students.  

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? 

Modern Languages. Please see statistics information provided in question A 

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

European Eurodyce data shows that Scotland compares negatively with its 
European counterparts in terms of language learning. Different reports from the 
British Council and Chambers of Commerce highlight the negative impact the lack of 
language skills has on the UK economy. As a nation looking outwards, the value 
which learning languages has for the holistic development of young Scots and CfE 
aspirations, including their intercultural development cannot be underestimated.  
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EIS 
 

EIS response to the Education and Skills Committee Inquiry into Subject 
Choices 

The EIS, Scotland’s largest teacher trade union, representing more than 80% of 
Scotland’s teachers at all levels of their careers, is pleased to provide evidence to the 
Committee’s inquiry into Secondary school subject choice.  

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

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

The EIS is of the view that the structure of the Senior Phase is mostly unchanged from 
its pre-CfE design. While the qualifications themselves have changed, the ways in 
which young people undertake them much too closely resemble the experiences of 
senior students a decade and a half ago when the new ambitions of CfE, including 
those for the Senior Phase, were being articulated out of the desire to transform the 
curriculum for the better.  

Indeed, it could be argued that the current arrangement is poorer as the compression 
of qualifications at SCQF levels 4 and 5 into one year (S4) rather than the two years 
of Standard Grade (S3 and S4), has required a reduction in the number of subjects 
chosen and also a significant time pressure in delivering said courses in a single year.     
The inertia in terms of progress towards achieving the ambition for the Senior Phase 
is for three main reasons. One- an unstinting and misplaced focus on qualifications by 
government and Education Scotland as CfE was being implemented, rather than on 
support to schools in re-designing coherent new curricula reflecting the design 
intentions of the CfE Senior Phase: breadth and depth of learning, and parity of esteem 
for ‘vocational’ and more traditional learner pathways, courses and qualifications. Two- 
the rush to implement the new qualifications in 2014 before schools had been afforded 
the time to consider how to transform their Senior Phase curriculum offer. Three- the 
profile given to school attainment data from within the system itself and by external 
observers and commentators, particularly politicians and the media. 

Schools, under pressure to deliver the new qualifications in such a context, achieved 
this without detriment to young people’s qualifications but only through a significant 
explosion in excessive workload for teachers. Having battled consistently since the 
introduction of the new qualifications with short-notice changes to courses and 
assessment, only now are schools, to some extent, beginning to make adjustments to 
the Senior Phase curriculum to bring it in line with what was originally intended.  

Education Scotland and the SQA have both identified that there are modest signs of 
greater curriculum diversification. In the view of the EIS, this is not enough to account 
for the positive picture painted in the recently published School and Leaver Attainment 
and Destinations data. There is evidence within the data that Scottish Education is 
performing well by the measures set:  

• 94.4% of school leavers were identified as being in work, training or further 

study within three months of leaving school last year, this the highest rate of 

such success since 2009  

• a halving of the gap in the achievement of positive destinations by the most 

and least deprived young people, in addition to the eighth successive 
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reduction in the gap between the most and least deprived young people in 

terms of attainment of Higher passes 

• overall attainment at Higher is also an improved picture with more than 30% 

of young people leaving school with five Higher passes or better; the 2009 

figure was 22.9%  

• a strong level of engagement by young people in their school experience with 

further increase in the numbers staying on at school into S6- almost two thirds 

in total.  

The EIS would argue, however, that this is more a sign that the qualifications are being 
well delivered rather than that the overall structure of the curriculum has been 
transformed according to CfE principles to deliver these outcomes. Much more needs 
to be done to meet the ambitions of CfE and this should not be piecemeal.  

The majority of schools, for the reasons outlined above, continue to structure their 
senior curricula as per pre-CfE- i.e. around annual acquisition of qualifications. There 
has been no significant change to presentation patterns as a result of CfE. Even the 
welcome increase in students being presented for and achieving qualifications from 
the extended SQA qualifications menu, largely reflects the continuation of work 
already established pre-CfE through such means as school college partnerships. A 
combination of annual patterns of presentation across S4, S5 and S6, and insufficient 
curriculum diversification, therefore, conspire to inhibit progress in learning and 
achievement of the kind envisaged.   

To realise the vision, the EIS believes, learner pathways designed for two years of 
study from S4 towards an exit qualification, based on students’ prior learning, 
achievement and attainment during the three years of Secondary BGE, are the way 
forward. Such pathways should be creatively constructed to engage students in 
academic, ‘vocational’, and personal and social skills-based learning in a balance that 
suits their prior learning, achievement and attainment, and which is appropriate for the 
next stages of their learner journey. S6 should enable students to deepen their 
learning in some areas, diversify in others, and in so doing, acquire additional 
qualifications as necessary and appropriate to their chosen post-school destinations.  
Within such a model, National Qualifications would be undertaken for the vast majority 
of students, for the first time, in S5; only the 10-11% of students who leave school at 
the end of S4 should sit National Qualifications after one year – or more realistically 9 
months -of study within the Senior Phase.    

Where schools (only a small minority currently) have moved to curriculum models that 
closely reflect the original design intentions of CfE Senior Phase – which maximise 
opportunities for depth and richness in learning, and consequently minimise the 
amount of unnecessary formal assessment which detracts from the core purpose of 
learning and teaching- our members report positive impact on learning and overall 
achievement.  

They cite the shift to a three-year Senior Phase as being beneficial to student 
outcomes because it enables much greater flexibility within the timetable for young 
people to take courses at a level and at a point within the three years of the Senior 
Phase as most appropriate for them. For example, students sitting National 5 and 
SCQF Level 6 Units during S4 and S5, then sitting Higher in S6, or students studying 
Higher during S4 and S5, and having the option of more ‘vocational’ learning in the 
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remaining available time. There are different models in operation across different 
schools. 

Where increased flexibility within the timetable has been matched by a widening of 
achievement opportunities such as ‘vocational’ qualifications, leadership and 
employability awards, our members indicate that this reflects fairer, more inclusive 
prioritising within the curriculum offer than perhaps was the case previously when 
timetabling decisions rested often on ensuring that Higher and Advanced Higher 
classes would run. 

In scenarios in which the curriculum architecture has changed its overall shape but 
where the ethos continues to be rooted in the pursuit of maximising the number of 
Higher passes attained, the benefits to students’ learning and achievement are 
questioned by our members, particularly where it is felt that the individual needs and 
interests of students are not the key determinants of subject choice. 

Our members in schools which have maintained pre-CfE curriculum shape, report 
either no significant change or deterioration to learning, achievement and attainment.  
In these contexts, in particular, difficulties remain in relation to National 4 courses. The 
EIS has been of the view for some time that National 4 courses require to be re-
structured to include an assignment, perhaps in replacement of the Added Value Unit, 
which is externally marked and graded by the SQA. Scottish Government has 
procrastinated on this issue for over two years. 

Over-assessment persists, also. While EIS members welcomed the removal of 
mandatory units from National Qualifications, the EIS is aware that too many schools 
continue to present students for National 4 or SCQF Units in addition to presenting 
them for qualifications which include a final exam. Such practice strangles progress 
towards realising the ambition of the Senior Phase and fails to address the problem of 
SQA-related teacher workload. We welcome the albeit late-in-the-day announcement 
from the Deputy First Minister that such presentation patterns will not be permissible 
next session.  

Also, of concern in relation to presentation patterns, is the tendency in the majority of 
schools for the curriculum to resemble a ‘ladder’ of qualifications, with students 
required to sit N4 before progressing to N5 before progressing to Higher. The intention 
to enable students to ‘by-pass’ unnecessary qualifications in S4 and to deepen 
learning within a course of two-year study at an appropriately challenging level is being 
realised still only in a minority of schools. This needs to change. 

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? 

The EIS has previously argued that the curriculum in S4-S5 should be structured as 
per the Standard Grade S3-S4, with eight available options and two school sessions 
within which the associated learning is undertaken. Not all of the eight options would 
be National Qualifications, therefore time and space would be created for students to 
engage in a broader range of learning experiences- community-based learning, 
Modern Apprenticeships, Duke of Edinburgh Awards, etc. – and in greater depth in 
some, depending on course and level. 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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Schools which have continued to structure their Senior Phase curricula as per the 
Standard Grade model- S1&S2, S3&S4, and S5&S6- offer the least flexibility in terms 
of the range of pathways, with students still undertaking eight National Qualifications 
in S4. In such schools, breadth of learning, or at least a perception of it, is treated more 
as a priority than depth.  

As referenced above, this raises significant questions about the amount of teaching 
time that S4 candidates studying eight National Qualifications in one year are 
receiving. In many/most cases, teaching time falls far short of the 160 hours allocated 
notionally per course, with learning for what were originally designed to be two-year 
courses being crammed into a timescale that stops significantly short of one school 
session. This strongly mitigates against the principle of depth in learning. 

Where schools have sought to embrace the design intentions of the Senior Phase, 
members report greater diversification of learner pathways- subjects being delivered 
on a school cluster basis, and a larger number of ‘vocational’ courses, some of which 
are delivered through partnership with colleges. In these cases, timetables are being 
built around learner pathways rather than timetables dictating the pathways. Flexibility 
is further enhanced through the offer of lateral as well as linear progression within a 
curricular area, and accreditation of wider achievement. 

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

I.        broad general education (BGE) 

In some schools, the BGE offer is reduced. This is particularly the case where there 
are staffing shortages which result either in BGE courses not running at all or being 
allocated less time within the timetable. Where staffing within a particular subject area 
is limited, our members report that priority is given to staffing Senior Phases classes. 
Aside from this, difficulties arise, again, where schools treat the third year of the BGE 
as preparation for undertaking National Qualifications in S4 (as per the Standard 
Grade model), and not as intended, the final year of the BGE experience. Subject 
choice is unsatisfactorily narrowed for young people at the end of S2 as a result of this 
approach, for example, from 13 to 6, 7 or 8 subjects, depending on how many 
qualifications students undertake in S4. Worse still is that many S3 pupils for whom 
National 4 study is not planned, are needlessly sitting N4 units which are ‘banked’ 
before progression to N5 in S4. This is far from what was intended for the BGE.  

Other schools have sought to address issues around the transition from BGE and the 
Senior Phase by providing ‘masterclasses’ and other enrichened learning experiences 
that are intended to support more seamless movement from S3 and the end of the 
BGE into S4 and beyond. This is not universal, however. The EIS is of the view that 
progression from the BGE to the Senior Phase is an area that requires time and space 
for system-wide thinking and subsequent action in order to improve it for all young 
people regardless of the school that they are in.  

II.        S4? 

As previously mentioned, where schools have sought to deliver the aspirations of the 
Senior Phase of CfE, students often study 6 subjects in S4, whilst other schools remain 
fixed to the previous curriculum model with students studying eight subjects – National 
Qualifications in the main- and the vast majority of pupils sitting qualifications including 
exams at the end of S4.  
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The latter is effectively the Standard Grade model, largely unaltered from the previous 
O Level model, which was structured to enable the completion of seven or eight 
(sometimes nine) qualifications before the majority of students left school at the end 
of S4. S4 no longer serves that primary purpose. 

It is for this reason that the EIS advocates re-purposing of that year as the first of a 
two-year learner pathway that incorporates both depth and breadth of learning, and 
greater diversity of experience, with stronger emphasis on the development of 
creativity skills, as outlined previously in this paper. 
 
III.        S5  

As outlined above, the EIS believes that S5 should be the second year of a two-year 
learner pathway for the vast majority of students, and the first in which they sit exit 
qualifications. Within most current models, the range of subject choice for S5 remains 
at is was in the past but is too narrow to realise the full ambition of Senior Phase CfE. 

S6? 

This varies from context to context - some members report that the range of subject 
choice in their schools has remained the same, others that it has increased, others 
that the range of subjects on offer has reduced somewhat.  

The EIS believes that the fullest range of subjects should be available to young people 
in S6 to maximise opportunities for their progression, and to enable them to undertake 
learning at the appropriate level, and as far as possible at the appropriate stage, in 
their individual learner journey.   

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. 

As articulated in the early sections of this paper, the key driver in influencing the range 
of subject choices is strong adherence to an atomised qualifications-gathering 
approach rather than universal commitment to the creation of coherent learner 
pathways that offer more holistic learning experiences.   

Also featuring heavily in the influencing factors as cited by our members are the 
availability of staffing and school size. Staffing levels in Secondary schools influence 
to a large extent, what can and cannot be offered. What has until recently been a 
challenge relatively exclusive to particular geographical areas and affecting a minority 
of subjects, is now being more universally experienced across the country and in a 
large number of subject areas. The challenge is compounded in small schools where 
the size of the school roll, in limiting the overall size of the staffing complement, 
restricts also the range of subject specialism within the teaching staff profile. Larger 
schools can benefit to some extent from economies of scale. 

Increasingly, schools facing shortage in certain specialisms are reliant on cluster 
arrangements and college provision to maximise the options choice. Commonly, in 
single-teacher subject areas, teachers are under increasing pressure to teach multi-
level classes, this effectively amounting to multi-course teaching in subject areas 
where there is little commonality of course content across levels. The EIS has 
consistently argued that this is neither educationally sound nor conducive to teacher 
wellbeing.  
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EIS members also report moves towards the delivery of learning and teaching for 
some subjects, in order to keep them as live options, within ‘digital campuses’- a 
development which raises many questions about the quality of teacher-student 
interactions and the ability to learn co-operatively with fellow students in the context of 
learning being a fundamentally social experience. The EIS is keeping a watching brief 
on such developments.  

In some schools, parental demand for the priority provision of particular subjects, a 
broader range of subject choices and students undertaking more qualifications in one 
year- S4 in particular- has also been identified as an influencing factor. Schools 
perceive the need to maintain such curriculum architecture in response to parental 
demand and the continuing misunderstanding of employers, also, about the purpose 
of the Senior Phase and the value of some of the new qualifications, National 4 being 
one of them.  

Parental preference for their children to study STEM, and arguably the drive from 
government, in addition to more ‘academic’ subjects, has reportedly led to some 
marginalisation of Creative and Aesthetic subjects, Social Sciences, Home 
Economics, etc. in some schools. 

The EIS is of the view that system-wide efforts are needed to enhance parents’ and 
employers’ understanding in this regard. Again, we see it that the rush to implement 
the new qualifications in 2014 missed the crucially important step of educating and 
gaining ‘buy-in’ from stakeholders who are highly influential in the decisions that young 
people make about their Senior Phase options, and thereby in the decision-making 
that occurs at school level around curriculum architecture.  

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? 

This appears to be a mixed picture across schools.  
Teacher availability, of course, is critical to subject options being available. For 
example, the EIS is aware of the critical shortage in Home Economic teachers which 
has resulted in this subject being removed from the curriculum in many schools. 
The proliferation of faculties and subsequent diminution in the number of subject 
specialist Principal Teachers is having an impact on the uptake of some subjects. In 
the past, each subject in a Secondary School was led by a PT who had a role in 
promoting awareness of their subjects and of the benefits of studying them to young 
people. Increasingly, collections of subjects are grouped together within Faculties led 
by Principal Teachers who are specialist in only one of the disciplines, leading to less 
even promotion of individual subjects across the range.  

In instances where Maths is no longer mandatory at S5, members report some modest 
decrease in uptake. Maths qualifications have not been without their difficulties in 
recent years. This may be influencing decision-making. 

Other schools report increased uptake in more ‘vocational’ or practical subjects such 
as Accounting, Practical Cookery, Cake Craft, Music Technology and Practical 
Metalwork and Woodwork at N5. At Higher, Administration and IT, Computing 
Science, Engineering Science and Photography have increased uptake; whilst at 
Advanced Higher the demand for Art and Design, Business Management and 
Computing Science has increased significantly. This may be accounted for by these 
schools’ sharpened focus on creating learner pathways, or at least providing subjects, 
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that more accurately capture the interests and talents of the majority, if not all, of the 
learner population.  

In schools where there is a strong focus on STEM, and particularly where this is 
supported by parents, EIS members report decreased uptake in creative, social and 
languages subjects.  

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

Limiting subject choice without ensuring sufficient richness and diversity of the learning 
experience within the Senior Phase, and just as importantly within the BGE from S1 
to S3, is likely to impact negatively on young people’s motivation, and the quality of 
their learning, achievement and attainment.  

Of primary importance is that each school has a sufficiently diverse choice of coherent 
learner pathways which are flexible enough to prevent young people being locked into 
narrow routes; to enable the possibility of them changing their minds about the 
direction they would like their learning to take without valuable learning being lost; and 
to enable them to undertake learning at the appropriate level at the appropriate time 
in their development.   

We stress that young people should not as a rule sit qualifications in the same subject 
at a different level, year upon year. While qualifications and/ or exams in S4 may be 
necessary for those leaving school at the end of the year, this is not needed and indeed 
is an unhelpful barrier to depth and richness, and arguably greater enjoyment, of 
Senior Phase study, for the vast majority of young people -almost 90%- who remain 
at school until the end of S5, two thirds till the end of S6.  

A two-year S4-S5 approach to presentations would enable a greater breadth of 
experience and greater creativity within individual subject areas. More time and space 
would be freed up for projects and visiting specialists; interdisciplinary learning and 
collaboration with other learners; sound formative assessment practice that 
encourages young people’s ownership of their learning; extension to learning contexts 
beyond the classroom and school, strengthening relevance, deepening understanding 
and enhancing creativity; and building engagement with Modern Apprenticeship and 
other work-based programmes of learning.  

The relative freedom that such approaches would offer from the constraints of the 
traditional examination regime and the gift of time that it would give to spend on 
activities which are nurturing and beneficial to personal, social and emotional 
development, would be hugely beneficial to young people’s mental health and overall 
wellbeing, to their enjoyment of their Senior Phase experience, and thereby to their 
learning and overall achievement.   
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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. 
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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

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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S4 
  
                             
                            

                          
 

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. 
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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’. 
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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. 
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CLAS- Comann Luchd-Teagaisg Àrd Sgoiltean 
 

Gaelic Secondary Teachers’ Association 

Catriona MacPhee: Chair CLAS 

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

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 

Pupils do have the option of individuality and choice within the courses at times, 

ensuring more of what they study is real and relevant. This leads to more 

engagement within the courses so in essence, better learning may be evident. 

Overall achievement appears to many to have stayed much the same, although this 

may vary from school to school.  

There is great concern amongst the profession however (especially amongst those 

who are employed in smaller centres or in certain Authorities) that the constraints of 

studying less subjects at N5 level disadvantages learners greatly: a) when opting for 

subjects to follow to H or AH level as they have a narrower base of subjects to 

choose from than might be found in schools offering a greater number of N5 subjects 

and b) when the learners come to apply through the UCAS process for further 

Education, as there appears to be a discrepancy between what larger centres in 

central belt centres are able to provide compared to smaller centres in more remote 

authorities. This has created a geographical inequality. 

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? 

The senior phase does indeed offer the flexibility in the pathways in which learners 

can achieve their goals. Different centres frequently work with Colleges, employers 

and other partners to give relevant and engaging options to pupils. There are also 

increased courses on offer. When this all works, this is a great opportunity for 

learners. However, the greatest constraint here is staffing. This negates the positive 

effect of additional courses and pathways. It can be frustrating for some learners not 

to be able to follow additional courses or pathways when they discover their school 

may be unable to offer them due to lack of staffing. There are many schools who do 

not allow some courses to run if a threshold number of learners has not signed up for 

the class, making it no longer viable. This is especially challenging for Gaelic 

language and subjects as there are smaller base numbers of pupils who would be 

able to opt for Gaelic or Gàidhlig in the first place, based on the number who had 

BGE experience of the subjects. Some schools allow courses to run with smaller 

numbers on the basis that classes are multi-level, with perhaps N5, H and AH 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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learners timetabled at the same time. While this does ‘allow’ them to study the 

subject, it is not a good basis for challenging, deep learning.  

There are increased opportunities for learners to study courses on an online basis. 

Whilst this again allows learners to choose from a broader base of courses and 

options, it frequently does not offer the same depth of learning nor the engagement 

with the teacher/course as they might have in a more traditional class environment. 

Online courses can be a tremendous addition for certain learners (the more 

responsible, independent learners) but many teachers find that certain pupils lack 

the motivation or organisational skills to follow this as a viable long-term course 

option. It is not therefore a preferred solution to course expansion. 

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

subject choices in 

I.        broad general education (BGE)? 

There has not been any great change in what is offered in BGE, though much of this 

in most schools is offered on a mainstream English basis. Regarding GME, at the 

risk of sounding like a broken record, staffing is the biggest issue which has resulted 

in a narrowing of the subjects offered. Subjects can only be offered where there are 

suitably qualified, fluent teachers available to teach the subjects. Even where these 

teachers may exist, unfortunately they may not be employed in a school delivering 

GME. Also, when GME staff leave a post for one reason or another, the subject they 

may have taught is all too often abandoned. GME progress and learners’ continued 

learning is disrupted. More staff are needed across the board to effectively deliver 

GME subjects. More Authorities need to be aware of the value of GME teachers and 

employ them so that these teachers are used effectively according to their skills. 

Otherwise, effective GME delivery is often erratic, and on a similar note, GME staff 

are lost from GME forever when they experience how much better supported 

mainstream delivery and resources are. 

II.        S4? 

There has been quite a considerable narrowing in a number of Authorities as regards 

the number of N5 subjects that can be studied/sat by learners. This in turn narrows 

their choices for future years of further study. The situation is exacerbated by the fact 

that this narrowing is not uniform across the country, more often than not affecting 

smaller schools and more rural Authorities where economies of scale come into play. 

S5/6  See the response above which also relates to this level                

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. 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/15/3 

26 

 

There are many factors in play here. Staffing must be the most influential one where 

classes sometimes will not run even where there are suitably qualified staff on site 

due to the fact that they could be used more cost-effectively with larger classes. 

A lack of qualified teachers to teach GME subjects to higher levels is also a relevant 

factor, with enough staff to cover absences and staff relocation in an ideal world. 

Sufficient commitment by authorities to invest in the delivery of subjects to higher 

levels, to the senior phase rather than as far as just the BGE. 

Curricular timetabling issues, especially in smaller schools where staff cover is 

tighter, where subjects are up against each other eg: Gàidhlig being up against 

English. 

Perception and national promotion of STEM subjects over languages has quite a 

dramatic effect on language uptake. This is especially the case in Authorities where 

it is possible to only take 6 subjects to N5, languages suffer more than many other 

subjects. 

School size and geographical area inevitably have an adverse effect where the 

number of subjects on offer is dictated by the number of staff available in the school 

and their specialist subjects. 

Local decision-making and Authority recommendations or staffing situations also 

affect the number of staff employed and the extent to which expansion is 

encouraged or allowed. 

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? 

Changes in different schools have inevitably been evident in the cases of staff 

leaving their posts, moving elsewhere, family/maternity leaves and long-term 

illnesses. This affects the numbers continuing with subjects, understandably. 

Learners want and need continued provision. The only solution to this delicate 

situation however is for enough staff to be available to cover on supply or for new 

staff to move to areas. Again, this situation is always more difficult in more remote 

areas, with fewer, if any suitably qualified potential staff living nearby.  
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The Learned Societies’ Group  
 

Summary  
 
The introduction of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) and the new national qualifications 
has undoubtedly coincided with a narrowing of the secondary curriculum, most notably 
in S4 where six qualification courses is the most common approach. The LSG is 
particularly concerned about the implications of narrowing of the curriculum for the 
study of the STEM subjects in S4-6 in the context of providing opportunities for 
learners to experience a broad curriculum. 
 
The number of candidates presenting for STEM qualifications has declined over the 
last five years. While demographic change is a factor, the changing structure of the 
senior phase, especially the reduction in subject choice at S4, would appear to be a 
key factor. Given that the total number of Higher entries increased between 2013 and 
2018, we might reasonably have expected to see an increase in STEM entries. 
However, the data shows a decrease in the uptake of STEM subjects at Higher level 
relative to other subjects.  
 
Progression on to many STEM degree programmes is facilitated by students having 
studied multiple STEM subjects to Higher and Advanced Higher level. There is, 
therefore, a risk that reduced course options at S4 closes down both future learning 
pathways in STEM and subsequent career options.  
 
Curriculum structures within the Broad General Education will have a strong bearing 
on the extent to which learners are prepared for the qualification courses that follow. 
There is a need to consider the coherency of the school learner journey and 
progression pathways as a whole.  
 
The availability of subject specialist teachers is a key factor in enabling schools to offer 
a broad range of subjects. Computing, Chemistry, Physics and Mathematics are 
among the subjects with the lowest teacher replenishment rates. The LSG firmly 
believes that there is a need for improved data on teacher shortages and vacancies in 
Scotland in order to support accurate teacher workforce planning. The modelling that 
underpins teacher workforce planning should include a subject-specific component. 
 
A prominent issue for the teaching of the sciences is the practice of multi-course 
teaching of courses (i.e. where two or more distinct courses e.g. National 4 and 5 are 
taught simultaneously in one class). Science teachers have expressed concern that 
multi-course teaching does not allow them to fully support the needs and aspirations 
of pupils undertaking different levels of national qualifications. While the Scottish 
Government, Education Scotland and SQA recognise the challenges posed by multi-
course teaching, it is not clear what action is being taken to address this issue.  
 
Background 
 
1. The Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish STEM Education (LSG) brings together 

the learned societies and professional associations with a focus on the provision 
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of STEM education at school.1 We welcome the opportunity to respond to the 

Scottish Parliament Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into subject choices. 

The LSG continues to monitor the impact of the introduction of Curriculum for 

Excellence (CfE) and the new national qualifications on uptake of the STEM 

subjects. We are keen to ensure that learners can continue to take up and 

progress in STEM subjects as part of a broad curriculum offering. Through its 

member organisations, the LSG has links to networks of STEM teachers in 

Scotland. We are therefore well placed to contribute to STEM developments in 

schools.  We would be pleased to discuss our comments with the Committee 

should members consider this helpful. 

 
Has the structure of the Senior Phase of Curriculum for Excellence allowed for 
better learning and overall achievement than previously?  
 
2. It is not possible to provide a definitive answer to this question at this time due to 

the absence of independent evaluation of the impact of the senior phase structures 

on learning, teaching and attainment. The timing of the OECD review of the 

introduction of CfE meant it primarily focussed on the broad general education 

(BGE) phase rather than the BGE and the senior phase as a coherent whole.2 

This is an important issue since BGE curriculum structures will have a strong 

bearing on the extent to which learners are prepared for the qualification courses 

that follow. In this context, the study published last year by Professor Jim Scott 

highlights the very large range of ways in which secondary schools are structuring 

their curricula; the implication being that many of these approaches have taken 

root without a clear curricular rationale.3 The LSG believes that there is a need to 

consider the coherency of the learner journey and progression pathways as a 

whole.  

 
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education and in the senior phase, and what is the 
impact of any limitations on subject choice? 
 
3. The introduction of CfE and the new national qualifications has undoubtedly 

coincided with a narrowing of the secondary curriculum, most notably in S4 where 

                                                 
1 This response has been signed off by the LSG membership comprising: The Association for 
Science Education; BCS, the Chartered Institute for IT; Edinburgh Mathematical Society; 
Institute of Physics; Royal Society of Biology; Royal Society of Chemistry; Royal Society of 
Edinburgh; and the Scottish Mathematical Council. More information about the LSG is 
available at:  
https://www.rse.org.uk/policy/standing-committees/learned-societies-group/  
2 Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective; 2015 
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/improving-schools-in-scotland.htm 
3 Scott, J.; Curriculum for Excellence and the Early/Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: 
Lessons Learned or Forgotten?; March 2018 
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-
earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu 

https://www.rse.org.uk/policy/standing-committees/learned-societies-group/
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/improving-schools-in-scotland.htm
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu
https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/curriculum-for-excellence-and-the-earlymiddle-secondary-curriculu
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six qualification courses is the most common approach.4 This narrowing is not the 

result of any conscious policy decision. It is an unintended consequence of the 

confusion schools have experienced in interpreting national guidance on the 

relationship between the BGE and the senior phase, particularly in relation to the 

extent to which the BGE can be used to prepare learners for qualifications, given 

that the qualification courses are based on 160 hours of directed study. The LSG 

is particularly concerned about the implications of narrowing of the curriculum for 

the study of the STEM subjects in S4-6 in the context of providing opportunities 

for learners to experience a broad curriculum.  

 
4. In his report5, Professor Scott reflects that, ‘Many parents and learners […] have 

opted for either “two Sciences and a Social Subject” or “two Socials and a 

Science”’, alongside English, Mathematics and one other, which suggests a lack 

of appropriate breadth of study and may result in subjects being squeezed out.  

 
5. The Scottish Government has appropriately prioritised education and training in 

STEM subjects as necessary for growing Scotland’s economy.6 However, learners 

will make their senior phase course choices relatively early in their school careers 

(i.e. by the end of S3). At this point they may be unsure about their future career 

paths. A narrower curriculum at S4 therefore places pressure on learners in terms 

of the subjects that they choose during the BGE since this will have a significant 

bearing on their learning journey at and beyond school, as well as on their future 

career options. A narrowing of the curriculum at S4 also means that learners have 

less room for manoeuvre in the senior phase should they not succeed in one or 

more of their chosen subjects. Factors including timetabling and the availability of 

subject specialist teachers (which we return to, below), may also mean that 

learners are not able to take-up their first-choice subject selections, resulting in 

them being assigned subjects which they may not have chosen originally.  

 
6. Progression in STEM subjects requires learners to have gained the pre-requisite 

knowledge and skills required by the course. This reinforces the importance of 

ensuring that STEM subject content and coverage in the BGE prepares learners 

sufficiently for the senior phase qualifications. In this context, it would be useful to 

consider to what extent the CfE Benchmarks introduced in 2017 have helped 

support more coherent progression from BGE into the senior phase in the STEM 

areas.  

 
7. Additionally, progression on to many STEM degree programmes is facilitated by 

students having studied multiple STEM subjects to Higher and Advanced Higher 

                                                 
4 Scott, J.; Curriculum for Excellence and the Early/Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: 
Lessons Learned or Forgotten?; March 2018 
5 Scott J., 2018, Unintended or unexpected? The impact of curriculum for excellence on 
secondary school curriculum and attainment, p.11 http://dundee.academia.edu/JimScott  
6 STEM Education and Training Strategy, Scottish Government, 2017  
https://www.gov.scot/publications/science-technology-engineering-mathematics-education-
training-strategy-scotland/  

http://dundee.academia.edu/JimScott
https://www.gov.scot/publications/science-technology-engineering-mathematics-education-training-strategy-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/science-technology-engineering-mathematics-education-training-strategy-scotland/
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level. There is, therefore, a risk that reduced course options at S4 closes down 

both future learning pathways in STEM and subsequent career options.  

 
Have you experienced any changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects 
in the past 5 years?                                                                                       
 
8. The absolute number of candidates presenting for STEM qualifications at SCQF 

levels 3-5 has declined substantially over the last five years.7 Between 2013 (last 

year of Standard Grades) and 2018, Computing-related8 entries have decreased 

by 44%, Chemistry entries are down by 27%, both Physics and Biology are down 

by around 22% and entries to Maths are down by around 11%. These declines in 

absolute entries should be set in a demographic context where the size of the S4 

cohort has fallen by around 10% between 2013 and 2018. However, it is clear that 

with the possible exception of Maths, the declines in entries are not driven solely 

by demographic factors. The primary factor for the decline would appear to be the 

changing structure of the senior phase, especially the reduction in subject choice 

at S4, which can constrain the ability of learners to take up STEM courses (and 

other subjects) at the levels seen pre-2014.  

 
9. In the case of Computing, an additional factor for the substantial decline in 

presentations could be the change in the substance of the courses, with 

computational thinking and programming featuring much more prominently in the 

new Computing Science courses compared with previous courses. Given the 

substantial skills gap in the tech sector in Scotland and the ongoing developments 

in automation, the drop-off in the uptake of Computing is particularly concerning.9  

 
10. We also see reductions in the number of STEM Highers being taken between 2013 

and 2018. Entries to Higher Biology have declined by 28% over this period. Entries 

to Computing-related10 Highers are down by 21%, Physics are down by 14%, 

Maths are down by 9% and Chemistry are down by 6%. As well as the reductions 

in absolute terms, the percentage of STEM entries at Higher level as a proportion 

of total entries has decreased between 2013 and 2018. Biology has declined from 

5.5% to 3.8%, Maths is down from 11.3% to 9.8%, Physics is down from 5.3% to 

4.3%, Computing is down from 2.8% to 2.1% and Chemistry is down from 5.8% to 

5.2%.  

 
11. While changing demographics have resulted in a reduction in the size of the senior 

phase school roll between 2013 and 2018, the total number of Higher entries has 

actually increased by 4.7% over this period. We might therefore reasonably have 

expected to see an increase in Higher STEM entries. However, the above data on 

Higher entries in STEM subjects as a proportion of total entries indicates a 

decrease in the uptake of STEM subjects relative to other subjects. 

                                                 
7 SQA Attainment Statistics for 2013 and 2018 
8 Includes Computing, Computing Studies, Computing Science and Information Systems 
9 Building a World-Leading AI and Data Strategy for an Inclusive Scotland, SCDI, BT Scotland, 
ScotlandIS and RSE, February 2019 https://www.scdi.org.uk/policy/ai-and-data/  
10 Includes Computing, Information Systems and Computing Science 

https://www.scdi.org.uk/policy/ai-and-data/
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12. It should be noted that entries to Higher Human Biology increased by 39% 

between 2013 and 2018. By design, this course covers a narrower bioscience 

curriculum than Higher Biology. However, a lack of broader bioscience skills 

covering non-human biology has implications for the skills base in Scotland.  

 
13. The preceding points indicate that the main concern is the narrowing of subject 

choice in S4 and the implications this has for the uptake of, and progression in, 

STEM courses in the senior phase.  

Gender inequality 
 
14. Recent work highlights the ongoing gender disparity in the STEM subjects.11 While 

around 52% of entrants to National 5 courses in Chemistry and Maths were female 

in 2018, females account for 28% of Physics entrants and only 18% in Computing 

Science. Meanwhile, females account for 67% of Biology students. The RSE 

report, Tapping All Our Talents 2018, provides a detailed account of the issues 

and demonstrates the range of work being undertaken, including that led by the 

learned scientific societies, to address gender inequality in STEM. This makes 

clear the need for systemic and sustained interventions from the very early years, 

including the adoption of whole school approaches. Tackling gender inequality in 

STEM at school is a focus of the STEM Education and Training Strategy and we 

welcome the appointment of a new team of Gender Balance and Equalities 

Officers to help support developments in this area.  

 
What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices?  
 
15. The availability of subject specialist teachers is a key factor in enabling schools to 

offer a broad range of subjects. Teacher workforce planning is a prominent area 

of interest for the LSG, especially as it is clear that schools are experiencing 

significant challenges in the recruitment of specialist teachers in the sciences and 

in mathematics, with work showing that Computing, Chemistry, Physics and 

Mathematics are among the subjects with the lowest teacher replenishment 

rates12 and, in the case of Computing, research has shown that 17% of secondary 

schools do not have a specialist Computing Science teacher.13 

 
16. While the Scottish Government publishes annually the Teacher Census, this does 

not provide a clear picture of teacher need either in subjects or in different 

localities. The UK Government Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) reported that 

‘there is very limited data to draw on to assess the shortage of teachers by subject 

                                                 
11 Tapping all our Talents, A progress review of women in STEM, Royal Society of Edinburgh, 
November 2018 https://www.rse.org.uk/inquiries/womeninstem-2018/  
12 Report of the Teacher Workforce Planning Working Group; December 2013 
http://www.gtcs.org.uk/web/FILES/about-gtcs/dual-reg-consultation-report-of-the-twpwg.pdf  
13 Computing Science Teachers in Scotland 2016; Computing at School Scotland  
http://www.cas.scot/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ComputingTeachersinScotland-
CASSReport2016.pdf    

https://www.rse.org.uk/inquiries/womeninstem-2018/
http://www.gtcs.org.uk/web/FILES/about-gtcs/dual-reg-consultation-report-of-the-twpwg.pdf
http://www.cas.scot/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ComputingTeachersinScotland-CASSReport2016.pdf
http://www.cas.scot/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ComputingTeachersinScotland-CASSReport2016.pdf
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in Scotland’.14 More recently, the Scottish Government has started to collect and 

publish limited snapshot data on vacancy figures in local authorities and across 

subjects. However, the absence of contextual information makes it difficult to 

analyse the data in terms of subject-specific and regional based need. The LSG 

firmly believes that there is a need for improved data on teacher shortages and 

vacancies in Scotland in order to support accurate teacher workforce planning. 

The modelling that underpins teacher workforce planning should include a subject-

specific component.  

 
17. In order to ensure equity, all learners irrespective of the size and location of their 

school should have the opportunity to access all of the STEM subjects at both the 

BGE and the senior phase as part of a broad curriculum. This may require 

partnership arrangements among schools and school clusters and with college 

and university partners.  

Other related issues 
 
Difficulty of the sciences and maths relative to other subjects  
 
18. The SQA’s guidance on setting grade boundaries makes clear that the SQA has 

to ensure that it is not easier or harder to achieve the same result across different 

courses. As an example, the guidance states, “a Grade B in Higher Chemistry 

should broadly represent the same standard of attainment as a Grade B in Higher 

French.”15 However, the SQA’s Attainment Statistics show that there are in some 

cases quite marked differences among different courses in the proportion of pupils 

who achieve passes. In 2018, for example, 65% of Maths, 73% of Biology and 

75% of Computing Science and Physics candidates passed National 5 courses in 

these subjects. In comparison, 85% of English, 87% of French and 95% of Music 

and Physical Education candidates achieved N5 passes. We recognise that the 

underlying picture is more complex than these figures alone would suggest. We 

are, however, concerned about the implications of the resulting perception that the 

STEM subjects are more difficult in terms of influencing learners’ senior phase 

course choices. To ensure broadly similar standards of attainment between 

different subjects at the same qualification level, it will be important that SQA 

examines trends over longer time periods and not only year-to-year or short-term 

changes which may mask changes over time. The LSG has been discussing these 

issues with the SQA.   

 
Multi-course teaching  
 
19. A prominent issue for the teaching of the sciences is the practice of multi-course 

teaching of courses (i.e. where two or more distinct courses e.g. National 4 and 5 

                                                 
14 Partial Review of Teacher Shortages in the UK; Migration Advisory Committee; January 
2017   
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-mac-report-
teacher-shortages-in-the-uk  
15 A Guide to Setting Grade Boundaries, SQA, July 2017 
https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/A_Guide_to_Setting_Grade_Boundaries_v1.3.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-mac-report-teacher-shortages-in-the-uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-mac-report-teacher-shortages-in-the-uk
https://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/A_Guide_to_Setting_Grade_Boundaries_v1.3.pdf
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are taught simultaneously in one class). Science teachers have expressed 

concern that multi-course teaching does not allow them to fully support the needs 

and aspirations of pupils undertaking different levels of national qualifications. 

While N4 and N5 courses adopt the same unit titles, they were designed so that 

the content and learning outcomes between the levels should not overlap, making 

multi-course teaching very demanding. The issues are exacerbated when 

teaching of N4 and/or N5 is combined with the teaching of Higher in a multi-course 

class. In addition, it will be important to ensure that multi-course teaching does not 

inhibit practical work since this is crucial to engaging learners in science and 

supporting their understanding of scientific concepts.  

 
20. To investigate the issue of multi-course teaching, in 2016 the Royal Society of 

Chemistry's Education Division Regional Committee for Scotland undertook a 

survey into Chemistry teaching in the Senior Phase capturing responses from 259 

teachers. This survey revealed how common multi-course classes have become 

with 73% of National 5 classes containing students studying towards different 

national qualification courses. The most common combination found containing 

National 5 students was combined National 4 & National 5 classes. When asked 

how well students can be supported within such composite N4/5 classes, 69% 

said “not at all” or “not very well”. For Higher students, around a fifth of classes 

contain multi-course groupings. Alarmingly, when asked how well students’ 

learning could be supported in the most common combination, National 5/Higher 

classes, 99.5% responded “not at all” or “no very well”. While the Scottish 

Government, Education Scotland and SQA recognise the challenges posed by 

multi-course teaching, it is not clear what action is being taken to address them.  

 
 
Additional Information 
 
For further information about the Learned Societies’ Group, contact its Secretariat, 
William Hardie. 
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Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework Partnership 

 

 
Education and Skills Committee 
 
Briefing on the SCQF 
 
Introduction 

The SCQF has been at the centre of Scottish education since its inception in 2001. It 
has evolved over the years and now contains over 11,500 qualifications owned by 
around 300 different organisations. However, its uses go far beyond just helping 
individuals understand qualifications. It can support employers in effective recruitment 
and workforce development and also provides a means of identifying an individual’s 
level of experiential and non-formal learning. The SCQF represents quality in the 
Scottish education system and clearly underpins key government strategies focused 
on developing an education and skills system that is fit for Scotland in the 21st Century.   
 
The Framework is designed to: 
 

• help people plan their learning journeys, so as to fulfil their personal, social and 
economic potential; 
 

• enable all individuals and organisations in Scotland to: 
o understand and compare the full range of Scottish qualifications; 
o understand how different qualifications and learning can help improve 

workforce development and skills utilisation; 
o relate Scottish qualifications to qualifications in other countries; 
o use the SCQF Level Descriptors to assist with qualifications 

development and benchmarking skills and experience. 
 

• support the Scottish Government aims of fair work and social justice by providing 
tools and resources which can recognise prior learning, support progression and 
improve social inclusion. 

 
So – what is on the SCQF? 

You will probably all recognise the diagram we use for the SCQF which shows all of 
the main national qualifications which are on the SCQF, but it is worth reinforcing the 
fact that if all SQA qualifications and all degrees were taken out of the 11,500 total we 
would still have around 1000 qualifications which belong to organisations in the public 
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sector – such as health, police, fire and prisons, in the Community Learning and 
Development sector, youthwork, trade unions, professional bodes and employers. 
 

 
 
Non SQA qualifications which are on Insight – the Scottish Government 
statistical tool for school self-evaluation* 

Award Provider   Award   Level (s) 

Borders College   Developing Individual Performance in 

Sport  

(DIPS)  

The following units will also be included:   

DIPS - Practical Performance  

DIPS - Analysis and Evaluation  

DIPS - Codes of Conduct Law, Health 

and Safety   

 

Cooperative Education   Certificate in Co-operative Studies    4,5 and 6 

Duke of Edinburgh   Youth Leadership Award    5 

Falkirk Council   Falkirk Employability Award    4,5 and 6 

London Institute of Banking and 

Finance (formerly IFS)  

Personal Finance Award   4 and 5 

Lift Off   Lift Off Learning Skills    6 

Open University Young Applicants in 

School (YASS)   

Various awards - graded and ungraded    

Playback ICE   Moving on - Transition in Action    2,3 and 4 

Prince’s Trust   Personal Development Award  

Employability Skills Award   

 3,4 and 5 

Rural and Urban Training Scheme 

(RUTS)  

Motolearn Award  

BikeFix Leadership Award  

 5 

Skills Development Scotland   Certificate in Work Readiness    4 

YouthLink Scotland  Participative Democracy Certificate   5 

Youth Scotland   Dynamic Youth Award   

Youth Achievement Award   

 3,4,5 and 6 
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*In addition to the above Scottish Government Insight Team is currently working with 
organisations responsible for sports leaders and dance qualifications which are on the 
SCQF with a view to those being on Insight from September 2019 
During 2018 as part of the Insight Tariff Review the SCQF Partnership and ADES 
undertook a survey of local authorities to identify the most popular non SQA awards 
which were on the SCQF. Although we are not responsible for gathering information 
on number of centres or students, the most popular identified across all local 
authorities were:  

YASS 
The Pacific Institute Px2  
Outward bound 
Dance Leader Awards 
Dynamic Youth Award,  
Youth Achievement Award  
ASDAN  
Sports Leader Awards 
REHIS 
 
In addition, there were some programmes which were very popular which are not on 
the SCQF. These include the Duke of Edinburgh awards, Saltire Award, and John Muir 
Award. We have spent some time talking to these organisations about potential credit 
rating, but the nature of the content, structure and assessment of these awards means 
they cannot be credit rated. The other popular programme was the Young Enterprise 
Scotland Company Programme and we are currently working with YES to have this 
programme credit rated and hopefully also onto Insight before September 2019. 
 
It may also be useful to know that 93% of qualifications at SCQF Level 6 are not 
Highers. So, whilst the Higher is seen as a real benchmark qualification they actually 
only make up a small number of qualifications. Others at that level will include some 
of those indicated above along with other SQA qualifications such as NPAs, PDAs, 
SVQs, Foundation Apprenticeships etc. 

Qualifications on the SCQF but not in Insight 

There are a number of qualifications by other award providers (not SQA) which are on 
the SCQF but not identified by local authorities in the survey above but which may 
have school leaners as a potential target audience. Examples of these include: 

Award(s) Award Provider Level(s) 

 

RAF Air Cadet Aviation Practice 

Sea Cadet Achievement, Teamwork 

and Citizenship Award 

Reserve Forces and Cadet Association 5 and 6 

 

4 

Police Scotland Youth Volunteering 

Award 

Scottish Police College – Tulliallan 4 

Assistant Forest School and Outdoor 

Learning Leader 

Forest and Outdoor Learning Skills 

Newbattle Abbey College 6 

 

 

2,3,4 

Clyde Gateway: Gateway to 

Engineering 

Glasgow Kelvin College 5 

Ready for Retail Borders College 1 & 2 

Waste in a Circular Economy Playback ICE 3 
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Fireskills Employabillity Programme Scottish Fire and Rescue Service 4 

Youthlink – Participative Democracy Youthlink 5 

European Computer Driving Licence 

(ECDL) (various) 

British Computer Society 4,5,6 

TQUK Design Engineer Construct! 

The Digital Built Environment  

Class of Your Own 4 & 6 

 
SCQF and Curriculum for Excellence 

There is no formal relationship between the SCQF levels and CfE levels. The SCQF 
levels are based on an agreed set of level descriptors which were developed in 2001 
and updated in 2012. The descriptors are used by all organisations which wish to credit 
rate something onto the SCQF.  So, all SQA qualifications which support CfE do have 
a formal SCQF level where the qualification has been developed using the SCQF level 
descriptors.  

The SCQF level descriptors set out the skills a learner should be able to demonstrate 
regardless of the type of qualification studied. This gives parity of esteem or equality 
to all qualifications.  
 
SCQF School Ambassador Programme 

The SCQF School Ambassador programme was established in 2017 by the SCQF 
Partnership as a result of research which indicated that schools were not always aware 
of the range of qualifications outwith Nationals and Highers. The aim of the programme 
is to support schools in communicating the many different ways in which the SCQF 
can help learners, parents, and carers to understand qualifications, their equality and 
the many different learning pathways that can be taken by young people.  

Teachers receive initial training which is cascaded to pupils who support the school in 
messaging of the SCQF to their peers and at parents’ evenings. This has resulted in 
a number of schools looking to develop new curriculum offers and new pathways 
especially for those young people whose end goal is not 5 Highers and university.  
There are currently 63 School Ambassador schools across Scotland and the 
programme is very popular, however with a very limited staff at SCQFP we can only 
deal with a certain number of requests 

 

Aileen Ponton 
Chief Executive, SCQF Partnership 
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Education and Skills Committee 

15th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 8th May 2019 

Focus Group notes and Additional Submission from Teachers 

This paper has the notes from the focus groups held with teachers in Dunfermline on 

Monday 29 April 2019 (the notes from the focus groups held with parents will be 

published in due course).  

This paper also contains additional submissions from teachers who were unable to 

attend the focus group but wished to have an input into the inquiry. 

• Focus group notes from teacher groups 

• Additional submissions from Teachers  
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Focus group notes from Teacher groups  
 
Group 1 
 
MSP – Clare Adamson 
 
Schools in attendance – Bo’ness, Madras College (St. Andrews), Tynecastle 
(Edinburgh), Trinity (Edinburgh) 
 
 

1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think 
the range of subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at 
your school has narrowed? 

 
There were mixed views in response to this question. Some teachers reported a 
reduction in the number of subjects a pupil could study in S4. Others reported that 
the range of subjects offered in their school had widened, but that many were taught 
in multi-level classes (i.e. pupils studying for different level qualifications together in 
one class).  
 
Some participants expressed concern that more academically gifted pupils had fewer 
choices open to them. However, for those with a more vocational focus, options, 
such as foundation apprenticeships, had expanded. 
 

2. How many subjects can pupils take at S4 in your school? 
 
This question wasn’t answered directly by all participants, but a contrast was drawn 
between many state schools offering only six subjects in S4 and an independent 
school offering eight subjects. 
 

3. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in 
your school? (possible factors would be columns, school size, school 
demography, local decision-making and timetabling) 

 
Smaller schools tended to have a more limited range of subject options available, 
particularly at Advanced Higher. Some had consortia arrangements in place to allow 
pupils to travel between schools, but this was not practical in some areas (travel time 
impacting on teaching time for other courses). 
 
Participants agreed that budgetary constraints were a major factor in determining 
subject availability.  
 
Recruitment and retention of teaching staff was an issue for all schools represented. 
Teacher vacancies were increasing and the remaining staff were spending more 
time providing internal cover in subject areas other than their own. It was reported 
that in some instances this had resulted in S5 and S6 pupils not being taught, but 
instead having to work solely from course work or watching related material from 
DVD. 
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In Fife, it was reported, the funding formula for high schools was linked to uptake of 
free school meals (rather than entitlement). No account was taken of other factors 
such as ASN registers or flows of pupils from military families. 
 
A lack of knowledge and skill among staff regarding preparation of timetables was 
considered to be a significant issue contributing to a constraint on subject choice in 
some schools.  
 
A tendency to place all three sciences, or music, drama and art, in one column 
prevented pupils from selecting all of their preferred subjects in S4. 
 

4. Have you noticed 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?  

It was reported that the participation rates in modern languages had declined 
significantly in recent years. This could lead to a downward cycle as fewer pupils 
choosing a subject result in greater likelihood of a multi-level class. Experience of 
this can lead to fewer pupils choosing to continue to study the language in the 
following year. 
 
In schools which offer only six subjects in S4 it was suggested that STEM subjects 
may be less likely to be chosen if a pupil is aiming for university entry. The need to 
achieve consistently good grades at Higher in S5 can act as a disincentive to select 
“difficult” STEM subjects. 
 
Subjects which are better resourced tend to be chosen by pupils. 
 

5. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by 
doing Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How 
common is this and how is this planned with the pupils? 

 
There was broad agreement that it was more challenging to “crash” subjects under 
the CfE National qualifications system than previously. In part, this was attributed to 
the reduced number of subjects available to pupils in S4 which could then be picked 
up again in S6. 
 

6. Are there any bi-level or tri-level classes you are aware of in your 
school? If so, what subjects and levels do these classes cover? 

 
Participants reported that this was becoming commonplace in their schools. 
Concerns were expressed about the difficulty of teaching in such circumstances – 
even N4 and N5 course content and objectives differ significantly. 
 
Tri-level classes (N4, N5 and Higher) featured in some subject areas in all schools, 
but some participants reported more extreme examples. 
 
One smaller High School had between 30 and 50 multi-level classes. One specific 
example was Design and Manufacturing which in one school had five levels in one 
class. This was almost impossible to teach successfully, especially when some 
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pupils were undertaking practical work in the workshop while others were in the 
classroom. The teacher could not be in two places at once. 
 

7. Does your school use the 2+2+2 model or has it retained 3+3? What are 
the challenges and opportunities presented by each curricular model? 

 
All state schools represented had adopted 3+3. Participants reported that this had 
been mandated by their respective local authority following advice from Education 
Scotland. One exception was an independent school which had maintained a 2+2+2 
model with eight subjects at S4. 
 
Criticism of the 3+3 model included the fact that it was not possible to schedule the 
SQA-recommended 160 hours for delivery and assessment of national courses in a 
single year. 
 
There was general criticism of the decision to extend BGE to three years.  
 
ASN 
 
Participants reported that ASN support had been reduced substantially in recent 
years. One teacher reported teaching a class which included 11 pupils with a variety 
of additional support needs but without any ASN support. 
 
Other issues 
 
Significant difficulties can be caused for pupils who transfer between schools during 
the senior phase as their choice of subjects may not be available to them in their 
new school. Some subjects may not be offered, in others a class may be at capacity. 
 
Participants were keen to see a return to Experiences and Outcomes (E’s and O’s) 
on a subject by subject basis rather than broader subject areas. 
 
Technician support for sciences, ICT and other classes had declined significantly in 
all state schools represented. This limits practical lessons and associated learning. 
 
Key issues 
 
Strong general support for a return to a 2+2+2 curriculum model. BGE should be 
reduced from three years to two. 
 
A need to improve timetabling skills among staff in all high schools in order to 
prevent unnecessary rigidity and improve access to desired subject choices. 
 
Greater uniformity of curriculum design between schools across Scotland was 
considered to be desirable. 
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Group 2 
 
MSP - Jenny Gilruth 
 
Schools in attendance - St Andrew HS (Kirkcaldy) – Lochgelly – Auchmuty – Bell 
Baxter 
 
 

1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think 
the range of subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at 
your school has narrowed? 

 
There was agreement from all of the teachers that there had been a narrowing of 
subjects and subject choices in their schools. There was a feeling in particular that 
subjects such as the expressive arts were being squeezed. 
 
There is a “Magic Number” of pupils who need to be interested in taking a subject in 
order for it to go ahead. So when young people are being given a choice they can 
often end up being told there is not enough interest for it to go ahead. This can mean 
that young people end up maybe only getting 2 of the subjects they wanted. 
 
Some teachers reported that this results in young people in S3 having to plan ahead 
to subjects they will pick up in S5 because they know they will be restricted in S4. 
 
Some teachers felt that you have a situation where pupils are spending their entire 
school life working towards Highers. With one teacher quoting “You now have 12 
year olds choosing Highers, they just don’t know it yet.”  
 

2. How many subjects can pupils take at S4 in your school? 
 
This varied across the schools that were present with not every teacher answering 
but there was a variation in the number. 6 or 7 subjects in S4 being the most 
common answer. 
 
 

3. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in 
your school? (possible factors would be columns, school size, school 
demography, local decision-making and timetabling) 

 
Curriculum for Excellence has evolved since it was first introduced. At the start it 
focussed on what would work best for pupils but it has now evolved to be dependent 
on budget. The narrowing of the curriculum can rationalise fewer teachers. It is now 
subject to the money available. 
 
Teachers in the expressive arts in particular have found that when a teacher retires 
there is suddenly a situation where fewer pupils are choosing that subject therefore 
the teacher is not replaced. 
 
One teacher commented (and others agreed) that Headteachers in Fife were told 3 
years ago to make timetables “cost effective”. 
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Auchmuty High School reported that their school roll is increasing while the other 2 
schools in Glenrothes are under subscribed. Rather than realign the catchment 
areas their school brought in a private company (Saving Spaces) to look at the 
space available in the school for teaching.  
 
Bell Baxter also reported that a consultant had been brought in to look at remodelling 
their whole curriculum to fit their budget. 
 
 

4. Have you noticed 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?  

 
The teachers in the group mainly commented on their own particular subjects with 
Drama and Music teachers stating that their subject has never been viewed as a 
practical subject. Their classes had always been capped at 20 until this year where it 
has increased to 30. When it went to 30 this affected personalisation. The only 
practical way to deliver it was to have everyone doing the same thing at the same 
time like it was done years ago. The experience is then poorer for pupils and they 
won’t take it up. They then revert back to taking more practical subjects out of 
necessity. 
 
Timetabling changes reducing periods from 55 minutes to 45 minutes has had an 
affect on Home Economics in terms of available time for cooking. 
 

5. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by 
doing Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How 
common is this and how is this planned with the pupils? 

 
The main focus of the conversation in this area was around the value of these and 
the recognition of these additional subjects. 
 
One teacher commented that you can get an A or B in Nat 5 by learning how to 
answer the question but that doesn’t then equip you with the skills to cope with the 
Higher. 
 
A History teacher commented that for their Nat 5 Higher they mark the question that 
you use for assignments as well as the answer you give. So you get marks for 
whether you choose a Yes/No type question or whether it requires more of a detailed 
analysis. You can then end up with a 20 point mark regardless of the answer you 
provide. 
 
There was concern over how valuable and how well recognised Nat 4’s were 
because they weren’t formally examined. There are young people who “work their 
socks off” to get a Nat 4 but also get some who don’t do much but you still have to 
pass them, there is no distinction between the 2 passes.  Parents don’t recognise 
anything below Nat 5 and Employers don’t know what Nat 4’s are worth. They don’t 
mean anything because it is so varied as to how they get them. There is no 
consistency in verification. 
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There is no parity across subjects in terms of level of assessment. Some subjects 
are easier to pass than others. Parents have an assumption that it is just a ladder 
that you climb even although teachers are telling parents that they’ve just scraped a 
Nat 5 the parents want their kids to take Higher. There is no quality control and no 
consistency from 1 subject to another with SQA. 
 
Units would be appropriate for some kids but you don’t have to teach units any more. 
They have to get the exam but unless they have a chance of getting a 4 they have to 
do the units. 1 teacher is refusing to do unit assessments in S3 & some teachers 
being told to “bank” unit assessments and to ensure that candidates at risk of failing 
have banked the units. 
 

6. Are there any bi-level or tri-level classes you are aware of in your 
school? If so, what subjects and levels do these classes cover? 

 
One music teacher stated that in his school there was a class of 30 pupils across Nat 
5, Higher and Advanced Higher. 
 
 

7. Does your school use the 2+2+2 model or has it retained 3+3? What are 
the challenges and opportunities presented by each curricular model? 

 
Lochgelly supposed to be 3+3 but in practice is actually still 2+2+2. Other schools 
didn’t comment specifically but nodded in agreement that this was familiar. One 
teacher commented that going back to 2+2+2 would provide the best future for 
young people. 
 
They compared it to the old system of S grades which were over 3 levels 
(foundation, general and credit) and then when you go in to Senior phase you just 
have Higher and Int 2 etc so it too was sub divided. Teachers felt with this system 
there was enough ways that people could progress at their own level in a meaningful 
way.  
 
Reputation of Scottish education used to be the breadth of choice. Feels like we are 
moving towards the English model and England are now trying to move away from it. 
CFE was always meant to be about personalisation and choice. 
 
Teachers felt the answer was having a standardised education system and to stop 
allowing head teachers to have too much autonomy. They also felt there was too 
much emphasis on world of work… “Why not just educate them? Education for 
Enjoyment?” Have them focus on world of work from 16. 
 
Group 3  
 
MSPs – Alasdair Allan and Iain Gray 
 
Local education authorities represented – Fife, Falkirk, West Lothian, Perth and 
Kinross 
Subjects represented – Technical Studies, Geography, Modern Studies, English, Art  
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1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think the 
range of subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at your 
school has narrowed? 

 
Participants agreed that the number of options, particular at S4, has narrowed. 
Participants felt that the range of subjects had, however, increased. 
 
 

2. How many subjects can pupils take at S4 in your school? 
 
The schools of the participants offered either 6 or 7 subjects at S4.  
 
Those who work in schools offering six subjects in S4 stated that it can limit those who 
don’t yet have a clear post-school pathway, and that a breadth of subjects is necessary 
for a rounded education. Some participants also pointed out that the desire of some 
to take two sciences as well as English and Maths leaves every other subject 
competing for one of two slots; some schools still allow pupils to take three sciences, 
which compounds this issue. 
 
Participants also cited the retention of eight subjects in some schools as giving their 
pupils a head start, and believed that creativity, groupwork, and depth of 
understanding were being sacrificed in order to prepare pupils for exams. 
 
 

3. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in 
your school? (possible factors would be columns, school size, school 
demography, local decision-making and timetabling) 

 
The approach of senior management in schools and the use of columns to set options 
for pupils was most frequently cited by participants, with mixed views on this approach. 
Although it was recognised that it was difficult to set timetables, it was felt that this was 
a rigid approach. Participants acknowledged that the number of columns a subject 
appeared in was often linked to the number of subject teachers available to teach, and 
would only be calculated once teachers’ commitments to BGE classes were accounted 
for. 
 

4. Have you noticed 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?  

Geography, Expressive Arts subjects, and languages were all cited as subjects which 
have seen a reduction of numbers in recent years.  
 
It was also mentioned that, in one case, Geography is in a column against Maths, 
which affects the number able to take it. It was also stated that pupils can be reluctant 
to go back to study languages after a break as pupils can lose confidence in the 
interim. 
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The impact of staffing on the availability of subjects was given as a reason for this 
reduction, as well as a perception that pupils need to study two sciences in order to 
have a broad education and to satisfy university entry requirements. The reduction in 
the number of subjects being studied was cited as a reason for fewer creative subjects 
in particular, with some suggesting that pupils are leaving without any creative 
qualifications. 
 
 

5. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by 
doing Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How 
common is this and how is this planned with the pupils? 

Participants working in schools offering six subjects at S4 said that this can limit pupil’s 
choices at Higher, and that pupils would be more likely to pick up additional subjects 
in S6 as S5 was about progression.  
 
One geography teacher said that they reluctantly accept candidates for “crash” 
Highers as a result of the reduction in numbers. The teacher also said that they are 
encouraged to “sell” their subject more to pupils, although doing so (e.g. through guest 
speakers) is difficult due to the need to prepare pupils for exams. 
 
All participants reflected on the increase in pupil numbers in S5 and S6 compared to 
before, with fewer pupils leaving in S4. Some participants said that there needed to be 
better links between local colleges and schools in order to offer more appropriate 
options for subjects, but others said that offering different, vocational subjects did not 
always work because not enough of those staying on elect to take them. 
 
 

6. Are there any bi-level or tri-level classes you are aware of in your school? 
If so, what subjects and levels do these classes cover? 

Participants said the use of multi-level classes was common. One participant said that, 
other than English and Maths, all subjects they were aware of used bi-level or tri-level 
classes. 
Another participant said that they had taught quad-level classes, with Advanced 
Higher pupils sitting in tri-level classes as it was the only opportunity for them to have 
time in the classroom. Another example given was when a languages teacher had to 
teach a Spanish pupil in a French class. 
The technology teachers reflected on the teaching of different subjects or disciplines 
in the same room in order to fit them in. 
 
Participants said that there were some legitimate uses of multi-level classes; for 
example, when it is necessary to secure a viable number of pupils, usually in rural 
areas or smaller schools. Participants suggested another reason for its use was due 
to staffing numbers. 
 
In multi-level classes, teachers with pupils who are borderline pupils for Nat 4/5s have 
to deliver course content which suits both qualifications as well as giving Higher 
candidates the necessary attention for their exams. For example, an English teacher 
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spoke about sacrificing more challenging texts in multi-level classes in order to satisfy 
the needs of everybody in the class. 
 
Participants also said that, as a result of multi-level classes, some pupils repeat some 
parts of a course if they progress from National 5 to Higher and remain in a multi-level 
class.  
 

7. Does your school use the 2+2+2 model or has it retained 3+3? What are 
the challenges and opportunities presented by each curricular model? 

 
According to the participants, many schools are still trying to “shoehorn” the previous 
2+2+2 approach to secondary education into the new 3+3 approach, with some using 
a 2+1+1+2 approach where students reduce the subjects they study first at the end of 
S2 and then again at the end of S3 – an example was given of one school where pupils 
pick 9 subjects at the end of S2 before narrowing to 7 at the end of S3. 
 
Participants referred to the 160 hours required to complete a National 5 course, which 
affects the number of subjects which can be delivered in a single year. Participants 
stated that this can therefore lead to preparations for examinations beginning earlier 
than the start of S4. Some participants felt the guidance from Education Scotland and 
the SQA in this area was contradictory. 
 
Other issues  
 
National 4 
Many participants had strong views about the utility of National 4. Some participants 
said that the lack of an exam at National 4, along with the practice of “dropping” pupils 
from National 5 to National 4 following the results of their prelims, stigmatised those 
children taking National 4. Others said that the assignments for National 4 and 
National 5 can be radically different, and cited the previous model of Credit, General 
and Foundation Standard Grade exams as a better way to move pupils towards the 
appropriate qualification level. 
 
Selection of subjects 
Participants said that some subjects don’t have exams which can be attractive to 
pupils who believe that it will be an easier subject.  
Participants also stressed the role of parents in course selection and questioned 
whether some parents were providing advice on the basis of their experience in school 
and the job market they entered rather than that being entered by pupils today.  
 
Suggested improvements 
At the end of the focus group, MSPs asked participants what improvements they would 
make, and the following suggestions were made: 

• Study National exams over two years to increase the number and depth of 
subjects studied 

• Have consistency within local authorities/nationally on the number of subjects 
and the periods dedicated to those subjects 

• Return to a 2+2+2 system  

• Introduce an exam at the end of any National 4 qualification 
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• Fewer multi-level classes, particularly for larger class sizes, with no quad level 
classes 

• Prevent school senior management from moving schools in order to provide 
more consistent leadership and decision-making in schools  

 

Additional Submissions from Teachers  
 
Physics Teacher   

Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think the range of 
subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at your school has 
narrowed? 

 

Yes, it has narrowed particularly in S4 with 6 choices versus the 8 previously.  Pupils 
make some personalisation in S3 to about 10 subjects, but this is in my view not 
really any broader than the previous arrangements where choice to 8 subjects was in 
S2.  Indeed, where pupils go from 6 N5 to 5 Highers it makes their choice much 
narrower than previously when they had 5 to choose from 8.  Pupils in our schools 
are being disadvantaged compared to those in the independent sector.    
 

How many subjects can pupils take at S4 in your school? 

Six 

 

What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in your school? 
(possible factors would be columns, school size, school demography, local decision-
making and timetabling) 
 

The choice of six subjects was a local authority decision based upon the 160 hours 
and the desire to have a 3:3 model of curriculum.   
 

Have you noticed 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? 

 

There has been a reduction in the uptake of modern languages, geography and 
sciences in particular physics and chemistry.  I can speak particularly regarding the 
physics numbers since I teach that subject.  Previously in my school a number of 
pupils took three sciences about 10% with 60% taking two sciences and 30 % taking 
one science.  Now no pupils take 3 sciences and only about 40% take two sciences 
and 30% taking one science with 30% not taking any science qualification.  The 
majority of pupils taking two sciences take chemistry and biology with a minority 
doing chemistry and physics and a small minority with physics and biology.  The 
course choice options have meant that fewer are able to take physics and biology 
than previously.  Additionally, universities for high prestige qualifications such as vet, 
medicine, dentistry don't ask for physics as a higher and this leads to fewer taking 
physics.    
 

Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by doing Nat4s 
or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How common is this and how is 
this planned with the pupils? 
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S5 and S6 pupils do take N5 courses in my school. In the sciences there are fewer 
pupils taking N5 in S5 or S6 unless they have progressed from N4 or are resitting 
N5.  In the 6 years of presenting N5 candidates I have had 2 pupils sit N5 in S5 and 
S6 that were not resitting or from N4 physics.  In my Higher class I have not had one 
S5 pupil crash higher but have had about 2 per year who are S6 pupils crashing 
higher physics having usually taken chemistry and biology previously and passed at 
Higher level in these.   
 

Are there any bi-level or tri-level classes you are aware of in your school? If so, what 
subjects and levels do these classes cover? 

 

Every class I have with S4 physics pupils has been at last bi-level with some N4 and 
mostly N5 pupils.  Many of these classes have also had at least one N3 pupil in the 
class also. This is the same in the other sciences and practically every other subject 
in the school.   
I have also had Higher and AH pupils together and Higher and N5 pupils 
together.  This is less common but still affects a number of subjects especially those 
in technologies who can have AH, H, N5 and N4 pupils together despite the courses 
being totally different and one requiring classroom work and the other being 
workshop based.    
 

Does your school use the 2+2+2 model, or has it retained 3+3? What are the 
challenges and opportunities presented by each curricular model? 

 

We have 3+3 model.  I see no advantages in the 3+3 model compared to the 2+2+2 
model.  Old 2+2+2 problem disengaged learners in S2 doing a subject they weren't 
picking.  Now some pupils disengaged in S3 since they are not picking the 
subject.  Pupils take S3 less seriously that they did previously even though the work 
done in S3 is very similar to that previously done in S3 in the 2+2+2 model with the 
exception of a reduction in time for sciences compared to the previous model.  The 
National 4 and 5 courses are insufficiently articulated in the sciences to allow 
effectively teach them in the same class.  The commonality between Higher and N5 
makes teaching these courses together practically impossible with one dividing the 
time in half.  I have found bi-course teaching very stressful particularly N5/H and this 
has led to absence from work due to ill health.  With the 3:3 model both the Higher 
and the N5 courses are a two-term dash for completion.  This was the case for 
higher before but not for SG or Int 2 under the 2+2+2 model.  This pace together with 
the assessment structure has not been good for pupil health and well-being.  The N5 
courses in science still have too many things to cover within the time taken in my 
view with extra content compared to Int 2 and SG.  Teaching over two years in the 
2+2+2 model allows pupils to work on less cognitively demanding material in S3 and 
then progress to the more challenging and abstract concepts in S4.  There are also 
fewer ideas per week so consolidation and reflection on ideas is much easier.  Pupils 
could also prepare for exams with more practice than occurs at present in the 3:3 
reducing the stress and anxiety.  
 
Maths Teacher   
 
The fact that we have to teach Nationals in less time than the recommended time by 
about 25 hours in senior school, Maths manage to get around this in S4 by taking 
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time from S3 i.e. starting early.  
 
The S5 and S6 don't get this, it is just a get to the end of the course before the exam 
and usually with the less able pupils because we push the top 40/50% to do N5 in S4 
as they have a much better chance of passing. 
 
So we have the less able kids doing the N5 in less time and we wonder why we have 
a poor pass rate ? 
 
Just isn't right! 
 
 
Chemistry & Science Teacher 
 
In response to some of the questions I have come to the following conclusions.  
 
1. Introduction of CfE has narrowed option choices for National courses.  
 
As this course is a one-year course timetabling the allotted time allowance into 
periods has proved difficult. I’m fact staff are squeezing the work of 5 periods into 4.  
 
2. National course over 2 yrs (like old SG course) would have two benefits: 

i) open up the choices (8 instead of 6) 
ii) allow borderline pass students more time to consolidate learning and achieve a 
pass.  
 
3. Looking in detail at N4 course so it is not a completely different course from the 
present N5. This will help with bi- level teaching of classes. Presently, some teachers 
are having to teach two different courses in 4 periods.  
 
4. Introduction of N4 exam will give students more opportunities to focus.  
 
5. Higher and Adv Higher knock on effect - current uptake is good but there is an 
increase in students (due to narrow choice in S4) are ‘crashing’ Highers. This isn’t 
always advisable but often a necessity to obtain grades in subject areas required for 
FE / HE education. 

 

Humanities and Art Teacher  

My view is that it is not good that pupils only have 6 subjects because they are 
effectively choosing their Highers when they make their choices after BGE 
-Also doing a Higher by crash is not the best option 
- Humanities and Arts have been squeezed by the choice of 6 subjects. 
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Teacher 
  I think it is a really interesting debate and I see merit on both sides: 

• doing 6 subjects rather than 8, it is hard to argue that choices haven't been 
narrowed - it is 25% less 

• My daughter did 8 N5 courses over two years when they had a 2+2+2 
structure and it was a huge workload that she really struggled with (but then 
got straight As - so it is clearly possible) 

My main concern is that we get it right for the kids. I know your priority is exactly that 
(your views on number of courses are your own - I'm not fishing - and rightly so) so 
I'm really pleased that you are attending. 
 
 
Teacher  

1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think the range of 
subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at your school has 
narrowed? 

It has very much narrowed and continues to narrow with pressure on the 
timetable. Many of the subjects that have been removed are valuable for the 
economic future of Scotland, e.g Computer Science, Engineering Science, 
Language Provision etc. 

2. How many subjects can pupils take at S4 in your school? 

Maths, English and 4 choices. Sometimes they might get a PE qualification based 
on core PE, but this depends on the staffing and usually N4 

3. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in your 
school? (possible factors would be columns, school size, school demography, 
local decision-making and timetabling) 

For whatever excuses they give it is generally down to the number of teachers in 
that subject. If there is one subject teacher for a Science then the class size 
cannot go over 20, so this limits numbers. Students have been turned away with 
class sizes of 25 etc. The other thing is that as staffing is quite fixed it is hard to 
respond to the demands. (not that I think staff should be on temporary contracts) 
but if one year the demand was to increase the staffing doesn’t allow for this. It is 
more useful if staff are dual qualified, although it doesn’t allow for changes across 
faculties (most dual qualified teachers are qualified in subjects run in the same 
faculty) 

4. Have you noticed 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? 
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Students are much more likely to pick on the basis of what they can achieve the 
best score in rather than interest. For those subjects considered “hard” the 
numbers are generally down as the students need to make sure they pass all of 
their subjects. When taking 8 subjects there was some flexibility to not achieve so 
well in a couple and still come out with a set of grades that could get them 
employment. 

5. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by doing 
Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How common is this and 
how is this planned with the pupils? 

More students are crashing subjects but often less successfully. I’ve had students 
who want to pick up Physics this year for Higher in S6 and haven’t studied it since 
S1. The students would like to pick up subjects as often they have changed their 
minds since choosing options. When they studied 8 subjects they could usually 
find 5 to continue on to Higher. Picking up N4/5 in S5 and 6 is ok but often the 
classes are full of S4 in multi-course classes. 

6. Are there any bi-level or tri-level classes you are aware of in your school? If so, 
what subjects and levels do these classes cover? 

Yes, some subjects might have N3/4/5 H and AH in one class (usually languages) 

Sciences are often N3/4 or N4/5. 

Some subjects combine N5/ H and AH 

It is often the only way for students to get the subjects that they would like to 
study. 

7. Does your school use the 2+2+2 model, or has it retained 3+3? What are the 
challenges and opportunities presented by each curricular model? 

We wanted to run the 2+2+2 model but were told that this was unacceptable 
when being inspected. It has got to the stage that we are now allowed to start 
courses after Christmas in S3, but this has knock on effects for students picking 
up the subject in S5 and S6. 

Currently the model for education we have is broken. When I first started 
teaching in Scotland in 1989 Scottish Education was the pride of Europe. Having 
attended Science on Stage I think most EU countries have a better system than 
we have and serve the pupils better. 

I was an advocate for CfE, and I still like the idea, but it is not functioning as it 
ought to be.  

PLEASE FIX SCOTTISH EDUCATION, ALTHOUGH TEACHERS ARE 
EXHAUSTED FROM 10 YEARS OF CHANGE! 

Thank you for running this focus group and allowing me to have my say. It is 
really important that we feel we have a voice. 
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Physics Teacher  
  
1. Since the introduction of the new national qualifications, do you think the range 
of subjects and subject choices for pupils across all years at your school has 
narrowed? 

Without a doubt 

2. How many subjects can pupils take at S4 in your school? 

Six 

3. What are the factors that influence the availability of subject choices in your 
school? (possible factors would be columns, school size, school demography, local 
decision-making and timetabling) 

All of the above 

4. Have you noticed 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? 

Drop in uptake in physics, limited number of subjects means students less likely to 
choose those perceived as more difficult to get top grades in 

5. Do pupils in your school broaden their learning in S5 and S6, either by doing 
Nat4s or Nat5s or "crash" Highers in additional subjects? How common is this and 
how is this planned with the pupils? 

To some extent, although these tend to be timetable-filling “wider achievement” 
classes rather than backfilling lost opportunities 

6. Are there any bi-level or tri-level classes you are aware of in your school? If so, 
what subjects and levels do these classes cover? 

Of course, there are. Not in physics though (my own subject) as these would be 
better termed bi- or tri-course rather than level as there is no vertical integration and 
the course content is in many cases completely different 

7. Does your school use the 2+2+2 model, or has it retained 3+3? What are the 
challenges and opportunities presented by each curricular model? 

3+3. I see no particular opportunities and have yet to hear a coherent justification, or 
indeed any, as to why we have adopted this model. The students tell us (focus 
groups etc) they feel like they are wasting time in S3 and I’m afraid I would be 
inclined to agree. I am involved in teacher education and am in contact with a large 
number of colleagues from across the country and have yet to meet anyone who 
thinks that after 9 years of broad general education and with exams looming what 
the kids really need is another year of broad general education. 
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National 5 is nominally 160 hours (a quite unrealistic estimate in itself) and we end 
up with about 130 hours to teach it in S4. When I asked the DFM about this he told 
me we should be doing some of the course in S3 (which we were explicitly forbidden 
from doing according to our former head and HMI chap). What about kids who didn’t 
choose a subject in S3? What about those who move schools? 
  
The requirement for BGE means that we have chosen to mandate that all students 
study 2 sciences in S3, no more, no less. Hate science? 2 sciences. Love science 
and want to be a scientist? 2 sciences. Makes 3 Advanced highers a bit tricky. Also 
means that at least 25% of any of my S3 physics classes state on day 1 that they 
hate the subject and don’t want to be there but hate biology/chemistry more. Not 
great for class culture and morale. 
  
We also have the added bonus that instead of S3 classes with appropriately coursed 
kids doing either N3, N4 or N5 we have them all in together, trying to prepare the 
high flying N5 candidates for the exam in the same class as kids who “haven’t done 
dividing yet” in maths. Not ideal for anyone concerned. 
  
Do we need to throw the baby out with the bathwater? Not at all, there is a very 
simple solution to this fiasco (I use the term advisedly, the less charitable might opt 
for ‘national disgrace’). Ditch the BGE in S3, let kids choose 8 N3s, N4s or N5s, 
timetable them accordingly over 2 years and let us teach the subjects we are 
passionate about with time to enliven, experiment and discuss, rather than the 
perpetual race to “finish the course”. If you were to ask the many thousand hard-
working dedicated teaching professionals with millennia of experience between them 
I suspect you would receive a largely similar set of answers. Still, I’m sure someone 
at Holyrood knows better.  
  
 
 


	Agenda
	SPICe briefing paper
	SPICe Subject Choices Survey- Teachers Summary
	Submissions pack
	Focus group notes and additional teacher submissions

