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Education and Skills Committee  
Subject Choices 

Wednesday 15 May 2019 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this paper is to brief the Committee on the fifth 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; parents’ 
representatives on 1 May 2019; and from teacher representatives on 8 May 2019. 

This week, the Committee will hear from— 

• Gerry Lyons, Representative, Association of Directors of Education in Scotland 
(“ADES”); 

• Vincent Docherty, Head of Service, Aberdeenshire Council; 

• Dr Pauline Stephen, Director of Schools and Learning, Angus Council; 

• Dr Mark Ratter, Head of Education Service, East Renfrewshire Council; and 

• Tony McDaid, Executive Director, Education Resources, South Lanarkshire Council. 

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 of parents in Fife on Monday 29 April are included in Members’ papers (Paper 2).  
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. 

About the panel 

Submissions from the witnesses’ organisations are included in Members’ papers (Paper 3).   

Gerry Lyons, ADES 

Gerry Lyons is the Head of Service, Education Services at Glasgow City Council.  He was 
recently an executive head teacher covering two secondary schools in Glasgow.  His work 
in respect of the curriculum structures at his schools was mentioned by Professor Scott 
during his evidence on 24 April 2019.  He will be appearing on behalf of ADES. 

Vincent Docherty 

Mr Doherty has been the Head of Education at Aberdeenshire Council since 2014.   Mr 
Doherty had previously served as a headteacher in a secondary school in Glasgow. 

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
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12075&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Dr Pauline Stephen 

Dr Stephen is the Director of Schools and Learning at Angus Council.  She has worked at 
Angus Council since 2013.  Previously she worked for Aberdeenshire Council as its Head 
of Inclusion & Integration and is a trained Educational Psychologist. 

Dr Mark Ratter 

Dr Ratter is the Head of Education Services in East Renfrewshire.  Dr Ratter had 
previously held the post of a Quality Improvement Manager. 

Tony McDaid 

Tony McDaid is the Executive Director of Education Resources, having taken up the post in 
January 2017.  He has had responsibility for Curriculum and Quality Assurance.  Previously 
Mr McDaid was a headteacher at a high school. 

THEME 1: DEVELOPMENT OF SENIOR PHASE 

The previous system of secondary school tended to be structured in three two-year 
groupings S1-2, S3-4, and 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 continuing Broad General Education (“BGE”) and 3 years of Senior 
Phase.  Significant autonomy remains at a local level (school or local authority) in how to 
structure secondary education. 

Professor Scott argued in a paper published in March 20181 that the change to the 
structure of secondary education was implemented without adequate consultation.  He 
also argued that while the 3-15 curriculum was subject of a great deal of work during the 
development of CfE, the Senior Phase was left to the SQA which he pointed out is “a 
qualifications body rather than a curricular agency”.(p4)  In evidence to the Committee, 
Professor Scott suggested that the rationale for extending the early secondary from 2 
years to 3 years has not been set out.2   

The Committee was told by Connect and the NPFS on 1 May 2019 that there was little 
meaningful consultation with them about the structure of secondary education.3 

SQA National Qualification Courses require 160 notional hours of teaching.  Professor 
Scott also suggested that ADES initiated the move towards fewer subjects being taken in 
S4 as an arithmetical response to the time required for National Qualifications being taken 
over one year.4 

Larry Flannagan from the EIS told the Committee that the introduction of new qualifications 
was premature.  He said that initially teachers and schools sought to minimise change from 
the previous system to avoid disadvantaging the pupils going through the qualifications 
first.  This led to a continuation of presentation patterns at the end of S4, S5 and S6. 

                                                
1 Scott J (2018) Curriculum for Excellence and the Early / Middle Secondary Curriculum in Scotland: Lessons 
Learned or Forgotten 
2 Official Report, 24 April 2019, Col 36 
3 Official Report 1 May 2019, Cols 1 & 2 
4 Official Report, 24 April 2019, Col 3 

https://www.academia.edu/36163615/Curriculum_for_Excellence_and_the_Early_Middle_Secondary_Curriculum_in_Scotland_Lessons_Learned_or_Forgotten
https://www.academia.edu/36163615/Curriculum_for_Excellence_and_the_Early_Middle_Secondary_Curriculum_in_Scotland_Lessons_Learned_or_Forgotten
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12075&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
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Marjorie Kerr, President of the Scottish Association of Geography Teachers, told the 
Committee that the way in which CfE was implemented in secondary schools was 
problematic in that the BGE was implemented first and qualifications second, which meant 
that the first three years were developed without a clear idea of the end-points.  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. 

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”. 

One of the issues explored by the Committee has been the extent to which S3 can and 
should be used to prepare for qualifications in S4.  This paper explores proposed 
structures and learner journeys later in the paper. 

Witnesses told the Committee on 24 April 2019 that there was a lack of exemplification and 
guidance from Education Scotland in the early years senior phase.  Dr Britton argued that 
the implementation of Senior Phase came at a time when there has been an “evisceration 
of support at the local authority level” 5 and the capacity for local authorities to interpret, 
cascade and feedback on national policy has “largely gone” 6. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• How involved ADES and individual local authorities were in developing the 
national policy on secondary school structure. 

• The rationale for a 3-3 structure and how well this was and is understood by 
local authorities, schools, teachers and parents. 

• Whether the panel considers that the introduction of new National 
Qualifications was rushed and, if so, what impact this has had on 
presentation patterns and attitudes towards the Senior Phase. 

• The extent to which the panel thinks that BGE prepares young people to take 
National Qualifications, particularly National 5, in one year in S4.  Whether 
articulation between BGE and Senior Phase has improved in recent years. 

• Whether the panel agrees that local authorities have lost capacity to interpret, 
cascade and feedback on national policy.  The role of Regional Improvement 
Collaboratives in this respect.  

                                                
5 Official Report, 24 April 2019, Col 24 
6 Official Report, 24 April 2019, Col 20 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11680
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
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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THEME 2: CHANGES IN THE OFFER IN UPPER SECONDARY 

As discussed above, the intention is that secondary education is essentially split into two 
parts, a continuation of BGE from S1 to S3 and the Senior Phase from S4 to S6.  Some 
schools however retained a 2-2-2 structure, simply replacing the two-years directed at 
achieving Standard Grades with two years aimed at achieving National Qualifications at 
the same level (SCQF levels 3-5).  Furthermore, young people may leave school at 16 and 
many do so by the end of S5.  Leavers may choose to continue education in Further or 
Higher Education or continue to training or work. 

Professor Scott provided  the Committee details of his research which showed that this 
year around 50% of schools offered six choices (including Maths and English) in S4, 
around 40% offered seven choices and around 10% offered eight.  Under the previous 
system, the norm was that around eight Standard Grades be studies across S3 and S4.  
Professor Scott notes in his submission that “pre-CfE S4 pupils did not all do 8 courses: 
some schools offered only 7 and many less able pupils in many schools were permitted to 
take 7, 6, 5 or, in a few cases, fewer subjects.”  Nonetheless, he estimates that structural 
changes have led to around 15% of the fall in the number SQA courses taken at SCQF 
levels 3-5.7 

The policy intention is that Senior Phase be considered as a three-year phase, with young 
people working towards building a “portfolio of qualifications”.  As such, while the debate 
around subject choices has been in relation to the number of choices in S4, the Scottish 
Government argues that the relevant metric should be the number of qualifications gained 
upon leaving school. 

Some commentators nonetheless argue that number of subject choices at S4 remains 
important as there is a risk of narrowing learning too early.  Also, the choices at S4 can be 
a strong factor in the choice of courses in S5 and beyond and this choice is particularly 
narrowed for those that have 6 choices or fewer and do not achieve the qualification in one 
or more of those subjects.  Furthermore, around 10% of pupils leave after or during S4. 

The proportion of young people staying at school past S4 is increasing.  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 but 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 2018.8 

The local authorities appearing at the Committee have taken varying approaches.  East 
Renfrewshire has kept eight subjects in S4 as the norm.  In Angus and Aberdeenshire, the 
norm is six.  It is unclear whether South Lanarkshire’s schools take a consistent approach 
in this regard. 

Local authorities’ responses to the Committee were positive in relation to how their offer in 
upper secondary has developed in line with both CfE and the Developing Scotland’s 
Young Workforce policies.  The submissions refer to a broadening of the vocational offer 
within schools and through partnerships.  For example, South Lanarkshire Council’s 
response said— 

                                                
7 Professor Scott calculates the total fall in the number of SQA courses taken at these levels as 25.5%, i.e. 
the fall in entries is higher than the impact of structural changes to presentations in S4. 
8 Statistics based on Pupil Census.  This takes a snapshot of pupil numbers in September. 
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“The introduction of Curriculum for Excellence has resulted in improved outcomes 
for young people. The range of qualifications and opportunities for young people 
has increased; the breadth of provision, particularly for young people who do not 
intend to access Higher Education has improved; the level of vocational activity, 
including supported activity for more vulnerable learners, has increased; the 
inclusion and involvement of young people in decision making around their chosen 
pathways has increased and young people are more aware of their own personal 
development in the context of skills for life, learning and work. As a result, 
attainment levels have improved, stay-on rates have improved and more young 
people than ever leave to positive destinations.” 

Aberdeenshire Council echoed these comments and stated that the choice “available now 
is greater than it was pre-CfE”.  Aberdeenshire Council also stated that its schools are 
building timetables around individuals learner journeys and are able to pick up subjects in 
S5 or S6 that they did not take in S4.  Angus Council noted that S4 leavers should have a 
specific focus.  It said— 

“Careful consideration needs to be given to S4 leavers to ensure that literacy and 
numeracy qualifications alongside a range of other qualifications can be offered.” 

Another feature highlighted by local authorities was the extent to which schools collaborate 
with other schools, and further and higher education providers.  The Committee’s survey of 
secondary schools asked about this issue and almost every school9 that responded 
collaborated with colleges and/or other education providers to deliver courses in Senior 
Phase. 

Some local authorities seek to support this collaboration through aligning schools’ 
timetables.  Angus Council’s submission stated— 

“Our Senior Phase offer is designed in collaboration with Dundee and Angus 
College and, where possible, local employers.  We have established an agreed 
strategy involving all 8 secondary schools which has common days for college-
based learning or indeed Foundation Apprenticeships to be delivered in host 
schools.” 

South Lanarkshire Council stated that “the range of choices in schools and the pathways 
available are developed as a balance between the needs of young people and availability 
of resources to deliver them.”  It also highlighted the use of colleges and consortia 
arrangements as a way to enhance the offer by “pooling resources”.  It continued— 

“It is recognised that factors such as school size, location, demography and the 
local employment market can impact on the demand for particular 
courses/programmes and each school is able to offer a curriculum that reflects its 
own context. It is recognised that this can cause specific challenges for smaller 
schools and for rural schools, as has always been the case.” 

Aberdeenshire Council also noted that school size can impact on the range of subjects 
offered and that rurality can make collaboration with colleges or other schools impractical.  
Aberdeenshire Council noted that some schools are sharing teaching staff, but 
nonetheless it said “staffing, to a large extent, influences what can or cannot be offered”.  

                                                
9 Aside from one large independent school. 
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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 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. 

Where there are fewer choices, this can lead too few young people choosing a course to 
allow the course to be run.  The Committee has heard that one response to this can be an 
increase in multi-level teaching, which can, however, present pedagogical challenges.  The 
Royal Society of Edinburgh argued that multi-level teaching is problematic in the sciences; 
William Hardie from the RSE said— 

“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.”10 

Another suggestion to support a breadth of choice, is the greater use of technology, for 
example e-Sgoil which supports subjects in GME. 

Professor Scott argued that attainment in S4 should be routinely published.  He argued 
that data on attainment of at least 5 qualifications at levels 3, 4 and 5 would support better 
understanding of: learners’ journeys and attainment patters; schools’ attainment patterns; 
and the impact of local authorities’ mandated curricular structures.  He suggested that 
these should be in addition to leavers’ statistics.11 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• The reasons for having, or not having, local authority-wide policies on the 
number of subjects taken in S4. 

• How S4 leavers needs are specifically addressed through the local 
authorities’ school curricular models. 

• Where schools offer flexible learner journeys, how this is this planned with 
young people and parents across three years.  What challenges does this 
present. 

• To what extent increased vocational opportunities and collaboration with 
colleges has been a result of the introduction of Senior Phase.  Has this been 
a result of other policy initiatives or a continuation of pre-existing practice. 

                                                
10 Official report 24 April 2019, Col 10 
11 Official Report, 24 May 2019 and personal communication. 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
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• How school size, location and demography impact on choices available and 
how the local authorities work to ensure equity of access to education and 
wider curricular experiences. 

• The reasons for entries in some subjects falling and how these subjects can 
be maintained. 

• Whether data on attainment at S4 should be published. 

THEME 3: SUPPORT, RESPONSIBILITY, AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

As noted above, on some areas, the number of options available in S4 is mandated by 
local authorities while in others, it is the school that decides.  However, it would appear that 
in most cases there is some local autonomy or variation at a school level of what is offered 
to pupils. Aberdeenshire Council’s submission stated— 

“Schools have the freedom to design the curriculum to suit the needs of their pupils. 
Authority guidelines were produced and agreed by Head Teachers, but within these 
there is flexibility to tailor the offer to the community the school serves.” 

In his submission, Professor Scott questioned whether there was sufficient expertise at a 
school level to support decision making on curricular design.  He said— 

“Those whose role is to provide each individual learner with appropriate learning 
experiences (e.g. schools, colleges, universities), must therefore be cognisant of the 
hierarchy of needs [of the learner, their family, and wider society] and must find 
means of incorporating this in their curricular structures, qualifications presentation 
policies and support mechanisms. This is not a simple task. It is further complicated 
by the fact that not all headteachers or other school curricular managers have the 
same background or expertise in the development of curricular structures, or of the 
theoretical and practical factors which influence such structures.” 

A theme of some responses to the Committee’s work has been a lack of direction or 
support to schools or local authorities to make well-informed decisions on curriculum 
structures.  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.” 12 

The SYP’s submission recommended that young people play a “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.”  Joanna Murphy 
from NPFS told the Committee that— 

“Across the board, parents are not involved enough in subject choices or the overall 
curricular development of the school, and they are not involved enough in their own 
children’s choices.” 13 

                                                
12 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 10 
13 Official Report 1 May 2019, Col 18 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12058&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12075&mode=pdf
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However, Ms Murphy also stated that parents are not informed about the changing 
approach to school education.  She said— 

“Across the curriculum, parents’ experience is that they do not know what is 
happening, so they do not understand how it works. They do not know whether it is 
good or bad—they just do not know about it at all.” 14 

Education Scotland told the Committee that decisions on curriculum structures should be 
taken locally.15  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.”  

While schools have autonomy, the extent to which this is constrained by local authority 
agreements may differ.  For example, this could be in terms of the numbers of subjects 
offered in S4, or Angus Council’s common days for colleges to support collaboration.  A 
recent ‘Think Piece’ published by ADES reflecting on education reforms argued that the 
education system should seek to develop “collective responsibility” rather than “individual 
accountability”, in other words there should be a shared responsibility for decisions which 
are made collectively which, it is argued, will promote a culture of improvement.  Dr Britton 
told the Committee on 24 April— 

“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.” 16 

The Committee has also found that autonomy in terms of curriculum structures and the 
number of subjects available can be constrained by external factors.  These factors have 
included the availability of teachers, timetabling pressures, size of rolls, and pupil 
preferences. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What are the roles of national agencies, local authorities and schools in 
deciding upon curriculum structures? 

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

• How the wider school community is involved in decisions on curricular 
structures.  How well do parents understand the approach to Senior Phase. 

• Whether there is a tension between autonomy at a school level and other 
goals such as collaboration, breadth of offer and equity.  

                                                
14 Official Report 1 May 2019, Col 2 
15 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 6 
16 Official Report 24 April 2019, Col 6 

https://education.gov.scot/scottish-education-system/senior-phase-and-beyond/Senior%20phase
https://education.gov.scot/scottish-education-system/senior-phase-and-beyond/Senior%20phase
https://t.co/xjQTMSOOz7?amp=1
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12075&mode=pdf
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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• Given limited information and varying responsibilities, how local communities 
can hold decision-makers accountable for the curriculum offer of their local 
school(s). 

THEME 4: Achieving THE GOALS OF CURRICULUM FOR EXCELLENCE 

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 
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.” 

Larry Flannagan from the EIS identified three aims of CfE and the Senior Phase: 

• Maintaining breadth of learning; 

• Depth of learning; and 

• Parity of esteem between vocational and academic learning. 

The Committee undertook a survey of secondary schools in Scotland and asked about 
breadth and depth.17  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 of learning.   

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. 

As discussed above, how breadth is measured is contested, with some suggesting that the 
Senior Phase as a whole allows for more breadth and others arguing that the number of 
presentations in S4 is important as the base for future learning and qualifications, or 
indeed the end-point of school qualifications for some. Previous briefing papers have set 
out national trends of leavers’ attainment which, on several measures, show improvement 
over time.18  One exception is the percentage of leavers attaining 5 passes or more at 
SCQF Level 3 or better; this has fallen from a recent high of 94.3% in 2012/13 to 89.0% in 
2017/18.  

                                                
17 Breadth and depth were defined in this question as follows: depth as being the highest qualification gained 
and breadth being the number of subjects. 
18 Meeting papers on 1 May 2019, (pdf page 12 &13) 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/btc3.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190501ES_Meeting_papers.pdf
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Over the past two weeks, the Committee has discussed the impact of curricular changes 
on S4 leavers (c10% of the school roll).  Larry Flannagan from the EIS said that schools 
should be involved in planning a young person’s Senior Phase learner journey at the end 
of S3, whether or not this would take place wholly in the school.   

In November 2018, the IPPR published a report, The future is coming: ready or not? This 
recommended that targets should be set that by 2025, everyone below the age of 21 
should be in training (including in-work training) or education.  As part of this, the IPPR 
recommended a new compulsory skills participation age of 18. (p37) 

The Scottish Government’s leavers’ statistics provide information of immediate 
destinations for young people broken down by the stage at which they leave school. Below 
is a chart showing this data for leavers in 2017/18. 

 

Source: Scottish Government, Attainment and Leaver Destinations, 2017/18.  Employed includes Modern 
Apprenticeships. Other positive includes Activity Agreements, training and voluntary work. Other destinations 
include unemployed seeking, unemployed not seeking and unknown. 

The EIS’ submission 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.” 

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”.19 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— 

                                                
19 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 3 

https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/the-future-is-coming
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf


 11 

“[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.” 

The pressure on timetables of allocating 160 notional hours of learning for each subject in 
a single year has been the main factor identified in reducing the number of subjects an 
individual can take in S4.  Education Scotland clarified that learning earlier in a young 
person’s schooling could count towards these notional learning hours.  As noted above, 
the SQA’s expectation is that an individual would have reached the prior CfE level before 
embarking on a National Qualification; for example, she would have reached CfE level 4 
before starting a National 5. 

The Committee took evidence from the Scottish Association of Geography Teachers and 
the EIS on 8 May 2019.  Both the SAGT and EIS are critical of 1-year qualifications taken 
in S4 being the norm and the impact on narrowing choice and breadth and depth of 
learning.  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”.  Both the SAGT and 
EIS argue for two-year courses leading to around eight initial qualifications.  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 but with flexibility where this is appropriate.  The 
EIS highlighted the curricular structure of Hillhead Secondary School in Glasgow (c1000 
pupils and 30-35% in SIMD20 postcodes) as following this example and providing a variety 
of pathways with a mix of one- and two-year courses.  

A recent paper to Glasgow City Council’s education Committee, presented by Mr Lyons, 
gave case-studies of schools’ curricular structures.  One was St Andrew’s Secondary 
School (c1750 and 80% SIMD20 postcodes) which has three pathways: a Two-year 
pathway working toward six Highers and, in S4, a column for “Personal Achievement” 
(taken by around 23% of pupils); a Core Pathway with seven subjects in S4 and five in S5 
(67% of pupils); and employability pathway with five subjects in S4, plus links to colleges 
and “employability/interpersonal skills/career and financial management” (10% of pupils).  
This paper stated— 

“The regular, rigorous tracking of pupil progress is central to the success of the 
senior phase. This ensures that there is clarity about the progress of young people 
across the school and there is prompt intervention in response to issues. Decisions 
can be made about adjustments to a young person’s curriculum in discussion with 
parents and the young person. This has ensured that young people remain in 
courses which give them the best possible chance of success at the highest level 
and are given optimal support in all aspects of them.” 

Larry Flanagan noted that, in his experience at Hillhead, he would need to explain two year 
pathways and bypassing National 4s and 5s to parents to ensure buy-in.  Joanna Murphy 
told the Committee that it can be “difficult for parents to understand the differences [from 
their own experience of school] and see the benefits”.20 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether the implementation of Senior Phase is meeting the ambitions of 
Curriculum for Excellence. 

                                                
20 Official Report 1 May 2019, Col 3 

http://www.glasgow.gov.uk/CouncillorsandCommittees/viewSelectedDocument.asp?c=P62AFQDN0G2UZ3T1DX
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12075&mode=pdf
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• How decisions on the number of subjects taken in S4 balance breadth and 
depth of learning. 

• Whether an increased focus on vocational learner journeys has impacted on 
the uptake of more traditional subjects.  If so, what should be the policy 
response? 

• The panel’s views on a compulsory skills participation age of 18 and how this 
might impact on planning learner journeys across the Senior Phase. 

• The panel’s views on two-year pathways.  The barriers to offering a mix of 
one-year and two-year learner journeys across S4 and S5, particularly for 
smaller or rural schools. 

• The panel’s view on returning to a 2-2-2 structure of secondary education. 

• How well parents, employers and higher education institutions understand 
value the different learner journeys young people may take.  What impact, if 
any, this has on curriculum structures. 

Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
10 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 
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Education and Skills Committee 

16th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 15th May 2019 

Subject choices inquiry 

Parent Focus Group notes 

The notes from the focus groups held with parents in Dunfermline on Monday 

29 April 2019 are attached below.  

• Parent focus group 1 

• Parent focus group 2 
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Parents focus group 1 
 
Attendees 
Clare Adamson MSP (Convener) 
Alasdair Allan MSP 
6 parents 
 
Timetabling - columns 
When asked whether their children had the opportunity to take the subjects they 
wanted to choose, one parent with four children suggested over time the 
choices available appeared to be getting worse. For example, her third was not 
able to take a modern language due to a timetabling issue. She added some 
university offers are predicated on highers being taken in the one year for 
certain courses, for example at St Andrews University and the University of 
Edinburgh. The timetabling issue was echoed by two other parents in the group, 
including where the school roll is lower than other secondary schools (800). 
One suggested it was ‘the luck of the draw’ if your child could or could not take 
their preferred subjects. Two parents suggested the columns had worked well 
for their children who could take the subjects they wanted. 
 
There being ‘no scope’ for young people to change their mind and change 
course was also raised. For example, one parent cited her son who needs 
geography for his current plans for his future career so he has had to drop the 
chance to take music / a second language and other choices to ensure he can 
take geography (as a result of the column system). One parent suggested 
languages, music and arts subjects were being dropped to enable young 
people to take sciences to try to keep their options open in future. Another 
parent suggested in modern applications young people need something that 
sets you apart from other applicants and that can be subjects like ICT or a 
modern language in addition to the subjects they need for their course. 
 
One parent suggested some of his friends were taking their children out of state 
school and sending them to private school to ensure they could take 8 subjects. 
He suggested allowing N5 in S3 and highers in S4 to enable students to take 
more subjects under less time pressure. 
 
Crash highers 
Being able to take crash highers was one way of changing tack that was 
mentioned, one person’s daughter was taking a crash higher in biology. Another 
young person was taking chemistry which was described as ‘playing catch up 
to plug the gap’ by their father. 
 
Languages 
It was highlighted that picking up a subject later in the senior phase after a gap 
was not an option with a language, one young person had dropped languages 
in S2 and now felt unable to pick a language up again later in the senior phase. 
Another young person had taken a crash higher to pick up a subject again but 
their mother suggested it was the hardest studying they had ever done and 
were unsure if they would pass. Another young person taught themselves 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/16/2 

3 
 

French higher in S6 with very limited teacher support as they could not take it 
within their 6 subjects. 
 
Local authority decision making 
It was noted that in Fife 6 was the maximum number of subject choices for 
secondary schools and this was set by the Council.  
 
Teacher shortages 
Teacher shortages were also cited as impacting on subject choice, for example 
a lack of any ICT / business studies teachers in certain schools. This was raised 
again at the end of the session by a number of parents when asked whether 
there were further key points they wished to cover or re-emphasise. One parent 
who is also a teacher suggested their school tries its best but faces big 
challenges as departments are stretched due to recruitment problems which 
ultimately effects the children in that school. It was noted teacher shortages is 
not a Scotland specific issue. One parent suggested the number of DHT acting 
up to the HT role was an issue if there is great emphasis on the importance of 
the HT role. 
 
Multi-level classes 
Two or three classes being taught together in a dining hall was one example of 
approaches being taken due to teacher shortages. Another parent who was 
also a teacher suggested they were unaware of N3 to N5 in the same class but 
not N5 and higher together. Another suggested they were aware of this 
happening in all subjects except maths but that this was not a new practice, 
although they suggested it is more common now. One parent cited drama and 
other classes being taught with N5 and higher in the same class. Lessons 
‘falling through’ because of a lack of lab technicians was also raised. 
 
Travelling to take subjects 
One parent mentioned their child was taken by bus to college to take an 
apprenticeship but had to miss 50% of his maths lessons as a result and is 
expected to catch up on that missed learning himself by getting notes of lessons 
from a friend. Two other parents cited their children missing bits of certain 
subjects to accommodate taking other subjects they had to travel to, such as at 
another high school. 
 
Technology 
One parent asked when technology would be used to teach more subjects such 
as maths to save travel time and cited some best practice examples. They 
suggested that this approach needn’t be contained to rural and island schools. 
One of the members suggested a lack of support staff in schools can limit the 
capacity to do this. 
 
Outcomes for young people 
One parent suggested the headteacher at their school was very passionate 
about Developing the Young Workforce and other parents suggested they were 
more aware of career choices than previously including Skills Development 
Scotland coming to parents’ evenings and making parents feel more involved. 
There was support for pathways other than the traditional ones being 
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developed. It was noted that outcomes can depend on how driven the individual 
young person is. 
 
Timing of choices 
It was suggested there is a big difference between narrowing choices at the 
age of 13 when it was hard to expect a young person to have clarity on future 
career and narrowing choices at 16.  
 
Regional Improvement Collaboratives 
One parent questioned the approach of having large areas in one collaborative 
asking why Shetland and Campbeltown are in the same RIC and suggesting 
there was no commonality with different areas in the same RIC. Two parents 
who are also teachers suggested the boundaries can feel quite arbitrary. 
Another parent suggested RICs can focus on key relevant issues such as 
literacy and numeracy. RICs one parent suggested were not the answer to 
generate innovation, it was more to do with seeking out schools with features 
in common with yours to learn from irrespective of where in Scotland they were. 
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Parents focus group 2 
 
Attendees 
Iain Gray MSP 
Jenny Gilruth MSP 
7 parents 
 
Timetabling - columns 
One parent raised issues faced by their child in selecting the subjects they 
wished to study at Higher as a result of the column structure, and the restriction 
on pupil numbers for a Music class. These issues have not been resolved and 
the pupil is now only taking four subjects with several free periods every week 
with no class.  
 
Another parent said their child couldn’t do both English and Art because of the 
column structure, and had to take Art in S6 instead, while another reported that 
some pupils had been allowed to give up compulsory classes (e.g. PSE) in 
order to take an extra National 5. 
 
A parent raised the issue of other local schools offering 8 or 7 subjects in S4 
while the school attended by their child only offered 6. Another parent 
mentioned decisions in some authorities to reduce school hours to four and a 
half days a week, suggesting this was to save money but with the consequence 
that columns and subjects would be further reduced. 
 
One parent, whose child could sit 7 subjects in S4 and 5 at Higher, said that 
subject choices were more of an issue for those who know what they want to 
do at university and are aware of the courses they need than for pupils who are 
still unsure of their future. 
 
Parents felt that choosing six subjects in S4 was not broad enough whereas 
seven was, as it gave pupils more choice for dropping down to 5. Some parents 
thought there should be a minimum number but were unsure what this number 
would be and who should set it.  
 
Crash Highers 
One parent said that it was difficult to take crash Highers at their child’s school 
as a National 5 was considered a prerequisite for some subjects.  
 
Multi-level classes 
Parents referred to the “magic number” of pupils required for classes to return 
as a reason for multi-level classes but said that this number varied from school 
to school. Parents suggested teacher numbers contributed to this as 
justification is needed for 5-6 periods a week for any class, with one parent 
mentioning that an Advanced Higher Drama class of roughly 15 pupils couldn’t 
run due to the lack of a teacher and another stating that Engineering is a mix of 
National 5 and Higher. 
 
One parent said that effect of multi-level classes is to bring the top down rather 
than the bottom up as pupils who need the most help are given more time than 
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those at the top of the class. Another said that the dynamics within different 
years are different and this is carried into multi-level classes. 
 
Travelling to take subjects 
Some schools timetable half days to allow pupils in the Senior Phase to do 
courses at college, placements, or travel to other schools to study subjects. 
One pupil travels by taxi to a school a 45-minute drive away for a course. 
 
Timing of choices 
Parents reported children making choices in S2 because they start National 
courses towards the end of S3 to fit everything in and drop a couple of subjects 
over the course of S3. Parents also raised the difficulty for pupils in selecting a 
subject when they take one subject in S1 and another in S2 and then have to 
choose between them (eg Geography and History). 
 
Outcomes for young people 
Parents felt that there are now many different ways to progress rather than just 
one route, and that there are definitely more choices now than there were 10-
15 years ago. 
 
Parents questioned whether pupils now felt pressure to stay on beyond S4 
whereas in the past more pupils would leave at the end of S4 and questioned 
whether this was due to pressure from parents, the job market or the school 
they attend.  
 
Parent involvement 
Most of the parents felt that there could be more consistent information offered 
by schools and local authorities, and that parents have to go to the teachers 
time and time again to find out information. One parent said that it’s the usual 
suspects who attend information evenings rather than those who may benefit 
most from turning up, with others stating that parents tend to get involved when 
something has gone wrong. Parents also referred to the pressures faced by 
their children and how much the school system and curriculum has changed. 
 
Regional improvement collaboratives 
One parent suggested that small Regional Improvement Collaboratives for 
parents and clusters of parent councils in local authorities could help with 
sharing knowledge; the differences within local authorities can be huge but not 
all parents are aware of this. 
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Education and Skills Committee 

16th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 15th May 2019 

Subject choices inquiry 

Submissions pack  

Submissions from four of the five witnesses are reproduced below. These were 

provided in response to targeted letters to each local authority in Scotland to ask for 

their responses to the Committee’s call for views. All of the submissions received can 

be read here. 

• Aberdeenshire Council 

• Angus Council 

• East Renfrewshire Council 

• South Lanarkshire Council  

  

https://parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Aberdeenshire Council  
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed 

for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

Because the Senior Phase combines S4/5/6, this has created far greater timetable 
flexibility, and has ensured that pupils of all abilities are able to access courses 
which help them progress their learning.  Prior to CfE, the S5/6 timetable catered 
mainly for the most able, concentrating as it did on ensuring that Higher and 
Advanced Higher classes could run.  Now, increasingly, pupils in the senior phase 
can access courses from Level 4 up to Level 7 at the time which is most 
appropriate to them.  The greater flexibility of the timetable has been matched by 
increasing option choice: alongside traditional courses, schools now offer wider 
achievement opportunities ranging from vocational qualifications to leadership and 
employability awards, many of which are also certificated, and courses offering 
different types of work-related learning. 

 
While the curriculum offer has been changing, examination performance has held 
up, continuing to improve steadily, as before. 

 
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 do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the 
Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of subjects available 
and the depth of pupils’ learning? 

 
On a superficial level, some people have criticised CfE because in schools – and 
authorities – which have remained true to the principles of CfE, pupils in S4 mainly 
study for 6 instead of 8 qualifications.  Schools have, however, been creative in 
planning the S4 curriculum to allow pupils, on occasion, to achieve 7 
qualifications, and where it has been in the best interests of young people, they 
have also been helped to follow the most appropriate learning pathway, with study 
of Higher, for example, in S4, or AH in S5.  Schools are building Senior Phase 
timetables around learner pathways so that if pupils have not been able to take a 
qualification in one year, it will be available to them in the next.  In this way, pupils 
can consolidate and deepen or broaden their learning at one level by moving 
sideways to pick up other subjects within a curricular area, rather than having to 
move upwards, to the next level.  Pupils are therefore able to progress at a level 
and a pace which best suits them. 

 
Building a college offer into the timetable has expanded the number of vocational 
qualifications on offer, and for some pupils has increased their overall attainment 
because they have been supported into courses which are more relevant to them 
or to their preferred way of learning.  Schools are also offering a wider range of 
qualifications, and finding ways of accrediting wider achievement activities which 
pupils have time within their timetable to participate in.   

 
The choice offered to pupils now is greater than it was pre CfE when in the main, 
the courses offered were those designed to ensure pupils heading for Higher 
Education were appropriately catered for.  Now there is a far greater emphasis on 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/What%20is%20the%20senior%20phase?
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ensuring that all young people develop the necessary skills for learning, life and 
work required to make the transition into further study, training or employment. 

 
To ensure success in the Senior Phase, S1-3, the BGE, has to be carefully 
designed.  Subject Choice needs to be structured to ensure pupils keep their 
options open.  Ensuring pupils study around 9-12 subjects in S3 ensures that they 
are able, if they wish, to bank a subject at the end of S3, and then pick it up again 
in S5 or S6.  The issue of keeping motivation high is ever present, but again the 
formal curriculum is enhanced, in some schools, by the presence of some inter-
disciplinary learning, some elective activities and through using skills-based 
programmes to deepen learning.   

 
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 only been narrowing where staffing shortages have impacted on the 
ability of the schools to run courses.  Where there is a shortage of subject 
specialists, priority is usually given to senior phase classes. 
 

II.S4? 
 
Clearly there has been a reduction in the number of subjects studied in S4 by 
most pupils, but pupils are encouraged to plan their curriculum over the duration 
of the senior phase, and where this is supported effectively in schools – through 
presentations to pupils and parents about learner journeys and the various 
pathways that can be taken – pupils can see how they can gather a suite of 
qualifications over the 3 years, instead of focussing narrowly on achievement in 
one year.  Universities have made clear that it is performance at Higher which is 
their main interest: the number of qualifications studied in S4 is irrelevant.   
 

III.S5? 
 
There is now more choice than ever before for S5 pupils because they can access 
courses at levels 4-7, where before, the majority of courses were only available at 
Levels 6 and 7.  The increase in wider achievement options has also improved the 
offer for S5s. 
 

IV.S6? 
 
As S5. 
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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. 

 
Schools have the freedom to design the curriculum to suit the needs of their 
pupils.  Authority guidelines were produced and agreed by Head Teachers, but 
within these there is flexibility to tailor the offer to the community the school 
serves.   

 
Schools are becoming more creative in looking at how to increase overall 
attainment.  Some find opportunities to accredit activity which takes place, but 
formerly was not certificated; the study of some subjects can naturally lend 
themselves to the delivery of some additional qualifications - eg Modern 
Languages and Languages at Work Units; Mathematics and Application of 
Mathematics have overlapping content, and can be attained in tandem; PSE, 
traditionally not certificated, now opens up possibilities for pupils to follow awards, 
and some schools use Core PE to help pupils achieve national qualifications in 
PE.  Looking creatively at how coursework might meet SQA course requirements 
has resulted in some pupils achieving more than 6 awards in S4. 

 
School size undoubtedly can impact on the range of subject choices as there will 
not be the economies of scale possible in larger schools.  To a degree, some of 
this can be mitigated by working in partnership with neighbouring schools or with 
College partners, though rurality can make these arrangements expensive 
because of transport costs.  Schools have, however, made local arrangements to 
share teachers, where possible, or have made arrangements for pupils to access 
courses elsewhere. 

 
Staffing, to a large extent, influences what can or cannot be offered.  
Aberdeenshire has experienced difficulties recruiting staff, probably because 
schools are in largely rural areas, and so not always attractive to younger staff.  
There are obvious dangers in having only one teacher qualified to teach a subject 
in school, because if this member of staff leaves, the provision is lost, a particular 
problem for smaller schools.  Where there is staff shortage, senior phase classes 
are most likely to be allocated the necessary subject staff, opening up gaps in the 
experience of classes in S1-3. 

 
Tapping into college provision is another way of ensuring pupils are offered a 
range of choices.  The degree to which the value of such courses is promoted, 
and the perception of parents as to their value, can affect take-up, but perhaps the 
greatest barrier to participation in college activity lies in the challenges created by 
rurality. We do not have common timetables across the 17 secondaries in 
Aberdeenshire, something which creates opportunities as well as challenges.  
Transport costs are extremely high because of the lack of appropriate public 
transport in many areas and because of the distances some have to travel to 
reach a college facility, or to reach a hub school where college provision may be 
available. 
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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? 

 
Taken overall, it is clear that the same wide range of subjects is available to pupils 
as was in 2014.  Presentation patterns at different levels vary, however, with far 
fewer pupils now being presented at National 4, perhaps because of the 
perception that it is a lesser qualification, a perception based in part by the fact 
there is no external examination, and in part because of employers’ failure to 
recognise the qualification.  Where before, employers would ask for qualifications 
at General Level, the level which most National 4 pupils would have achieved 
prior to the change in qualifications, they now seek National 5 qualifications, the 
equivalent to the old Credit Level qualifications. 

 
While the same range of subjects exists, however, there has been increased 
uptake in subjects which might appear to have a more vocational or practical 
relevance: subjects like Accounting; Practical Cookery, Cake Craft, Music 
Technology and Practical Metalwork and Woodwork have all seen significant 
increases in uptake at National 5; Administration and IT, Computing Science, 
Engineering Science and Photography have seen significant improvements in 
uptake at Higher, and at Advanced Higher, uptake has significantly improved in 
Art and Design, Business Management, and Computing Science.   

 
There are fewer subjects whose uptake is significantly lower than the figure in 
2014.  French and German both have lower uptake at N5, but Spanish has seen 
an increase, while French has fairly significantly better uptake in Higher over the 5 
years.  At Higher, Human Biology presentations have declined significantly, as 
have presentations in both Sociology and Psychology.  More pupils have been 
able to access Sociology and Psychology through college links, which may 
account for the drop, but it is also the case that we have few members of staff 
qualified to teach Higher Psychology.  At Advanced Higher level, the most 
significant drop in presentations is in Graphic Communication, and this is likely to 
be a direct consequence of staff shortages in Technical subjects. 

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

         
Clearly, limitations in subject choice restrict the choices a pupil can make and can 
lead them into choosing subjects in which they have little interest. This can affect 
their motivation and overall attainment.  With the current focus on learner 
pathways, however, has come improvements in how the subject choice process is 
presented and managed, and schools try very hard to ensure that the relevance of 
subjects to a proposed learning pathway is made clear.  Experiencing as broad a 
curriculum as possible in S1-3, along with appropriate support at key subject 
choice periods, is key to ensuring a pupil can make the best possible choices in 
the Senior Phase. 

 
Report prepared by Alison Robertson, CfE Development Officer, Aberdeenshire 
Council. 
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Angus Council 
 
Angus Council's response is as follows: - 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

All Angus Secondary schools offer courses out with SQA National awards. 
Some, but not all, are accredited via the SCQF framework. Our senior phase 
offer seeks to ensure that each young person follows a pathway suited to 
them and their career goals. There is an emphasis on SQA qualifications but 
also on the development of skills through work-based learning, volunteering, 
leadership etc. Increased flexibility has come about through rigorous individual 
school curriculum planning and robust partnership working with Dundee and 
Angus College and other partners. It is unfortunate that the terms 'vocational 
learning' and 'academic pathways' are still used in national documents. This 
does not reflect the aim of providing holistic education tailored to individuals 
and still implies inferiority of certain learning routes. 
 

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 do your schools offer flexibility to their learners 
through the Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of 
subjects available and the depth of pupils ' learning? 

 
Our senior phase offer is designed in collaboration with Dundee and Angus 
College and, where possible, local employers. We have established an 
agreed strategy involving all 8 secondary schools which has common days for 
college-based learning or indeed for Foundation Apprenticeships to be 
delivered in host schools. This year we have extended the number of 
Foundation Apprenticeship streams on offer and have included 1- and 2-year 
bids wherever possible. In addition, lecturers continue to deliver courses in 
our schools in psychology, sociology, engineering etc. Our work with D&A 
College is on-going and we strive to respond to local economic demand 
through Local Market Intelligence and the information provided by young 
people via the data hub in relation to intended careers. 

 
It is essential that there is shared clarity on what is meant by 'attainment 
levels'.  The narrow annual focus on attainment of SQA results in August of 
each year indicates that there is not value on the broad range of learning 
pathways that result in attainment and achievement for all learners. 
Undertaking a foundation apprenticeship for example practically means that a 
learner's timetable is reduced by up to two Highers making annual cohort data 
an unreliable way of measuring attainment levels. CFE focuses on both 
breadth and depth.  This is considered within the school's local context and 
with an analysis of the job intelligence available. Examples of flexibility can be 
seen at Brechin High where the development of a construction centre and 
partnership with a local employer provides a pathway for learners where there 
is a known local employment need. 
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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)? 
II. S4? 
Ill. S5? 
IV. S6? 

 
This is a difficult question to answer as S4, S5 and S6 are the senior phase. 
Individual learning pathways will (and should) look differently through this 
phase. Careful consideration needs to be given to S4 leavers to ensure that 
literacy and numeracy qualifications alongside a range of other qualifications 
can be offered. In the BGE, young people are exposed to a breadth of 
learning. Further work is required to ensure that the senior phase offers the 
right progression from the BGE. All young people continue to receive their 
entitlement to all curricular areas in the BGE. In S3 there is some 
personalisation within curricular areas with a breadth of subjects. However, 
this never stops a young person choosing a different option in S4. 

 
Currently all young people in Angus study a maximum of 6 subjects in S4. 
This includes the opportunity to study a skill for work course at Dundee & 
Angus College. 

 
Within the senior phase there have been isolated instances of specific subject 
choice being unavailable. In every case this has been due to difficulties in 
recruiting in that area. 
 

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. 
 
Angus schools work hard to ensure that a full range of subjects can be offered 
to learners. All 8 secondary schools use a similar curriculum structure, and 
this has been negotiated and agreed with Dundee and Angus College to 
ensure alignment to courses offered in partnership with further education. 
School size plays a role in terms of the number of staff available with the 
necessary range of qualifications. In Angus we also try to use information 
about our local economy to facilitate our future workforce. One example would 
be hosting the FA in Childcare in Brechin as we find it difficult to recruit 
childcare related workers in that area. 
 

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? 
 
Full information is available from the SQA. 
 

f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject 
choices? 
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here courses have not been offered due to staff shortage all efforts have been 
made to accommodate young people in neighbouring schools where possible. 
In addition, classes in those subjects have been offered end on to the school 
day. This has meant a teacher from another school travelling the school 
without the subject specialist to deliver the course. There are also examples 
of lecturers from Dundee & Angus College assisting with delivery due to 
teacher shortage. The result is that, although having the staff shortage may 
be regarded as negative, the joint solution focussed approach is further 
enhancing relationships between our Head Teachers and Dundee & Angus 
College. 
 
Yours sincerely 
Dr Pauline Stephen 
Director of Schools & Learning 
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East Renfrewshire Council 
 
East Renfrewshire Council: Education Department Response to Education and Skills 
Committee  
 
The Committee has launched a call for views and would very much appreciate your 
input into this inquiry. Specifically, the Committee seeks the perspective of your local 
authority on the following questions: 
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) 

allowed for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 

• In East Renfrewshire the education department’s vision of Everyone 
Attaining, Everyone Achieving through Excellent Experiences clearly 
demonstrates an ambition for all children and young people and sets out 
the responsibility placed on everyone who works in education to meet the 
needs of all and develop their skills and capabilities.  Head Teachers are 
empowered to deliver this vision and deliver a curriculum in the Broad 
General Education (BGE) and Senior Phase (SP) based on the needs of 
their individual communities taking account of national and local guidance 
e.g. CfE and DYW. 
 

• ERC guidance reflects the principles of CfE and the rationale set out in 
Building the Curriculum 3; it is clear that schools must provide a coherent, 
flexible and enriched curriculum for all pupils from 3-18. The curriculum 
should also lead to improvement in the quality of the learning experiences 
of children and young people and increased attainment and achievement 
for all learners. 

 

• Schools are clear that their curricular framework and structure must deliver 
the six national entitlements. Specifically: 

 

• a curriculum that is coherent from 3 to 18 

• a broad general education (from early years to S3) 

• a senior phase (S4-S6) where learners can obtain qualifications; 

• opportunities to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for 
work, focusing on literacy, numeracy and health and wellbeing; 

• personal support to enable them to gain as much as possible from 
the opportunities that Curriculum for Excellence can provide; and, 

• support in moving into positive and sustained destinations beyond 
school. 

 

• In order to deliver these entitlements all education establishments have 
worked together as a community to establish their vision, values and aims 
which are underpinned by the department’s vision statement. 
 

• Schools in East Renfrewshire collaborate within clusters (associated early 
years, primary and secondary schools), planning together to design a 
curriculum which is cohesive across sectors, hence ensuring continuity 
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and progression for children and young people at key points of transition. 
Clusters have been supported to map out curricular progression from 3-
18, designing curricular maps which support the learner’s journey from 
early years to the senior phase, taking account the most appropriate 
gradient of learning for pupils.  Clusters have an allocation of funding and 
time in working time agreements which allows joint in-service and 
professional learning opportunities to address areas for improvement 
identified from analysis of data across the Cluster. The collaborative 
approach supports transition across sectors and ensures attainment, 
achievement and experiences are progressive and continuous. 

 

• In East Renfrewshire, during the senior phase young people build up a 
portfolio of qualifications. The curriculum frameworks developed by our 
schools provide a range of learning pathways designed to meet the needs 
of all learners, whether aspiring to achievements at SCQF level 1 or 
SCQF level 7. There is also a continuing emphasis, for example, on 
health and wellbeing appropriate to this phase, including physical activity, 
service to others and work placements. Schools also continue to support 
young people to participate and achieve in a wide range of areas. 

 

• In East Renfrewshire almost, all pupils will study a minimum of 8 subjects 
in S4; most will study 5 in S5 and 3 in S6. However, schools adapt the 
curricular model to suit individual young people. 

 
 

• Secondary Head Teachers in East Renfrewshire continually review the 
efficient curricular structures which were agreed some 12-13 years ago (to 
reflect curriculum design principles of CfE) and regularly consider 
opportunities to enhance learning opportunities and experiences which 
will meet the needs of groups and individual learners. 
 

• Within the authority there is evidence from ERC reviews and Education 
Scotland inspections of many strong features in both the leadership of CfE 
and in the impact of CfE on learners’ experiences, attainment and 
achievement. Evidence in relation to whether the senior phase curricular 
framework has resulted in better learning, improved attainment and 
achievement and delivered the national entitlements is set out in more 
detail in the response to part b. 

 
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 do your schools offer flexibility to their learners 
through the Senior Phase and how does this impact on the range of 
subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 

• Each educational establishment regularly reviews their curriculum to 
ensure it takes account of local context.  This is done in collaboration with 
its community and takes account of all the relevant data. 
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• The schools’ design of the curriculum provides flexible learning pathways 
which lead to raising attainment.  These pathways support children and 
young people to build on prior learning and ensures appropriate 
progression for all learners. Schools offer a wide range of courses in the 
senior phase, they review these on a regular basis to ensure they support 
pupil needs and lead to improved outcomes. 

 

• Schools have held a wide range of events to engage with pupils, parents, 
teachers and practitioners, partners and employers to increase 
understanding of employability, work related learning and vocational 
pathways. 

 

• Extensive use of the national data-hub in schools and with partners 
supports the development of appropriate pathways for all young people; 
this includes an emphasis on STEM. The ERC vocational programme 
takes account of the latest Labour Market Information and delivers over 
50 courses, ranging from level 1 to level 8 to around 550 students 
including over 60 young people undertaking Foundation Apprenticeships 
across a range of frameworks. The courses are delivered in partnership 
with colleges, universities and employers, allowing pupils to develop skills 
in their chosen subject as well as valuable experience to help them in the 
world beyond school. 

 

• The use of an agreed timetable schematic in the senior phase supports 
the vocational programme and enables schools to provide a greater range 
of courses for learners in an efficient way.  Evidence of impact is 
monitored closely with increased attainment and achievement, including 
vocational qualifications evident e.g. Education Department End Year 
Performance Report and ERC Standards and Quality Report. 

 

• A senior phase (S4-S6) where learners can obtain qualifications – In 
relation to the breadth and depth of pupils’ learning Insight data 
demonstrates the following impact: 

 
S4 – Last 5 years 

• The proportion of young people achieving awards at SCQF level 4 has 
remained relatively unchanged for 1+ and 3+; it has increased slightly for 
5+ and 7+. ERC consistently outperforms its virtual comparator (VC) and 
is above the national average. 

• The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+, 5+ and 7+ awards at 
SCQF level 5 has increased; ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is 
well above the national average. 
 
S5 – Last 5 years 

• The proportion of young people achieving awards at SCQF level 5 has 
remained relatively unchanged for 1+; it has increased for 3+, 5+ and 7+. 

• The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+ and 5+ awards at SCQF 
level 6 has increased. 
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• At SCQF levels 5 and 6 ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well 
above the national average. 
 
S6 – Last 5 years 

• The proportion of young people achieving 1+, 3+, 5+ and 7+ awards at 
SCQF level 6 has increased. 

• The proportion of young people achieving 1+ and 2+ awards at SCQF 
level 7 has increased. 

• At SCQF levels 6 and 7 ERC consistently outperforms its VC and is well 
above the national average. 

 

• Opportunities to develop skills in literacy and numeracy – Insight data shows 
the following impact: 

• Over the last 5 years, the performance of ERC school leavers in literacy 
and numeracy at SCQF level 5 has increased. In 2015-16, 2016-17 and 
2017-18 the performance was greater than our virtual comparator and 
well above the national average. 

 

• Over the last 5 years, the performance of ERC school leavers in literacy 
and numeracy at SCQF level 4 has increased; almost all leavers achieved 
this measure over this time period. 

 

• Positive and sustained destinations - The impact of the SP curriculum in East 
Renfrewshire is also noted through school leaver destinations. These remain 
consistently high and above the national average. In 2016-17 96.1% of leavers 
were in a positive destination, increasing to 96.6%in the follow up survey. This 
was second highest result to-date and well above the national average. The 2017-
18 leaver information indicates that 97.4% of ERC leavers were in a positive 
destination. In addition, the 2018 participation data indicated that 96.8% of ERC 
16-19-year olds were participating, this was well above the national figure of 
91.8% and the highest result for mainland LAs. 

 

• Opportunities to develop skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work 
- In addition to the improvements in the breadth and depth measures noted above, 
the latest data provided by the Scottish Government in relation to the percentage 
of school leavers attaining vocational qualifications shows a very strong and 
improving picture. At both SCQF Level 5 and Level 6, in 2017-18 ERC performed 
significantly better than the national average. 

 
 

 ERC National 
 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 

1 or more at 
SCQF 
Level 5 or 
better 

 
8.6% 

 
15.3% 

 
16.5% 

 
20.2% 

 
9% 

 
10.7% 

 
12.8% 

 
11.4% 

1 or more at 
SCQF 
Level 6 or 
better 

 
2.4% 

 
5.8% 

 
7.9% 

 
14.8% 

 
1.3% 

 
1.9% 

 
2.5% 

 
3.8% 
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c) Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and 
subject choices in: 
 

• As noted above each educational establishment regularly reviews its curriculum to 
ensure it takes account of local context and meets pupil needs.  ERC schools 
have increased the range of subject choices available for young people in the 
BGE and SP. Specifically: 

S4 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 4 and 5 in 
S4 has increased by 12% and 4% respectively between 2010 and 2018.1   

S5 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 5 has 
remained relatively static over the eight-year period to 2018. Notably, in ERC 
there has been a 15% increase in the number of curricular subjects presented at 
SCQF level 6 in S5. 1  

S6 - The number of SQA curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 6 in S6 has 
remained relatively static between 2010 and 2018. Notably, in ERC there was a 
17% increase in the number of curricular subjects presented at SCQF level 7 in 
S6 over the same period. 1  

The number of out of school academic and vocational courses offered to S5 and 
S6 learners in ERC schools has increased by 131% over the period 2010 to 
2018.2 
 

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. 
 

• Senior Phase attainment at authority level is shared with Head Teachers 
and subject groups in September and is discussed through a series of 
meetings with the Head of Education Services and QIO team based on 
the September Insight data, EMIS (Education Management Information 
Services) data and school information. This allows the key features of 
attainment at school level to be discussed along with a reflection on the 
main contributory factors, including curriculum structures and subject 
choices. Further discussions in respect of the leavers’ cohort are held in 
March/April. 

 

• Schools utilise an open course choice structure in S5 and S6 to provide 
maximum flexibility for learners. Pupil choices are facilitated through the 
provision of a timetabled class in their base school or by gaining places in 
neighbouring schools through the consortia arrangements. The compact 
geographical nature of the LA along with the links to Colleges in Glasgow 
City and the West Regions have helped ERC schools maximise choices 
for learners in the senior phase. However, schools do require sufficient 
resources in cover transport costs. 

 

• All ERC schools have developed a senior phase option choice booklet for 
S5 and S6 pupils e.g. 
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/er/Williamwood/files/2019/01/S56-
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Option-Choices.pdf. This booklet details all the opportunities available 
including in school and Colleges. 

 

• Teacher availability and teacher expertise are also significant factors in 
the range of subject choices. 

 
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? 
 

• During school session 2014-15 the Education Department engaged with 
the Council’s Environment Department and Employability service 
(WorkER), SDS, the college sector and other partners to address the 
main recommendations of Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) and to 
devise an implementation plan which would meet the needs of the young 
workforce in East Renfrewshire.  The Developing the Young Workforce in 
East Renfrewshire - Implementation Plan 2015-2020 was agreed in 
August 2015. The ERC DYW Implementation Plan was designed to 
deliver the national recommendations and led to the following key 
changes: 
 

• more opportunities for young people to undertake learning which connects 
more directly to employment; 
 

• a broader range of qualifications for young people in the senior phase 
delivered in partnership with colleges and other providers; 

 

• more partnerships between schools, colleges and employers to inform 
curriculum design and delivery and provide work related learning; 

 

• adoption of Foundation Apprenticeships for young people in the senior 
phase; and 

 

• greater understanding for young people and parents about the world of 
work, routes into work, career planning and employment opportunities. 

 
As a result of this plan there is a broader range of qualifications available for young 
people in the senior phase (see responses to parts b and c). 
 
Within the context of an increased range of courses, the following changes in uptake 
are also noted: 
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Stage Curricular area 
presentation 
significantly 

s where 
increased 

Curricular areas where 
presentation decreased 
significantly 

S4 (SCQF L5) Phy Ed 19% 
English 14.3% 
Bus Man 11.4% 
Drama 6.1% 
Geography 5.3% 
Physics 4.9% 
Hospitality 4.7% 

Music 6.1% 

S5 (SCQF L6) English 13.7% 
Bus Man 8.4% 
Phy Ed 6.8% 
Mathematics 4.2% 
Mod Studs 4.3% 

History 5.7% 

S6 (SCQF L7) 
Significant taken 
proportion of S4 
measure 

 

as 
roll 

 

>1% 
for 

 

as 
this 

Mathematics 5.9% 
Music 2.0% 
English 1.4% 
Graphics 1.3% 
Bus Man 1.3% 

 

 
We would anticipate key growth sectors such as business and administration have 
contributed to increased uptake at SCQF L5 and subsequent progression into SCQF 
L6 and L7. 

 
Progression in literacy from the BGE to Senior Phase has resulted in a significant 
increase in the proportion of S4 presented for English at SCQF L5 and subsequently 
attaining SCQF L6 in S5. 

 
Physical Education has been offered as an additional qualification to large 
proportions of learners in S4. 

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

choices? 
 
N/A – As noted in the response to part d, ERC schools have not limited subject 
choices. 
 
Notes: 

1. Values calculated using presentation data from SQA pre-appeal files for 3 
candidates or more.  
2. Values calculated from vocational programme in 2010-11 to 2018-19.  
3. Values calculated using distribution of awards charts ERC All from 2014 and 
2018 based on S4 roll. 
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South Lanarkshire Council  
 
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed 

for better learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
Yes. The introduction of Curriculum for Excellence has resulted in improved 
outcomes for young people. The range of qualifications and opportunities for 
young people has increased; the breadth of provision, particularly for young 
people who do not intend to access Higher Education has improved; the level of 
vocational activity, including supported activity for more vulnerable learners, has 
increased; the inclusion and involvement of young people in decision making 
around their chosen pathways has increased and young people are more aware 
of their own personal development in the context of skills for life, learning and 
work. As a result, attainment levels have improved, stay-on rates have improved, 
and more young people than ever leave to positive destinations. 
 

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 do your schools offer flexibility to their 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 allows planning for each young person to be considered over a 
3-year period (S4-S6) enabling them to focus on the acquisition of qualifications, 
skills and experiences in a coherent way, rather than as 3 distinct academic 
sessions. 
 
The broader focus of the BGE in helping young people to develop the 4 capacities 
and associated attributes means that they are better prepared academically and 
personally to progress into their Senior Phase. 
 
By recognising the 4 contexts for learning, schools are better placed to support 
young people to acquire a range of hard and soft skills (often formally accredited) 
not just in the classroom, but through their participation in the wider life of the 
school including through community engagement and work-based learning. 
 

The Developing the Young Workforce agenda supports broader engagement with 
a range of organisations and partners to improve the offer in respect of employability 
young people have greater opportunity to engage with and to understand the world 
of work and to consider their own skills in the context of their career aspirations. 
Each school can tailor provision to the needs of it’s own young people and in 
respect of its own community context, balancing the provision of academic 
courses, vocational courses and opportunities and supported activities and 
through partnership with colleges, universities, employers, the voluntary sector 
and community organisations. 
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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)? 
ii. S4? 
iii. S5? 
iv. S6? 

 

The design principles for the Broad General Education curriculum protects the 
breadth of subjects offered to young people up to the end of S3 (rather than the 
end of S2 as it was prior to the introduction of Curriculum for Excellence). The 
Broad General Education places greater emphasis on the links between subjects 
and across curricular areas as a means of improving understanding and 
contextualising learning.  The skills required in 21st century Scotland, and the 
ability to evaluate information and think critically, reflect the changing 
technological (and social) landscape and are significantly different to those 
required even at the time of the introduction of Curriculum for Excellence. The 
holistic nature of the curriculum has allowed schools to adapt and develop their 
curriculum to reflect those changes. 
 
As previously stated, the ability to plan a senior phase across 3 years provides 
greater emphasis and opportunity in respect of young people identifying an 
appropriate 'end result' and creating bespoke pathways to allow them to achieve 
that. The range of subjects and subject choices available is increasing and more 
efficient models provide for greater depth of learning. 

 

d) What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible 
factors include: curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; 
area and school demography. 

 

The range of choices in schools and the pathways available are developed as a 
balance between the needs of the young people and the availability of resources 
to deliver them. The options process and resulting timetable are technical 
processes through which that balance is achieved. Efficient organisation and 
planning allow schools to offer as much as they can within the staffing levels and 
budgets available. Consortium arrangements with other schools and partnership 
with colleges and other providers enables enhancement of the offer by pooling 
resources. It is recognised that factors such as school size, location, demography 
and the local employment market can impact on the demand for particular 
courses/programmes and each school is able to offer a curriculum that reflects its 
own context. It is recognised that this can cause specific challenges for smaller 
schools and for rural schools, as has always been the case. In South Lanarkshire 
for example, steps have been taken to address inequity of access to partnership 
activity as a result of rurality by placing Foundation Apprenticeship hubs across 
South Lanarkshire rather than have either a centralised or college-based model. 
 
In terms of the specific number of courses or programmes that each young person 
follows in an academic session, there is a balance between breadth and depth of 
learning and between the number of potential options to choose from and the 
viability of smaller sections. South Lanarkshire schools have developed their own 
models in consultation with staff, pupils and parents/parent bodies to reflect the 
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local needs and challenges that exist within their own community. In S4, pupils 
might follow a minimum of 6, 7 or 8 formal courses and in S5/6 up to 5 or 6 
courses. A senior phase pupil might also attend college or work placement as part 
of their provision and might also undertake activities to develop their leadership 
skills and employability profile or to support their personal statement for university. 
 

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? 

 
The overall number of pupils in S4, S5 and S6 combined has fallen slightly over 
the 5-year period as has the total number of SQA qualifications that pupils have 
sat. There are some fluctuations in subject entries for some subject areas, 
however it would be difficult to attribute these fluctuations to curriculum models as 
the qualifications framework and range of courses has also changed in that time. 
For example, there is a reduction in the number of Biology entries that has been 
offset by increased uptake in Human Biology. 

 

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

 

As previously stated, the curriculum models and the range of courses, 
programmes and opportunities available to young people have resulted in a 
steady increase in qualification levels at point of exit and an increase in the 
proportion of pupils achieving sustained positive destinations. 
That said, there is a recognition that literacy and numeracy levels are still not as 
high as we might expect, and the difference in attainment between young people 
from different socio economic backgrounds remains a clear focus for us all. 
 
Our experience would indicate that socio-economic factors remain a more 
significant influence on positive outcomes than any particular curriculum model. 
 

Stewart Nicolson 
Head of Education (Senior Phase) 
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