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Education and Skills Committee 

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

Focus Group notes and Additional Submission from Teachers 

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

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

published in due course).  

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

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

• Focus group notes from teacher groups

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

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

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

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

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

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

4. Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think 
has caused this change?  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 
Curriculum for Excellence has evolved since it was first introduced. At the start it 
focussed on what would work best for pupils but it has now evolved to be dependent 
on budget. The narrowing of the curriculum can rationalise fewer teachers. It is now 
subject to the money available. 
 
Teachers in the expressive arts in particular have found that when a teacher retires 
there is suddenly a situation where fewer pupils are choosing that subject therefore 
the teacher is not replaced. 
 
One teacher commented (and others agreed) that Headteachers in Fife were told 3 
years ago to make timetables “cost effective”. 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/15/4 

6 
 

 
Auchmuty High School reported that their school roll is increasing while the other 2 
schools in Glenrothes are under subscribed. Rather than realign the catchment 
areas their school brought in a private company (Saving Spaces) to look at the 
space available in the school for teaching.  
 
Bell Baxter also reported that a consultant had been brought in to look at remodelling 
their whole curriculum to fit their budget. 
 
 

4. Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think 
has caused this change?  

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

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

 
The main focus of the conversation in this area was around the value of these and 
the recognition of these additional subjects. 
 
One teacher commented that you can get an A or B in Nat 5 by learning how to 
answer the question but that doesn’t then equip you with the skills to cope with the 
Higher. 
 
A History teacher commented that for their Nat 5 Higher they mark the question that 
you use for assignments as well as the answer you give. So you get marks for 
whether you choose a Yes/No type question or whether it requires more of a detailed 
analysis. You can then end up with a 20 point mark regardless of the answer you 
provide. 
 
There was concern over how valuable and how well recognised Nat 4’s were 
because they weren’t formally examined. There are young people who “work their 
socks off” to get a Nat 4 but also get some who don’t do much but you still have to 
pass them, there is no distinction between the 2 passes.  Parents don’t recognise 
anything below Nat 5 and Employers don’t know what Nat 4’s are worth. They don’t 
mean anything because it is so varied as to how they get them. There is no 
consistency in verification. 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/15/4 

7 
 

 
There is no parity across subjects in terms of level of assessment. Some subjects 
are easier to pass than others. Parents have an assumption that it is just a ladder 
that you climb even although teachers are telling parents that they’ve just scraped a 
Nat 5 the parents want their kids to take Higher. There is no quality control and no 
consistency from 1 subject to another with SQA. 
 
Units would be appropriate for some kids but you don’t have to teach units any more. 
They have to get the exam but unless they have a chance of getting a 4 they have to 
do the units. 1 teacher is refusing to do unit assessments in S3 & some teachers 
being told to “bank” unit assessments and to ensure that candidates at risk of failing 
have banked the units. 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

4. Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in 
the past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think 
has caused this change?  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• Return to a 2+2+2 system  

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

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

 

Additional Submissions from Teachers  
 
Physics Teacher   

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

 

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

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

Six 

 

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

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

Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the past 5 
years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 

 

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

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

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

 

Humanities and Art Teacher  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

4. Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the past 5 
years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 
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Students are much more likely to pick on the basis of what they can achieve the 
best score in rather than interest. For those subjects considered “hard” the 
numbers are generally down as the students need to make sure they pass all of 
their subjects. When taking 8 subjects there was some flexibility to not achieve so 
well in a couple and still come out with a set of grades that could get them 
employment. 

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

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

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

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

Sciences are often N3/4 or N4/5. 

Some subjects combine N5/ H and AH 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Without a doubt 

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

Six 

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

All of the above 

4. Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the past 
5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has caused this 
change? 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


