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Subject Choice Survey - Teachers  

Summary 

Key Findings 

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

availability. School size and timetabling were also commonly referenced 

factors. 

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

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

Introduction 

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

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

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

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

Design and analysis 

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

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

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

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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• For the other four questions, a more qualitative analysis approach was used. 
The responses to the questions varied greatly as people were free to write 
whatever they wished. In addition, people interpreted the questions in a variety 
of ways and respondents chose to highlight different issues. The task was 
then to organise, identify themes and attempt to codify (as far as was 
possible) these varied responses.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

  

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

Figure 1: Responses to Question 1  

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Factor Frequency 

School Size 104 

Curriculum Timetabling 64 

Local Decision Making  59 

School Area 21 

School Demography 14 
Source: SPICe  

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

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

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

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

“School size limits choice and flexibility.” 

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

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

Table 2: frequency of specific issues mentioned by respondents 

Factor Frequency  

Staffing 116 

Staff Shortage 65 

Availability of Staff 50 

Lack of Subject Specialists 36 

Difficulties Recruiting Staff  15 

Qualifications & Training  11 

Staff Not Replaced 11 

Staff Costs 11 

Difficulties Retaining Staff 7 

Other 20 

Total 342 
Source: SPICe  

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

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

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

 “Shortage of specialist staff.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Scottish Government advice for only 6 National subjects.”  

3. Have you noticed changes in the level of uptake in particular subjects in the 
past 5 years? If so, what subjects in particular and what do you think has 
caused this change? 
 
The survey asked respondents if they had noticed a change in uptake in particular 
subjects over the last five years, and what they thought had caused this change. The 
question did not specifically ask if uptake had increased or decreased. Due to the 
free-text nature of the question, some respondents replied ‘Yes/No’, and others gave 
only a subject name, with no further detail. 
 
In an attempt uncover whether respondents perceived there to have been an 
increase or decrease in uptake of specific subjects, SPICe undertook analysis that 
looked at incidents of respondents explicitly in their answers referring to increases or 
decreases. Annexe C offers an overview of the number of times respondents 
specifically indicated or mentioned increases or decreases in their answer to this 
question. 
 

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

Rank Subject Frequency  

1 Languages 70 

2 Music 24 

3 = Geography 19 

3 = Computer Science 19 

4 Art 18 

Source: SPICe  

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

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

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

• STEM was being prioritised at the expense of languages. 



   

9 
 

• Languages were not seen as important; pupils took those subjects they 
considered they needed for further study/careers instead.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

Rank Subject Frequency  

1 Modern Studies 6 

2 Business 5 

3 Computing  5 

Source: SPICe  

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Staffing  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Postcode Lottery  

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

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

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

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

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

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

Subject status  

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

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

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

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

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

STEM 

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

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

“The Creative Arts subjects have also suffered due to the relentless push for 
pupils to take STEM subjects. It should always have been STEAM (add in 
Arts).” 
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“Too much emphasis on stem - numerous times pupils achieve 4As and 1B/C 
all because they were pushed into taking maths (even when they want to be a 
lawyer etc!).” 

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

Funding  

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

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

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

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

Choices narrowed too early 

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

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

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

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

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

Additional comments  

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



   

18 
 

BGE and S3 

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

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

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

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

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

National 4 and National 5  

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

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

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

Multi-level classes  

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

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

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

Curriculum for Excellence  

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

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

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

Reflections on previous system 

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

 
Kate Wane 
SPICe Research 
30 April 2019  
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Annex A  
 

Survey Questions  

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

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

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

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

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

Factor  Description  Frequency  

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

162 

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

91 

Insufficient Demand/Course 
Viability 

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

56 

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

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

31 

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

27 

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

26 

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

21 

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

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

11 

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

11 

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

10 

Other   66 

 

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

• The need to take compulsory subjects 

• Parental pressure to take certain subjects 

• Demographics 

• The three-year BGE phase 

• A lack of physical space 

• Scottish Government policy 

• The rurality of the school 

• The cost of delivering certain subjects 

• Curriculum for Excellence and 

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

Subject  Increase in uptake Decrease in uptake 

Accounting - 1 

Administration 1 3 

Art 3 18 

"The" Arts - 7 

Biology 2 4 

Business 6 8 

Business Management 1 - 

Chemistry 1 6 

Classics 1 1 

Computer Science 5 19 

Creative Arts - 8 

Dance 1 - 

Design Manufacturing - 7 

Design Technology 1 1 

Drama 1 4 

Engineering Science 1 2 

English 1 - 

Expressive Arts 2 8 

Food Technology - 1 

French - 5 

Gaelic - 9 

Geography - 19 

German - 2 

Graphic Communication 1 4 

History 4 7 

Home Economics - 7 

Hospitality 1 1 

Languages - 70 

Maths 3 6 

Media Studies 3 1 

Modern Studies 6 4 

Music 2 24 

Music Technology 1 - 

P.E.  3 7 

Photography 1 - 

Practical (subjects) 3 1 

Physics - 9 

Politics 1 - 

RMPS - 5 

Sciences 4 15 

Social Subjects 2 11 

Spanish 3 - 

Technical (subjects) 1 8 

Woodwork  3 1 
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