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Learned Societies Group Supplementary Information on Multi-level 
Teaching 

MULTI-LEVEL TEACHING 
Scottish Government note of Meeting of 4 March 2016, Victoria Quay 
 
[names removed by Committee clerks] 
 
Attendees: 
 
Education Consultant, Royal Society of Chemistry 
Scottish Qualifications Authority 
Institute of Physics 
Institute of Physics Scotland 
Scottish Qualifications Authority 
Scottish Branch of the Royal Society of Biology 
Three officials from Education Scotland 
Two officials from Scottish Schools Education Research Centre (SSERC) 
Two officials from Scottish Government, Learning Directorate 
 
The discussion was informed by two papers:  a draft “issues” paper from 
Education Scotland, “Multi-Level Teaching - Starter Paper” and a paper 
summarising the RSC survey of “Chemistry in the Senior Phase: the 
composition of classes in Scottish schools”.   
 
Education Scotland  
 
A representative from Education Scotland noted the Education Scotland paper 
provided a synthesis of some of the approaches taken by schools in relation to 
multi-level teaching.  ES are encountering a wide variety of curriculum 
frameworks in schools, and the evidence confirms the importance of ensuring 
a seamless transition from the Broad General Education (BGE) into the Senior 
Phase.  There is considerable variation in the number of periods (and of 
differing lengths of time) schools are allocating to the sciences.  The meeting 
heard that it was important schools have robust and rigorous assessment in 
place to inform on-going monitoring and tracking, without an over-reliance on 
an end of topic tests.  These factors would help ensure that the young peoples’ 
learning experiences are not fragmented.   
 
Royal Society of Chemistry 
 
An Education Consultant from the Royal Society of Chemistry noted the RSC 
Survey was triggered by traffic on the Strontium Network from teachers who 
expressed increasing concerns over the multi-level issue.  The RSC therefore 
sought data on the situation at a national level.  The survey had produced a 
good response: 259 teachers from local authority and independent schools 
from across Scotland participated.  There was no significant evidence of any 
differences between rural and urban schools.  The survey asked how well 
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Higher students’ learning can be supported in the combined National 5/Higher 
grouping.  99.5% of teachers responded “Not at all” or “Not very well”.     
 
Discussion 
 
In the discussion, the following points were made:   
 

- Intelligence from Education Scotland suggests that teachers of the 
science subjects have expressed concerns on the challenges 
associated with multi-level teaching more than in other curricular areas. 

 
- There is a high-degree of content within the sciences qualifications 

compared to other subject areas.  Some issues have also been identified 
relating to the progression of the content between different national 
qualification levels. 
 

- It is understood that some teachers are already successfully delivering 
science courses at multi-levels.  It may also be a factor that those 
teachers who are doing so have not highlighted the most positive 
aspects through the vehicle of the Learned Society forums.   
 

- Meeting the needs of young people working towards qualifications at 
different levels is proving challenging for teachers. Differentiation of 
expected learning outcomes on courses leading to the new qualifications 
is not seen as similar to that in the Standard Grade courses. 
 

- SQA is continuing to review the new qualifications, based on evidence 
from the first three years of implementation.  This confirms the 
importance of effective learning within the Broad General Education. 

 
- There is a need for a broader conversation about the BGE, the 
 consideration of evidence-based changes to national courses and to 
 explore general questions about the role of assessment and how it can 
 contribute to learning and teaching from 3-18.  
 
- SQA will continue to work with teachers to seek feedback on their 
 experiences of delivering new National Qualifications. 
 
The meeting heard that the Working Group on Assessment and National 
Courses was established in January 2016, chaired by the Minister for Learning.  
It consists of key education stakeholders, academics and other experts.  Based 
on emerging evidence and experience of the operation of the new National 
Qualifications, it will consider and make recommendations to Ministers and 
Management Board on the policy framework (including design principles) within 
which qualifications are developed and operate; and on assessment policy and 
practice from age 3 to 18, and on the best means of supporting improvements. 
 
- While Health and Safety issues are not and should not prove an 
impediment to multi-level teaching, they do need to be reviewed.   
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- Science teaching should be practically based and practical work should 
be encouraged and the practical skills of scientific enquiry and investigation 
developed.   
 
- There are circumstances in which combining N4/5 classes in the 
sciences is beneficial for some pupils, peer learning can be a very positive and 
powerful driver.    
 
- Schools need to be confident that they are presenting candidates for the 
correct level of qualification.  This requires effective assessment to inform 
robust tracking and monitoring.  It was said that multi-level teaching was being 
raised at parent evenings.  
 
- Some science teachers believe they face a disproportionate assessment 
burden when compared with other disciplines.  The Reflections Group 
recognised in 2014, that over-assessment across the curriculum was a 
challenge and that action was required to address this.  
  
- SQA is putting in place some short-term measures that they believe will 
positively impact on multi-level teaching.  They recognise that some longer-
term work is also necessary.   
 
- It is important that secondary teachers understand the science learning 
that young people have undertaken in their primary school to inform the early 
secondary experience and ensure that learning builds on prior attainment.  This 
also enables them to build on the positive aspects of learning, teaching and 
assessment at the primary stages. 
 
 - Newly qualified teachers need support with delivery of multi-level 
courses and there is an on-going need for professional update. 
 
Actions 
 
1. Headteachers need to be made aware of the particular challenges being 
faced by schools in relation to multi-level teaching.  School Leaders Scotland, 
ADES and the Scottish Council of Independent Schools are best placed to take 
the necessary action.  Learning Directorate to engage with these bodies around 
this.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scottish Government, Learning Directorate 
4 April 2016 

 


