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19 November 2019 
 
Dear Clare 
 
Senior Phase Subject Choice Inquiry 
 
Thank you for the Committee’s report of 16 September 2019, following its Inquiry into Senior 
Phase subject choices.  
 
I welcome the report and the range of evidence that this has provided on approaches to the 
Senior Phase curriculum. This, alongside evidence provided through Education Scotland 
inspections and engagement work, the national Headteacher survey and national attainment 
data, has been helpful in informing further work in this area.  
 
In terms of next steps, my letter to you of 8 November set out some initial detail in relation to 
the review of the Senior Phase curriculum that I have commissioned. This review is an 
opportunity for the system as a whole to learn together. It will explore further how Curriculum 
for Excellence (CfE) is being implemented for young people in S4-S6 across the country and 
will identify any improvements that might be made to support the best outcomes for all 
learners.   
 
I do not believe it is necessary for National Qualifications to be the focus of this review.   
Rather, it will address many of the themes highlighted in the Committee’s report and the 
breadth of the “offer” throughout the Senior Phase. Following initial discussions with key 
partners in the sector, I expect the review to consider:  
 
Culture 

• the level of understanding of the purpose of the Senior Phase (amongst young 
people, parents, practitioners, leaders, employers and other partners);   

• the pace of change and approaches to implementation;   

• the extent to which the aspirations, aims and purposes of Curriculum for Excellence 
are being achieved through the Senior Phase;  
 

http://www.lobbying.scot/


 

Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are 

covered by the terms of the Lobbying (Scotland) Act 2016.  See 

www.lobbying.scot 
 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 

  

    

 

Capacity 

• national and local support and guidance for implementation of the Senior Phase;    

• the Senior Phase curriculum offer across S4-6 (often described in terms of “subject 
choice”) and the opportunity for young people to blend a range of achievements, 
awards and qualifications; 
 

Structure 

• the impact of curriculum design decisions at local authority and school level;  

• partnerships between schools and colleges to offer a range of pathways and choices 
to young people, including, for example, Foundation Apprenticeships;  

• the range and breadth of different pathways available, and the scope to meet the 
individual aspirations of young people;  

• the impact of approaches to learning and teaching (including bi-level and multi-level 
teaching, digital learning and collaborative approaches to delivery);  

• coherence and continuity of learning between the Broad General Education and the 
Senior Phase; and  

• the impact on specific subjects (in particular Gaelic, Modern Languages and STEM). 
 
 
There are a number of other themes in the Committee’s report that are already being 
considered through existing work, such as on National 4 and on teacher numbers. As work is 
underway in these areas, I would not expect the review to focus on them.  
 
I would like to take this opportunity to point out that I do have concerns about some of the 
contradictions that emerged during the evidence session discussions. In particular I wish to 
highlight the focus on individual years rather than end results; the concerns about reduced 
choice but criticism of approaches designed to increase choice; and focusing too much on 
only one type of qualification – National Courses - without a fuller consideration of all the 
other valuable types of learning and qualifications that young people are now able to 
undertake. 
 
In my letter to you last October I emphasised the need to look at the totality of the Senior 
Phase curriculum rather than individual years. I acknowledged the different approaches 
being taken across the country as a reflection of increasing Headteacher empowerment and 
the need for schools to be able to meet the needs of their learners in different ways. I also 
cautioned against making direct comparisons between the Senior Phase curriculum now and 
under the previous system. I stand by all these points, which were also supported in the 
evidence provided to the Committee by the Association of Directors of Education in Scotland 
(ADES), Education Scotland and other bodies. I will not revisit them again in this letter.  
 
I do think, in all of this debate, that it is important to be mindful of the original aspirations of 
CfE. In the 2002 National Debate, which led to the development of CfE, the features of the 
existing curriculum that people told us they valued included1: 

• the flexibility which already exists in the Scottish system – no one argued for a more 
prescriptive national system; 

• the combination of breadth and depth offered by the curriculum; 

                                            
1 
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20180129200103/http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2004/11/20178/
45863 
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• the quality of teaching; 

• the quality of supporting material that helps teachers to deliver much of the current 
curriculum; and 

• the comprehensive principle. 
 
The case was made for changes which would: 

• reduce over-crowding in the curriculum and make learning more enjoyable; 

• better connect the various stages of the curriculum from 3 to 18; 

• achieve a better balance between 'academic' and 'vocational' subjects and include a 
wider range of experiences; 

• equip young people with the skills they will need in tomorrow's workforce; 

• make sure that assessment and certification support learning; and 

• allow more choice to meet the needs of individual young people. 
 
It was against this educational backdrop that Ministers established a Review Group in 
November 2003, which led to the development of CfE. Building the Curriculum 32, published 
in 2008, set out the broad framework for learning and teaching, including the entitlement to a 
Broad General Education to the end of S3, followed by a three-year Senior Phase.  
 
Alongside the overarching entitlement to a Senior Phase, where learners can continue to 
develop the four capacities and also obtain qualifications and awards, the document was 
clear that the Senior Phase curriculum should: 
 

• meet the needs of all learners, whether aspiring to achievements at SCQF level 1 or 
at SCQF level 7; 

• comprise more than programmes which lead to qualifications; 

• have a continuing emphasis on health and wellbeing; and  

• provide opportunities for personal achievement, service to others and practical 
experience of the world of work. 

 
These entitlements represented a clear and deliberate broadening of the focus beyond 
exams and traditional qualifications, responding to what the system had told us in the 
National Debate. It was a vision which garnered a wide degree of consensus across political 
parties, across the Scottish Parliament and across the education system. We must not lose 
sight of these aspirations.  
 
The importance of this broader offer in supporting many young people into a positive 
destination post school was strengthened by the introduction of Developing the Young 
Workforce: Scotland’s Youth Employment Strategy in 20143. The need for this broader 
experience was highlighted again by young people themselves as part of the 15-24 Learner 
Journey Review in 2017/184.  
 
The purpose of Scotland’s curriculum, reinforced in recent months through a refreshed 
narrative  which has been developed and endorsed by partners across the system, is to 
provide young people with the skills, knowledge and experiences that will prepare them for 

                                            
2 https://education.gov.scot/Documents/btc3.pdf 
3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/developing-young-workforce-scotlands-youth-employment-strategy/  
4 https://www.gov.scot/publications/15-24-learner-journey-review-9781788518741/  
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their life beyond school and provide them with the best possible opportunity to fulfil their 
potential. It is not about gaining as many qualifications as quickly as possible.   
 
During the BGE, young people are entitled to study a wide range of subjects across the eight 
curricular areas.  This broad experience extending into S3 is one of the key differences 
which ensures breadth is not lost in the quest for high numbers of lower level qualifications. 
In the Senior Phase (from S4 to S6), young people have the opportunity to acquire a range 
of qualifications and awards over that three year period, which will support them in their 
future learning and career pathways.  
 
From my own visits to schools across the country, I see a range of innovative and creative 
practice taking place, with practitioners committed to providing young people with the 
opportunities that are best for them. I see young people on a range of pathways, undertaking 
different types of qualifications and getting valuable experiences, directly connected to their 
future learning and career aspirations.  
 
As the Committee has acknowledged, the evidence we have already tells us that schools are 
offering a wider range of courses and qualifications than ever before. The Headteacher 
survey findings, published on the 25 September 2019, also evidence this, showing that the 
majority of secondary schools who responded are now offering a wide range of awards and 
opportunities for personal achievement beyond National Qualifications. 
 
I was delighted that we were able to highlight and celebrate a range of these different 
experiences on results day this year and I want to make sure we continue to capture these 
experiences through the #mylearnerjourney campaign and through the review itself.  
 
However, through our work on the 15-24 Learner Journey programme, amongst other things, 
young people continue to tell us that there is still too much focus on exams, that they are 
generally under too much pressure and that there continues to be a lack of parity between 
the different types of learning pathways they can follow. I was particularly concerned by the 
direct feedback I had recently from a group of senior pupils on how much they had been 
disquieted by the media reports around their school’s standing in “national league tables”. 
 
This narrow interpretation of success is something that concerns me deeply and gets to the 
heart of the initial aims and aspirations, which garnered support and endorsement across the 
political spectrum. This is especially the case when national attainment data tells us that 
there is a record proportion of school leavers in work, training or study, with:  

• overall, a record 93.2% of 2017/18 school leavers were in work, training or study 
within nine months of leaving school, up from 92.9% the previous year;  

• the proportion of 2017/18 school leavers unemployed nine months after leaving 
school was 5.8%, down from 13.8% in 2009/10; 

• the gap between those from the most and least deprived communities in work, 
education or training – a positive destination – has reduced from 20.2 percentage 
points in 2009/10 to 8.6 percentage points in 2017/18; and 

• a record 39.0% of school leavers in 2017/18 were in Higher Education nine months 
after leaving school. 
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The data also tells us that, in terms of attainment: 

• the number of school leavers attaining vocational qualifications at Level 5 and above 
has increased from 7.3% in 2013/14 to 14.8% in 2017/18; 

• the percentage of school leavers attaining one or more passes at SCQF Level 6 
(Higher) or better is up from 50.4% in 2009/10 to 62.2% in 2017/18; and  

• the percentage of school leavers attaining one or more passes at SCQF Level 5 
(National 5) or better is up from 77.1% in 2009/10 to 85.9% in 2017/18. 

 
I am fully committed to CfE and I hear time and time again from practitioners across the 
country that we have the right policy foundations in place. But I want to ensure we are doing 
the very best for all our young people. There cannot be any question mark over the impact of 
different curricular approaches on learners. That is why I have commissioned the review of 
the Senior Phase.  
 
There is a shared commitment across the Scottish education system to ensuring the best 
possible outcomes for all our young people and, as I noted above, this review will be 
undertaken in close collaboration with our key partners and practitioners across the system. 
 
I hope you find this response helpful and I look forward to discussing this with you on 27 
November. 
 

 
JOHN SWINNEY 
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