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Education & Skills Committee: Senior Phase Subject Choice Inquiry 
Response by Scottish Government  
 
 

Recommendations for the Scottish Government 
 

Response 

CFE: CURRICULAR STRUCTURE AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE SENIOR PHASE 

Consultation & Structure 

 
The Committee therefore recognises that research to 
better understand the impact of different curricular 
models in different settings would be valuable to 
schools in deciding how best to shape their Senior 
Phase and recommends that the Scottish 
Government commissions independent research into 
different curricular models. 
This should: 

 consider the 2 year route through S4/S5  

 consider how many subjects are offered in each 
year of the Senior Phase, what the core 
minimum offer is in each school, and the 
outcomes for pupils in order to provide schools 
and local authorities across Scotland with 
information on the challenges and opportunities 
created by different models to help inform their 
chosen approach 

 include qualitative analysis of the experiences 
of pupils, parents and carers, and teachers to 
supplement the quantitative aspects of the 
research.  

Independent research, to be commissioned by the 
Scottish Government, into curricular models should 

 
On 26th September the Scottish Government published the 
results of a survey of Scottish Secondary headteachers which 
provides their views on, and experiences of, implementing the 
Senior Phase curriculum.  We are giving consideration to a 
second phase of this research to explore key headline 
messages in more depth. 
 
The independent review of the Senior Phase curriculum, 
which is currently being scoped, will also look at the impact of 
different curricular models and consider national data.  
 
The review will be principally focused on understanding the 
experiences learners as well as practitioners, parents and 
careers.  
 
The review will start in December, with an interim report 
expected in June 2020 and a final report expected in August 
2020.  
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therefore be complemented by consideration of SQA 
data and SCQF attainment levels to help identify the 
outcomes for young people under different models. 
(Paragraph 42) 
 

Accountability and data  

 
The committee recommends that the Scottish 
Government should clarify the respective roles of 
Education Scotland, the SQA, Regional Improvement 
Collaboratives and local authorities in supporting 
schools in delivering the Curriculum for Excellence, 
and how the contributions of each of these levels of the 
system are assessed and improved. In particular, the 
Committee recommends that the purpose and role of 
Regional Improvement Collaboratives must be made 
clear. (Paragraph 56) 

 
Accountability for the curriculum in schools is a shared 
responsibility across Scottish Government, National Bodies 
including SQA and Education Scotland, local government and 
schools.  
 
The Scottish Government sets the national policy context and 
is accountable for the performance of the system. Education 
Scotland and SQA are responsible for supporting successful 
implementation and ensuring quality of the curriculum and 
qualifications, respectively. Local authorities have a statutory 
responsibility for the delivery of education and its quality at 
local level.  Headteachers in schools are responsible for 
ensuring a curriculum that meets the needs of young people 
in their school. The agreement on the school empowerment 
agenda believes the Scottish Government and local 
authorities will enhance the flexibility available to schools and 
headteachers and will increase their autonomy.  
 

 
The Committee seeks clarification from the Scottish 
Government on the reasons for not releasing data 
relating to attainment and achievement at S4 at 
individual school level. (Paragraph 57) 

 
The Official Statistics on attainment and achievement that the 
Scottish Government routinely release is on school leaver 
basis (not individual stage basis) to align with policy on 
delivery of the Senior Phase.  
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The purpose of S3  

 
[No recommendation] 
The Committee notes that teachers and schools have 
worked hard to reduce the lack of coherence between 
the broad general education and the Senior Phase. 
However, the Committee notes that this lack of 
coherence was the result of problems during the 
implementation of the Curriculum for Excellence, and 
that issues still remain in some schools in ensuring a 
better transition from S3 to S4. (Paragraph 68) 

 
In the recent Headteacher survey on the Senior Phase 
curriculum, over half of headteachers who responded said 
that they started planning for the Senior Phase when young 
people are in S2 and, overall, 90% of headteachers felt they 
were able to mostly or completely ensure continuity of 
learning between the BGE and the Senior Phase. 
 
The independent review of the Senior Phase curriculum will 
provide the opportunity to consider the extent to which the 
Broad General Education is preparing young people for the 
Senior Phase. 
 

Review of the Senior Phase   

 
The Committee seeks confirmation from the Cabinet 
Secretary that he has commissioned an independent 
review of the Senior Phase as well as providing an 
update on the timescale and scope of this work. 
(Paragraph 74) 

 
An independent review of the Senior Phase curriculum has 
been commissioned. The Deputy First Minister wrote to all 
headteachers on 17 September outlining the intention to do 
this.  He also wrote to the Convenor of the Education & Skills 
Committee on 8 November, seeking the views of the 
Committee on the initial scope of the review.  
 
The review will start in December, with an interim report 
expected in June 2020 and a final report in August 2020.  
 

National 4  

 
The Committee recommends that as part of the review 
of the Senior Phase, the Scottish Government works 
with the Scottish Funding Council to identify the 

 
The Scottish Government is committed to working with local 
and national partners to agree the terms of reference for the 
review, through the Curriculum and Assessment Board. The 
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qualifications and destinations of young people who 
entered Further Education as part of their 16-18 
learner journey having achieved at National 4 level 
while at school.(Paragraph 84) 
 

Scottish Funding Council is represented on that Board and 
will have the opportunity to feed into this at the next meeting 
of the Board on 4 December 2019. 
 

 
The Committee notes the concerns expressed by 
some witnesses that pupils who leave school solely 
with National 4s will not experience the process of 
preparing for and taking an exam. The Committee is 
concerned that there has been no explanation of who 
made the decision to remove an external exam for 
National 4 and no apparent rationale explaining why 
this was the correct course of action to take. The 
Committee therefore seeks confirmation from the 
Scottish Government of who made this decision and 
the process and rationale which led to this decision. 
(Paragraph 85) 
 

 
The assessment mechanism for National 4 (unit assessments 
and an added value unit to determine whether a learner has 
attained the course) was part of the Qualifications Design 
Principles, recommended by the Qualifications Governing 
Group, and accepted by the CfE Management Board, which 
involved all key partners in the education system. 
 
It agreed that, given the nature of National 4 as potentially the 
exit qualification for those candidates who might be going on 
to college courses, internal assessment was the most 
appropriate assessment to put in place.  It would also support 
those learners, who may have previously found an external 
exam to be overly-challenging, to demonstrate attainment at 
SCQF Level 4. 
 
In recent engagement work by SQA on National 4, young 
people themselves have said that they do not want an 
external exam. 
 

SENIOR PHASE CHOICES   

Numbers of Subjects in S4  

 
The Committee recommends that the Scottish 
Government sets out how it will improve the current 
system and act to reduce barriers for care experienced 
young people in going to, staying at and transitioning 

 
We are providing almost £33 million of Attainment Scotland 
funding over the lifetime of this Parliament to specifically target 
support for care experienced children and young people. On 
25 October, we announced the latest tranche of funding to 
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out of further and higher education in Scotland. (Page 
60) 

support this work with more than £12 million available to local 
authorities over this academic year. 
 
https://www.gov.scot/news/further-support-for-looked-after-
children/ 
 
The Care-Experienced Bursary was introduced in Academic 
Year (AY) 2017/18 in response to a recommendation made by 
the Commission on Widening Access. It was introduced as a 
non-income assessed, non-repayable grant of £7,625 and was 
made available to both new and continuing eligible students in 
Higher Education (HE). At that time, care-experienced 
students in Further Education (FE) were awarded the 
maximum FE bursary level of £4,185.  
 
Following a recommendation of the Independent Review of 
Student Support, Ministers announced that from AY 2018/19, 
students across FE and HE would be able to access a Care-
Experienced Bursary of £8,100 per year – this would not only 
provide enhanced living cost support but also act as an 
incentive for young people with experience of care to enter FE 
and HE.  
 
In AY 2019/20, we are again investing over £5 million so that 
care-experienced students in FE and HE receive a bursary of 
£8,100. 
 
In addition to the bursary, through the implementation of the 
recommendations made by the Commission on Widening 
Access, in July all Scottish Universities [excluding the OU in 
Scotland] committed to guarantee a place at university for care 

https://www.gov.scot/news/further-support-for-looked-after-children/
https://www.gov.scot/news/further-support-for-looked-after-children/
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experienced applicants who meet the new minimum entry 
requirements from AY 2020/21.  
 

Deprivation & Rurality  

 
The Committee urges the Scottish Government and 
Education Scotland to investigate this educational 
disparity (that secondary schools in more deprived 
areas have a more restricted range of subjects 
available for study, and that the subjects that are 
available tend to be subjects perceived as being less 
academic and/or more vocational in nature) and to 
confirm where accountability at a national level for 
tackling this lies. The responsible body should then 
work with schools and local authorities to ensure that 
this inequity in choice is tackled effectively. (Paragraph 
135) 
 

 
The review of the Senior Phase curriculum is currently being 
scoped, and we would expect this to look at the equity of the 
Senior Phase offer across the country, both in terms of 
geographically location and areas of deprivation.  
 
 

Impact on particular subjects  

 
The Committee recommends that the Scottish 
Government considers as a matter of urgency how 
Gaelic uptake can be supported to prevent this 
situation becoming worse. (Paragraph 160) 

 
The independent review of the Senior Phase, is currently 
being scoped with national partners. The intention is that this 
will look at the impact on specific subject areas, including 
Gaelic and Gaelic subjects.  
 
A number of bodies are already working closely to increase the 
uptake of Gaelic and Gaelic subjects at secondary.  This 
includes, Storlann, SQA, ES and Bòrd na Gàidhlig.   
 
e-Sgoil is also making an important contribution to Gaelic at 
the secondary level and SG has given additional support to e-
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Sgoil in this financial year to offer Nat 5 Gàidhlig and Higher 
Gàidhlig digitally throughout Scotland.  
  

 
The Committee does not accept that language skills 
can be adequately retained without consistent 
progression throughout school, and therefore 
questions how feasible it is to rely on 'crash' 
examinations, whether at National level or at Higher, 
later in the Senior Phase. (Paragraph 161) 
 
The Committee welcomes the Cabinet Secretary’s 
offer to consider this matter further and recommends 
that the Scottish Government engages with 
educationalists to determine the most effective 
method of supporting language skills and associated 
qualifications. (Paragraph 162) 
 

 
We agree with the Committee that children and young people 
need to be building on their language learning in a progressive 
way throughout the Broad General Education.  That is why we 
are committed to the languages 1+2 approach which seeks to 
introduce language learning from P1 onwards and sustain that 
throughout the BGE,  Our data shows that there is good 
progress with this ambition with 88% of primary schools and 
70% of secondary schools are providing the full entitlement to 
learning a second language from P1 to P7 and from S1 to S3.  

Both Education Scotland and Scotland’s National Centre for 
Languages (SCILT) support and promote learning and 
teaching of languages in schools at all ages and stages, 
working with local authorities, schools and teachers. Local 
Authorities are using our languages 1+2 funding in a range of 
ways to meet their local circumstances, including teacher 
participation in immersion courses, teacher professional 
learning, and classroom resources.   
 
Education Scotland is providing strategic support and 
guidance to schools and local authorities, through resources 
for teachers, roadshows and events.  
 
Education Scotland recently produced new resources to 
support progression in language learning in both primary and 
secondary schools which were developed with teachers. 
These are available via the National Improvement Hub and 
on GLOW.    
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The Open University and SCILT are delivering a training 
programme in language learning for primary teachers.  SCILT 
also provide other professional learning programmes in 
language teaching and learning, and help schools make links 
to communities and businesses to improve language learning 
and understanding.   
 
We  will continue to work with partners to see what more can 
be done to support language learning in schools. 
 

 
The Committee also recommends the Scottish 
Government and Education Scotland should 
interrogate the data on participation rates in all 
subjects since the introduction of the Senior Phase, 
and confirm whether subjects in any of the eight 
curricular areas studied during broad general 
education are particularly marginalised by the 
narrowing of the curriculum in S4 and thereafter. 
(Paragraph 163) 

 
Analysis of attainment in individual subjects is carried out as 
part of SQA result day analysis and school leaver attainment 
in individual subjects is published in the National Statistics 
publication Summary Statistics for Attainment and Leaver 
Destinations supplementary tables.  
 
The independent review of the Senior Phase, is currently 
being scoped with national partners. However, the intention is 
that this will look at the impact on specific subjects.  
 

SCHOOL RESPONSES TO THE CURRICULUM  

School Empowerment  

Special consideration should also be made for young 
people who move between schools with significantly 
different structures. Looked after children and children 
of armed forces personnel are likely to be over-
represented in this group. The Committee 
recommends that the Scottish Government 
commissions research on how those children’s 
outcomes are affected. (Paragraph 181) 
 

Moving schools as a consequence of changes in care setting 
can be disruptive for looked after children but the proportion 
of looked after children who go on to achieve positive follow 
up destinations has greatly improved (76%) since 2009/10 
(40%). The independent Care Review is considering the 
impact of moving schools and the detailed findings will be 
published early next year.  
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We already know that Service children might need extra 
support in school and have legislation and arrangements in 
place so that they will receive that support through additional 
support for learning and ‘getting it right for every child’ 
processes. The responsibility for providing additional support 
for learning to Armed Forces children sits with education 
authorities, and they are best placed to monitor and review 
data that is collected at a local (school/ local authority) level. 
This helps those responsible for providing support to 
understand where Service children are learning, evaluate 
their practice and make improvements.  
 
A review of implementation of additional support for learning, 
is underway.  This will include consideration of the quality of 
existing learning and support for pupils with additional support 
needs. The chair of the review will be meeting with 
stakeholders to hear directly from them about the experience 
of Armed Forces children. 
 
We are at the early stages of exploring, with support from the 
MOD’s Directorate Children and Young People, opportunities 
to build on the research base in Scotland on Armed Forces 
children and families’ school education experiences.  
 
Achievement for pupils with additional support needs in 
mainstream secondary schools continues to rise (Attainment 
and Leaver Destinations Tables 3 and 6 17/18): 
•             87.9% of 2017/18 school leavers with additional 
support needs had a positive follow-up destination.  A 5.9 
percentage point increase since 2011/12 
•             70.4% of 2017/18 school leavers with additional 
support needs left school with 1 pass or more at SCQF level 
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5 or better. An increase of 15.1 percentage points since 
2011/12.  
•             91.0% of 2017/18 school leavers with additional 
support needs left school with 1 or more qualification at 
SCQF level 4 or better.  An increase of 5.4 percentage points 
since 2011/12. 
 

Multi-level teaching  

 
The Committee recommends that the lack of data on 
multi-level teaching (in particular N5/ Higher classes) 
is immediately rectified by the Scottish Government 
and Education Scotland. (paragraph 206) 
 
The data gathered on multilevel teaching should also 
be examined to investigate whether this particularly 
affects certain subjects, as well as whether there is a 
disproportionate impact on smaller schools which tend 
to be in rural and/or deprived areas. (paragraph 207) 
 

 
Education Scotland has yet to see any firm evidence from 
inspections of educational disadvantage due to multilevel 
teaching.  
 
The independent review of the Senior Phase will provide an 
opportunity to look at the impact of different approaches to 
learning and teaching, including bi-level and multi-level 
teaching.  
 

Teacher numbers  

 
The Committee recommends that Education 
Scotland works with the Scottish Government and 
COSLA to devise an appropriate method of using the 
data on teacher numbers gathered by the Scottish 
Government and local authorities. (paragraph 218) 

 
The Scottish Government is happy to work with Education 
Scotland and COSLA to improve awareness around data on 
teacher numbers, in order to better inform Education 
Scotland's understanding of where issues lie with recruitment 
and retention of teachers in particular parts of the country or 
within certain subjects. 
 

 
The Committee recommends that the Scottish 
Government works with relevant stakeholders (in 

 
The Scottish Government is committed to working in 
partnership with all key stakeholders, including colleges, to 
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particular colleges) to identify ways in which this 
partnership working can share best practice and can 
take into account subject areas with teacher 
shortages. (paragraph 219) 
 

ensure that we have the right number of suitably qualified 
teachers in the system. This has already begun with the 
development of new articulation routes into Initial Teacher 
Education. 
 

WORKING WITH PARENTS AND CARERS  

 
The Committee encourages all schools and local 
authorities to consider whether the information they 
provide is up-to-date, clearly written, and is provided in 
a timely manner to allow parents and carers to digest 
and discuss with their children before they make their 
subject choices. (paragraph 250) 

 
The Scottish Government’s Learning Together plan 
emphasises that clear and regular communication to 
parents is a vital part of parental involvement. A key aim in 
the joint Scottish Government/ COSLA plan is to “improve 
the quality of all communication between practitioners, 
staff, parents and families” (page 3 in the plan). 
 
The Committee highlights timeliness and clarity. These are 
vital. A further aspect is the provision of information in a 
wide variety of ways and reflecting the diversity of the 
parent community. No one form of communication will meet 
all parental needs, and practice and approach should 
reflect this fact. There are excellent examples of good 
practice within Developing the Young Workforce, such as 
the “marketplace” style careers events where employers, 
teachers, parents and pupils can consider the wider variety 
of pathways available.  
 
School Handbooks remain an important aspect of parental 
communication about subject choice and curriculum 
provision. Scottish Government, Education Scotland and 
the ADES leadership have been working to raise 
awareness of school handbook requirements through 
communication with Directors of Education, parental 
involvement officers and media digest updates to schools.  
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There is no substitute for the face-to-face discussions and 
dialogue between headteachers, teachers, parents and 
young people. It is this culture and approach that we are 
seeking to promote and support through our Learning 
Together plan on parental engagement.  

 

 
The Committee recommends that Education Scotland 
investigates how the terminology used in 
communication with parents and carers can be 
clarified, and works with other relevant bodies such as 
the SQA and COSLA to ensure clear, consistent 
information is provided. (paragraph 252) 

 
The Scottish Government agrees with the Committee’s 
observation that terminology is important in ensuring a 
common understanding of the Senior Phase. It is important 
that the Scottish Government and partners continue to 
work to improve the way that we communicate the key 
principles underpinning Scotland’s Curriculum. 
 
The further package of “Nutshells” developed by the 
National Parent Forum with input from Education Scotland, 
Scottish Government and the SQA and published in 
summer 2019, provide an important model for renewed 
communication activity nationally, locally and within 
schools and with parents.   
 
We will continue to work with the NPFS to promote the new 
Nutshells on Early Learning and Childcare, Scotland’s 
Curriculum, the Senior Phase and Wider Achievement – as 
well as a forthcoming product on the Learner Journey - to 
all schools. 

 

 
The Committee recommends that the Scottish 
Government supports COSLA and local authorities in 
a national campaign, aimed at parents and carers and 

 
The set of new Nutshell products (referred to above), as 
well as a new pamphlet on Learner Journey being 
developed by the NPFS, are important elements of the 
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employers, to explain the new system. (paragraph 
253) 

picture. Products, messages and reflections developed by 
parents for parents are the best way to share the message 
to parents about Scotland’s Curriculum.  
 
Highlighting individual stories and examples is also a useful 
way to share what the new system looks and feels like in 
practice, to address concerns or questions and to celebrate 
the wide variety of pathways and options available. The 
recent joint agency work to promote #nowrongpath social 
media campaign is a good example of this.  
 
We will consider the Committee’s proposal for a national 
campaign as we develop our shared communication 
strategy about the system. We will consider the options in 
partnership with organisations on the Curriculum and 
Assessment Board. 

 

 


