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 13 March 2020 

Dear Ms Pont 
 

I am writing on behalf of the Education and Skills Committee of the Scottish Parliament 
to offer its involvement in the upcoming review of the Broad General Education and 
the Senior Phase. The Committee very much hopes that it will have an opportunity to 
discuss the Committee’s work with you at some stage to inform the review and this 
would also provide an opportunity to discuss the review’s progress at an interim stage.  

 
The Committee has undertaken sustained scrutiny over this parliamentary session of 
the performance of the school education system in Scotland which it considers may 
be of use to you during the course of your work. This includes numerous in-depth 
inquiries including in relation to: the performance and role of key public bodies such 
as Education Scotland and the Scottish Qualifications Authority; Additional Support for 
Learning in School Education; teacher workforce planning including a focus on 
retention issues and initial teacher education content; attainment and achievement of 
school aged children experiencing poverty; progress of the Developing the Young 
Workforce programme; progress of the Scottish Government STEM strategy, and 
Scottish national standardised assessments including looking at the removal of the 
SSLN and the development of ACEL. The Committee also undertook pre-legislative 
scrutiny on education reforms, before the Scottish Government decided to pursue 
reform by non-legislative means. 

 
The Committee has scrutinised certain themes throughout these inquiries including: 
the availability of data on the performance of the education system; teacher 
experience including workload and the extent to which teacher experience feeds into 
decision making processes; governance processes and lines of accountability within 
the education system, and the roles and responsibilities of different public bodies 
including in certain key decisions on the functioning of Curriculum for Excellence.  

 
The findings of the Committee’s inquiry into subject choices in schools, which was 
focussed on secondary schools, was the basis for the Scottish Government’s 
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agreement to instigate a review of the Senior Phase. The Parliament then resolved 
that there should be a review of the Broad General Education. The Committee had 
initially been given the opportunity by the Scottish Government to feed into the scope 
for the Senior Phase review and it was then invited to feed into the expanded scope 
for a review including BGE. Both of the Committee’s responses are annexed to this 
letter for reference. 

 
In the first instance, at this early stage of the review, the Committee would wish to 
highlight the substantial evidence base that the Committee has gathered to inform its 
scrutiny of school education since 2016. All inquiries involved a call for written 
evidence, formal Committee hearings and focus groups. A number of inquiries also 
involved school visits. Given the Scottish Parliament’s commitment to openness and 
transparency, all written submissions, substantially verbatim records of proceedings 
and detailed notes of focus groups and school visits are published online. The data 
from the large-scale surveys that informed a number of inquiries, and the Scottish 
Parliament Information Centre’s analysis of these surveys are also published online. I 
would like to offer you the assistance of the Clerk to the Committee, who would be 
very happy to assist you in navigating through this wealth of information should you 
seek to focus on any particular element at any particular stage of the review. The 
Clerk, in conjunction with our researchers in the Scottish Parliament Information 
Centre, will offer assistance wherever possible. 
 
Secondly, the Committee would appreciate the opportunity to meet with OECD 
representatives leading on the review, later in the review process. It is absolutely for 
the OECD to decide whether such a discussion would be useful to inform the review 
or could be a vehicle for the OECD in highlighting the work of the review at an interim 
stage. The Committee agreed that I should write to you so that there can be no doubt 
on your part of our willingness to assist and of the interest in your progress from the 
Committee. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 23 December 2019 

Dear Mr Swinney 
  
Senior phase review - terms of reference 
  
I am writing in response to your letter dated 8 November 2019. The Education and 
Skills Committee welcomes the opportunity to shape the remit of the senior phase 
review. A central message of its report on Subject Choices in Schools, which acted as 
a catalyst for this review, was the extent to which subjects are not being studied in the 
senior phase because they are not available to be chosen by students. Factors 
influencing the availability of subjects were explored in the report and the review 
presents an opportunity for further valuable work in this area.   
 

• Ability to choose subjects 
 
Crucially, the review must be clear between the distinction of the number of choices – 
how many subjects can be taken in a single year – and the breadth of subject choice 
– the number of subjects an individual may choose from.  Conflating these two issues 
is unhelpful. 
 
As you will be aware the number of choices available in S4 has been a particular focus 
of scrutiny and discussion. The number of subjects taken in S4 is important as it 
provides a platform for future qualifications. There are sufficient schools using different 
models for the review to explore in detail the effect on depth and breadth in both BGE 
and the Senior Phase of a school offering 6, 7 or 8 subjects in S4. 
 

• Factors affecting ability to expand choice 
 
In terms of the number of choices available, how choice is expanded (e.g. multi-level 
teaching, consortia arrangements) may depend on a number of factors such as 
rurality, size of school, socio-economic factors, and location. The extent to which the 
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method to expand choice impacts on teaching and learning and how these approaches 
are distributed should be explored by the review. 
  

• The relationship between subject choice availability and deprivation 
  
The Committee agreed to undertake its inquiry into subject choices following an 
evidence session in September 2017 involving a number of academics. Dr Marina 
Shapira presented findings of work which explored, amongst other things, the 
correlation between subject choice availability and the socio-economic composition of 
schools. Since the Committee reported further research has been published on this 
issue, for example: Shapira M & Priestley M (2019) Do schools matter? An exploration 
of the determinants of lower secondary school subject choices under the Scottish 
Curriculum for Excellence (and we are aware that the authors of this research will be 
undertaking further work in this area in the near future). The importance of ensuring 
equity in the Scottish school system does not require to be re-stated in this letter. The 
Committee considers that existing research reflects a likely correlation between 
schools in higher levels of deprivation having lower levels of the number of subject 
choices and different courses being offered. The review should build on this research 
and produce findings that ensure the underlying issues behind such a correlation are 
thoroughly explored and therefore reflected in the review’s findings. The Committee 
requests that the same process is followed to further analyse the correlation between 
subject choice and rurality. 
  

• Multi-level classes  
  

The Committee expects the review to establish the extent to which multi-level teaching 
is being used and the impact this has on learning in different disciplines. Multi-level 
teaching was a theme that emerged from the inquiry survey responses and was 
pursued in oral evidence. In oral evidence the Royal Society of Edinburgh for example 
informed the Committee that it had raised concerns over the quality of teaching of 
sciences in multi-level classes with Education Scotland and the Scottish Government 
in 2016. The Committee’s report recommended that work be undertaken by Education 
Scotland and the SQA to “work together to identify which subjects could be compatible 
with multi-level teaching, taking into account the content of the curriculum and 
progression between different qualification levels”.  The review may wish to 
complement this work. 
 
Since the Committee published its report, we are aware that further research has been 
published on this issue. The Committee hopes that, for this issue and others, the 
existing evidence will inform work of the review. For the avoidance of doubt, the phrase 
multi-level teaching refers to different levels of qualifications being taught in the same 
class.  This is a different issue to multi-age teaching.  
 

• Structure 
  

The structure of the senior phase and its impact on the availability of subject choices 
is a fundamental issue for the review to consider. The perceived ‘disconnect’ between 
the Broad General Education and the senior phase also merits closer scrutiny.  
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One of the issues raised by witnesses with the Committee, including Education 
Scotland, is the extent to which schools have mapped the new National Qualifications 
onto existing ideas of when exams should be taken.  The Committee concluded 
“implementation of the Senior Phase has resulted in many schools attempting to 
implement a new curriculum within the structure of the previous curriculum which has 
resulted in unintended consequences.”  The extent to which schools are offering two-
year courses in senior phase, and the outcomes those schools are achieving needs 
to be explored. 
 

• Number of subjects taken 
 

The senior phase should be considered as a whole and a key aspect of maintaining 
breadth is the ability to “crash” courses in S5 or S6.  It is unclear how many young 
people do this and how many different subjects young people take qualifications in.  
The Committee concluded that “the opportunity to retain a breadth of learning 
throughout secondary school and to gain a broad set of qualifications are cornerstones 
of Scottish education which are in danger of being lost.”  The review should consider 
the impact of curricular models on the number of different subjects taken by young 
people in senior phase. 
 

• Qualification size 
 
The Committee also looked at the 160 hour qualification size. Breadth, as measured 
by the number of subjects being taken, could be achieved by there being more time to 
teach courses, i.e. two year courses either in S3 and S4 or S4 and S5.  However, if 
this flexibility is not possible or is considered undesirable, another option would be to 
reduce the size of the qualifications.  It would be useful for the review to consider this 
option. 
  

• Impact on specific subjects 
  

The Committee suggests that the review could consider, as context for its findings on 
the senior phase, which disciplines should continue to be central features of the 
curriculum. You stated during evidence on 27th November that “If we want to have a 
discussion about what need to be core qualifications, let us have that discussion, but 
that is not a feature of curriculum for excellence and its design.” In this context, the 
Committee wishes to highlight the subjects which receive a focus within its report due 
to a fall in uptake. Computing is one such a subject. Computing is undoubtedly a 
discipline central to ensuring Scotland has a future workforce is that can meet the 
demands of an economy moving into the fourth industrial revolution.  
 

• Impact on language learning  
 
The position of Gaelic – particularly given the growth in Gaelic Medium Education, 
which requires Gaelic speaking teachers – should also be a distinct part of this review. 
  
The Committee also believes that the review should look at the distinct challenge faced 
by modern languages. The distinct discipline of developing language skills requires 
continuity of learning throughout secondary school.  This links to the ability to crash 
subjects in S5 and S6.  It is important to identify which, if any subjects lend themselves 



6 

to being crashed.  This information could be crucial in how schools develop their offer 
in senior phase. 
 

• Responsibility 
  

The Committee considers that there is a lack of clarity as to where responsibility lies 
between the Scottish Government, Education Scotland and the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority on key areas of education policy and oversight of its implementation at a 
national level. This clarity is fundamental to making progress with a number of the 
issues the Committee has raised in its report. Committee members raised this with 
you during your evidence session on 27 November, including who is responsible for 
identifying national trends for further examination and associated action (See Official 
Report columns 28 to 33). The Committee has raised this issue on a number of 
occasions, including at an early stage in this Parliamentary session in relation to 
Curriculum for Excellence. 
 
The debate on the impact of reforms to upper secondary relies heavily on the work of 
a few academics.  The review should consider the suite of metrics and analyses 
needed to evaluate how the education system is performing in years covering upper 
secondary.   
  
The Committee looks forward to engaging with the findings of the review once it has 
been completed. 
  
Yours sincerely 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 19 February 2020 

Dear Cabinet Secretary, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 4 February, which confirmed that the planned review of 
the Senior Phase curriculum has been expanded to a full review of Curriculum for 
Excellence, covering the Broad General Education (BGE), the Senior Phase, and the 
articulation between the two, and inviting further comment from the Committee to allow 
the Terms of Reference to be finalised. 
 
The Committee’s letter of 23 December covers many of the issues raised in recent 
Committee work which would touch on the Senior Phase, and understandably, many 
of these are pertinent to BGE as well. The Committee’s report on subject choices in 
schools largely focused on the Senior Phase, and some the issues raised within this 
report have already been highlighted to you in our previous letter and are even more 
relevant in the expanded review (for example, the points made in our letter regarding 
where responsibility lies for key areas of education policy and the perceived 
disconnect between BGE and the senior phase). We would therefore encourage the 
OECD to examine the output of our inquiries in that regard. However, there are a few 
particular issues we wish to highlight: 
 
OECD 2015 review recommendations 
On page 12 of its 2015 report, the OECD set out a number of recommendations in 
relation to the Curriculum for Excellence. We would welcome an update from the 
OECD as part of this review on whether it considers its 2015 recommendations to the 
Scottish Government have been fully met, met in part, or not met. 
 
Qualifications focus 
 
The review should focus on the extent to which Broad General Education 
complements and prepares students for the senior phase. It should also look at the 
extent to which senior phase qualifications begin being taught during BGE, and how 
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the distinct qualifications flow up from BGE to advanced higher level. The Committee 
appreciates there will be a curricular focus to the review but also believes it is very 
important, from the evidence that it has heard, that there is in-depth scrutiny as to 
whether the qualifications are functioning individually and collectively as originally 
envisaged under CfE. This should be looked at on a subject by subject basis as the 
evidence suggests there are distinct factors at work in different subjects, not least the 
anecdotal evidence that – for example - the use of multi-course classes results in 
pupils studying similar periods of history repeatedly as they progress through different 
qualifications. 
 
Core curriculum 
 
One topic discussed during our inquiries into subject choices in schools and 
instrumental music tuition has been what can be regarded as a core, or standard, 
curricular offer to Scotland’s school population. In our report on instrumental music 
tuition, we said: 
 
“The Committee recognises there are differing views regarding whether the status of 
music tuition is discretionary or part of the core curriculum. The Committee considers 
that the explicit inclusion of instrumental music tuition in the core curriculum would 
have practical implications, which would need to be carefully considered. However, 
the benefits in protecting and enhancing the provision of music tuition in schools could 
far outweigh these considerations.” 
 
This is a discrete example, but we would welcome the review reflecting on this more 
widely in order to provide clarity to local authorities, schools, teachers, parents and 
carers and other interested parties on what subjects or subject areas are considered 
to be core and to what extent.  
 
Data 
Another ongoing issue has been what data is readily available to be interrogated by 
decision-makers and interested parties to further the progress of Scottish education. 
For example, during our subject choices inquiry, Education Scotland confirmed it did 
not hold data on teacher numbers and their location, or the numbers and location of 
multi-course classes, and much of the Committee’s consideration of Scottish National 
Standardised Assessments focused on what type of data would best measure 
progress. While it may be tangential to the focus of the review, I should also remind 
you of the session held with Scottish Government statisticians on 28 November 2018, 
which looked at school support staff data. Generally, there is a need for clarity on how 
data relevant to Scottish education is collected, collated and, where appropriate, made 
public, which could be assisted through consideration by the OECD. 
 
Gaelic Medium Education 
 
In our letter of 23 December, we supported Gaelic being a distinct part of the review. 
To elaborate, this should not only cover the position of Gaelic as a language and the 
provision of Gaelic speaking teachers to support the language, but also consider how 
Gaelic-speaking teachers in all subjects are being developed to ensure that pupils in 
Gaelic Medium Education can be presented for qualifications taught in Gaelic across 
the curriculum, where supported by the SQA.  
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Engagement 
Finally, we welcome the commitment you made in the Chamber to “consult local 
authorities and others in education” before finalising the remit. In that spirit, the 
Committee would welcome the opportunity to continue this consultation through 
meeting the OECD in the course of its review of the Curriculum for Excellence and 
would anticipate similar offers being made to local authorities, trade unions, academics 
and other relevant bodies and individuals. I would be grateful if this offer was 
communicated to the OECD. 
 
I trust that this response, and our earlier letter, are helpful in drawing the terms of 
reference for the review, and look forward to receiving confirmation of the terms of 
reference once they have been agreed. 
  
Yours sincerely 
 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 

 


