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INTRODUCTION 
 
As a former Cathraiche (Chair) of Bòrd na Gàidhlig, I have had a long-term involvement in 
initiatives to promote and develop Gaelic medium education (GME).  I am married to a secondary 
Gaelic teacher who is now Director of Teacher Education at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig and we have 
three children, brought up with Gaelic in the home, who benefitted from GME in primary and 
secondary school.  As Chief Executive of Fèisean nan Gàidheal, my work involves the promotion 
of Gaelic culture and the organisation supports children in GME and Gaelic learner education 
(GLE).  As a member of Comann nam Pàrant Port Rìgh I was involved in a protracted, ultimately 
successful, campaign to establish a Gaelic primary school in Portree and the organisation now 
runs Gaelic pre-school services locally.  While a trustee of Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, I gained 
experience of Gaelic further and higher education as well as teacher training needs. 
 
My submission deals with my own experience of our local secondary school, as a parent, as well 
as wider Gaelic education matters relevant to the inquiry. 
 
 
RESPONSES TO THE QUESTIONS POSED BY THE COMMITTEE 
 
Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 
It is difficult to say without knowledge of achievement levels which I have not had the opportunity 
to examine.  

 
Education Scotland says the Senior Phase has the “flexibility to offer a range of pathways 
that meet the needs and raise the attainment levels of all learners”. How does your school 
offer flexibility to its learners through the Senior Phase and how does this impact on the 
range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
The school my children attend(ed) now offers a maximum of six subjects at National 5 stage and 
there is no flexibility around that number.  Around 1/3 of pupils in the school come from Gaelic 
medium primary education.  If the school has a full complement of staff, pupils in BGE are 
offered 9 subjects through the medium of Gaelic; a range not replicated elsewhere except, 
perhaps, in Sgoil Ghàidhlig Ghlaschu.  In the senior phase, however, the number of subjects 
taught through the medium of Gaelic reduces to just 3 - Gàidhlig, Eachdraidh (History) and PSE 
(which does not lead to a qualification) with all other subjects delivered in English. 
 
I expected my children to be educated through the medium of Gaelic from pre-school to the end 
of secondary.  While I have no doubt, they attain(ed) in line with their academic abilities, the 
opportunity has been missed to strengthen their Gaelic language skills to the fullest extent 
possible through learning, one of the main expectations parents have when enrolling their 
children in GME.  I would argue that, since most of the senior phase is delivered in English, the 
depth of their learning did not reach its full potential linguistically.   
 
The lack of flexibility in the school at senior phase results in teachers, perfectly able and willing to 
teach their subject in Gaelic, not being afforded the time or resources to do so.  They are 
deployed, instead, to teach in English.   
 
For my children, brought up with Gaelic in the home, this may not result in a diminution of their 
confidence in using Gaelic.  The outcome is likely to be different for children whose main 
exposure to Gaelic is in school.  
 



 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices in: 
I. broad general education (BG) II. S4, III. S5? IV. S6? 
Yes.  See response to previous question. 
 
What are the factors that influence the range of subject choices? Possible factors include: 
curriculum timetabling; local decision making; school size; area and school demography. 
All of the above factors affect subject choices, along with policies that result in teachers not being 
replaced when they leave, or cover not being provided while they are absent.  Local authorities 
often take advantage of such situations to make short-term financial savings. 
 
In our local school we have had the experience of teachers being absent long-term, for perfectly 
understandable reasons, but with little or no effort made by management to replace the provision 
in Gaelic.  Instead, the subjects are simply offered in English.  This does not satisfy parental 
expectations of GME. 
 
Statutory Guidance on Gaelic Education places a duty on local authorities to promote the 
potential provision of GME and GLE and provide support for pupils and teachers in these types 
of Gaelic education.  Perhaps questions need to be raised about the extent to which the 
Guidance is having an intended positive influence on Gaelic education. 
 
In a place such as Skye, where Gaelic is spoken by around half of the population and Gaelic 
medium primary education has been offered for some 34 years, the only local secondary school 
should, by now, be capable of catering fully for the needs of Gaelic medium pupils.  The teachers 
who currently teach their subjects in Gaelic could easily extend their teaching to the senior phase 
but are not supported to do so. 
 
A recent Education Scotland (ES) inspection rightly recognised its Gaelic medium provision as a 
strength of the local secondary school but highlighted, as an area for improvement, the need for 
an increase in the range of subjects being taught through the medium of Gaelic in the senior 
phase leading to awards and qualifications.  The inspectors also asked that staff continue to 
identify ways in which they can meet statutory requirements for Gaelic and suggested this may 
be an appropriate time to review how well the remits reflect statutory guidance. 
 
Parents have put forward proposals to help address the issues raised by inspectors which have, 
so far, been ignored.  A disappointing demonstration of the non-prescriptive nature of ES’s 
relationship with the school and local authority is that there are no plans for inspectors to return 
in order to ensure those improvements are being executed. 
 
As a minority concern in Scottish education, the future of Gaelic is far too important to be left in 
the hands of local decision-making.  Support for Gaelic needs to be prioritised from the centre 
and supported nationally.  There is an unwelcome situation currently where the Scottish  
Government says Gaelic is a national priority, and invests in it, while at the same time decision-
making at local authority or school level has, in places, removed Gaelic as a subject available to 
young people. 
 
The emphasis on local decision-making works against the national priority given to Gaelic and 
this needs to change. If the Scottish Government is serious about its commitment to support  
 
Gaelic, which I have no reason to doubt, it needs to follow that right through to the local level.  
Ministers and senior civil servants should ensure the needs of Gaelic and Gàidhlig are catered 
for in every education policy.   
 



 
Have you experienced any 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? 
Statistics available for SQA presentations in Gaelic and Gàidhlig between 2012 and 2018 are 
shown in two tables in Annex 1, along with a summary of what I conclude they show.   
 
It is important to state that I am not a statistician.  It is also the case that comparing the current 
SQA qualifications with previous awards on anything approaching a like-for-like basis is 
problematic. I would be content for the figures provided to be interrogated and corrected if found 
to be erroneous.  The same is true of any conclusions I have drawn from them. 
 
The statistics appear to show an overall drop in Gaelic presentations from 844 to 239 between 
2012 and 2018 and a drop in Gàidhlig presentations from 360 to 355 during the same period, 
over which numbers in primary Gaelic medium education were growing modestly. 
 
Considering there could well be ‘blip’ years, where class sizes generally were unusually 
larger/smaller and overall school rolls higher/lower, average figures are also included in both 
tables which give a slightly different picture.  Overall, however, the trends seem similar. 
 
Having looked at SQA presentation figures in several subjects as comparators, there have been 
fluctuations in numbers but no decline in uptake quite as dramatic as that suffered by Gaelic.  
Numbers in French have, however, suffered similarly. 
 
This would suggest it seems reasonable to conclude that the statistics examined show a focus 
on STEM subjects, lack of flexibility in some schools (often imposed by the local authority) and 
perhaps other factors, dealt with later, combine to have a negative effect on young people 
presenting for Gaelic and Gàidhlig SQA qualifications. 
 
What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
Limitation of choices, particularly when pupils are having the importance of STEM subjects 
impressed upon them, appears to be working against Gaelic at a time when the Scottish 
Government says securing the language’s future is important.   
 
If it is deemed important at government level, there should be flexibility afforded to head teachers 
to enable pupils wishing to take Gaelic or Gàidhlig SQA qualifications to do so, even if that 
means breaching a limit in the number of subjects set by a local authority.  ES should have a role 
in facilitating this. 
 
A continued downward trend in the number of young people presenting for Gaelic and Gàidhlig 
SQA qualifications could have a devastating effect on Gaelic development more generally.  A 
decline in numbers achieving Gaelic and Gàidhlig SQA qualifications will result in fewer students 
available to enrol for Gaelic courses at universities, Sabhal Mòr Ostaig and other educational 
institutions leading, ultimately, to fewer people being qualified to fill the growing number of 
teaching posts needed to secure a sustainable future for the language.  A supply of people is 
also needed to fill non-teaching jobs where Gaelic is either essential or desirable.  Gaelic 
qualifications are often needed by people to apply for such posts. 
 
It cannot be assumed that every pupil taking Gaelic or Gàidhlig qualifications would wish to 
embark on a career where they will use their Gaelic skills.  Clearly, therefore, a greater number 
of young people need to be educated, for longer, in Gaelic if the Scottish Government’s desire,  
shared by the Gaelic community, to secure a secure future for the language is to be realised.  
Present curriculum arrangements appear to work against this area of government policy. 
 
 



 
WIDER GAELIC EDUCATION MATTERS RELEVANT TO THE INQUIRY 
 
Whichever set of figures is used, statistics show there has been a serious decline in uptake of all 
Gaelic and Gàidhlig qualifications apart from Higher Gàidhlig.  The number of pupils presented 
for Gaelic qualifications in 2018 was just about a quarter of the number presented in 2012.   
 
Given the increases in Gàidhlig medium pupil numbers over the past few years, who would be 
expected to progress to secondary qualifications, a 1% overall decrease in pupils presenting for 
Gàidhlig qualifications is disappointing. The 37% increase in Gàidhlig Higher presentations is 
encouraging, but it remains to be seen whether that will be maintained should a drop off rate - 
currently 19% - continue at National 5 stage.  It should also be noted that exactly the same 
combined number of pupils took Gaelic/Gàidhlig Highers in 2018 as did in 2012.  There are now 
more Higher Gàidhlig candidates than Higher Gaelic candidates.  While this shift may be a 
welcome endorsement of Gaelic medium education, there has been no upward progress in the 
overall number of pupils presenting for Higher qualifications. 
 
Teachers say they are witnessing a definite drop off in Gaelic presentations due to the limiting of 
choices in some local authority areas and individual schools, resulting in fewer pupils being able  
to continue to study Gaelic.  The same would be true, to a lesser extent, in National 5 Gàidhlig.  
The statistics seem to confirm the views of teachers but it is perhaps unlikely such a dramatic 
drop off is due to the limiting of choices alone.  There may be a number of factors at play.   
 
Availability of Gaelic education is a factor.  There are still far too many young people coming 
through Gaelic medium primary education who are unable to continue with any Gaelic/Gàidhlig at 
all in secondary.  A few years ago the drop off rate was 60% in the transition between primary 
and secondary, i.e. only 40% of pupils had the opportunity to continue Gaelic/Gàidhlig studies in 
their chosen secondary school.  I doubt this figure has improved. 
 
Workload is a factor which affects teacher supply and, therefore, availability of Gaelic.  Dedicated 
Gaelic teachers invariably have to spend an inordinate amount of time creating resources that 
are readily available to those teaching in English.  This is especially true of those who teach their 
subject through the medium of Gaelic, as they get very little paid time to prepare.  There is no 
equity in the additional assistance Gaelic teachers get in the classroom compared to their peers 
teaching in English. 
 
For those with the fortitude and goodwill to continue, their workload is inevitably heavy.  
Understandably enough, some teachers feel it is not worth the effort as their contribution is often 
undervalued. Investment in people is poor and in a situation where there is a shortage of 
teachers, they should be nurtured and retained in jobs which carry a reasonable workload. 
 
The lack of financial investment is another factor.  After a great many notable successes in 
Gaelic education over the 35 years since primary GME was first offered, the lamentably slow 
pace of Gaelic medium development at secondary level undermines the achievements of primary 
schools and poses a threat to the future of the language. 
 
With priority given to the needs of GM pupils, provision for Gaelic learners has declined over the 
past decade and there is no good reason for this.  Where once there were hundreds of pupils in 
GLE, that is no longer the case.  Some large schools where Gaelic used to be compulsory in S1 
no longer make it so, or offer Gaelic as a subject at all.  When it is considered that just one  
 
school in Highland had, at one time, an intake of around 160 S1 pupils, all of whom studied 
Gaelic with a good proportion continuing to qualification level, it is not difficult to see how policy 
changes at school and local authority level have had a detrimental effect on numbers presenting 
for SQA qualifications.   



 
 
Thousands of young people learn some Gaelic in primary schools through the 1+2 initiative with 
programmes such as GLPS, GoGaelic! and Fèisgoil’s Blasad Gàidhlig.  Far too few of those 
pupils have the opportunity to continue with any Gaelic education in secondary.   
 
ES has a key role to play in better supporting Gaelic education but the organisation has a 
somewhat dogmatic approach to facilitating ‘local leadership’ and ‘local priorities’ with a resulting 
unwillingness to be prescriptive.  This manifestly does not work for Gaelic education which, in 
common with other minority education, needs prioritisation, intervention and central support.  For 
as long as ES fails to understand that both GME and GLE need to be prioritised, the organisation 
will continue to fail teachers and pupils in Gaelic education.  Changes are needed in ES policies 
which are working against the growth of Gaelic education at a time when they should be 
supporting it. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
There has been a serious decline in the uptake of Gaelic awards over the 7 years examined in 
Annex 1.  This is, at least in part, a result of a narrowing of the curriculum and pupils taking fewer 
subjects, particularly in S4, as well as a lack of flexibility.  However, there may be other factors at 
play and perhaps the Education and Skills committee should recommend a task to examine this 
decline in an attempt to better understand all that is involved and help facilitate improvements.  I 
am optimistic that improvements could be made in all those areas, but it will require political 
intervention and meaningful, sustained joint working on the delivery of an agreed plan of action. 
 
Without intervention, there is a risk the situation will continue whereby the Scottish Government 
states Gaelic is important yet, at another level, curriculum arrangements work against the 
language.   
 
 
Arthur Cormack 
February 2019 
  



 
 
 
Annex 1 GAELIC AND GÀIDHLIG SQA PRESENTATIONS 2012-2018 
 

Gaelic 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Average 

2018 % 
change 

since 2012 

2018 % 
change on 

average 

Advanced Higher 22 21 20 30 24 9 11 20 -50% -11% 
Higher  110 119 103 101 86 69 75 95 -32% -14% 
National 5 (+ Standard, Int 2) 404 346 185 115 147 115 107 203 -74% -50% 
National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 308 309 108 42 56 34 46 129 -85% -58% 
TOTALS 844 795 416 288 313 227 239 446 -72% -47% 

              

Gàidhlig 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Average 

2018 % 
change 

since 2012 

2018 % 
change on 

average 

Advanced Higher 34 19 26 38 31 28 30 29 -12% -13% 
Higher  95 117 122 135 132 126 130 122 37% 29% 
National 5 (+ Standard, Int 2) 225 227 178 173 158 151 183 185 -19% -18% 
National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 6 6 30 22 29 14 12 17 100% 183% 
TOTALS 360 369 356 368 350 319 355 354 -1% -2% 
 
Table 1: National 5 and National 4, along with Intermediate 1 and Intermediate 2, are treated as 
equivalent to the previous Standard Grade.  Although there were 3 levels in the Standard Grade 
qualifications, there is no available breakdown of these, therefore they are included together. 
 

Gaelic 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Average 

2018 % 
change 

since 2012 

2018 % 
change on 

average 

Advanced Higher 22 21 20 30 24 9 11 20 -50% -11% 
Higher  110 119 103 101 86 69 75 95 -32% -14% 
National 5 (+ Standard, Int 2) 404 346 185 115 147 115 107 203 -74% -50% 
National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 308 309 108 42 56 34 46 129 -85% -58% 
Sub-total (Nat 4 & 5 + others) 712 655 293 157 203 149 153 332 -79% -53% 
TOTALS 844 795 416 288 313 227 239 446 -72% -47% 

              

Gàidhlig 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Average 

2018 % 
change 

since 2012 

2018 % 
change on 

average 

Advanced Higher 34 19 26 38 31 28 30 29 -12% -13% 
Higher  95 117 122 135 132 126 130 122 37% 29% 
National 5 (+ Standard, Int 2) 225 227 178 173 158 151 183 185 -19% -18% 
National 4, 3 & 2 (Int 1) 6 6 30 22 29 14 12 17 100% 183% 
Sub-total (Nat 4 & 5 + others) 231 233 208 195 187 165 195 202 -16% -13% 
TOTALS 360 369 356 368 350 319 355 354 -1% -2% 
 
Table 2: If it is assumed that National 5 and National 4 are equivalent, along with Intermediate 1 
and Intermediate 2, to the previous Standard Grade, this table amalgamates the two for an 
alternative, perhaps more like-for-like, comparison.  Although there were 3 levels in the Standard 
Grade qualifications, there is no available breakdown of these, therefore they are included 
together.   



 
 
Although it is very difficult to create a like-for-like comparison between the old and new 
qualifications, Table 1 appears to show a: 
 
• 72% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Gaelic qualifications  
• 1% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Gàidhlig qualifications 
 
• 50% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Advanced Higher Gaelic 
• 12% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Advanced Higher Gàidhlig 

 
• 32% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Higher Gaelic 
• 37% increase between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for Higher Gàidhlig 

 
• 74% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 5 Gaelic (or earlier 

equivalent) 
• 19% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 5 Gàidhlig (or earlier 

equivalent) 
 

• 85% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 4, 3 & 2 Gaelic (or 
earlier equivalent) 

• 100% increase between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for National 4, 3 & 2 Gàidhlig (or 
earlier equivalent) 

 
Table 2 combines the National 4 and 5 (and earlier equivalent qualifications) as this may be 
regarded as a more satisfactory comparison.  The only difference between Table 1 and Table 2 
is that Table 2 shows a: 
 
• 79% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for the combined total of National 

4 and 5 Gaelic qualifications (+ earlier equivalents) 
• 16% decrease between 2012 and 2018 in pupils presenting for the combined total of National 

4 and 5 Gàidhlig qualifications (+ earlier equivalents) 
  
 

 


