
RESPONSE FROM CITY OF EDINBURGH COUNCIL 
 
  
a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase in Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better 
learning and overall achievement than previously? 
 
The senior phase structure is more flexible and curriculum pathways are focused around 
aspiration to meet individual learning needs.  Excellence and equity in attainment are key 
priorities within the senior phase, in line with the National Improvement Framework.  
However, there is also an enhanced emphasis on developing skills for learning, life and 
work to ensure positive and sustained leaver destinations.  National priority to develop the 
young workforce has aided this.   
 
The Career Education Standard and Work Placement Standard, supported by our 
partnerships with SDS and the regional DYW Board, help schools to engage more 
effectively with local employers and create more meaningful work-relevant contexts for 
learning.  The recent publication of the 15-24 Learner Journey Review has been shared 
with key leadership networks across the local authority and demonstrates how the senior 
phase can deliver better learning and achievement. 
 
 b) 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 do your schools offer flexibility to their learners through the Senior Phase and how 
does this impact on the range of subjects available and the depth of pupils’ learning? 
 
Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject choices in: 
  
I. broad general education (BGE)? 
II. S4? 
III. S5? 
IIII. S6? 
  
BGE 
 
Schools aim to fulfil entitlements to a broad general education across each of the 
curriculum areas and contexts of learning.  Timetables now reflect not only “traditional” 
subject areas but also opportunities for achievement and skills development to ensure that 
we are developing the young workforce.  Therefore, the range of options available to young 
people within the BGE has generally widened. 
 
Increasingly opportunities for achievement of JASS, John Muir, Duke of Edinburgh, 
alongside other recognised awards eg. Science Crest, are being delivered within the school 
timetable to ensure equity and excellence.  This also compliments ongoing IDL across 
themes such as STEM.  The ethos of schools reflects the vision of developing the four 
capacities within our young people.  Personalisation and choice within each year of the 
BGE also reflects the opportunities for young people to lead their own learning by 
developing personal interests and creates greater depth of learning.    
  



By S3 the number of subjects/options a young person chooses does reduce, however this 
is to create a depth of learning and consolidation of skills as the bridge between L4 E&Os 
and Level 5 qualifications.  Increasingly faculties are seeking to provide options that will 
sustain progression pathways within the senior phase and better suit the needs of young 
people.  This is also helping to expand and promote the value of the vocational offer, for 
example, Technologies may offer choices such as: Software development, graphic 
communication, hospitality, design & manufacture, construction skills 
 
Senior Phase 
 
In seeking to deliver a curriculum that will best meet the needs of individual learners, 
schools are increasingly offering more flexible routes and a range of qualifications eg. 
National 4/5, National Progression Awards, Skills for work courses etc. 
 
This reflects the increasing data intelligence of schools and greater understanding of 
progression pathways supported by improved partnership working with SDS, College etc. 
Some schools provide for a common S4-6 timetable, however most schools tend to cater 
for discreet S4 and S5/6 experience. 
 
In understanding their own context schools are better able to offer flexible progressive 
pathways for young people.  GIRFEC means that for some young people a more bespoke 
delivery model in collaboration with partners may be required.  Knowing the young people is 
critical and tracking progress within various challenge areas helps schools to address 
potential barriers.  Across schools, staff are being increasingly challenged to ensure 
success for all and this is helping to drive attainment and the development of more suitable 
progression pathways.  This is also helped by the introduction of other viable qualifications 
such as Foundation Apprenticeships. 
 
d) 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. 
 
Local decision making 
 
Head Teachers within the local authority are empowered to plan and deliver a curriculum 
model to best fit the learning needs of the young people within the catchment area.  The 
needs of learners will reflect a range of factors including school roll, geographical location 
and demography.  Schools provide a curriculum rationale based on their own narrative and 
this will influence the range of subject choices throughout the senior phase. 
 
Curriculum timetabling 
 
For young people who have identified Higher Education as their preferred route schools do 
need to ensure that the necessary University entry requirements can be met – some 
universities insist on the attainment of 5 @ Level 6 in one sitting.  S5 is therefore regarded 
as a critical year within the senior phase for attaining this standard and promotes choice 
based on 5 column options within most schools.  In S6 the number of options a young 
person must take is dependent on current level of attainment and achievement and next 
steps in learning to ensure positive and sustained destinations.  
 



The effective delivery of a Timetable is contingent on the availability of resources to deliver 
a range of subjects.  Recruitment of teachers within shortage subjects can therefore impact 
on the curriculum offer.  This can have a more pronounced impact on smaller schools (eg. 1 
teacher department) and subsequently progression pathways within the senior phase can 
be restricted. As a Local Authority developing partnerships across schools and with 
Edinburgh College is critical to ensuring an equitable offer to all young people across the 
secondary school estate.  Consortia arrangements within the “travel column” 
(Tuesday/Thursday afternoons) are invaluable to promoting the range of choice.  We are 
currently considering virtual consortium arrangements to help in the equity of provision 
across the estate. 
 
Senior Phase course requirements 
 
Timetabling is the mechanism to ensure young people receive their full entitlement to the 
BGE and senior phase curriculum.  While the scope of qualifications on offer to young 
people in the senior phase is expanding, the number of options that can be undertaken 
within each year is determined by the time needed to fulfil course and assessment 
requirements.  The majority of schools within Edinburgh are delivering 7 column options 
within S4, on the basis of a 3-year BGE (S1-3), and 3-year senior phase (S4-6).  Variations 
in the curriculum model across the local authority reflect a school’s local context and 
curriculum rationale.  In the past schools may have offered a greater number of column 
options up to the end of S4, on the basis that the 2-2-2 model provided more scope for 
consolidation of learning and skills development. 
 
The timing of the SQA Exams has a significant impact on the availability of sufficient 
teaching time to deliver the required hours for each NQ. In 2019 the first exam is on 
Thursday 25 April, last year the exam diet began on Monday 30 April.  Earlier start dates for 
the exam diet does impact on availability of meaningful teaching time for national 
qualifications.  While schools endeavour to deliver robust teaching during June of each 
school session, results published in August can impact on coursing and young people may 
make changes to subject choices.  These considerations mean that schools need to 
balance the principles of breadth in choice with those of depth, ensuring that young people 
can effectively undertake course requirements within time constraints.    
 
e) 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? 
 
In developing models to fulfil entitlements to a Broad General Education and Senior Phase  
schools have engaged in innovative and creative approaches to deliver effective learning 
and teaching for young people.  A few schools offered 6 options in S4, however some of 
these schools are now increasing to 7 options as there were unintended consequences to 
the viability of maintaining some subject areas.  For example, modern languages and 
expressive arts may have experienced reduced uptake as young people opted for sciences 
and social subjects alongside core Maths and English. 
 
The emphasis on STEM has helped to fuel interest in related subjects.  Vocational options 
are becoming more attractive, particularly with the development of Foundation and 
Graduate apprenticeships – the Developing the Young Workforce agenda is supporting this. 
 



There has been a noticeable decline in RMPS, replaced by Psychology, Sociology and this 
shift reflects a move towards more relevant Higher Education based subjects. 
 
For young people who have attained at a high level by the end of S5 and are on track to 
secure unconditional University offers, it can be difficult to sustain engagement in courses 
particularly Advanced Highers.  The motivation to leave school at the end of S6 having 
attained at the highest level is often reserved for those applying to Oxbridge.  The 
recognition of this dilemma within the Scottish Government 15-24 Learner Journey Review 
is welcomed.   
 
f) What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
Partnerships with regional DYW Board and SDS promote a much greater understanding of 
the Labour Market Intelligence - however subject shortages have the potential of creating a 
skills gap within some of our key career areas. As an authority we know where the 
opportunities exist however further national support to overcome loss of teaching expertise 
within schools is needed if our young people are to be more work ready. 
 
Teacher recruitment to subject shortage areas does limit subject choice and can impact on 
the provision of appropriate progression pathways for young people.  This can be 
demonstrated in STEM based subjects such as: Technologies (Food & Consumer 
Technology (HE teachers), Design & Manufacturing, Computing, Business. 
  
Developing partnerships across schools and with Edinburgh College is critical to ensuring a 
more equitable offer across the secondary school estate for all young people. Our 
collaborations are an area of strength and our DHT networks for 16+ and Curriculum 
support this collegiately.  Local (school) timetable arrangements could be further 
harmonised to expand this offer and structures to develop this are being considered. 
 
Limitations result in schools being creative and innovative to ensure young people are not 
being disadvantaged. Our approach to developing the young workforce and employer 
engagement, alongside the development of vocational qualifications, is driven by our goal 
of ensuring learning needs and progression pathways of each young person are being 
supported. 
 
The reduction of column options as young people move through the senior phase does 
improve expertise and subject knowledge.  Creating more time within chosen subjects 
consolidates learning and develops skills.  This also supports transition to post-school 
destinations.  Ensuring that our young people and parents/carers receive the appropriate 
advice to make informed decisions at times of choice and change is therefore paramount. 
 
 


