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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

SUBJECT CHOICES INQUIRY 

SUBMISSION FROM EDUCATION SCOTLAND 

 

1. Education Scotland welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence to the Education and 
Skills Committee and notes the responses to the Subject Choices Inquiry. In particular, 
we note the overall positive response to the structure and intention of the senior phase 
of Curriculum for Excellence. This comes across particularly from those who are 
currently engaged in making the senior phase work for young people.  We also note the 
recurring themes of the links between staffing levels, timetabling and the choices 
available to young people. 

 

The Senior Phase 
 

2. Senior phase developments should be seen in the context of the overall learner journey 
from early years onwards. The case for reform to Scotland’s curriculum was made in 
Curriculum for Excellence and re-emphasised again by Developing the Young 
Workforce. We are confident that these reforms compare well globally and will serve our 
young people well as they navigate their way through a complex and uncertain world.  
We monitor our offer and progress against international evidence such as that available 
from the OECD Education 2030 work and organisations like the World Economic Forum. 

 

3. The senior phase offers extensive opportunities for personalisation and choice for young 
people.  This means providing pathways that help them gain qualifications, including 
through the increase we are now seeing in the range of work-related courses and 
programmes available at all levels in schools.  Alongside this, young people are 
experiencing activities to develop their personal achievements as, for example global 
citizens and leaders, appropriate to their needs and their career and future aspirations.  

 

4. So the aim of the senior phase within Curriculum for Excellence was to change the 
focus of study in the senior phase from the model that many teachers, parents and other 
will be familiar with.  That may well mean young people taking fewer qualifications, 
particularly at some levels, over their senior phase and that the curriculum design may 
look different from school to school.  We should be comfortable with these changes as it 
enables schools and partners to prepare young people with the 21st Century learning, 
knowledge and skills for life in the modern world. 
 

5. Improving the curriculum offer remains a high priority for schools across Scotland.  As 
part of their learning journey, all children and young people are entitled to experience a 
coherent curriculum from 3 – 18. Curriculum is defined as the totality of all that is 
planned for children and young people from early learning and childcare, through school 
and beyond.  In the most effective practice, schools are adopting creative approaches to 
innovate the curriculum and are developing strong partnerships with colleges, 
employers and third sector organisations to improve the curriculum offer.  Increasingly, 
schools are consulting with their children and young people and using information drawn 
from their motivations and aspirations to shape the curriculum offer.  This is resulting in 
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schools being able to provide an appropriate range of learning pathways to meet the 
needs of their learners, a key feature of Curriculum for Excellence.  
 

6. There are no pre-conceived notions about the number or types of qualifications taken at 
which stage of the senior phase. The guiding principle is that qualifications, awards and 
achievements are taken at the right stage for the individual young person over the 
senior phase which can be up to three years. This allows learners to build up a bespoke 
portfolio of qualifications, awards and skills by the time they leave school and move on 
to their next stage of learning in, for example, apprenticeships, employment, further or 
higher education.  It follows from this that the right time to view the overall achievements 
of young people is at their point of exit from the senior phase, rather than in any 
individual year.  This is a key difference in approach to the previous system. 

 

7. There is also an increasingly broad offer to consider, with subject choice including a 
range of qualifications:  work-based learning, and opportunities for personal 
achievement, as well as traditional academic subjects. 
 

8. In any discussion or review of the senior phase or of subject choices, we are conscious 
of what young people are telling us about what they want from their education.  Very few 
young people are expressing concerns about not doing enough qualifications.  Instead, 
we more frequently hear feedback from young people about too much focus being 
placed on traditional qualifications in the final years of school at the expense of more 
innovative choices and pathways in preparation for moving on to the next stage of their 
learner journey. 
 

9. We are acutely aware of the importance of promoting young people’s mental wellbeing 
as they face up to the challenges of the world they are in. Education Scotland’s review 
of Personal and Social Education (PSE), published in August 2018, noted an increase in 
stress and mental health issues for young people in secondary schools. Secondary 
teachers are now giving increased emphasis to mental health in their PSE programmes, 
and are giving high priority to ensuring that young people receive the support they 
require to increase their resilience and to reduce stress. There is no doubt that large 
numbers of examinations and year on year examinations over S4-S6 are a cause for 
stress in many young people.  

  
10. The senior phase of learning follows on from the much longer ‘broad general education’ 

(BGE) phase for learners aged 3-15 where children and young people are entitled to 
experience a wide range of learning across the eight curricular areas. It is important that 
schools recognise the progress being made in this wide range of learning, which will 
include traditional subjects, by children and young people as they move through the 
BGE and before they make choices for qualifications.  In the most effective practice, this 
progression in learning will be tracked across primary and secondary schools through 
the BGE and will support children and young people to understand their own learner 
journey and their achievements so far.  These learner journeys will also include the wide 
range of children’s achievements coming from their participation in options such as the 
Junior Award Scheme for Schools and the Youth Achievement Awards. 
  

11. Education Scotland notes an increase in demand and a growing appetite from 
practitioners to be involved in more creative curriculum design across the 3 to 18 learner 
journey since 2018.  This includes work on the BGE in secondary, the BGE across the 
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primary-secondary transition and the use of interdisciplinary learning. In each of these 
areas of focus there will be a need to address the interplay between staffing resource, 
timetabling and local geographies.  This will include looking at the creative solutions 
being found by schools to address issues such as staff shortages, for example, by 
developing consortium arrangements with other local schools or maximising the 
potential of digital solutions. 
 

12. Senior phase development continues to be a priority for individual schools but there is 
now also a move to view school-based offers as part of a wider regional offer.  Some of 
this has evolved naturally and is supported by the current focus arising from the Learner 
Journey Review 15-24.  We are currently working with, and learning from, several local 
authorities who are working in partnership with regional colleges, and the range of 
partners now engaged with schools such as employers and community learning and 
development services to develop a regional senior phase offer.   
 

13. National Partners continue to work together to share resources and align activities with 
each other and with local and regional partners to promote and share a common 
understanding of the senior phase. We are seeing a greater use of tools such as the 
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) and the Skills Development 
Scotland (SDS) My World of Work (MyWoW) website to support dialogue and an 
understanding of the developing range of options available to young people between 
stakeholders such as parents and employers. Young people are active participants in 
the drive to communicate these changes and options in roles such as SCQF and 
MyWoW Ambassadors in their schools.  
 
Evidence from 2017/18  
 

14. There is widespread acknowledgement of the need to review learning pathways in the 
BGE to best meet the needs of different groups of learners and raise attainment and 
achievement for all young people. It is important that young people receive suitable 
support and challenge to enable them to make appropriate progress through BGE and 
into the senior phase. In most of the secondary schools inspected in 2017/18, a review 
of the BGE was underway. We would expect all schools to be undertaking such a review 
in order to ensure a better alignment of the BGE with senior phase pathways.  
 

15. The range of pathways in the senior phase was improving over 2017/18 with schools 
recognising the need to provide appropriate progression routes to raise attainment and 
achievement for all young people.  The majority of schools were providing young people 
with a wide range of choices and pathways in the senior phase.  These opportunities are 
enabling many young people to take qualifications outwith school, including college-
based learning or occasionally with third sector partners. The majority of schools had 
positive relationships with their local college or colleges.  
 

16. Data for 2017/18 published by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) and Scottish 
Government (SG) points to increased choice of pathways and improvements in 
achievement across the senior phase. 
 

17. Statistics published by SFC in January 2019 confirm year on year increases in the 
uptake of college courses by senior phase pupils. The biggest increase has been in the 
uptake of engineering courses and an overall increase in STEM qualifications. There 
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has also been notable growth in construction-related options. Courses in care are the 
largest in volume.  
 

18. Statistics for Attainment and Initial Leaver Destinations for 2017/18 school leavers, 
published by the Scottish Government in February 2019, provided evidence of 
improving positive destinations for young people leaving school. In 2017/18, 94.4% of 
49,748 leavers were in work, training or study within three months of leaving school - up 
from 93.7% of 51,300 in the previous year.  Of the leavers included in the most recent 
statistics, 41.1% were in higher education, 26.5% were in further education and 22.7% 
were in employment. 
 

19. The figures also suggest that the gap between those from the most and least deprived 
communities going onto work, training or study has halved since 2009/10. In 2009/10, 
78.8% of those from the most deprived areas went into a positive destination compared 
to 93.5% in the least deprived areas – a gap of 14.6 percentage points. By 2017/18 the 
gap was down to 6.8 percentage points with 90.4% of those from the most deprived 
areas going into a positive destination compared to 97.2% of those in the least deprived 
areas.  
 

20. Over the same period, there have also been increases in the qualifications young 
people are achieving. More than 30% of pupils left school with a minimum of five passes 
at SCQF Level 6 (e.g. Highers) or better - up from 22.2% in 2009/10. 
 

21. The gap between those from the most and least deprived areas achieving a pass at 
SCQF Level 6 or better is at a record low, reducing for the eighth successive year. More 
young people are also choosing to remain at school, with almost two thirds leaving in 
S6. 
 
2018/19 update 
 

22.  Education Scotland’s Thematic Inspection of Empowerment for Curriculum Leadership, 
published on 29 March 2019, is provided as Annex A to this paper. Key findings relevant 
to the inquiry are as follows: 

 

 Improving the curriculum continues to be a high priority for schools. 
Headteachers welcome the autonomy they have to work with their staff to 
develop a curriculum, which best suits the needs of their local community. They 
often find the support, challenge and guidance from their local authority helpful 
when considering changes to the curriculum. 
 

 Headteachers work in collaboration with staff on curriculum design. There is now 
a need to more consistently collaborate with parents, pupils and wider partners 
on the design and evaluation of the curriculum. 
 

 Teachers increasingly use a range of local, national and international evidence to 
inform curriculum development. Most adapt curriculum frameworks and courses 
to suit their local circumstances and to provide interesting and relevant learning 
experiences. 
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 Schools, particularly in rural areas, continue to find it difficult to recruit teachers. 
This limits opportunities to lead curriculum improvements and, in some instances, 
provide a local curriculum which meets the needs of children and young people. 
 

 Collaboration with colleges is an increasing feature of practice. Schools and 
colleges now need to build on this positive work to develop an appropriate range 
of vocational learning pathways for all young people. 

 
 

 


