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Note on contributors. 
Mark and Sally Gunn have had children in Scottish state schools for all but 6 of the last 25 
years, and have experience of secondary schooling in Scotland as parents dating back to the 
2000-2001 session, so well before CfE implementation. We also have experience of the 
International School system at the equivalent of P5 to S4. 
Mark Gunn is the Secretary to the Highland Parent Council Partnership (HPCP), a 
representative body for Parent Councils in Highland, and thus has a good understanding of 
the wider parental view in Highland of state education across Primary and Secondary.  This 
submission is informed by that wider appreciation, but is not however made on behalf of the 
HPCP as there has been insufficient time to collate a collective response to the questions set 
by the committee. 
 
 

a) Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed for better
learning and overall achievement than previously?

Absolutely not for those who pupils at the upper end of the academic ability scale, where the 
constraint of being limited to just six National Five subjects results in undue limitations on the 
vital “first take” of Highers that the most demanding Universities concentrate upon.  This 
problem has also meant that continuing with a modern language is almost impossible for 
those pursuing the 3 core sciences plus Maths at Higher and wanting to also continue with 
History or Geography for example.  It is very difficult to drop a language at S4 and then take 
it up again successfully in S5 or S6 for Nat 5/Higher.  Overall the new structure has seriously 
damaged the progression of the most academically able and in particular those who need all 
3 sciences at Higher to progress to the university of their choice. 

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 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 can offer a slightly greater range of vocational courses at National 4/5 and in 
Progression Awards, but at the upper end, Highers and Advanced Highers, the choice and 
quality has declined significantly.  Advanced Highers are now limited to just 5 subjects and 
will soon be impossible if the decline continues.  Modern languages and the humanities are 
already very constrained or, as with ICT, entirely unavailable in the senior phase unless 
accessed remotely via the single college option. 

c) 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?
IV. S6?

Yes to all four.  The BGE is now so broad and so general as to be almost useless in many 
areas.  Much of what is required to be taught is boring, formulaic and so uninspiring that many 
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teachers seem demoralised by having to teach it.  The level of superficiality is such that what 
used to be taught for example in Maths at P7 or S1 five years ago is now having to be covered 
again in S4 because it is not taught properly or revisited enough in S1 to S3 to be retained.  
The lack of academic rigour in the BGE is appalling – facts are optional and study skills, for 
example even the most basic concepts of essay planning, are barely covered.  Much of this 
is not down to any lack of teaching skills, but rather the poor quality of the syllabus and 
support materials. 
Whilst on paper the BGE covers more subjects, the reality is that so much of what is covered 
is just skimmed over, so no real depth of understanding is achieved.  Offering 2 modern 
languages in S1 sounds all well and good, but when it actually means you get two periods a 
week for one, and just one period a week for the other, to fit in all the other “stuff”, the pupils 
make no real progress in either, wasting their time and destroying the opportunity to learn 
either properly.  Pupils are then faced with a huge struggle to catch up to the level needed 
by the end of S4 when exams are sat, making progression to Higher unappealing. 
 
The enforced reduction to just 6 subjects at S4, down from 8 (even 9 for those able to take 
on extras like music in their own time) has been a catastrophe.  Schools cannot maintain 
teaching numbers as a result, with a vicious circle in that the loss of modern languages in S4 
and beyond further reduces staff numbers (lack of ability to recruit being a big factor) and 
thus the ability to then teach at Higher or Advanced Higher. Many Highers like ICT cannot be 
offered at all, or only by college courses, and we have been told at Local Authority Director 
of Education level that Advanced Highers will cease to be viable within the next few years. 
For the most academic children, especially those from the most disadvantaged backgrounds 
who cannot afford tutoring support, this is destroying future university course choice options 
and harming social mobility. 
 
 
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. 
 
One of the biggest issues is the continuing and indeed worsening shortage of teachers, 
especially good teachers, as far too many of the new teachers the training colleges are now 
turning out are not well trained. This applies especially for techniques involving teaching 
involving Chromebooks, or coping with those pupils with needs arising from Dyslexia and 
Dysgraphia. School size, demography and location are significant issues, as remote and rural 
areas struggle to fill any post, let alone those in pinch-point areas like STEM, ICT or 
languages.  I know of schools that have not had an ICT teacher of any sort for years, and 
cannot support subject Principal Teachers, only Faculty ones at best, the position our school 
now finds itself in.  The biggest single influence is the Local Authority; in Highland it was 
decided to reduce to 6 subjects at Standard Grade/National 5 despite overwhelming public 
opposition to that approach.  This was presented as a choice for schools (in theory they could 
still offer 7 or 8 if they wanted), but in fact this was disingenuous as the Council had no wish 
to allow any Secondary under its control to sustain the staffing needed or flexibility in 
timetabling to offer more than 6 subjects in S4. 
 
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? 
 
Modern languages have been hit very hard, and ICT has effectively disappeared as there are 
no teachers.  We are seeing signs that uptake in the sciences is also suffering, as if you 



 

choose the wrong one(s) in S4, getting back into one of the others in S5, for Nat 5 or Higher, 
is difficult to achieve, and has a huge impact on University options. 
 
f)     What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 
 
The overall impact of the limitations on subject’s choices has been massively negative in our 
view.  At every level we see damage done.  The BGE has become so superficial in many 
areas that many pupils now struggle to cope with the National 5 syllabus even though this is 
substantially less demanding than the old General and Credit level ones previously taught at 
Standard Grade. Whereas the ability to take Intermediate 2 Maths in S3, and the choice of 8 
subjects in S4, allowed for a progressive determination of which four or exceptionally even 
six subjects could be sensibly tackled at Higher, this flexibility has disappeared in Highland.  
Make a mistake in your four optional choices in S4 (Maths and English being compulsory), 
and you face the likelihood of having to “crash” a Higher in S5 that you have not studied since 
S3, and given the dumbing-down of the BGE content, that jump is likely to be huge in 
comparison to what pupils faced before the CfE was implemented.  Music, Modern 
Languages and ICT are disappearing from the options for many at S4; once lost, these are 
hard to then recover in S5 or S6, especially as staffing levels continue to fall.  S6 pupils do 
not like being in National 5 classes with the S4 cohort, and many now leave to go to the more 
adult environment of college as soon as they are able – and assuming they can get to college 
from the rural locations many live in. 
 

 


