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Education and Skills Committee  
Subject Choices 

Wednesday 1 May 2019 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this paper is to brief the Committee on the third formal meeting of the 
Committee’s inquiry into subject choices.  The Committee took evidence from Education 
Scotland and representatives from the further and higher education sectors on 3 April 
2019.  The Committee also heard from academics and the Royal Society of Edinburgh on 
24 April 2019. 

The Committee will hear from— 

• Lindsay Law, Convener, Connect;  

• Joanna Murphy, Chair, National Parents’ Forum of Scotland (“NPFS”); 

• Linda O’Neill, Education Lead, Centre for excellence for looked after children in 
Scotland (“CELCIS”); and 

• Magaidh Wentworth, Oifigear Phàrant, Comann nam Pàrant (Parents Officer of 
Parents’ Organisation, “CnP”). 

The Committee has also undertaken a number of strands of work outwith formal meetings 
and the call for written evidence, including focus groups and surveys.  Write-ups of focus 
groups undertaken by the Scottish Parliament’s Outreach team and two surveys (one of 
parents and one of pupils) are included in members’ papers. 

About the panel 

All four organisations have provided written submissions which are included in Members’ 
papers (Paper 3). 

Lindsay Law 

Ms Law last appeared before the Committee during its inquiry into standardised 
assessments.  She is a parent from Edinburgh and the Convener of Connect.  Connect is 
an independent charity, funded through its membership.  Its membership is largely a 
mixture of Parent Councils, Parent Teacher Associations and other parent groups. 
Connect’s purpose is to improve parents’ involvement in education. 

Joanna Murphy 

Joanna is the chair of the National Parent Forum of Scotland. In her previous role as vice 
chair she had responsibility for the NPFS DYW involvement and was involved in 
developing the “Career Education Standard” Nutshell in partnership with Skills 
Development Scotland.  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044
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NPFS works in partnership with national and local government and other organisations 
involved in education and child wellbeing issues to ensure that parents play a full and 
equal role in education. The overall aim is to help every child to maximise their potential 
through their school life. 

Linda O’Neill 

Linda O’Neill is the Education Lead for CELCIS.  CELCIS is based at the University of 
Strathclyde.  It seeks to improve the experiences and outcomes of looked after children.  
CELCIS’ submission states it is an intermediary between research, policy and practice. 

Magaidh Wentworth 

Magaidh Wentworth is the Parents’ Officer at CnP.  CnP was established in 1994 to 
represent the views of parents and carers of children and young people in Gaelic Medium 
Education (“GME”). 

THEME 1: DEVELOPMENT OF SENIOR PHASE AT A NATIONAL LEVEL 

This theme focuses on the broader policy intentions of the Senior Phase. 

The previous system of secondary school tended to be structured in three two-year 
groupings S1-2, S3-4, S5-6.  This model is sometimes termed “2-2-2”.  Curriculum for 
Excellence(“CfE”) changed the structure of secondary school to two 3-year groupings S1-
S3 (“3-3”), with 3 years of Broad General Education and 3 years at Senior Phase.  Hoever, 
significant autonomy remains at a local level (school or Local Authority) in how to structure 
secondary education. 

The Senior Phase was the last element of the CFE to be implemented.  It was phased in 
from 2014 to 2016 and the previous national qualifications of Access, Standard, 
Intermediate, Higher and Advanced Higher were replaced by National courses (numbered 
2-5) and new Higher and Advanced Higher qualifications.  The SQA states that there 
should be 160 hours of learning time for national qualifications. 

Changes to the structure of the qualification phases of school education and qualifications 
themselves appears to have reduced the number of subjects that a pupil can choose to 
take in S4.  Around 50% of schools offer 6 qualification courses in S4, with normally Maths 
and English being mandatory. The norm previously would have been around 8 courses 
taken over two years in S3 and S4.  The Committee was told by William Hardie from the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh on 24 April 2019 that the reduction of numbers of subjects that 
can be taken in S4 is an unintended consequence of the delivery of this aspect of CfE. 

At the same time, the proportion of young people staying at school past S4 is increasing.  
There has also been a policy focus on broadening the school offer, particularly in respect 
to vocational courses through Developing Young Workforce initiatives. 

The Senior Phase is intended to be flexible to reflect the needs of the individual learners.  
It is also intended to be a three-year phase and the Scottish Government argues that the 
qualifications a young person leaves schools with is of greater importance than the number 
of subjects an individual can take in S4. 

Gayle Gorman, Chief Executive of Education Scotland told the Committee on 3 April— 

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/files_ccc/Review_Report_General_QandA.pdf
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“There is still work to do to achieve that for our young people. We are still seeing too 
many settings with a focus on a one-year qualifications ladder and a drive to the 
next batch of national qualifications, highers and advanced highers—and too often 
in the traditional subjects that you and I might have studied. There is a wealth of 
courses and programmes that are available at the same level as highers and which 
have been certificated by not just the Scottish Qualifications Authority but many 
others, too. There is no doubt that we need more help and support for parents, 
employers and many others to understand the options and changes that are 
available. It is not easy to change the mindset in a system such as education, but 
collectively we need to do it.”1 

Education Scotland’s website includes a number of case-studies of young people’s learner 
journeys through Senior Phase.  These examples include individuals undertaking “two-year 
programmes of learning”, taking courses at colleges and other schools, and other 
vocational routes.  Education Scotland told the Committee on 3 April 2019— 

“There is no doubt that we need more help and support for parents, employers and 
many others to understand the options and changes that are available. It is not easy 
to change the mindset in a system such as education, but collectively we need to do 
it.” 2 

Comments from a recent survey of headteachers the committee undertook indicated a 
variety of views on the impact of Senior Phase.   

“CfE has shaken up traditional approaches to pathways with young people, and 
their parents, willing to consider alternative courses/qualifications and with partner 
providers and employers really coming on board in real partnership. For our young 
people it is a great time to be in education despite the financial difficulties.” 

Others suggested the opposite: 

“CfE was a terrible restriction on depth, breadth of study, choice. It has not fulfilled 
its ambition. to all. Too many who thought they knew better than parents, pupils and 
teachers … undermined the ambition of what CfE should have been about.” 

NPFS’ submission said that “many parents praised the concept of Broad General 
Education” although it also said that some parents feel that BGE in their children’s 
secondary schools has not been sufficiently focused on the teaching of skills and children 
from S1 to S3 are “spinning their wheels”.  Connect stated that BGE is “widely disregarded, 
with a narrowing of the curriculum taking place early in secondary school, and in some 
cases SQA qualification commencing in S3”. 

The NPFS highlighted a concern from parents that moving to 5 or 6 subjects in S4 is “too 
narrow, too early”.  NPFS reported that parents felt academically-focused young people 
progressed well through later years but that more information is required about other 
vocational routes. 

CELCIS’s submission noted that 75% of looked after children leave school at their 
statutory school leaving age (16th birthday).  CELCIS also noted that there should be a 
culture of high aspirations for looked after children. 

                                                
1 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 3 
2 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 3 

https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-in-scotland/senior-phase/Learner-journeys
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf
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The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What involvement parents and parents’ organisations had in the development 
of the Senior Phase and the 3-3 structure of secondary school education. 

• Whether parents are aware of the intended flexible, 3-year approach of Senior 
Phase.   

• What the impacts are of a 3-year approach to Senior Phase for looked after 
children. 

• Whether the panel thinks that the breadth of courses has increased and if 
alternative or vocational options are fully explained and valued. 

• The panel’s views on any benefits and disbenefits of accessing education at 
other education providers, such as colleges or other schools in Senior Phase. 

• How well BGE prepares learners for Senior Phase, particularly to take 
National 5 courses in a single year in S4. 

THEME 2: CHOOSING COURSES 

This theme focuses on the experience of young people and parents of making course 
choices within Senior Phase and the influence parents and young people have on the 
process of choosing courses. 

This inquiry includes evidence from a number of pieces of work seeking views on whether 
the process of choosing courses is satisfactory, such as surveys and focus groups.  There 
are differing pictures across different sources.   

The Scottish Youth Parliament undertook a survey which attracted 1136 responses from 
young people aged 12-25.  Of these responses 87% were from individuals currently at 
school.  Asked “Have you been able to take all of the subjects you wanted to at school?”, 
65% said yes and 35% said no to this question.3   

The Committee’s survey of young people received 241 responses and asked the same 
question.  Just over half of respondents (56%) stated that they had not been able to take 
all the subjects they wanted to at school.  A write-up of this survey is included in Members’ 
papers (Paper 2).  The Committee also commissioned a number of workshops which were 
facilitated by the Parliament’s Outreach team.  Four workshops in different areas of the 
country were attended by a total of 81 young people, a write-up of these workshops can be 
found in Paper 2 of Members’ briefing packs. The young people were asked “Were you 
able to take all the subjects you wanted at school?” and the responses were: 

Year(s) Yes No 

S1-S3 63% 37% 

S4 66% 34% 

S5 53% 47% 

S6 22% 78% 

                                                
3 Figures quoted are from the pie-chart in the SYP submission. 
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It is worth noting that not being able to take every subject is not the same as being 
dissatisfied overall by the subject choice. The impacts and outcomes of any limitations to 
subject choices is considered in Theme 4 of this paper. 

Across a number of different sources of evidence, the main issues that were highlighted as 
restricting choice have been the availability of teachers and timetabling issues.  A 
particular concern raised by both Connect and NPFS, and also raised in surveys, is the 
use of column choices, which create clashes and may prevent a young person from 
choosing two subjects that are listed in the same timetable column.  Connect’s submission 
stated— 

“The traditional ‘column’ approach to subject choices has always caused issues for 
young people. At Connect we have long argued for a more creative and flexible 
approach – one which matches the promise of Curriculum for Excellence. There are 
examples of different approaches which work, such as Preston Lodge High School 
in East Lothian which has moved away from the column structure and instead pupils 
are free to select their choices and rate them by preference. Subject teaching is 
then matched to demand and a flexible approach adopted to class and year 
structures so that different levels may be taught together, with young people from 
different year groups.” 

The Committee’s survey of parents, which received 375 responses, also found that the 
timetabling of subjects, in particular use of the columns system, was the most frequently 
cited cause of a child not being able to take all the subjects they wished to study. 

Another issue that has been raised with the Committee is that some local authorities are 
determining the number of qualification subjects available to take in S4 and the broader 
curricular structures.  In other areas these decisions are taken at a school level.  Dr Alan 
Britton told the Committee on 24 April that there is little research and evidence of the 
impacts of differing approaches to support schools in this decision, albeit the decisions 
may be being made with “sound local judgements”. 

Education Scotland told the Committee that decisions on curriculum structures should be 
taken locally.4  In relation to the role of parents, Gayle Gorman told the Committee— 

“Parental engagement is about the local school. I know that a lot of leadership 
development work is happening on community links, but more needs to be done. In 
our inspection, we have picked up on the need to work more closely and at an 
earlier stage with parents in particular on curriculum design across Scotland.” 5 

On 24 April 2019, Professor Scott told the Committee that there is little evidence of Parent 
Councils being involved in decisions to do with the curriculum.  Professor Scott also said 
that the courses available at different stages ad well as the achievement attained was 
difficult to find at a school level, meaning that parents and prospective parents may be left 
with insufficient information to influence the school’s approach or indeed choose which 
school would be best suited to their child’s needs. 

The SYP’s submission recommended— 

                                                
4 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 6 
5 Official Report 3 April 2019, Col 15 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12044&mode=pdf
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“Pupil participation should play a key role in reviewing how subjects are chosen in 
schools, and that subject columns should not restrict young people from pursuing 
subjects which are necessary for their career aspirations.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What factors should schools or local authorities take into account to design 
curriculum structures.  What the trade-offs are in offering young people more 
or fewer subjects in BGE or S4.  Should there be a minimum or maximum 
number of subject choices.   

• How looked after children are supported to make good decisions about their 
education in Senior Phase. 

• How and whether the views of parents and young people should influence 
curricular design at a local authority and school level.  Is this happening in 
practice?  What, if any, guidance should be produced by the Scottish 
Government and/or Education Scotland in this respect. 

• How and whether the views of parents and young people should influence 
how a school approaches subject choice (e.g. columns or free choice).  Is this 
happening in practice? 

• How can the interests and views of looked after children influence this 
decision-making. 

• The degree to which young people should have a free choice of subjects at 
different stages of secondary education. 

THEME 3: SUBJECTS AND GME 

In its call for views, the Committee asked whether there had been a fall in uptake of any 
particular subjects.  A number of subjects were highlighted by respondents, including Art, 
Drama, Music, Languages, technical subjects and geography.   

The SYP’s submission which reflected a survey of over a thousand young people said, 
“young people identified more common, specific subjects they had wanted to take but 
couldn’t. Drama, modern studies and Spanish came up most frequently”.  The    

The City of Edinburgh Council explained that schools in its area had increased the subjects 
offered in S4 from 6 to 7 as they found “there were unintended consequences to the 
viability of maintaining some subject areas … modern languages and expressive arts may 
have experienced reduced uptake as young people opted for sciences and social subjects 
alongside core Maths and English”.   

Young people who responded to the Committee’s survey on subject choice most 
commonly mentioned Modern Studies as a subject they could not study.  National 5 and 
Higher were the two most frequently mentioned levels of study at which pupils were unable 
to take a preferred subject. 

Modern Languages were also highlighted in the Committee’s survey of schools as being 
put under pressure by there being fewer choices in S4.  One school, which retained a 2-2-
2 structure and 8 subject choices in S3/S4 stated— 
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“I am delighted that our school, based years of experience, visits to other schools in 
different parts of the world and on feedback from parents, pupils and staff, retained 
a traditional 2/2/2 curriculum structure. Languages continue to go from strength in 
our school as do Sciences.” 

The Scottish Council of Deans Modern Languages Subgroup argued that an untended 
consequence of the reduction of subjects taken in S4 was that schools have made the 
study of languages “non-compulsory”.  The submission also drew upon data presented by 
Scotland's National Centre for Languages which shows a steep reduction in entries below 
SCQF level 6 (Higher) in French and German between 2012 and 2018.  Spanish entries at 
this level are on an upward trend, but from a much lower level than French.  Witness have 
stated that modern languages face a particular challenge because the importance of 
continuity of learning in these subjects means that young people are unlikely to take the 
subjects in S5 or S6 if they do not take a language in S4. 

The SQA’s submission for the meeting on 19 September 2018 provided a table showing 
entries of groups of subjects at SCQF level 5 between 2014 and 2018.  There was a 
decrease overall; only Mathematics entries had increased in that period and entries for 
sciences, languages, social subjects, and technology subjects decreased more in 
percentage terms than the fall in total entries. 

SCQF Level 5 entries, 2014-2018 

 
Source: SQA submission 2018 

While there is evidence that take up of certain subjects has declined due to there being 
fewer choices in S4, a theme of the responses to the Committee’s survey is that schools 
state that the offer overall is broader.  One school leader stated— 

“The Senior Phase has given us great flexibility and we now have a wider offer to 
pupils than any previous time and our courses are better matched to their abilities 
and to their needs. The economies of scale we have gained where we can run 
classes with S4-6 pupils is key to this. Our staff have invested significant time and 
effort in adapting our BGE so that it prepares young people for the Senior Phase 
and dismantling this would have significant workload implications.” 

The Committee’s survey of schools found a wide variation in the numbers of Advanced 
Highers schools offered.  The maximum is 256 and the minimum was 2.  The mean 
number of subjects offered at Advanced Higher was 10.9.  For schools with a roll of 800 

                                                
6 This was an independent school.  The maximum for a publicly funded school was 23. 

https://parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20180914SQA.pdf
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pupils or more, the mean was higher, 12.5, than for schools with fewer than 800 pupils, 
where the mean was 9.0.  The survey found that almost all schools that responded worked 
with other providers to support Senior Phase.  The NPFS’ submission picked up on both of 
these points— 

“Collaboration between schools to offer shared teaching on Highers and Advanced 
Highers can be helpful but often timetabling and travelling stand as a barrier. Many 
parents felt that local decision-making favours the largest school in the education 
authority and the smaller schools have to follow from that.” 

The Committee has also received evidence that suggests that the levels of deprivation of 
the area a school serves is a factor in the subjects available at Higher level.  A submission 
from Professor Catriona Paisey and Professor Georgios Panos, from University of 
Glasgow, focused on the uptake of business-related subjects.  Their submission said— 

“We were concerned to see that whilst schools in all areas tended to offer subjects 
at lower levels, by the time students had reached Higher level, there was evidence 
that Accounting and especially Economics were being delivered mainly in affluent 
areas (as measured by [SIMD]) and in the independent school sector. One teacher 
commented that Economics was dying out in state schools and that Accounting was 
going the same way. This is especially concerning if provision is inadvertently 
denied to some students based on the school they attend and their address.” 

Gaelic, Gàidhlig and GME 

The Committee received several submissions from organisations and individuals with an 
interest in Gaelic and Gaelic Medium Education (“GME”).  

Bòrd na Gàidhlig stated that it “believes that it is essential for the Scottish secondary 
school curriculum to be taught in a way that will supply sufficient numbers of young people 
with high quality Gaelic language skills to support the aim of more Gaelic usage in homes, 
workplaces and communities.”  It highlighted that the 2011 census had shown an increase 
in young Gaelic speakers and that this is in part due to the success of Gaelic education in 
Scotland. 

Professor Scott’s submission shows that enrolments in Gaelic, learning Gaelic as a second 
language, at SCQF levels 3-5 (Nat3-Nat5 or equivalent) fell from 371 in 2012-13 to 159 in 
2017-18.  Professor Scott’s data shows that entries to Gàidhlig, the study of Gaelic for 
those fluent in the language, at SCQF levels 3-5 also fell from 237 entries in 2012-13 to 
196 in 2017-18.  Sabhal Mòr Ostaig’s submission stated— 

“We believe from our consultations with School staff that the narrowing of subjects 
to a maximum of six subjects at National 5 is the main factor causing this trend. 
Others cited include a shortage of Gaelic teachers, local-decision making on 
teacher replacement and recruitment, and curriculum time-tabling. The structure of 
the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence and local decision-making are, 
therefore, undermining the national Gaelic policy as written in the National Gaelic 
Language Plan 2018-23 and National Advice on Gaelic Education for local 
authorities.” 

CnP’s submission said— 
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“Gàidhlig should not be placed in competition with key subjects. It should be treated 
as a core subject for those pupils who have come through immersion education and 
pupils should be given every encouragement to continue to study the language.” 

Glasgow Gaelic School’s submission highlighted particular challenges in staffing for GME 
courses.  Charts included in Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s submission indicated that, excluding 
Gàidhlig, just five schools in Scotland offered GME qualification courses in Senior Phase. 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar established e-Sgoil in August 2016, initially to improve subject 
choice for pupils across the Western Isles. e-Sgoil subsequently received support from 
Bòrd na Gàidhlig and the Scottish Government and it now aims to support the expansion of 
Gaelic medium education locally and nationally.  In terms of its provision, CNES’ 
submission stated that— 

“[The local authority offers] a minimum of 6 Gaelic Medium subjects to pupils in the 
BGE and enhancing schools’ resilience in terms of being able to staff Gaelic 
Medium SQA course delivery in the Senior Phase through remote delivery options.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What parents’ views are of the overall breadth of subjects offered by schools 
in S4-S6. 

• To what extent parents are involved in deciding upon the suite of subjects 
available in schools. 

• How well do schools communicate the breadth of subjects available at 
different levels and the reasons for this. 

• What are the main barriers to schools offering a wide range of subjects at 
different levels. 

• Whether there has been a widening of education providers (e.g. colleges) 
supporting school-based education in Senior Phase and if this is improving 
choice for young people. 

• Whether there is a trade-off in providing a broader suite of courses overall 
and a sufficient opportunities to take traditional subjects.  If there is a socio-
economic bias to offering a greater number of academic subjects. 

• What the particular issues for pupils who wish to take subjects in Senior 
Phase in GME.   

• How well innovative approaches, such as e-Sgoil, are expanding 
opportunities to study qualifications in GME. 

THEME 4: IMPACT AND OUTCOMES   

In its call for evidence and several surveys, the Committee asked what impacts young 
people had felt being unable to take all their preferred choices. 

In the Committee’s survey of parents the most frequently cited impact of not being able to 
take all their desired subjects was that their child took a subject they were not interested in 
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and/or was not relevant to their future university or career plans.  In the Committee’s 
survey of young people, the most common impact mentioned by respondents was that 
they had taken a subject they did not want to study.  Some told the Committee that they 
were not interested in subject and/or it was not relevant to their future career, and that 
taking the subject felt like a waste of time and effort.  

“Led me to take useless subjects as filler for my timetable which led to a lot of 
wasted time” 

“I was then forced to take Spanish (a course I have no interest in) and miss a class I 
really enjoy.” 

Other impacts mentioned in the survey of young people were impacts on choices for 
FE/HE courses and crashing Highers7.  Some respondents to the survey thought that they 
had attained less by crashing a Higher.  The NPFS’ submission reported a positive view of 
crashing Highers in S6 and that the opportunities to broaden learning in this way was 
welcomed by parents. 

The NPFS’s submission set out what it felt to be the impact of narrowing subject choice— 

“Parents were very clear about the negative impact of placing limitations on subject 
choices. As one parent commented: ‘Limitation on subject choices means we are 
producing less rounded citizens of the future.’ If pupils feel their choices are limited 
then it is inevitable they will become disengaged with school and this will impact on 
their achievement.” 

At its meeting on 24 April 2019, Professor Scott spoke about the importance of measuring 
the number of pupils attaining at least 5 SCQF level 5 qualifications and at least 5 SCQF 
level 3 qualifications at the end of S4.  This data is not published nationally.  However, 
similar data at the point of individuals leaving school (as opposed to the end of S4) is 
published.  Below is a table created using data from Scottish Government leaver statistics. 

Leaver attainment by SCQF Level or better and number of passes achieved  

     Percentages  

  

No award 
at SCQF 
level 3+ 

SCQF 
Level 3 or 

better: 5 
passes or 

more 

SCQF 
level 4  or 

better: 5 
passes or 

more 

SCQF 
level 5 or 
better: 5 

passes or 
more 

SCQF 
level 6 or 
better: 4 
passes 

or more 

SCQF 
level 7: 1 

pass or 
more 

Number of 
leavers 

2017/18 2.2 89.0 85.6 57.4 37.9 20.2 49,748 

2016/17 2.0 89.9 86.3 56.7 37.3 19.3 51,300 

2015/16 2.0 90.2 86.4 56.0 37.2 19.1 52,305 

2014/15 2.1 91.5 86.6 56.2 35.7 18.8 52,491 

2013/14 1.7 93.1 85.4 56.5 35.1 18.3 51,416 

2012/13 1.5 94.3 83.8 54.6 32.8 17.6 51,647 

2011/12 1.8 93.5 82.9 54.6 33.4 17.6 49,745 

2010/11 2.3 92.1 80.8 51.3 30.3 16.2 53,394 

2009/10 2.8 91.1 79.4 49.9 29.4 15.6 53,134 

Source: Scottish Government, Attainment and Leaver Destinations, 2017/18   

                                                
7 Taking a Higher in S5 or S6 without first undertaking a Nat 5 in the same subject. 
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The measures chosen are illustrative.  The Scottish Government publishes data covering 
levels 3+ to 7 and from 1+ to 7+ passes.  It is also important to note that individuals will 
likely be counted in several measures.  For example, an individual who achieved 5 
qualifications at SCQF level 4 will be counted in both 5 passes at SCQF level 3+ or better 
and 5 passes at SCQF level 4 or better.  Further, there are two dimensions, the level of 
qualifications and the number of qualifications; an individual who attained only 4 
qualifications at level 5 before leaving school would not be counted in any of the 
measures shown here.   

Below is the same data as the table above presented graphically. 

 

There is fairly consistent improvement evident in the measures chosen at levels 5+, 6+, 
and 7, this is less evident at the measure shown for level 4+.  The measure at SCQF level 
3+ shows a small decline; this may be partly explained by more individuals achieving fewer 
than 5 qualifications at higher levels.  The percentage of pupils who leave without a 
qualification at level 3 or better has been around 2% since 2010/11. There has been some 
movement in this figure; in 2012/13 it fell to 1.5% and has since risen to 2.2% in 2017/18. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What is the impact of young people not being able to take all of their choices 
on their attitude to learning. 

• What is the impact of young people taking subjects they would not choose if 
they had a free choice.  Is there a benefit in terms of breadth of learning 
experiences? 

0%

50%

100%

2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f 

le
av

er
s

Leaver attainment data

SCQF Level 3 or better: 5
passes or more

SCQF level 4  or better: 5
passes or more

SCQF level 5 or better: 5
passes or more

SCQF level 6 or better: 4
passes or more

SCQF level 7: 1 pass or more

No award at SCQF level 3 or
above

Key: (order is by %, 
highest to lowest) 



 12 

• Whether the Senior Phase as a whole provides for a broad and deep 
education. 

• Whether the panel agrees that the outcomes of leavers are improving and if 
this is felt across all socio-economic groups equally.   

• Whether there are particular issues with subject choice that affect the 
outcomes for looked after children. 

• Whether the Senior Phase is improving young people’s access and readiness 
for further study and work. 

Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
26 April 2019 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.parliament.scot 
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Education and Skills Committee 

14th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 1st May 2019 

Subject Choices – additional evidence pack 

 
1. To help inform its subject choice inquiry, the Committee published surveys 

targeted at young people, parents and teachers. The online surveys ran for four 
weeks from Monday 4 February to Monday 4 March 2019 and were 
advertised/promoted through social media channels.  

 
2. This pack contains SPICe papers analysing the results of surveys of young 

people and parents, as well as a note from the Parliament’s Community 
Outreach Team summarising the views gathered in community workshops held 
in Fortrose, Edinburgh and Stevenston with young people.  

 
3. This pack also includes a SPICe analysis of the information provided by Higher 

Education Institutions in 2018/19 as compared to the information provided in 
2016/17.  

 

• SPICe analysis of parents’ survey results 

• SPICe analysis of pupils’ survey results 

• Community Outreach Team note on community workshops 

• SPICe analysis of Higher Education Institutions information  
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SPICe analysis of parents’ survey results 
 

 

Subject Choice Survey - Parents  

Summary  
Key Findings  
 

• The majority of respondents (76%) stated that their child was not able to take 

all the subjects they wanted at school.  

• National 5 was the qualification level which was most frequently cited as being 

when their child was unable to take all their desired subjects.  

• Music was the subject most frequently cited as not being able to study.  

• The timetabling of subjects, in particular use of the columns system, was the 

most frequently cited cause of a child not being able to take all the subjects 

they wished to study.  

• The most frequently cited impact of not being able to take all their desired 

subjects was that their child took a subject they were not interested in and/or 

was not relevant to their future university or career plans.   

Introduction 
 

To help inform its subject choice inquiry, the Committee published surveys targeted at 
young people, parents and teachers. The online surveys ran for four weeks from 
Monday 4 February to Monday 4 March 2019 and were advertised/promoted through 
social media channels.  
The purpose of the surveys was to give young people, parents and teachers an 
alternative option for contributing their views and experiences to the Committee’s 
inquiry.  
This survey analysis is only one piece of evidence collected in order to support the 
Committee with their inquiry into subject choice. Therefore, it should be read alongside 
the other pieces of evidence gathered by the Committee which can be found on the 
inquiry webpage: 
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx  
SPICe was not involved in the design of the survey but was asked to undertake an 
analysis of the raw data collected.  
 

Design and analysis 
 

The survey was issued on SmartSurvey (an online survey tool). The survey questions 
replicated those included in the inquiry call for written evidence and are listed at 
Annexe A.  

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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Of the five questions asked, only the first was a closed question. Question one invited 
respondents to answer from Yes/No options. All other questions offered no specific 
options: instead respondents were provided with open text boxes in which they could 
provide their views, using their own words. This approach had a significant impact on 
the analysis that was possible: 

• Question one is the only question which allows for the reporting of 
percentages, as it was sole question where respondents had discrete options 
to choose from, i.e. Yes/No. 

• For the other four questions, a more qualitative analysis approach was used. 
The responses to the questions varied greatly as people were free to write 
whatever they wished. In addition, people interpreted the questions in a 
variety of ways and respondents chose to highlight different issues. The task 
was then to organise, identify themes and attempt to codify (as far as was 
possible) these varied responses.  

• Consequently, the results of the survey cannot reliably be reported in numeric 
terms. Where numerical data are included in this briefing, it is simply to 
indicate commonality of certain issues being mentioned by respondents. The 
results are not presented as percentages as this would not accurately reflect 
the qualitative nature of his work.  
 

As respondents were not given options to select for questions two-five, the responses 
vary considerably in terms of language used, length and relevance to the question 
asked. As such, the analysis SPICe has provided involves a significant degree of 
interpretation of the responses. In some instances, the respondent may be making 
several different points within one answer. In other cases, what specifically is being 
referred to in the response is not clear. The analysis offered in this briefing aims to 
organise and codify responses to indicate trends and themes from the varied 
responses received. It does not attempt to generalise beyond the views that were 
shared by those who gave their opinions through the survey.  

It is important to note that the analysis presented here should not be treated as 
representative of all parents as those who took part in the survey self-selected. As 
such, the views gathered through this work may not offer the full range of parental 
views on the issues of interest to this inquiry. 

Before any analysis commenced, data cleansing was undertaken to remove duplicate 
responses. In addition, responses that contained either personal information or 
reference to a particular school, were anonymised.  
 
Overall, there were 375 responses to the survey. Figure 1 shows the geographic 
spread of responses. Aberdeenshire and Fife had the highest response rates, with no 
responses received from Orkney.  
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Figure 1 

 

 
Source: SPICe  
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1. Has your child/have your children been able to take all the subjects they 
wanted to at school? 
 

In response to question one, 76% of respondents selected ‘No.’ 

 
Source: SPICe 

  

2. If not what was the subject and what was the qualification level (e.g Nat 4, Nat 
5, Higher)? 
 

As shown in Table 1, the most frequently mentioned subject level by respondents was 
National 5 (156 times); it was referred more than twice as much as Higher, the next 
most frequently mentioned qualification level (67 times).  

Table 1: Subject level 

Qualification Level Frequency  

National 4 18 

National 5 156 

Higher 67 

Advanced Higher 27 

Any Level 14 
Source: SPICe  

Regarding subject type, Table 2 shows the most frequently mentioned subjects which 
parents stated their child was unable to take.  

Table 2: Subject type 

Rank Subject Frequency 

1 Music 37 

2 Spanish 22 

3 = Computer Science 17 

3 = German 17 

4 = French 16 

4 = Physics 16 

5 Geography 15 

6 Biology 14 

7 Modern Studies 13 

8 Drama  12 
Source: SPICe 
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Having analysed the results separately, an examination was undertaken to see which 
subject, at which level, was most frequently mentioned by parents.  
When qualification level and subject were considered together, Music at N5 was the 
most frequently mentioned. This reflects that N5 and Music were the most frequently 
mentioned subject/qualification independently,  
As Table 3 shows, when subject and level were combined, the top five most frequently 
mentioned reflect the earlier results in Tables 1 and 2.  

Table 3: Subject type and level combined  

Subject and Level Frequency  

Music at N5 29 

Spanish at N5 14 

Physics at N5 12 

German at N5 10 

Geography at N5  9 
Source: SPICe 

It is important to note that the survey was undertaken from 4 February to 4 March 
2019.  During this time Midlothian Council announced proposals to cut its instrumental 
music tuition service as part of its budget process, which were later rejected . 
These proposals were not carried forward following a meeting of the council on 12 
February 2019. However, six of the responses which referred to a child being unable 
to study music at N5 reflected concern about the prospect of them being unable to 
study music due to the proposal by Midlothian Council.  
The removal of these entries from the frequency count, although lowering the total, do 
not affect the position of music at N5 being the subject and level most frequently 
referenced by parents.  

3. Why do you think the subject(s) they wanted to take were not available? 
 

‘Column clash’ was the most frequently mentioned reason as to why a subject was 
unavailable. Respondents referred to how the subject choices were offered to 
students, i.e. using a columns format, and to how the courses were timetabled, as 
preventing pupils being able to take the desired subject. For example, two subjects 
were only available in the same column, so the child had to choose between them. 

“The option timetable given was limiting.  If a students’ preferred choices did 
not align with the column options, then simply, they didn't get to do a higher or 
Nat 5 and there was no flexibility with this.” 
“Physics was not available … because of the way the subjects were organised 
into the columns. It was in the same columns as two of the other subjects they 
wanted to take. Those subjects (History and RMPS) were not available in any 
other columns.”  

‘Staff shortages’ was the next most frequently mentioned cause. Staff shortages were 
described not only in terms of there not being enough teachers overall, but reference 
was also made to there not enough qualified teachers; teachers having left but the 
vacancy had not been filled, and there not being enough teachers of a particular 
subject. 

“Some subject choices are no longer being offered this year due to lack of 
teaching staff.” 

https://www.midlothian.gov.uk/news/article/2664/clarification_on_the_music_tuition_proposals
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“Lack of qualified staff.”  
“Shortage of teaching staff in that field.” 
“The teacher left and there was no one to replace them.” 

The third most frequently mentioned cause was that their child was limited to taking a 
certain number of subjects (mentioned 45 times). The majority of these instances 
referred to children being limited to studying six subjects at S4/N5.  

“They were not allowed to study more than 6 subjects, despite be able and 
wanting to.” 
“There are a number of reasons, but the policy … is to restrict Nat 5 subjects in 
S4 to 6.” 

In addition, reference was also made as to how the limit on the number of subjects 
interacted with certain subjects being compulsory.  

“Restricted to choosing 6 subjects which included Maths and English as core.” 
“Because students in his school are limited to only 6 N5s. Two have to be Maths 
and English.”  

Other frequently cited reasons why parents thought the subject was not available to 
their children included: 

• There was insufficient demand from pupils, therefore, the course did not run. 

• The need to study a compulsory subject prevented their children from being 

able to take a preferred subject choice.  

• That either the school did not offer subject, or they did offer the subject, but 

not at the desired level of study.  

A full list of the categories and their frequencies can be found at Annexe B.   

4. What has been the impact of not being able to take all the subjects they 
wanted? 

Responses to this question included impacts that can be considered definite outcomes 
and impacts that are less tangible. For example: “Had to take an alternative Higher” 
and “left school in fifth year and went straight to university” are actions that have been 
taken, in contrast to: “less chances of doing chosen courses in further education and 
therefore impacting on future career”, which could be considered more of an 
expression of concern about the future. 

On occasion, it was not always clear from the response whether an action had taken 
place, for instance, the child had stayed on in school, or if this was a potential 
consequence, i.e. the child was considering staying on in school. As a result, some 
codes include this past/future aspect (have/may have) to incorporate this ambiguity.  

Lastly, there is also a difference between direct impact on the child which they felt, for 
example, they took subject they did not want to study, and an impact the parent 
perceived, but cannot be proven, such as their child did not achieve their full potential.   

A full list of the codes and the number of times they were applied can be found at 
Annexe C.  
The most frequently cited impact by parents was that their child was: ‘taking/took a 
subject they are not interested in/is not relevant’. The study of a subject their children 
were not interested in was associated by some respondents with a subsequent lack 
motivation, or unwillingness attend school.  

“Has had to take random subjects that of no advantage/interest.” 
“Having to take subjects that’s no interest or use.”  
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“Had to take subjects they were not especially keen on and as a result 
motivation has been a problem.”  

The next most frequently mentioned impact was ‘limited future options’. This was 
either mentioned in broad terms or with specific reference to future career 
opportunities or course choices at university or college.  

“the impact of subjects not being available limits career options and future 
study.” 
“and also restricted her subject choice at University.”  
“lack of future opportunity due to restriction.” 

Respondents also referred to a negative emotional impact they had perceived as a 
result of their children not being able to pursue a subject. Emotional impacts were 
mentioned over 40 times. The word cloud below (Figure 3) demonstrates the different 
adjectives used by parents to describe their children’s feelings.  

Figure 3: Words used by parents to describe their children’s emotions  

 
Source: SPICe  

Other frequently cited impacts of their children not being able to take all the subjects 
they wanted, included: 

• That their child is crashing/will crash a subject. This was often discussed as 

being a negative impact with several parents describing those children who 

crashed/are crashing a subject as ‘under pressure’ or ‘stressed’ Some parents 

also expressed the view that by crashing a subject their child had not 

achieved as a high a grade in the subject as they might have done, should 

they have had the ability to study the subject over two years.  

• It affected the Highers their children were able to take, as having chosen 

subjects in S4, they were unable to deviate from these choices in s5. In 

addition, the need for five Highers in one sitting (as required by some 

universities) had meant that they needed to take certain subjects in S5, 

limiting their children’s choice.  

• A sense that their children had narrowed their future career/college/university 

options too early.   
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5. Do you have any further comments on this that you would like to share with 
us?  

210 respondents (out of the 282 that had replied ‘No’) answered this question. A wide 
range of comments, not all relevant to the survey topic, were received. Some key 
themes emerged from the responses:  

• Concerns were expressed about a postcode lottery in Scotland, both within 

and between local authorities, with some schools only allowing pupils to take 

six subjects at N5, while others allowed pupils to take seven or eight subjects. 

There was a sense that this was unfair and that it puts those pupils with only 

six N5s at a disadvantage to their peers. For example, an employer might not 

appreciate that one candidate only had the opportunity to take six N5s 

compared to another candidate with eight N5 qualifications, therefore, this 

was not reflective of ability.  

• Uncertainty about the ability to take a subject was leading to anxiety. For 

example, while their child was able to study a subject at N5, there was no 

certainty that they would be able to take the subject at Higher, or that having 

chosen a course from the timetable they were not sure if there would be 

sufficient demand for the course to go ahead.  

• Teacher vacancies were not being filled, with certain positions having been 

vacant for some time, therefore, limiting the subject choices schools could 

offer pupils. Concerns were also expressed about staff turnover, and staff 

teaching subjects for which they were not qualified/a specialist in.  

• Making certain subjects compulsory limited a pupil’s choices and forced them 

to take a subject they disliked and/or a subject they did not have the same 

aptitude for when compared to an alternative/preferred subject. 

• There was comment that the S3 year is a waste of time and did not challenge 

pupils.  

• By making subject choices in S3, children’s choices are narrowed too early 

and that this may have an impact of their future career or choice of subject to 

study at university. There was also concern that pupils were making these 

choices unaware of the long-term consequences.  

• Although the use of the columns system was understood, and the challenge 

that schools faced in offering a wide variety of subject choices was 

appreciated, the was a feeling that timetables were created to suit the needs 

of the school/staff, and not the wishes or needs of pupils.  

• That CfE, in particular the 3+3 approach, is not working. Reference was made 

to the previous system (i.e. Standard Grades) as being better for pupils 

• Some parents reported a sense of STEM being prioritised over/as being in 

conflict with, arts and languages. There was a feeling that too much emphasis 

was being placed on STEM at the expense of other subjects. As a result, 

pupils were encouraged/pressured into taking STEM even when pupils 

preferred, or performed better at, arts or languages.  

Due to the design of the survey, those respondents that answered ‘Yes’ to the 
question: “Has your child/have your children been able to take all the subjects they 
wanted to at school” were also asked Question Five.  
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A number of respondents chose to offer a comment.   

These included: 

• Concern for the future subject choices as the school is facing a reduction in its 

budget and is having difficulty recruiting teachers.  

• That their child had been able to take all the subjects they wished but only 

because they are studying the subject at another school within the authority.  

• Concern there was not enough flexibility in the system should their child not 

retain their interest in the subject they had chosen.   

• That the school has always offered a good range of subjects, and although 

the column layouts had meant some wrangling, things had always worked out.  

• They were pleased their child’s school had listened to feedback and will allow 

pupils to study seven subjects at N5, instead of six, but was aware that other 

schools in the area still offered eight subjects. 

• That their child’s school offered a fantastic range of subjects and was willing 

to try and accommodate each pupil’s subject choices. Moreover, the range 

and flexibility in choices was better now, then it had been when they attended 

school.  

 

Kate Wane 

SPICe Research  

25 April 2019  
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Annexe A  
 

1. Has your child/have your children been able to take all the subjects they 
wanted to at school?  

2. If not what was the subject and what was the qualification level (e.g Nat 4, Nat 
5, Higher)?  

3. Why do you think the subject(s) they wanted to take were not available?  
4. What has been the impact of not being able to take all the subjects they 

wanted?  

Do you have any further comments on this that you would like to share with us?  
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Annexe B 
 

Question Three: “Why do you think the subject(s) they wanted to take were not available?” 

Cause Description Frequency 

Column Clash How the subject choices were offered to students/how the courses were 
timetabled, meant that students were unable to take their desired subjects, i.e. 
two subjects they wished to take were only available in the same column so 
had to choose between them. 

99 

Staff Shortages Not enough teachers overall; not enough qualified teachers; teachers have left 
but not been replaced; not enough subject specialists. 

63 

Limited to taking X 
subjects 

School/local authority only allows pupils to study X subjects, i.e. can only take 
six N5s.  

45 

Insufficient 
Demand 

The course did not run as there were not enough pupils interested in taking it.  26 

Reduction in 
funding 

That the school had seen a reduction in its budget.  18 

X subject(s) is 
compulsory  

Pupil has to take a particular subject, i.e. PE; Maths; English or a subject type, 
i.e. a language; social science.  

12 

School does not 
offer subject 

School does not either offer the subject in question or the subject at the desired 
level of study, i.e. Advanced Higher 

12 

Other  
 

10 

Unsure No idea why child couldn't take subject; they were not offered an explanation 
by the school. 

9 

Oversubscribed  Too many pupils wished to take the subject.  7 

Focus on 
traditional subjects 

Emphasis on traditional subjects, i.e. can only take French or German as a 
language; have to do sciences; not enough choice of non-traditional curriculum 
options.  

7 

Removal of music 
tuition by LA 

The local authority has removed funding for Music.* 6 
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Focus on STEM An emphasis on STEM means that children have to take science subjects/are 
being pushed into studying sciences.  

5 

Pupil Attainment  Either pupil is considered not to pass subject so directed away from it; or pupils 
are directed to subjects they perform well in rather than like.  

4 

Can only take two 
sciences 

School or local authority restricts pupils to studying two of the three sciences. 3 

Curriculum for 
Excellence (CfE)  

Curriculum for Excellence was directly cited as being a cause.  2 

*This does not include those references to Midlothian Council were the removal of funding had been proposed.  
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Annex C 
 

Question Four: What has been the impact of not being able to take all the subjects they wanted? 

Impact# Description Frequency  

Taking/took a subject they are 
not interested in 

Their child is taking/took a subject they were not interested in, and/or was 
not relevant for their future college/university course or career.  

54 

Limited future options  That their child's future career/university opportunities have been limited.  51 

Crash subject That their child has crashed/will crash a subject.  29 

Affected Highers  That choices at S4 have limited/will limit the Highers their child can take 20 

Narrowed choices too early Belief that their child has narrowed their future career/college/university 
options too early. 

18 

Taken course outside of 
school 

Child has studied the subject externally. An impact on the parents was 
also frequently highlighted due to the cost of external provision.  

15 

Do not have the same 
aptitude 

Their child is taking/took a subject for which they do not have the same 
ability as their preferred option.  

13 

At a disadvantage to their 
peers 

By being limited to taking a certain number of subjects their child is at a 
disadvantage to peers who are able to take more; or that by not having 
studied a particular subject they may be at a disadvantage, for example, 
at university.  

11 

Loss of skill/interest in the 
subject 

That by not being able to take the subject their child had a lost a skill (i.e. 
language); or that they have since lost interest in the subject. 

10 

Poorer grades Child achieved/will achieve poorer grades 9 

Left school Child left/may leave school (at which level was not indicated).  8 

Was not able to take course of 
choice; was not able to attend 
institution of choice 

Was unable to take their HE/FE course of choice, or attend their preferred 
HE/FE institution.  

8 

Possible impact on HE/FE 
entry 

Concern that child will not be able to go to university/college.  7 

No impact There was no impact.  6 
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Not realised full potential Sense that their child has not realised their full potential. 5 

Moved Their child has moved/may move school or the family has relocated/may 
relocate. 

5 

Taken course at college Has studied/will study the subject at college.  4 

Taking a subject at a lower 
level 

Has taken a subject at a lower qualification level  4 

Stay in school Has stayed on/may decide to stay on at school. 3 

Travel Is travelling to another school in order to take the subject. 2 
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SPICe analysis of pupils’ survey results 
 

 
 

Subject Choice Survey - Pupils  

Summary  
Key Findings  
 

• Just over half of respondents (56%) stated that they had not been able to take 

all the subjects they wanted to at school. 

• Higher was the subject level most commonly reported as when they were 

unable to study the subject.  

• Modern Studies was the most frequently cited subject that respondents were 

unable to study.  

• Column clashes/timetabling was the most frequently mentioned reason as to 

why a subject could not be studied.  

Introduction 
 

To help inform its subject choice inquiry, the Committee published surveys targeted at 
young people, parents and teachers. The online surveys ran for four weeks from 
Monday 4 February to Monday 4 March 2019 and were advertised/promoted through 
social media channels.  
The purpose of the surveys was to give young people, parents and teachers an 
alternative option for contributing their views and experiences to the Committee’s 
inquiry.  
This survey analysis is only one piece of evidence collected in order to support the 
Committee with their inquiry into subject choice. Therefore, it should be read alongside 
the other pieces of evidence gathered by the Committee which can be found on the 
inquiry webpage: 
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx  
SPICe was not involved in the design of the survey but was asked to undertake an 
analysis of the raw data collected.  

Design and analysis 
 

The survey was issued on SmartSurvey (an online survey tool). The survey questions 
replicated those included in the inquiry call for written evidence and are listed at 
Annexe A.  
Of the two questions asked, only the first was a closed question. Question one invited 
respondents to answer from Yes/No options. The second question offered no specific 
options but did include suggested issues that respondents may consider in their 
responses. Respondents were provided with open text boxes in which they could 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110962.aspx
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provide their views, in their own words. This approach had a significant impact on the 
analysis that was possible: 

• Question one is the only question which allows for the reporting of 
percentages, as it was sole question where respondents had discrete options 
to choose from, i.e. Yes/No. 

• For the second question, a more qualitative analysis approach was used. The 
responses to the question varied greatly as people were free to write 
whatever they wished. In addition, people interpreted the question in a variety 
of ways and respondents chose to highlight different issues. The task was 
then to organise, identify themes and attempt to codify (as far as was 
possible) these varied responses.  

• Consequently, the results of the survey cannot reliably be reported in numeric 
terms. Where numerical data are included in this briefing, it is simply to 
indicate commonality of certain issues being mentioned by respondents. The 
results are not presented as percentages as this would not accurately reflect 
the qualitative nature of his work.  
 

As respondents were not given options to select for questions two-five, the responses 
vary considerably in terms of language used, length and relevance to the question 
asked. As such, the analysis SPICe has provided involves a significant degree of 
interpretation of their responses. In some instances, the respondent may be making 
several different points within one answer. In other cases, what specifically is being 
referred to in the response is not clear. The analysis offered in this briefing aims to 
organise and codify responses to indicate trends and themes from the varied 
responses received. It does not attempt to generalise beyond the views that were 
shared by those who gave their opinions through the survey.  

It is important to note that the analysis presented here should not be treated as 
representative of all pupils, as those who took part in the survey were self-selected. 
As such, the views gathered through this work may not offer the full range of views on 
the issues of interest to this inquiry. 

Finally, there were limits to the analysis of responses as a result of specific issues with 
the design of the survey. The first was that the second open-ended question 
suggested what further information respondents may wish to provide. This may have 
influenced what respondents said, leading them to think about the suggested issues 
more than what respondents may have said if no suggestions were offered. In addition, 
not all respondents addressed these aspects. This made the analysis more 
challenging as there was no consistency in the way that this question was engaged 
with.  

Before any analysis commenced, data cleansing was undertaken to remove duplicate 
responses. In addition, responses that contained either personal information or 
reference to a particular school, were anonymised.  

Overall, there were 241 responses to the survey. Respondents were asked to provide 
a postcode. Figure 1 shows the geographic spread of responses. Aberdeenshire, Fife 
and North Lanarkshire had the highest response rates. No responses were received 
from South Ayrshire.   
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Figure 1: Geographic representation of survey responses  

 
Source: SPICe  
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Questions  
 

In response to the first question: ‘Have you been able to take all the subjects you 
wanted to at school?’ 134 respondents (56%) replied ‘No’. 
Figure 2: Response to question one 
 

 
Source: SPICe 

 

Respondents were then asked in the second question: ‘If you answered no, please tell 
us a bit more? i.e. what level the subject was (e.g. Nat 4, Nat 5, higher), why you think 
the subject wasn’t available, any impact it had on your future study/career options etc’.  
 
Analysis of the responses to this question identified four key themes: 
 

1. The subject level at which pupils were unable to take a subject. 
2. The subject they had been unable to take. 
3. The reason they had been unable to take the subject. 
4. The impact(s) of not being able to take the subject.  

 

Theme 1: Subject level  
 

Figure 3 shows at which level respondents stated they were not able to take a subject 
at school. The most frequently cited level was Higher, closely followed by N5.  
Figure 3: Subject level  
 

 
Source: SPICe  
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Theme 2: Subject type 
 
Figure 4 shows those subjects that respondents most commonly mentioned as being 
unable to study. There is a mix of subjects including social subjects, languages, 
expressive arts and sciences. 
 
Figure 4: Most frequently mentioned subjects  
 

 
Source: SPICe  

 

As shown in Table 1, the subject pupils most frequently mentioned they were unable 
to take was Modern Studies. See Annexe A for the complete table. 
 
Table 1: Subject mentions 
 

Rank Subject Frequency  

1 Modern Studies 11 

2 French 8 

3 History 7 

4 Politics 6 

5 = Drama 5 

5 = Human Biology  5 

5 = Psychology 5 
Source: SPICe  
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Theme 3: Reasons why they were unable to take a subject  
 

Figure 5 shows the top three reasons pupils gave as being why they were unable to 
study a subject. The full list of reasons, and their frequencies, can be found in Annexe 
B 
Figure 5: Most common reasons  

 
Source: SPICe  

The most frequently cited cause was ‘column clash’, whereby column choices or the 
timetabling of subjects prevented the pupils from taking a subject.  

“We have to pick from certain col[umns] and so therefore our choice is limited 
to the arrangement of the subjects.” 
“My first choice of subjects wouldn’t work in the timetable offered.” 

The second most common reason given by respondents was that the school did not 
offer the subject itself, or the subject at their desired level of study.  

“My school specifically doesn’t do drama or p[sych]ology at all. I would love it 
to be put in our curriculum.” 
“I have not been able to take modern studies or classics as the school don’t 
offer it at any level. And we have qualified teachers.” 

Staffing was another common reason given as to why they had been unable to take 
the subject. Respondents referred to various aspects including a shortage of staff, a 
lack of qualified teachers and not having a subject specialist in the school.  

“I believe these subjects weren’t offered because of the limited number of 
teaching staff available in my school.” 
“I think the subject wasn’t available due to staff being under qualified.” 
“Wasn’t available because no teachers for that subject.” 

Theme 4: Impact of not being able to take a subject  
 

Of those respondents that referred to the consequences of not being able to take all 
their desired subjects, the most common impact mentioned was that they had taken a 
subject they did not want to study. This was described in various ways by respondents. 
Some respondents wrote that the subject they ended up studying was one that they 
disliked or even hated. 

“i wasn't allowed to take Modern Studies and another Social Subject so I had 
to take art instead which i hated.” 

Others wrote that they were not interested in subject and/or it was not relevant to their 
future career, and that taking the subject felt like a waste of time and effort.  

“led me to take useless subjects as filler for my timetable which led to a lot of 
wasted time” 
“I was then forced to take Spanish (a course I have no interest in) and miss a 
class I really enjoy.” 
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Several respondents noted that the grade they achieved/anticipated achieving in this 
subject was below that which they anticipated receiving in their preferred subject.  

“I had to replace it with a higher I am less successful in therefore jeopardising 
my chances of getting into university.” 

It is interesting to note the language used by respondents to describe this outcome. 
For example, they were ‘forced to take’, ‘had to take’ or ‘got put into’ in subject. It is 
not just that they ultimately took a course they did not wish to study but that they had 
considered they had no choice in the outcome.  
The second outcome that pupils referenced was that they crashed a subject. Crashing 
a subject in of itself is an impact, however, respondents spoke about the additional 
consequences crashing a subject had.  

 “I crashed higher biology which I found to be a course I thought was harder 
and less interested in, so I struggled more to get the grades I needed for uni.” 
“I had to crash the higher in 6th year which I have done much worse in than if I 
had done Nat 5.” 

Another outcome described by respondents was that they had not able to take the 
required/relevant subject for college or university.  

“i wanted to go into cooking but can’t because i don’t even have the basic 
qualification to get into college for it.” 
“Computer science at N5 and higher … This is what I’m going to study in 
university, so it would’ve been useful.” 
“I want to go to university to study sociology and did not have the opportunity 
to have this as a subject at school.” 

Although not an impact per se, respondents did express of concerns about what 
impact not being able to study their subject of choice would have on their future.  

“Unable to study all the subjects I wished to due to my school only offering 6 
choices over a one year instead of 8 over 2 for National 5, leaving me worse off 
in my future.”  
“i think it’s going to really impact my future study as i might not be able to take 
the subjects i need to get to university.” 

S1 Responses  
 

Nine responses to the survey came from respondents who stated they were currently 
in S1 and had yet to reach senior phase. However, their responses expressed 
concerns around: the need for more IT skills; the need for more research skills; and 
the ability to learn different things within a subject (i.e. alternative sports in PE);  
 
Kate Wane 
SPICe Research  
25 April 2019  
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Annexe A  
 

Subject Frequency 

Modern Studies 11 

French 8 

History 7 

Politics 6 

Drama 5 

Human Biology  5 

Psychology 5 

German 4 

Photography 4 

Physics 4 

RMPS 4 

Dance 3 

Economics 3 

English 3 

Health and Food Technology 3 

Business Management 2 

Classics 2 

Computer Science 2 

Engineering  2 

Environmental Science 2 

Geography 2 

Hospitality 2 

Italian 2 

Media Studies 2 

Philosophy 2 

Sociology 2 

Spanish 2 

Administration 1 

Art 1 

Biology 1 

Design Manufacturing 1 

Fashion/Textiles 1 

Graphic Communication 1 

Home Economics 1 

Language (general) 1 

Latin 1 

Music 1 

Music Technology 1 

R.E. 1 

Statistics 1 
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Annexe B 

Reason Description  Frequency 

Column Clash How the subject choices were offered to 
students/how the courses were timetabled, 
meant that students were unable to take 
their desired subjects, i.e. two subjects 
they wished to take were only available in 
the same column so had to choose 
between them. 

44 

School does not offer subject School does not either offer the subject in 
question, or the subject at the desired level 
of study. 

21 

Staff Shortages Not enough teachers overall; not enough 
qualified teachers; teachers have left but 
not been replaced; not enough subject 
specialists. 

20 

Limited to taking X subjects 
at N5 

Pupils are restricted to a certain number of 
subjects at N5.  

10 

Insufficient Demand The course did not run as there were not 
enough pupils interested in taking it 

10 

Funding The impact of budget reductions in general 
and that funding cuts had led to subjects 
being removed from the timetable. 

5 

X subject(s) is compulsory  Pupil has to take a particular subject, i.e. 
PE; Maths; English or a subject type, i.e. a 
language; social science. 

3 

Only available at another 
school 

The subject was only available at another 
school but due to travel costs and time, and 
the prospect of missing classes at own 
school did not take it up. 

3 
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Cannot take more than one 
social subject 

School does not allow pupils to take more 
than one social subject. 

3 

Other  2 
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Community Outreach Team note on community workshops 
 

Findings from Community Outreach Sessions 
 
The Scottish Parliaments Community Outreach Services conducted 3 community 
workshops with young people to look at the topic of Subject Choice. The format of the 
workshop was the same as that used at the Scottish Youth Parliaments recent sitting 
in Dalkeith and the findings below reflect the feedback from all 4 sessions. 
 
The 3 community sessions were held in Fortrose, Edinburgh and Stevenston. These 
areas were chosen to provide a broad range in terms of Geography, Rurality and 
Affluence and were held in 3 areas with similar size schools. 
 
A total of 81 young people took part across the 4 workshops (34 female, 47 Male) and 
a full results table can be found at the end of the summary. 
 
 
Were you able to take all the subjects you wanted to at school? 
 
 Yes No 

BGE 63% 37% 

S4 66% 34% 

S5 53% 47% 

S6 22% 78% 

 
These numbers were broadly the same across all 4 workshops with most young 
people being able to take all of the subjects they wanted up to S5 and then feeling that 
there were unable to take all of their chosen subjects in S6. One slight exception was 
in Edinburgh where 55% of respondents felt they were unable to take all the subjects 
they wanted to from S5. 
 
What were the reasons you could/couldn’t take all the subjects you wanted? 
 
BGE 
The majority of young people explained that they are given a general timetable at least 
for S1 & S2 with subjects narrowing from S3. Of those who felt they were not able to 
take all of their subjects it was a lack of Teachers that was the most common reason 
given. 
 
S4 
Timetabling issues or problems with subject clashes across “columns” were by far the 
most common reasons given by those who answered “No” to question 1. Lack of 
Teachers was also mentioned in 3 of the 4 workshops. 
 
Those who had been able to take all their choices said they had generally chosen 
popular subjects and followed Teachers’ advice. 
 
S5 
Again, the main reasons given for not being able to take all of the subjects they wanted 
in S5 were timetabling (columns) and staffing issues. Young people at 2 different 
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workshops (Fortrose & Stevenston) did mention that they were able to pick up subjects 
elsewhere such as online or at a local college, but they were not always made fully 
aware of this. 
 
S6 
While Timetabling issues was a frequent comment again for S6 this time around there 
was much more mention of Advanced Highers being unavailable either because of 
timetable clashes with Highers or because of a lack of trained teachers to deliver them. 
 
One exception to this was in Stevenston where pupils felt they were not allowed to 
take subjects in S6 because they were told they wouldn’t have a chance of passing. It 
was their belief that the school didn’t want their failure to reflect badly on the school. It 
should be noted, however that this was a very small group compared to the other 
workshops with only 5 participants. 
 
 
What impact did your subject choice have on you at or after school? 
 
Many young people commented that the broad timetable in S1-3 gave them a broad 
overview and a chance to work out what they liked doing before narrowing their 
choices in later years. 
 
Others mentioned that any restriction in subject choice affected their ability to get in to 
their College or University of choice after they left school. Others said that although 
they were still able to go on to further study they had perhaps had to delay that by 
picking up on Highers at college first or they had to adjust the course they applied for. 
 
What could be done to change or improve subject choice in school? 
 
There was a feeling across all 4 workshops that more teachers were needed to 
address some of the issues with subject choice. In Fortrose there was a particular 
comment that staff being off long term had a bigger impact due to their rural location. 
 
There was also a feeling across all 4 areas that there may be options to pick up 
subjects at local colleges or elsewhere but that this wasn’t always communicated 
effectively or done in a way that made it easy for pupils to access. 
 
There was a feeling at both the Edinburgh and Stevenston workshops that better 
support for ASN was needed to allow more young people to pick up on their subject 
choices. 
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Scottish Youth Parliament 

 

 

 

Were you able to take all the 

subjects you wanted to at 

school? 

 

 

What Local Authority Area are 

you from? 

BGE  

(1 Don’t Know) 

S4 S5 

(2 Don’t Know) 

S6 

(2 Don’t Know) 

Y 

 

8 

N 

 

3 

 

Y 

 

8 

N 

 

4 

Y 

 

7 

N 

 

3 

Y 

 

4 

N 

 

6 

Fife 

Dumfries & Galloway 

Glasgow 

Argyll & Bute 

South Lanarkshire 

North Lanarkshire 

West Lothian 

Fife 

Dumfries & Galloway 

Glasgow 

Argyll & Bute 

South Lanarkshire 

North Lanarkshire 

West Lothian 

Fife 

Dumfries & Galloway 

Glasgow 

Argyll & Bute 

South Lanarkshire 

North Lanarkshire 

West Lothian 

Fife 

Dumfries & Galloway 

Glasgow 

Argyll & Bute 

South Lanarkshire 

North Lanarkshire 

West Lothian 

What were the reasons that you 

could/couldn’t take all the 

subjects you wanted? 

• There were no Home 
Economics Teachers 

• There wasn’t any choice 
you just took everything 

• Timetables didn’t allow for 
all subjects 

• No Science in S2 (even 
although compulsory) due 
to lack of teachers 

• Good Experience in BGE 

• Got the subjects I wanted 

• Timetable was pre-made 

• My school started 
nationals in S3 and we 
didn’t get a choice about 
what to take 

 

 

 

• No Modern Studies 
Teachers 

• No Drama Teachers 

• Not enough teachers 

• I got to take what I 
wanted 

• I chose popular subjects, 
so it fit the timetable well 

• Timetabling issues 

• Teachers advised best 
subject 

• All subjects were 
available 

• Was only able to choose 
7 subjects for Nat 5 while 
other schools can choose 
8 or 9 

• School told me there was 
no spaces in English 

• I easily got a reduced 
timetable through 
guidance 

• Didn’t get to choose 
music at higher because 
of columns 

• I chose popular choices 

• No Advanced Highers 
Offered (A&B) 

• Got to take 4 Advanced 
Highers (Fife) 

• Unable to take higher PE 
so had to take Geography 
(And Failed) 

• I had to get help from my 
MSP to be able to take 
music due to apparent 
timetable restructuring. 

• Lack of subject range 

• Due to my school’s new 
timetable system 

What impact did your subject 

choice have on you at or after 

school? 

• Meant I could work out 
what I was good at and 
what I liked 

• Greater Opportunities 

• Mandatory Maths and 
English was helpful 

• Gave an insight in to all 
subjects 

• Start of career Route 

• Knew classes well and 
what was expected 

• Got higher marks due to 
being interested and 
engaged 

• Prepared for Highers 

• It’s hard to do a subject 
you don’t love 

• I dropped higher maths 
which allowed me to 
focus on other 4 Highers 
and did well 

• Impacts future decisions 
e.g. College/Uni 

• Makes it harder to get in 
to Uni. Affects the whole 
of your future career 

• Didn’t impact too badly as 
results were good enough 
for Uni but still would’ve 
preferred PE 
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• Helped me to recognise 
what subjects I would like 

• Resulted in having to 
crash subjects in later 
years 

• Limits choices for career 
and Uni options 

• Chose wrong subjects 
which resulted in having 
to crash subjects to meet 
Uni Offer 

• It didn’t really impact as I 
now work in a field with 
no relation to my 
academic career 

• Didn’t offer advanced 
Highers 

• Lack of Subject choice 
meant that you missed 
vital skills that could be 
transferred to later 

What could be done to change or 

improve subject choice in 

Scottish Schools? 

• Could be tiered to take in 
to account different 
abilities 

• More teacher focus on 
the younger years too 

• This is too early to be 
choosing careers and 
narrowing subject choice 

• Standard set format for 
subject time limits and 
timeline for choosing 
courses 

• Set amount of national 
subjects pupils are 
allowed to do so nobody 
is disadvantaged 

• Having enough teachers 
to cover all subjects 

• Courses should be kept 
different between BGE 
and S4 allowing pupils to 
decide whether they like it 

• Allow pupils to change in 
S4 without being 
disadvantaged 

• Don’t let local businesses 
hold such power over 
what subjects are 
encouraged 

• More cooperation 
between schools in the 
same local authority area 
to offer advanced Highers 

• Taking timed conditions 
out of assignments in 
Social making them more 
accessible 

• Stop limiting subjects due 
to columns 

• Run classes when 
needed not when 
convenient 

• Ensure you have enough 
staff to cover the subjects 

• More funding needed to 
bridge the gap between 
public and private 
education 

• Don’t discourage 
creativity for good 
attainment at “good” 
subjects 

• Widen subject range to 
improve transferrable 
skills 
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Fortrose 

 

 

Were you able to take all the 

subjects you wanted to at 

school? 

 

 

How many subjects were you 

allowed to take? 

BGE S4 S5 S6 

Y 

 

16 

N 

 

1 

Y 

 

12 

N 

 

5 

Y 

 

10 

N 

 

7 

Y 

 

4 

N 

 

12 

12 – although subjects narrow to 10 

in S3 

 

8 or 9 

 

8 or 9 

 

All available 

6 

 

6 

 

6 

 

6 

5 (Highers) 

 

3-6 (college courses as well) 

 

5 

 

5 

5 (Highers/Advance Highers) 

 

1 - 5 

 

3 - 5 

What were the reasons that you 

could/couldn’t take all the 

subjects you wanted? 

• We had all the teachers 
and facilities we needed 

• Some Columns didn’t 
match up 

• School made you take 
everything 

• Lack of space 

• Wasn’t made aware of 
the variety of subjects 
available 

• Not enough Columns 

• Columns wouldn’t match 

• Lack of teachers due to 
cuts 

• Some people couldn’t 
take woodwork because 
too many pupils selected 
it, not enough resource 

• The school didn’t offer 
some courses 

• Wasn’t made aware of 
the variety of subjects 
available (Online or 
otherwise) 

• Staff shortages 

• Budget Cuts 

• Staff don’t let you or don’t 
want you to 

• I was limited by the 
subjects taken in previous 
years 

• Wasn’t able to take 
advanced Highers as 
some teachers were not 
capable or trained to 
teach them 

• I failed my exam 

• Columns 

• Some Highers clashed 
with advanced Highers 

• Open learning courses 

 

 

 

What impact did your subject 

choice have on you at or after 

school? 

• It gives pointers on what 
you might want to do after 
school 

• S3 would be a problem 
for some as some 
subjects were full 

• Ability to move on to Nat 
4/5 

• Had to go elsewhere 
because of school not 
allowing it 

• It limits the subjects you 
can do 

• Gives a greater 
understanding of course 
paths 

• Ability to move up to 
Highers 

• More 4-year courses 

• I had to take other 
subjects instead 

• Lays down the foundation 
of your chosen career 

• Ability to go on to more 
Highers or Advanced 
Highers 

• I could only take 4 
subjects in S5 instead of 
5 

• It limits my Uni Course 
entry as some courses 
want specific subjects 

• Solidifies your chosen 
career 

• Blocked a career path for 
me 

• University 

• Led to a job 
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• Can’t go to Uni • Would’ve liked to take my 
first choice but didn’t 
matter in terms of Uni 

What could be done to change or 

improve subject choice in 

Scottish Schools? 

• Don’t make us specialise 
too quickly please 

• More teachers/subjects 

• Teachers with a better 
understanding of the 
subject 

• Open up college options 
for younger years 

• Offer college courses and 
support rather than just 
handing out leavers slips 

• Make students aware of 
subjects available online 
or elsewhere 

• More funding for subjects 
like languages – 
languages need to be 
acknowledged as 
essential given the 
current political situation 
(Brexit) 

• More school supplies 

• Give us teachers Please 

• Increased support from 
College/Uni to take 
modules as often the 
school doesn’t know what 
it’s about 

• Allow pupils more 
freedom 

• More money 

• In a small school, 
teachers being off sick or 
off long term seriously 
effects the education of 
the pupils 

• Lack of staff for certain 
subjects due to lack of 
funding 

• If fewer than 20 pupils 
want to take a subject, 
they won’t advertise it 

 

 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/14/2 

33 

 

Edinburgh 

 

 

Were you able to take all the 

subjects you wanted to at school? 

 

How many subjects were you 

allowed to take? 

BGE S4 S5 S6 

Y 

 

22 

N 

 

24 

Y 

 

31 

N 

 

18 

Y 

 

23 

N 

 

28 

Y 

 

5 

N 

 

23 

8 

8 

7 

8 

7 

6 

7 

7 

7 (media not running – Drama and 

Physics clashed) 

5 

6 

5 

(7,6,5) 

4/5 

5 

4 

5 

3 – 6 

5 

4 

5 

Advanced Higher = 3 – Others = 4 

5 

What were the reasons that you 

could/couldn’t take all the subjects 

you wanted? 

• S1 & S2 there is no 
choice but in S2 we only 
had 1 Drama teacher so 
we didn’t run that class 

• S1 & S2 it was forced on 
us, S3 there is a little 
more choice 

• Didn’t get a choice 

• There were some 
Teachers that I didn’t get 
along with and they had a 
bad attitude towards 
pupils 

• We were just given 
timetables 

• Timetable issues 
(Columns) 

• Not enough staff 

• Teacher said no 

• Couldn’t choose 2 
classes in one column 

• Multiple classes were full 

• My subject wasn’t running 

• Choices were in the same 
Column 

• Restricted as per 
Columns 

 

• Timetable issues 

• Not enough staff 

• People were forced in to 
classes for the sake of 
being in a class 

• No Higher Woodwork 

• Not enough people chose 
business 

• I did all the same classes 
as everyone did 

• Lack of Teachers 
(Business Studies) 

• Columns Clashed 

• Subject Not running 

• Not enough teachers 

• Choices were in the 
Same Columns 

• Instantly refused without 
thought or explanation 
(Higher PE) 

 

• Timetable issues 

• Not enough tachers for 
some classes (Art, 
English, Graph Comm & 
Computing) 

• Done all my classes 
except 1 

• Denied by Tecaher 
because of “too many 
Highers” (3) 

• Didn’t let me do PE 
because I was doing it in 
S5 (although probably 
won’t pass) 

• Advanced Highers not 
running 

• Course Choices were 
rubbish 

• No teachers for Advanced 
Higher Computing 

• Not enough pupils took 
the subject 

 

What impact did your subject choice 

have on you at or after school? 

• You got a taste of 
subjects across the 
school which made it 
easier to choose in senior 
school 

• Starts you planning for 
your future 

• Don’t like doing subjects 
like RME 

• Class (Maths) too big 

• Getting to go to 
Uni/College etc 

• Part time college courses 
got people extra 
qualifications 

• Tri-level classes 

• Some had to go to other 
schools to do Art 

• Stress – lack of time in 
maths class 

• You didn’t get the 
qualifications you wanted 
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• Forced to do subjects that 
we didn’t need 

• Not a good lead up in to 
S5 - 6 

• Maths course too long 
and not enough 
resources (printing etc) 

• Not a good lead in to S5-
6 

 

• Have to go to College to 
get Highers 

• Travel Time 

• Lack of time in Maths 
class and mixed classes 

• Large jump from previous 
years in Maths hence gap 
in knowledge 

• Stressful due to 
unrealistic expectations 

• Anger and Stress 

• Had to take a lower 
course in College 

• Had to take another 
related course at College 

• I plan on studying 
Computing at Uni so the 
potential to fall behind. 

What could be done to change or 

improve subject choice in Scottish 

Schools? 

• Make the above classes 
choices 

• More support for people 
with Dyslexia 

• Give pupils choice 

• Give us more time to 
make subject choices 

• More support for Dyslexia 

• Let us opt out of subjects 
like RE, CDT, HE if we 
don’t want to take them 

• We should be taught 
more about meaning of 
subject choices for our 
futures 

• All subjects at all schools 

• Option to do Nat 5 over 2 
years 

• School Basketball team 

• Need more Teachers 

• Improve Maths courses 
and make them more 
manageable  

• Let us pick our 
column/choices 

• Should be equal funding 
for all subjects 

• Small classes should get 
to run if the teacher is 
willing 

• Should be allowed study 
periods if doing the 
subjects, you need – 
shouldn’t be put in 
classes for the sake of a 
full timetable 

• College Courses based in 
schools 

• More classes should be 
available at Easter 
revision 

• Higher Psychology, 
Higher Woodwork 

• Electrical Engineering 

• More direct contact with 
universities & college 

• Need study periods 

• Need Teachers for 
Advanced Highers 

• More Support for Dyslexia 

• More staff in the school 
(my teacher wasn’t able 
to teach AH Computing 
since workload meant 
that he was not able to re-
learn the course material 
after significant changes 
were made to the course 
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Stevenston 

 

 

Were you able to take all the 

subjects you wanted to at 

school? 

 

How many subjects were you 

allowed to take? 

BGE S4 S5 S6 

Y 

 

4 

N 

 

1 

Y 

 

4 

N 

 

1 

Y 

 

4 

N 

 

1 

Y 

 

0 

N 

 

4 

 

6 

 

6 

 

5 – 7 depending on number of 

advanced Highers 

 

5 – 7 depending on number of 

advanced Highers 

What were the reasons that you 

could/couldn’t take all the 

subjects you wanted? 

• Classes were full 

• They lost my choices then 
I had to just take what 
was left 

• I wasn’t even given a 
choice 

• Columns didn’t allow 
(maths and computing 
clashed as did Art and 
music) 

• I was only given a limited 
list f subjects that they 
thought I would pass 

• You could go to other 
schools or college to pick 
up subjects, but you had 
to find all that out 
yourself. 

• Teacher told me there 
was no point in taking a 
subject because I’d fail 
(Dyslexia/Dyspraxia) 

• I was told I wouldn’t 
achieve 

• Teachers don’t want fails 
reflecting badly on them 
or the school 

What impact did your subject 

choice have on you at or after 

school? 

• I am moving school 
because I want to be a 
doctor which requires all 
3 sciences and this 
school doesn’t have the 
support for Dyslexia to 
allow me to take all 3. 

• I failed Maths so was put 
in a “personal Finance” 
class which was 
effectively a free period 

• I had poor guidance for 
my chosen career. Wasn’t 
told I would need Maths 
for Computer 
Development 

• I left before S6 because I 
wasn’t allowed to take 
Higher English 

• I’m now having to pick up 
on Maths/Computing at 
College, so I am now 
behind in my Career 
Path. 

What could be done to change or 

improve subject choice in 

Scottish Schools? 

• Teachers who care about 
teaching more than their 
reputation 

• At least give us a chance, 
don’t just say we’ll fail 

• Let us know about 
options at other places 
rather than just leave us 
to find them ourselves 

• Better support for ASN 

• Put less pressure on 
Young People 

• Why do we have to do 
prelims before our course 
work is finished which 
results in a poorer prelim 
result and added 
pressure on the actual 
exam? 
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SPICe analysis of Higher Education Institutions information  
 

Number of entrants with SQA qualifications in academic years 2016/17 and 2018/19 
 

 Medicine (MBChB) Law (LLB) Mechanical Engineering 
(BEng / MEng) 

 2017 2019 2017 2019 2017 2019 

Aberdeen n/a 80% n/a 82% n/a 75% 

Abertay   83% 73%   

Dundee 64% 64% 66% 46% 49% 43% 

Edinburgh 41% 37% 82% 69% 35% 51% 

Edinburgh Napier   88% 91% 79% 67% 

Glasgow 47% 41% 89% 82% 62% 51% 

Glasgow Caledonian   96% 81%   

Heriot Watt     56% 81% 

Highlands & Islands     n/a 67% 

Robert Gordon   83% n/a 79% n/a 

St Andrews* 37% 28%     

Stirling   n/a 82% n/a 86% 

Strathclyde   78% 73% 72% 82% 

 
Notes: The data on mechanical engineering is a combination of entrants to both the BEng and the MEng (where both are offered). 
The data for Aberdeen is only for AY 2018-19 as the data for 2017 did not include all entrants (so percentages of SQA entrants 
could not be calculated). Robert Gordon did not submit data for 2018-19. University of Highlands & Islands and University of Stirling 
did not submit data for 2016-17. Blank lines represent where these subjects are not offered at a specific institution.  
 
Some institutions figures included those with Higher and Advance Higher entrance qualifications only (e.g. Dundee), others 
included all SQA entrants, including HNC and HND (e.g. Aberdeen, Heriot Watt, Stirling, Napier, Abertay); while some institutions 
did not make it clear which qualifications were included. 
 
* St Andrews offers the 3-year pre-clinical BSc from which graduates can transfer to another institution to complete the MBChB. 
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Standard offers: academic years 2016/17 and 2018/19 
 
In 2017 and again in 2019 all Scottish universities were asked to provide information on the standard qualification requirements for 
entry to three high demand programmes: medicine (MBChB); law (LLB); and mechanical engineering (BEng/MEng). Below is an 
overview of the information that was provided for academic years 2016-17 and for 2018-19. 
 
The Committee was provided with the standard qualification requirements for these programmes in academic year 2018-19 with 
papers for the meeting on 3 April. Below a comparison of the offers across these three programmes is provided to show where the 
standard offer may have changed in the two years between academic year 2016-17 and 2018-19.  
 
Note that information below is focused on standard entry requirements. It does not include information on contextualised 
admissions, adjusted offers, minimum requirements or specialist programmes that would lead to entry through alternative routes. 
 
Medicine 

As noted in Annexe A 3 April 2019 Committee papers, all five medical schools in Scotland require applicants to have completed 

both S5 and S6. All require five Highers in S5 to have been achieved in one sitting plus three further Highers or Advance Highers in 

S6 (minimum Grade B). The table below provides an overview of the academic requirements for entry. Comparison of entry 

requirements for 2016-17 and 2018-19 is provided in the table below. 

Edinburgh: “The University recognizes that for some applicants, this combination of subjects in S5 may not be possible/ 

appropriate. Therefore, applicants who meet the grade requirement from S5 but are missing one or more sciences, may take the 

missing subject(s) in S6. Human Biology may replace Biology” “The standard offer for applicants was BBB in S6 from either two 

Advanced Highers and one Higher, or three Advanced Highers. There were no required subjects unless students did not have 

Biology or Chemistry from S5, in which case they were required to take it in S6.” 

Aberdeen 4A 1B in S5 (one sitting) 
plus 3Bs in S6 

To include Higher 
Chemistry and 2 other 
sciences and 2 other 
subjects achieved in S5. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 
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Dundee 4A 1B in S5 (one sitting) 
plus 3Bs in S6 Higher or 
AH (one sitting) 

To include Higher 
Chemistry and one other 
science. Also, National 5: 
Biology A, Mathematics B 
and English B. 

No difference in grade requirements between 
2016/17 and 2018/19. Explicit in 2018/19 data 
which Nat5s needed (and grades). 

Edinburgh 4A 1B in S5 plus 3Bs in 
S6 Higher or AH (one 
sitting). 

To include Higher 
Chemistry and 2 others 
from Biology, Physics and 
Mathematics.  

National 5: Biology B, 
Chemistry B, English B 
and Mathematics B. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Glasgow 5As or 4A 2B in S5 plus 2 
AHs (1 at A and 1 at B) 
and 1 Higher in S6 (or 3 
AHs in S6) 

To include Higher 
Chemistry, Biology and 
Mathematics or Physics. 
Can be taken in S6 
provided S5 grades 
achieved. No subject 
requirements for S6. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

St Andrews (BSc pre-
clinical medicine) 

4A 1B in S5 plus 3Bs at 
Higher or Advanced 
Higher in S6. 

S5 to include Higher 
Chemistry A and one 
other of Maths, Biology or 
Physics. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

 

The table above shows that there are small differences in the Highers requirements between institutions. Some also explicitly state 

that they ‘encourage’ applicants to, at the time of application, expecting in S6 to achieve 2 subjects at Advanced Higher in S6 and 1 

other at Higher or above (subjects relevant to medicine preferably) in addition to the five Highers passed in S5. 
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Applicants to study medicine also have other requirements including interview and completion of the UK clinical aptitude test 

(UKCAT). 

Law 

Aberdeen – “A number of candidates were eligible for a conditional offer but were unable to meet as detailed above, because of the 

curriculum being studied. Offer making was therefore adapted to take account of the S6 curriculum which incorporated Advanced 

Highers.” “A standard unconditional offer was made to those who had achieved [4A or 3A and 2B Highers] at the time the 

application was submitted”.  

Aberdeen 4A or 3A and 2B at 
Higher (one sitting). 5As 
or 4A and 2B at Higher 
(two sittings). 

Need to achieve at least 
4Bs at one sitting to be 
eligible for entry via the 
two sitting requirements. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Abertay 1A 3Bs to include a 
‘literate’ subject or HNC / 
HND in relevant subject 

No single sitting 
requirement 

English at National 5 

No difference in the grades required between 
2016/17 and 2018/19. Made clear in 2018/19 
that need Higher in a ‘literate’ subject and 
Nat5 English. 

Dundee 3A 2B 2 sittings acceptable In 2016/17 offer was: 2A 2B in one sitting or 
3A 1B in two sittings to include a literary 
subject. 

Edinburgh 5As in S5 (one sitting) To include Higher English No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Glasgow 5As by S5 or between 4A 
and 1B and 2A 3B in S6 

To include Higher English 

S6 entry to include a mix 
of Highers and AHs 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Glasgow Caledonian 2A 3B To include Higher English 
(Grade B) plus National 5 
Mathematics 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 
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Edinburgh Napier 1A 3Bs To include Higher English 
or literary subject at 
Grade B. National 5 
Mathematics and English 
at Grade C 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Stirling 2A 2B (one sitting / S5) 
or 3A 1B (two sittings / 
S6) 

 No data for 2016/17 to provide comparison. 

Strathclyde 4A 1B (one sitting) 3A 4B 
(second sitting) 

To include English (B) 
and National 5 
Mathematics (C) 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

 

Mechanical Engineering 

Mechanical Engineering is offered at various institutions as both an undergraduate programme (BEng) and an integrated 

programme leading to a Masters’ degree (MEng). The requirements for entry to these programmes are, at some institutions, the 

same. For others there is a small difference in the requirements. The table below outlines the range of offers. 

Heriot Watt: “As far as first attempt versus second attempt in theory this makes no difference but inevitably applicants that have 
taken one attempt are ranked higher and so more likely to receive an offer.” 
 

Aberdeen (MEng) 2A 2B (one sitting) or 2A 
3B (two sittings) 

To include Mathematics 
and Physics 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Aberdeen (BEng) 4Bs (one sitting) or 1A 
and 3Bs (two sittings) 

To include A/B grade in 
Mathematics and Physics. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Dundee (BEng) 2A 2B (one or two 
sittings) 

To include Mathematics 
and another science 
(preferably Physics) 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19 
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Edinburgh (MEng/BEng) 4As (in S5 or S6 if not 
possible to take all in S5) 

To include Mathematics 
(A) plus Physics or 
Engineering Science (B or 
above). 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19 

Glasgow (MEng) 5As in S5 To include Higher 
Mathematics (A) and 
Higher Physics (A) 

If entering at end of S6 
same requirements as 
BEng 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Glasgow (BEng) 4As or 3As and 2Bs in S5 

5As and 1B in S6. 

S5 entry to include Higher 
Mathematics and Higher 
Physics – at AB or BA. 

S6 entry to include Higher 
Mathematics in S5 and 
Higher Physics by end of 
S6 – at AB or BA. 

S6 preferably to include 2 
AHs at B) 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Glasgow Caledonian 
(MEng) 

1A 3B To include Mathematics 
plus Physics, Engineering 
Science or Technical 
Studies. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Glasgow Caledonian 
(BEng) 

3B 1C or equivalent 
(including AHs) 

To include Mathematics 
plus Physics, Engineering 
Science or Technical 
Studies. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 
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Heriot Watt (BEng/MEng) 3A and 1B To include Mathematics 
plus Physics or 
Engineering Science. 

National 5 English at C. 

No sitting requirements. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

University of Highlands 
and Islands (BEng) 

1B 2Cs To include Mathematics 
or Physics at B or C 

No sitting requirements. 

Programme introduced in 2017. No entrants in 
2016/17. Expected entry requirements: 3 Highers 
at BCC or above. Higher Maths (min C); National 
5 Physics or Engineering Science and English (C 
or above) 

Edinburgh Napier (BEng) 3B and 1C To include Mathematics 
plus Physics, Chemistry 
or technical subject. 
Grade B in at least one 
required subject. 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Strathclyde (BEng) 3A 1B To include Mathematics 
(A) and Physics (A). 
Advanced Highers 
Mathematics and Physics 
recommended 

No sitting requirements 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 

Strathclyde (MEng) 4A 1B To include Mathematics 
(A) and Physics (A). 
Advanced Highers 
Mathematics and Physics 
recommended 

No sitting requirements 

No difference between 2016/17 and 2018/19. 
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Education and Skills Committee 

14th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday, 1st May 2019 

Subject Choices – submissions pack 

Submissions from the four witnesses are reproduced below: 
 

• Comann nam Pàrant 

• National Parent Forum of Scotland (NPFS) 

• Connect 

• Centre for excellence for looked after children in Scotland (CELCIS) 
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Comann nam Pàrant 

Magaidh Wentworth 
 

Comann nam Pàrant (Nàiseanta) (CnP(N)), established in 1994, is a national 
organisation that seeks to represent the views of parents and carers of children and 
young people in Gaelic Medium Education. 
 
Our vision is one of a growing but sustainable Gaelic medium education sector. One 
which, whilst delivering a quality education for all families who wish their children to be 
educated in Gaelic, also crucially produces fluent Gaelic speakers.  
 
We are restricting our comments to the effect of the curriculum structure on the uptake 
of Gaelic, both as a subject for Gaelic medium pupils (Gàidhlig) and Gaelic learners 
(Gaelic), and other subjects taught through the medium of Gaelic for Gaelic medium 
pupils. 
 
Gàidhlig 
CnP(N) is particularly concerned that pupils who have been immersed in Gaelic for all 
of their primary education, with all the investment that this entails, are in many 
instances unable to study Gàidhlig beyond broad general education. This is primarily, 
we believe, a result of pupils being able to study only 6 subjects at 4th year in many 
schools (Maths and English compulsory, plus 4 others).  In smaller schools, due to 
timetabling issues, some subjects such as Gaelic may only appear in one column, 
often in competition with subjects important for pupils’ future career choices.  The 
structure is inflexible and limits pupils’ choices. 
 
The negative impact of this is evident in the figures with the decline in numbers in 
senior phase Gàidhlig, despite an increasing number of pupils coming to secondary 
from Gaelic medium primary education. 
 
Furthermore, if pupils do not study Gàidhlig in S4 it is very difficult for them to pick it 
up again in S5/6 if they have not been able to maintain their language skills through 
S4, for example by studying other subjects through the medium of Gaelic. There are 
however few opportunities for pupils to do this (see below). 
 
Gàidhlig should not be placed in competition with key subjects.  It should be treated 
as a core subject for those pupils who have come through immersion education and 
pupils should be given every encouragement to continue to study the language.  
 
Gaelic 
For the same reasons as those noted above we have also seen a decline in the 
numbers of pupils choosing to take Gaelic as a subject.  The drop in numbers is 
however more dramatic than in Gàidhlig. 
 
Subjects taught through the medium of Gaelic 
Parents have an expectation that their children will be taught through the medium of 
Gaelic from pre-school through to secondary. The reality is very different. Gaelic 
medium education at secondary has made little progress despite the 
recommendations in the Statutory Guidance for Gaelic Education and the Advice on 
Gaelic Education. 
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Statutory Guidance: 
Schools should aim to deliver a sufficient proportion of the secondary curriculum 
through the medium of Gaelic to enable young people to continue to develop their 
fluency in Gaelic. Schools and education authorities should plan for this, taking their 
lead from the subjects for which qualifications are available from the SQA (see 
paragraphs 2.18-19). Some secondary schools with GME will offer other subject 
provision and this will depend on local circumstances and teacher availability. Schools 
and education authorities should collaborate to develop secondary level GME 
curriculum opportunities, sharing of expertise, courses and a range of delivery 
methods, including the use of distance learning and technology. 
 
Advice on Gaelic Education: 
The Gaelic Medium curriculum from S1 to S3 and into the senior phase remains one 
based on the principles of immersion.    
Young people need to experience a continuum of learning in the broad general 
education and the senior phase with opportunities to develop their fluency across all 
four contexts of the curriculum.   
To allow progression in immersion, schools need to aim to deliver a sufficient 
proportion of the curriculum through the medium of Gaelic.  
 Gaelic Medium Education needs to be a compulsory part of the Broad General 
Education up to the end of S3, after which learners move on into the senior phase 
from S4-S6. 
 
At a time when there is an increasing demand for a Gaelic speaking workforce in a 
range of careers such as: early learning and childcare; teaching; classroom support; 
health service; and development staff for national organisations; the decline in uptake 
of Gaelic awards is extremely concerning. The decline may only be partly due to the 
structure of the curriculum, but it is certainly an important factor.  
 
The situation needs to be addressed urgently or the decline in the number of pupils 
leaving school with a Gaelic qualification will almost certainly damage current 
endeavours to create a sustainable future for the language.   
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National Parent Forum of Scotland (NPFS) 

 

Has the structure of the Senior Phase of the Curriculum for Excellence allowed 
for better learning and overall achievement than previously?  
There has been very little improvement on helping parents support their children to 
make appropriate subject choices. Parents are often unequipped to help due to a 
lack of knowledge on CfE and the pathway choices on offer. Schools frequently 
leave it very late to try and involve parents and spend very little time on this: the 
process can feel rushed and many parents feel their involvement is a “token sign 
off”. The NPFS is aware that the new guidance suggests that a parent/ child/ teacher 
meeting should take place, but this does not seem to be widespread.  
 
The NPFS believe that the structure of CfE has the potential to allow for better 
learning and overall achievement, and we have heard from some parents with very 
positive experiences of the Senior Phase working as it was intended to. Parents 
praised the breadth of subjects as “an amazing choice of subjects that weren't on 
offer when I was at high school.”  New Senior Phase choices such as attending 
college or open university were also welcomed, as well as the flexibility to 
incorporate volunteering (e.g. helping at PE or Duke of Edinburgh). This allows for 
much more personalisation for pupils. 
 
A particularly lauded concept was ‘free choice’, where students pick from a range of 
subjects without the limitations of having to select subjects according to column 
listings. These parents asked why this method is not used in all schools. We would 
urge for this to be shared as good practice through the NIF hub and the Regional 
Improvement Collaboratives. 
 
Other parents told us that their school has retained a column choice model but that 
this is more flexible than previously. For example, ‘’my child can sit drama and art ( 
she could have taken music too had she wanted) similar options were available with 
social subjects, languages and technical subjects. In the past only sciences had this 
luxury.’’ 
Parents also spoke of schools working very hard to remove timetable clashes on an 
individual basis. 
 
Some parents told us about schools making creative arrangements for students who 
needed a particular subject but were constrained by the timetable, such as Higher 
students being accommodated within a National 5 (N5) class.  Unfortunately, 
examples such as this are not commonplace and often require a very involved 
parent advocating for their child. 
 
For a large number of parents, however, the constraints of the column choices model 
are key reasons why the Senior Phase has not resulted in any improvement.  They 
feel it is negatively affecting their children, as they can be forced into taking "make-
do" choices. Clearly, this can never result in better learning and can lead to children 
becoming less engaged with school than they could have been. Many parents 
described situations where children were unable to take subjects, they had a clear 
aptitude or interest in because of timetable clashes. 
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Several other parents described situations where they felt their child had been 
entirely disadvantaged.  
 
“He’s unable to take Higher Art and Design; a subject he requires for his chosen 
career path. In a school of 1,200 pupils and Art and Design Higher is only offered in 
one column.” 
 
Some parents would also like children, who have the capability and motivation, to 
have the option to study more N5 subjects. Some parents feel the inability to do this 
in their schools is impacting overall potential academic achievement. 
 
“Not offering additional qualifications to pupils who would be able to handle them is 
also an issue. [There are options for] 6, 7 or 8 Nat 5s depending on which school you 
attend.” 
 
Parents in rural areas felt that better learning and overall achievement could be 
further improved by using technology to its upmost.  
 
Overall, parents told us they do not feel enough “real” careers guidance is given prior 
to the cut off. There often is not enough focus on the talents and aptitudes of a 
young person and what career paths these would suit. 
 
“It seems like luck when children stumble on good pathways.” 
 

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? 

Parents told us of a range of good practice in schools in terms of offering flexibility in 
the Senior Phase. For example, many schools are trying to offer a range of pathways 
such as modern apprenticeships. Colleges can play a big part in offering a range of 
options such as practical courses, or subjects not historically offered in schools. 
However, some parents told us that this is inconsistent and very dependent on the 
schools and local authorities: 
 
“If some schools are only interested in Highers the input of colleges diminishes.” 
 
College options can also depend on affordability. One parent told us:  
 
“Our local college is eight miles away and requires two buses that a young person 
must pay for themselves.” 
 
In more rural areas, parents felt schools are “trying” with Foundation 
Apprenticeships, but that “it all feels like there is really very little choice - in spite of 
eSgoil.” 
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Although some local authorities are working well at offering subjects in other schools 
if a student is willing to travel, parents reported that this practice seems to have died 
out in other authorities.  
 
A large number of parents spoke out about constraints due to teacher shortages. In 
particular, the lack of subject teachers. This has the obvious effect of subjects not 
being offered but parents also pointed to the difficulties of constant supply teaching: 
 
“A lack of continuity in what is being taught with supply teachers has severely limited 
the basic teaching provision and put great pressure on the students to teach 
themselves.” 

Parents told us the focus in many schools after S4 is on Highers and Advanced 
Highers, the traditional academic routes, and that the column choice issue comes 
into play again. Parents also explained an aspect of flexibility that can be useful, in 
that pupils can theoretically complete a Higher in S6 if they need a subject dropped 
at the end of S3.   

Do you think there has been a narrowing of the range of subjects and subject 
choices in broad general education (BGE)? 

Many parents praised the concept of the Broad General Education (BGE) but were 
concerned that teacher shortages have negatively impacted. For example, one 
parent told us: 

“The delivery of BGE lacked continuity in the delivery of science.” 

If the presumption of mainstreaming is to be effective, there must be a consideration 
of what is right for each individual child in the curriculum.  Many parents of children 
with additional support needs (ASN) feel their choices are restricted; they are being 
forced to take subjects in which they will never achieve a useful level of attainment. 
For example, one parent explained that her dyslexic child finds language learning an 
incredible struggle but, due to the Languages 1 + 2 policy, it is insisted upon that he 
keeps a language up to S3. 

Similarly, another parent of a child with ASN told us that her child finds the 
processing side of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths) subjects 
unattainable. She feels taking a STEM subject is not the best use of her child’s 
aptitudes and “causes confidence issues as he struggles to attain.” 

Some parents told us their schools prepare for N4 and N5 in S3, to make the move 
from BGE to Senior Phase a smaller step. Those parents felt such an approach: 

“would allow students to be taught one or more additional subjects, that would 
undoubtedly be a good thing.” 

If schools were teaching a full BGE as was the vision of CfE, with a focus on skills, 
then we believe that parents wouldn’t feel as some do now that after all the order 
and good study habits established in primary school, the children are just sampling 
subjects from S1-S3 so are just "spinning their wheels". 
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S4 

There were two main concerns from parents of children at this level. The first was 
from some parents in schools where  5 or 6 subjects are offered in S4 who felt this 
“is too narrow too early”, particularly when two of these subjects are often Maths and 
English.  

The other was again the constraints of the column choices. Many parents agreed 
that, in lots of schools, there is a widening of the range of subjects but the column 
choice structure is a “narrow way of allowing students to choose their subjects”, 
resulting in a much reduced choice for young people.  

“We ended up taking a subject we don’t want and not able to take the one we do.” 
 
Parents would like to see their young people at the heart of decisions rather than set 
constraints on subject numbers and columns. 
 
“Why don’t schools first figure out the demand for each subject and then formulate 
the curriculum. Instead of the other way around?” 
 
Some parents told us of a ‘’volunteering column’’ in their school where pupils can 
gain valuable skills in their school or wider community. 
 

S5 

Parents told us the progression from S4 to S5 and to S6 works well for young people 
following a full academic route but they are not given enough information about the 
value of other routes, such as Foundation Apprenticeships.  
 
However, pupils who only want to sit one or two Highers are not well catered for in 
many schools. Parents also described situations where children are basically filling 
up their timetables to meet requirements, rather than focussing on the one or two 
Highers they want to sit.  

“He’s being steered towards subjects just to fill his timetable, [this] has predictably 
led to him being even less keen on school.” 

S6 

The ability to broaden education in S6 was welcomed by parents. As previously 
discussed, there is an option to pick up subjects previously dropped in S5. Many 
parents told us that, because Scottish universities do not require Advanced Highers, 
pupils can branch out and choose new Highers in S6.  

However, parents whose children did want to sit Advanced Highers often told us that 
the teacher shortage is having a huge impact on availability and it is dependent on 
schools working together. In local authorities where schools are working well 
together, there is much wider choice. 
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“My daughter is unable to do any modern language subject in Advanced Higher.” 

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. 

Parents agreed that all the factors previously mentioned influence their range of 
experiences. As discussed, curriculum timetabling was a huge factor for many 
parents as was the lack of teacher availability.   

“My children have chosen subjects in the Senior Phase on the basis of what 
teachers were available, as opposed to what they might have wanted to do.” 

Collaboration between schools to offer shared teaching on Highers and Advanced 
Highers can be helpful but often timetabling and travelling stand as a barrier. Many 
parents felt that local decision-making favours the largest school in the education 
authority and the smaller schools have to follow from that. 

It is clear that rural schools face a very clear set of challenges and are further hit by 
teacher shortages. Pupils travelling to other schools is often not an option, 
logistically. Parents also said that although E-Sgoil has been promoted as a solution 
for rural schools, there has been no obvious impact. One parent had been advised 
that eSgoil could not be better used in their school because “ the pupil- teacher ratio 
is so high that extra tuition can't be added in.” 

Other rural schools described a more positive situation, where “pupils have 
Chromebooks and can access online courses which offer a wider subject choice” but 
go on to explain that shared timetabling for ‘real time’ lectures brings constraints for 
schools. 
 
Another factor is that parents are often unaware of what is on offer in their school or, 
more crucially, what options could be on offer if investigated. Many of the flexible 
pathways are new to parents and it can be detrimental to choices if schools do not 
communicate these well.  
 

What is the impact, positive or negative, of any limitations on subject choices? 

Parents were very clear about the negative impact of placing limitations on subject 
choices. As one parent commented: 

“Limitation on subject choices means we are producing less rounded citizens of the 
future.” 

If pupils feel their choices are limited, then it is inevitable they will become 
disengaged with school and this will impact on their achievement. 
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Connect 

 

Introduction 

Connect is a long-standing independent parents’ organisation and the only Scottish 

charity which is dedicated to parental engagement in education. We provide 

membership services to Parent Councils and PTAs, as well as offering advice and 

information to individual parents who have concerns about any aspect of the 

education of their child, or the wider education system. We support education 

professionals in developing their skills and understanding around effective 

partnership working with families and the wider community 

Connect is happy to respond to the Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into 

subject choices. We conducted an online survey of parents, which we promoted 

through our social media channels and Parents’ Voice survey group. Eighty-five 

respondents provided us with their experiences of their child/children’s subject 

choices, and we have drawn from these comments to inform our response, using 

parents’ own words as much as possible, along with the questions and comments 

we have received from parents over recent years. What is most evident from our 

survey is that there is a wide range of opinion among parents. This reflects the range 

of experiences in different schools and local authorities, as well as how parents and 

young people have varying priorities with regard to subject choices.  

Decrease/increase in subjects  

Our survey asked parents if they were aware if there had been recent changes to the 

number and range of subjects a pupil could study in a school year. In relation to the 

number of subjects a young person can study in a school year, 18% said there had 

been an increase, 16% said there had been a decrease, 26% said there had been 

no change, and 40% said they did not know if there had been any changes. In 

relation to the range of choices available, 27% said there had been an increase, 18% 

said there had been a decrease, 17% said no change, and 38% did not know.  

Some parents commented on changes as follows: 

“Oldest son did 8 Nat5s, younger son doing 7 and I think 7 is about right - enough to 

get a breadth of subjects but not so many the curriculum is too cramped.” 

“Our school has recently moved from maximum of 6 subjects in S4 to maximum of 7 

subjects. This was due to concerns about early specialisation and reduction in pupils 

choosing less popular subjects which gave pupils a very narrow range from which to 

choose Higher subjects. In order to be able to offer 7 subjects in S4 the school has 

had to reduce the number of subjects in S3 in order that the National courses could 

commence in S3 so that the course content could be covered.” 

“Too many compulsory subjects to fit into a school week. Doesn't allow children to 

keep their options open. Would suggest allowing up to 10 subjects to Nat 5 

equivalent level for academic pupils. Then pupils can specialise for Highers/ 

Advanced Highers in S5/S6. Which would give them a better basis if they wish to 

change direction in later life.” 



Agenda item 1  ES/S5/19/14/3 

10 

 

On making choices  

“Our S3 have been asked to submit their choices within the past week, BEFORE the 

school has held a Choices Info evening for parents and carers, should be the other 

way round surely!” 

“They are asked to choose too soon and then offered a limited choice. My daughter 

was limited to one social science subject and forced to take a computer subject that 

she didn't want. It is not in the interest of the child to force them to take subjects they 

don't like.” 

“We were not happy that it is government policy that children are to take drama, 

music or art, this is OK in 1st and second year but a waste in third year, and would 

have limited my child's choice, much better for them to take a second language or 

science, so we had to fight to have this choice. My child has no interest in the arts 

and is of no use for their future, so if this is the policy, this needs to be looked at, as I 

will be making the same complaint for my S1 child.” 

“Allowances always made for pupils wishing to take 3 sciences but unable to take 3 

creative subjects at Nat 5 level. Unable to take music & drama together also.” 

Availability 

Parents highlighted the issues caused by a lack of teachers for specific subjects and 

the number of pupils needed to request the subject for courses to run. 

On pupil uptake: 

“Too many people wanting to do the Higher in S5 so asked to wait until S6 to do 

Higher Chemistry and Physics. Made the experience much harder (with probable 

lower grades)” 

“Pupils may choose a subject at one level not knowing if it will run at the next level. 

E.g. choosing Spanish to study in S3 not knowing if numbers will be enough for it to 

run as a N5 class the following year. Knowing this, pupils may not choose Spanish 

for S3, thus lowering the chance it can run at N5 for others who did take the risk of 

choosing it. If a school offers a subject at S3, for example, it should commit to 

running a N5 class (and by doing so increase the number of pupils opting for it). This 

it timely as a report had just been published saying language teaching in schools is 

at an all-time low.” 

“Music drop in numbers due to cost earlier on” 

On availability of teachers: 

“Pressures on some subjects e.g. lack of computing teachers, mean the school may 

not be able to offer a course, but young people can usually travel to another school 

for that subject.” 

“Decline in languages as not many people requesting and no teacher availability. 

Disasters with Home Ec. too - our school had no teacher for 2 years.” 
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“School too small and teachers unqualified to take certain subjects e.g. human 

biology so therefore not offered” 

“AH English was also unavailable this year. Computing is not running next year at 

any level. Both due to lack of teaching staff.” 

“Home Ec. - Fabric and Textile is now dropped due to lack of teachers.” 

Timetables 

Even if the desired subject is offered by the school, parents reported that timetable 

clashes affected the choices available. Many parents highlighted the column method 

of timetabling, where pupils pick from a list and so there is a risk desired subjects 

might appear in the same column, as a barrier to desired subjects:   

“I'm not sure if she will get her preferred choices as you are supposed to choose one 

subject from each column and the columns don't reflect the subjects she is naturally 

good at - she's naturally good at the arts and not at tech but looks like she will be 

forced to drop an art subject and choose a technical one. We will probably fight this.” 

“Could not take French because the way choices were in columns to choose from. 

Had to sacrifice a language in order to do both sciences she wanted to take.” 

“Believe a large part of subject choice is the restrictions by the columns in the 

timetabling so whilst 'choices' are made these are not necessarily 'first choices'” 

“My son was lucky enough to get to do higher geography at another school in 

Edinburgh due to a clash with other subjects. In 6th year the school adjusted his 

timetable to help him get his choice. However, there is a clear restriction in choice 

and I now feel that my daughter is choosing some subjects that are not ideal due to 

choice restriction.” 

The traditional ‘column’ approach to subject choices has always caused issues for 

young people. At Connect we have long argued for a more creative and flexible 

approach – one which matches the promise of Curriculum for Excellence. There are 

examples of different approaches which work, such as Preston Lodge High School in 

East Lothian which has moved away from the column structure and instead pupils 

are free to select their choices and rate them by preference.1 Subject teaching is 

then matched to demand and a flexible approach adopted to class and year 

structures so that different levels may be taught together, with young people from 

different year groups. 

Conclusion 

Our survey flagged up the following requests from parents: 

• More flexible timetabling to access courses which build on young people’s 

strengths (e.g. expressive arts, social sciences, sciences, languages) 

                                                 
1 https://issuu.com/prestonlodge.net/docs/making_choices_for_the_senior_phase p.24 

https://issuu.com/prestonlodge.net/docs/making_choices_for_the_senior_phase
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• Consistency of course offer i.e. if a subject is offered for S3 choices, it should 

be available in S4/S5/S6 

• Clear, timeous information about subject choices, courses and career 

guidance  

However, the issues described in this submission are not new. In September 2014, 

Connect (then Scottish Parent Teacher Council) responded to the Scottish 

Parliament’s Education Committee’s enquiry on Curriculum for Excellence, 

describing concerns parents had raised with us in regard to subject choices. 

Shortages of subject qualified teachers and cuts leading to a reduction in the range 

of subjects expected were one of the issues highlighted.2 Five years later and these 

continue to be a point of concern of parents. 

Further, the Broad General Education phase (up until S3) continues to be widely 

disregarded, with narrowing of the curriculum taking place early in secondary school, 

and in some cases SQA qualification commencing in S3.  

This, combined with Inflexible approaches to timetabling and the well-documented 

challenges of recruiting and maintaining subject specialists, mean the ideal of CfE is 

still a long way away. 

 

Eileen Prior  

Executive Director 

4 March 2019 

  

                                                 
2 SPTC submission to the Scottish Parliament Education and Culture Committee enquiry into Curriculum for 

Excellence: National Qualifications, September 2014 
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Centre for excellence for looked after children in Scotland (CELCIS) 

 

Response to the Education and Skills Committee’s subject choices inquiry  
 
April 2019 
 
Thank you for the invitation to give evidence to the Education and Skills Committee 
on the above inquiry.  We strongly support the committee’s focus on hearing the 
views of parents, carers and care-experienced people as part of this inquiry into the 
extent of and basis for any narrowing of availability of subjects.   
 
Key messages 
 

• Having experience of care is not a predictor of poor educational outcomes 
however it is an additional vulnerability that pupils can face. 

• Whilst educational outcome indicators show that the attainment gap has 
narrowed in recent years, there is still a significant and unacceptable gap in 
educational outcome indicators between looked after children and the general 
school population. 

• Children and young people with experience of care are some of our most 
vulnerable learners and will often require additional support and flexibility in 
education to ensure equity of access to the curriculum. 

• Parents and carers of children and young people with care experience will 
often require additional and ‘non-traditional’ support to engage with and 
support their children’s learning. 

• Planning and support in education should be relationship based and evidence 
informed. 

 
About CELCIS 

CELCIS is committed to building brighter futures for children in need of care and 
protection. As an intermediary organisation between research, policy and practice, 
we strengthen the skills and capacities of people who care for children and young 
people. What's more, we take an evidence-informed approach to implement lasting 
and positive change, across the services and systems that affect the lives of children 
and families.  
 
CELCIS is part of the Institute for Inspiring Children’s Futures, based at the 
University of Strathclyde. 
 
Background 
 
CELCIS’ Education work is grounded in what we know works to improve children’s 
educational experiences.  A focus on creating and nurturing positive experiences 
and relationships for and with children will support an increase in attainment and 
achievement.  We recognise that this can be a complex and multi-faceted task for 
education settings and have therefore created a ‘blueprint’ for education: Looked 
After and Learning.  This is a self-evaluation and benchmarking toolkit based on a 
comprehensive literature review and practitioner wisdom which supports schools to 
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attend to the six areas which are shown to make a positive impact on children’s 
learning experiences.   
 
The six areas which we know to be important are: 
   

• A commitment to the role of Designated Manager  

• Planning for education 

• Engagement with parents and carers 

• Promoting an inclusive education 

• Supporting teachers 

• Ensuring teachers and other staff have an understanding of attachment and 
resilience 

 
The CELCIS Education work has not traditionally been involved in policy 
development or implementation around curriculum design and delivery, but instead 
on promoting and supporting equity of access to the curriculum for children and 
young people with care experience. We do this by working alongside schools, FE 
and HE institutions, education practitioners and other organisations to promote best 
practice in assessment, support and planning. We also assist in the identification and 
removal of structural and systemic barriers which may impede or prevent children, 
young people and families from being able to fully participate in both formal and non-
formal education. 
Our work is informed by the CELCIS Education Forum; a network of over 300 
practitioners and leaders who are involved with or interested in the education of 
looked after children, from a range of diverse settings and disciplines.  The Forum is 
critical in shaping and influencing not only the work of CELCIS, but also in 
contributing specialist knowledge and expertise about what works and what could 
work better for looked after children in education.   

Current CELCIS Education Work   

We are currently involved in a range of work, both locally and nationally, which can 
inform the current inquiry in regards to the provision of resource and adequate 
learning pathways for children and young people with care experience in education. 
 

• Support for the development of the role of Virtual School Head Teacher in 
Scotland; 

o In June 2018 the Scottish Government announced additional Scottish 
Attainment Challenge Funding for Care Experienced Children and 
Young People.  Through this funding a number of local authorities have 
recently appointed or are due to appoint a Virtual School Head Teacher 
for Looked After Children.  In partnership with Scottish Government 
and local authorities, we have agreed to support the coordination and 
provide facilitation of a network for practitioners in these new roles. 

 

• Scottish Funding Council commissioned research ‘A survey of care 
experienced students at Scottish colleges and universities’ 

o To gain deeper understanding of the enablers and barriers that care 
experienced students encounter in going to, staying at and transitioning 

https://www.celcis.org/our-work/key-areas/education/celcis-education-forum/join-education-forum/
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out of further and higher education in Scotland.  The results of this 
research will be published in June 2019. 

 
 

• Parents in Partnership (PIP) 
o A CELCIS developed model for parent and carer engagement 

designed to work alongside parents/carers who would benefit from 
additional support at the time of their child’s transition from primary to 
secondary school.  PIP helps to build relationships between parents 
and teachers, whilst improving parents/carers’ confidence in their ability 
to support their children’s learning at home through enhanced 
curricular, structural and practical knowledge and understanding. 

 

• South Ayrshire school-based inclusion project 
o A multi-agency, participatory action research project aimed at 

understanding what best practice in inclusion looks and feels like for 
care experienced children and their families.  Working alongside young 
people and professionals to develop models to promote inclusion and 
remove barriers to accessing the curriculum through a focus on 
attendance, transitions and children’s rights and participation. 

 
Areas of particular significance in relation to care experienced learners and subject 
choices 
 

• Almost 75% of looked after children leave school at their statutory school 
leaving age.  The attainment gap begins to narrow for looked after children in 
S5 and S6 therefore it is imperative that, where appropriate, we support 
children to stay at school for as long as possible. 

• Learners with care experience are likely to go onto FE and HE later than the 
general population therefore pathways through and out of school and into FE 
and HE must be flexible and supportive. 

• Looked after children are presumed to have additional support needs (ASN) 
unless assessed as otherwise; good quality, appropriate and timely ASN 
provision should be available at every phase of children’s learning journey in 
order to ensure equity of access to the curriculum. 

• Children with care experience have the same aspirations as all other children 
and it is often professionals around them who set the bar lower.  We must 
have a culture of high aspiration within an enabling educational school context 
to support children to achieve. 

• Children who are looked after or have experienced care will have faced 
significant adversity in their lives which will, in many cases, have had an 
impact on all or some areas of their development.  Flexible education 
provision which takes account of the potential differences in a child’s 
chronological and developmental age will enhance children’s experiences of 
school. 

• Children who have experience of care will often have faced very disrupted 
schooling due to issues such as placement moves, exclusions, reduced 
timetables and lower average attendance.  This will impact on children’s 
ability to meet the expected curricular milestones at the expected stage of 
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school.  This could potentially narrow the subject options available to them in 
the senior phase. 

 
 
Thank you for providing us with this opportunity to respond. We hope the feedback is 
helpful; we would be happy to discuss any aspect in further detail.  
 
Contact: 
Linda O’Neill  
Education Lead 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
1 A Designated Manager is a senior member of staff, who should be present in every educational 
establishment in Scotland, who has overall responsibility for the assessment, planning and coordination of 
support for looked after children 
1 In England Virtual School Heads (VSHs) are in charge of promoting the educational achievement of all the 
children looked after by the local authority they work for.  VSHs are responsible for managing pupil 
premium funding for the children they look after and for allocating it to schools and alternative provision (AP) 
settings (these are places that provide education for children who can’t go to a mainstream school). 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/pupil-premium-information-for-schools-and-alternative-provision-settings
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/pupil-premium-information-for-schools-and-alternative-provision-settings
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