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Broad General Education in the Secondary School 
 

Area Events May/June 2012 
 
Question and Answer 
 
Further information related to this Question and Answer can be found in the CfE into practice 
1 Broad general education in the secondary school publication (April 2012) 

 
1. What are the purposes of the broad general education (BGE)? 

The purpose of the BGE is to develop the knowledge, skills, attributes and capabilities of 
the four capacities of Curriculum for Excellence. It is designed to provide the breadth and 
depth of education to develop flexible and adaptable young people with the knowledge 
and skills they will need to thrive now and in the future. It aims to support young people 
in achieving and attaining the best they possibly can. 

 
2. Will the curriculum structures in all schools look the same if they are all 

delivering the BGE? 
No. Curriculum for Excellence allows for both professional autonomy and responsibility 
when planning and delivering the curriculum. The design and management of the 
curriculum is a matter for schools and authorities. The national guidance, set out in 
Building the Curriculum 3, outlines a framework which provides the flexibility to organise, 
schedule and deliver the curriculum in innovative ways to meet the needs of all learners. 
Such flexibility will result in a varied pattern of curriculum structures to reflect local needs 
and circumstances. Learners should be at the centre of curriculum planning rather than 
being ‘fitted into’ curriculum structures. The emphasis should be about ensuring each 
learner is included and the curriculum is planned to ensure the best possible outcomes 
for each learner. 

 
3. Does the BGE to the end of S3 mean that all young people will be following 

a common course? 
No. Common national expectations of outcomes do not mean that all young people in S1 
to S3 in a school or cohort will follow common programmes of learning: effective learning 
depends upon personalisation and on enhancing learners’ motivation which comes from 
opportunities to influence what they learn. It will be important that schools develop their 
curriculum to allow young people to progress in different ways and at different rates.  
 

 Schools are expected to ensure that all young people have opportunities to experience 
all the Es and Os1, across all curriculum areas, up to and including the third curriculum 
level. These should be experienced by all young people, as far as this is consistent with 
their learning needs and prior achievements. Most young people will also progress into 
the fourth curriculum level in many aspects of their learning before the end of S3. 

 
 Schools and their partners have the flexibility to provide young people with this 

entitlement in different ways to best meet their learning needs. This will include planning 

                                            
1 The exceptions to this statement are where specific sets of experiences and outcomes are specialised: 

Gaidhlig, Gaelic (learners) and classical languages and religious education in Roman Catholic schools 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/c/genericresource_tcm4720104.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/c/genericresource_tcm4720104.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/thecurriculum/howdoyoubuildyourcurriculum/curriculumplanning/whatisbuildingyourcurriculum/btc/btc3.asp
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across the 4 aspects of the curriculum to ensure young people experience coherence 
and progression in their learning. 

 

4. In what ways can we provide choices for learners S1 –S3  while ensuring 
we deliver the entitlement to the BGE? 
Learners should have opportunities for personalisation and choice across many aspects 
of their learning S1-S3.  These can include choices through learning, teaching and 
assessment approaches; topics or contexts; themes for interdisciplinary learning; the 
opportunities learners have to contribute to the life of the school as a community; and the 
activities they undertake for personal achievement.  The activities which a young person 
chooses should build on their prior learning and provide progression through breadth, 
challenge and application. 
 

5. Do all young people have to study in all curriculum areas to the end of S3? 
 No. The national expectations for the broad general education are described through the 

Es and Os. All young people should experience all the Es and Os up to and including the 
third level but learning related to these do not necessarily have to be through curriculum 
areas . Curriculum areas and subjects alone no longer define the entire curriculum. 
Curriculum for Excellence represents a change from the existing modal curriculum 
structures. Building the Curriculum 1 (page 2) states that ‘…curriculum areas simply 
provide a device for ensuring that learning takes place across a broad range of contexts 
and offer way of grouping the experiences and outcomes under recognisable headings.’ 
Building the Curriculum 3 (page 20) emphasises that: ‘ The curriculum areas are not 
structures for timetabling: establishments and partnerships have the freedom to think 
imaginatively about how the experiences and out comes might be organised and 
planned in creative ways…’ 

 
 The Es and Os apply to the totality of experiences which are planned for young people 

including through the life and work of the school, interdisciplinary learning and 
opportunities for personal achievement as well as learning within curriculum areas and 
subjects. Schools have the flexibility to design their curriculum across all 4 aspects of the 
curriculum in ways to ensure coherence and progression in learning irrespective of 
where it takes place. This means schools can plan learning across different aspects of 
the curriculum to provide the entitlement to the BGE. 

  
6. Can learners still make subject choices at the end of S2 for the 

qualifications they will do in S4? 
Traditional subject choice at the end of S2 (or earlier) for all young people in a cohort, for 
a ‘two-year course leading to qualifications in S4’, would deny young people the 
important benefits of a broad general education up to the end of S3. It would be unusual 
for young people at the end of S1 to have gained suitable depth of learning and ability to 
apply their learning confidently in different contexts at the third level across the entire 
curriculum.  
 

Specialisation is important in maintaining young people’s motivation, providing challenge 
and preparing them for progression into the senior phase and qualifications. Schools can 
provide opportunities for young people to specialise through subject choice depending 
on young people’s progress and achievements. In doing so it will be important to design 
the S1-S3 curriculum so that such specialisation does not close off options for 
qualifications and subsequent pathways available to young people at the start of the 
senior phase from S4 onwards. It is at the end of S3 that young people should make 
their choices for qualifications in the senior phase. 

 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/thecurriculum/howdoyoubuildyourcurriculum/curriculumplanning/whatisbuildingyourcurriculum/btc/btc1.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/thecurriculum/howdoyoubuildyourcurriculum/curriculumplanning/whatisbuildingyourcurriculum/btc/btc3.asp
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7. If the entitlement is to experience the Es and Os to third level, once young 
people have experienced these surely they should just be allowed to 
specialise in whatever they want? 
Young people need to be supported in making informed choices for specialisation to help 
them achieve the best they can and to keep possible progression routes open for the 
future. The aim of the BGE is to provide the breadth and depth of learning which all 
young people will need in order to thrive now and in the future. As such an important aim 
is to raise standards of attainment for all young people.  
 
If the BGE is to do this then the experience S1-S3 needs to provide opportunities for 
young people to build on and extend their prior leaning-one off learning experiences 
related to Es and Os are not sufficient. Young people need to be able to develop a depth 
of understanding and range of skills as well as be able to apply their learning confidently 
in different contexts across the curriculum. In designing the BGE schools should ensure 
that learners can progress in different ways and at different rates. This will involve 
providing differentiated, motivating and challenging learning experiences that meet all 
young people’s needs and ensure that each learner experiences success. This will 
prepare them well for progression into the most appropriate level of qualifications in the 
senior phase depending upon their prior learning. 

 
8. Do young people who have chosen to specialise in for example history in 

S3 still need to study geography and modern studies to meet the BGE 
entitlement? 
It depends whether or not the young person has achieved the third curriculum level. 
Once young people have achieved the third curriculum level in a curriculum area, there 
is flexibility and scope to design experiences based upon different combinations of the 
fourth level Es and Os.  The key is to provide choice and specialisation without closing 
off options for qualifications and progression routes in the senior phase.  
 
For young people who have experienced learning at the third curriculum level but are not 
yet secure in their learning, it will be important they have continuing opportunities to 
achieve the best possible outcomes across their BGE. For such young people, it would 
be especially important to ensure that choosing to ‘major’ in for example history also 
provided opportunities to revisit and achieve geography and modern studies Es and Os.  
 

9. Are there still particular requirements for RME and PE within the secondary 
curriculum? 
RME 
The Education (Scotland) Act 1980 continues to impose a statutory duty on local 
authorities to provide religious education and religious observance (RO) in Scottish 
schools.  The Scottish Government issued updated guidance - Curriculum For 
Excellence - Provision of Religious Education in School in February 2011.   This places 
the statutory requirements for Religious Education within the context of Curriculum for 
Excellence and relates to the delivery of RME in non-denominational schools and 
Religious Education in Roman Catholic Schools.   

 
PE 
There is still an expectation that all young people in secondary schools up to S4 will 
receive a high quality physical education experience each week-two periods of at least 
50 minutes. It is expected that this physical education experience relates to a coherent, 
well planned physical education curriculum experience for all young people within the 
timetabled schools day. For young people in S5/S6, there is the aspiration of two periods 
a week. 

 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/c/genericresource_tcm4650441.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/c/genericresource_tcm4650441.asp
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10. Why can schools not present whole year groups for qualifications during 
S3? 
Early presentation of whole cohorts for qualifications during S3 is incompatible with the 
purposes of the broad general education. Early presentation would mean young people 
would be specialising too soon which would narrow future learning and progression 
pathways for them. It is unlikely that young people would have gained sufficient depth of 
learning and ability to apply this learning confidently in different contexts at third 
curriculum level across the entire curriculum at early stages of secondary such as at the 
end of S1. Qualifications should not be taken by young people during S1-S3 unless there 
are very specific circumstances for individuals.  
   

11. How can schools meet the needs of young people who have experienced 
learning to the third curriculum level during S1 and S2 but are not yet 
secure in their learning at that level? 
School see the benefit of allowing young people to specialise while at the same time 
recognising that some young people may still need to revisit and consolidate some 
aspects of their third curriculum level work. Schools are developing a range of creative 
ways to provide specialisation while still providing opportunities for young people to 
receive their entitlement to the BGE and to achieve the best they can from it. These 
include for example, providing short courses that run for part of a school year, electives 
and master-classes, well-planned interdisciplinary learning which build in aspects of 
learning not experienced or achieved in S1/S2, as well as being able to choose to ‘major’ 
in a subject while still learning other aspects of a chosen curriculum area. These work 
best when they are designed to ensure coherence from the learner’s point of view and 
allow them to build on, progress and extend and apply their prior learning. 
 

12. How can schools meet the needs of high achieving young people within the 
BGE S1-S3? For some studying at fourth curriculum level and not beyond 
this will be ‘holding them back’. 
The fourth curriculum level Es and Os provide the starting point for teachers to plan the 
most appropriately challenging learning for young people learning at this level. There 
should be no ceilings on what young people can achieve. Through well-designed 
learning experiences many will be able to stretch into learning beyond fourth curriculum 
level to provide the best platform for their progression into National Courses and other 
qualifications in the senior phase. For some this may involve progressing into a 
programme of learning bypassing National 5 qualifications and aiming for Higher from 
S4. 
 
The S3 profile will validate a  young person’s achievements in their BGE up to the fourth 
curriculum level (Building the Curriculum 5 Recognising achievement, profiling and 
reporting) (page 11). This will be particularly significant for those curriculum areas and 
subjects that they will not continue to study in the senior phase. Where in exceptional 
circumstances individual young people have carried out learning for National 5 or Higher 
Units and Courses during the BGE phase, schools have the flexibility to present such 
young people for qualifications where this would meet their needs.  

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/thecurriculum/howdoyoubuildyourcurriculum/curriculumplanning/whatisbuildingyourcurriculum/btc/btc5.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/thecurriculum/howdoyoubuildyourcurriculum/curriculumplanning/whatisbuildingyourcurriculum/btc/btc5.asp
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13. What will be different in S3 for young people when they are learning 
through the BGE rather than for qualifications as currently? 
S3 represents a culmination of the learning which has taken place over the previous 12 
years.  During S3, young people will review and extend their prior learning and apply that 
learning in new and interesting contexts.  The cumulative outcomes of all the learning 
pupils have undertaken throughout the broad general education phase will be recognised 
in the S3 profile.  The process for developing this key document will include reflection, by 
young people jointly with their teachers, on what they have learned, experienced and 
achieved.  The attributes and capabilities of the four capacities provide a useful focus for 
this dialogue and for ensuring recognition of all relevant achievements up to this point.  
This reflection and dialogue will also support learners in making their transition to the 
senior phase. 
 

14. What should be taught in S3? 
Learning in S3 should be based on the Es and Os at a level appropriate to young 
people’s progress and achievements. Schools should provide programmes of learning 
that offer smooth progression pathways from S3 into the senior phase. Since the 
National Qualifications have been designed to build on the Es and Os, learning in S3 can 
contribute to qualifications in the senior phase. However, the S3 curriculum should not 
be designed only around qualifications since this would be incompatible with the 
purposes of the BGE. 

 
15. What is the purpose of the S3 profile? 

The purpose of the S3 profile is to provide a clear statement of a young person’s 
achievements at the end of their BGE. It can be used to validate their achievements in 
their BGE to others, such as potential employers or colleges. Young people are likely to 
continue to build on their profile in the senior phase so that together with qualifications 
they achieve in the senior phase, it will provide evidence of a young person’s full 
achievements since it will provide recognition for those aspects of their BGE that they 
have not continued to study in the senior phase.  

 
16. Can young people start Skills for Work qualifications in S3 as part of their 

BGE? 
Yes-the Skills for Work qualifications were the first CfE qualifications designed to meet 
the needs of young people mainly in S3/S4. Designing choice from S3 which provides 
opportunities for young people to prepare for Skills for Work qualifications will be 
important in meeting the range of learners’ needs.  
 

17. Some schools have been using Access 3 qualifications in S3 or earlier to 
ensure some young people achieve some qualifications before they leave 
school (in many cases these are young people at risk of missing out and 
who often disengage from learning in S4). Will schools still be able to do 
this? 
There is still scope to arrange early presentation for particular individuals in exceptional 
circumstances and this would include presentation for National 3 (the new name for 
Access 3) qualifications. Such decisions need to be based on the best interest of the 
individual young person. The planned early presentation of whole cohorts or class 
groups of young people for qualifications in S3 would undermine the flexibility and 
benefits which the broad general education provides and would be incompatible with the 
purposes of the broad general education. 
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18.   What about young people with additional support needs? What can 
schools do to ensure that they receive their entitlement to the BGE and 
are enabled to achieve their full potential? 
Staff should plan learning across the four aspects of the curriculum to meet the 
entitlements for young people with additional support needs.  The broad general 
education will promote the engagement of learners in opportunities for experiences 
and achievement.  Schools can draw upon principles such as personalisation and 
choice and relevance to meet the learning needs of young people. Staff will want to 
ensure activities are suitably matched to their learners' needs  with appropriate tasks 
and resources.  Under such circumstances young people will be positively and actively 
engaged in their learning experience and enabled to work towards achieving their full 
potential.  
 
Staff will personalise and individualise learning for some young people through 
appropriate plans including individualised educational programmes.  This will be 
important for those young people with more complex needs when achievement is 
assessed as within for example early or first levels though experience and engagement 
is taking place across the four contexts for learning.  

 
19.  Does the BGE lead to young people following fewer qualifications? 
 Not necessarily. The number and range of qualifications undertaken will be a matter for 

schools, education authorities, colleges, parents and young people to decide. Since 
the learning for National Qualifications may include time spent on programmes 
delivering relevant Es and Os in S3 as well as time spent on programmes of learning 
for qualifications in S4, young people could potentially be presented for up to 8 
qualifications in S4 if appropriate to their needs. 

 Young people may take qualifications across the senior phase – meaning they may 
study over one or two years for a qualification. During S4, they may be studying for 
some qualifications which will result in them being presented at the end of S4. They 
may also continue studying some subjects until the end of S5 before being presented 
for the qualification. The same will apply across S5 and S6 with qualifications being 
taken over one or two years. In both cases care should be taken to ensure that 
learners are on track for the qualification by key dates. Certification will be based on 
positive achievement with no automatic fallback to qualifications at lower levels. There 
will need to be a focus on time for learning so that the learner is prepared for achieving 
qualifications to the highest level of which she/he is comfortably capable. This would 
be a decision for schools to make for each learner based upon the security of their 
learning. 

20.   Why is there so much overlap between fourth curriculum level and 
National 4 qualifications? Will this mean that young people will be 
repeating learning in S3 and S4? 

 The new National Qualifications have been designed to build directly from the Es and 
Os in the broad general education phase.  The continuum of learning within CfE, in 
which the Es and Os and National Qualifications link seamlessly with each other, 
allows a more flexible approach so that programmes of learning can be tailored to the 
needs of the individual learner in terms of appropriate breadth, depth and pace of 
learning. This allows young people to aim for the most appropriate levels of 
qualifications.  For some learners in S4, this may include learning towards National 1, 2 
and 3 qualifications; for others National 4 or 5, or National 5 and Higher.   

 
 This means that young people who have for example, securely achieved fourth 

curriculum level in a particular subject may be able to progress into National 5, and not 
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repeat their learning in S4. This would be a decision for schools to make for each 
learner based upon the security of their learning. 

 

21. Will schools be allowed to use evidence from young people’s learning in 
the BGE to ‘cash in’ for qualifications in S4? 

 Yes-where schools feel that is appropriate to meet individual learner’s needs. It would 
be the responsibility of the school to match up the assessment evidence from the BGE 
into the assessment standards of the relevant qualification. However, since the S3 
profile will validate a  young person’s achievements in their BGE to others, such as 
potential employers or colleges, it is not expected that this will be necessary for all 
young people. There should be a continuum of learning from the BGE through to the 
senior phase which will be validated and certificated at the right point in time for the 
young person.   

 
 The new National Qualifications have been designed to build on the Es and Os in the 

broad general education phase.  Because that is the case, learning for National 
Qualifications spans the broad general education and the senior phase, potentially 
incorporating time spent on programmes delivering relevant Es and Os in S3 as well as 
time spent on NQ course in S4.   

 
 SCQF level 4 and the fourth curriculum level are broadly equivalent in terms of level of 

demand although qualifications at SCQF level 4 will be more specific to allow for more 
specialist study of subjects. Therefore, although there may be no simple one-to-one 
relationship between qualifications and curriculum Es and Os, new National Courses 
have been designed to draw on and build on the curriculum Es and Os as appropriate.  
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