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Responding to the challenge of curriculum choice

John A itken  and Carol Holliday describe how Keith Grammar School

is m eeting the challenge

With the publication of Guidance on Flexibility in the 
Curriculum (Circular 3/2001, SEED), the new 
millennium saw the advent of greater freedom for 
all schools to consider how they might best meet the 
needs of individual pupils. In particular, the 
relaxation of 'age and stage' regulations and of 
curriculum guidelines for different stages, offered 
opportunities which could hardly have been 
imagined under the previous heavily centralised 
and prescriptive conditions.

In order to address pace and challenge in SI / S2 and 
S5/S6, and provide vocational opportunities in S4 
and the senior school, Keith Grammar School took 
advantage of the new opportunities available to put 
in place a step by step sequence of interlocking 
changes to the curriculum offered at each stage. A 
prime consideration was to offer a choice of courses 
which would enlist the motivation of those pupils 
for whom the current provision had little appeal. 
The process began in spring 2001 with a major 
curriculum audit of SI and S2 courses in which 
individual departments reassessed what had been 
on offer. On this basis a new curriculum for SI was 
developed by teachers so that the duplication of 5-14 
strands and skills was reduced across subject areas.

The first cohort to follow this new curriculum began 
SI in summer 2002, and subsequently they have 
pioneered each succeeding stage of the 
development. They were able to start Standard 
Grade courses one year in advance of the traditional 
pattern. When the first cohort began the two-year 
S2/S3 Standard Grade courses, they were working 
in parallel with an older year group working 
towards Standard Grade in S3/S4. Having two 
cohorts doing these courses simultaneously proved 
relatively unproblematic, as for most subjects at this 
point in the development only comparatively minor 
amendments were involved.

Summer 2005 saw the most far-reaching and 
complex of our changes taking place. The 
organisation of the senior school moved to a three- 
year structure with separate streams of pupils taking 
vocational and academic courses. In the academic 
stream there was a wider choice of subjects and the 
normal Higher course was taken over two years, S4 
and S5. This enabled pupils to experience subjects in 
greater depth and avoid the 'two-term dash'. 
Intermediate and Advanced Highers remain one- 
year courses and it is also possible to undertake one-

year Highers courses, particularly in S6. But this 
new structure has allowed us to introduce 
significant new changes — in particular, 
opportunities to take classes such as Community 
Sports Leader. As this is written our first cohort to 
sit National Qualifications courses after two years of 
study is just about to sit their SQA exams. However 
significant the changes for pupils in the academic 
stream, they are small in comparison to those 
choosing vocational courses.

It is important to stress that this is not a regression to 
the old system by which some pupils were classified 
as 'academic' and prepared for higher education, 
while others were branded as 'non-academic' and 
put onto courses which would give them a job at age 
16. The difference here is that pupils can take a 
vocational course in S4 and then stay on to S5 to do 
Intermediate or Higher Grade courses. Equally, 
some S5 and S6 pupils have chosen to do vocational 
courses at this later stage in school. The whole idea 
is that there is flexibility for pupils to move between 
academic and non-academic courses if they want to 
(but not once they have started a course which they 
must finish for the year).

Clearly it was important to ensure that the courses 
available to our students were fully accredited. In 
the first year of delivery (2005-2006) partnerships 
were formed with Banff and Buchan College. The 
courses offered included Motor Vehicles, 
Engineering and Hairdressing. The Care course was 
delivered in-house by school staff. Funding to 
enable these courses to run was mainly provided by 
the Laidlaw Foundation, European Social Funding 
(Objective 3), and Determined to Succeed, together 
with a number of other smaller funders and 
organisations that provided 'in kind' support.

Vocational courses have now been increasingly 
introduced in schools in Scotland to provide a more 
meaningful curriculum for pupils who were not 
engaging in the last year of compulsory schooling. 
In our school, their 'working week' consists of two 
days vocational training, one day work placement 
and two days following an in-school curriculum. 
The two days of vocational training were accredited 
using a number of awarding bodies including: City 
and Guilds, Scottish Qualifications Authority 
National Qualification Units, and Banff and Buchan 
College in-house accreditation. The one day of work 
placement focuses on developing employability
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skills in related industries. The two-day in-school 
curriculum concentrates on the core skills of literacy, 
numeracy, ICT, working with others and 
communication skills.

As the school approaches the third year of the 
vocational programme, several changes have been 
made during this time to improve the selection 
process, the quality of the students' learning 
experience and the monitoring, evaluating and 
reporting of student progress. Banff and Buchan 
College, through the development of Skills for Work 
courses by the Scottish Qualifications Authority, and 
the provision of a Skillscentre in Keith, has enabled 
us to provide a greater choice and depth of 
vocational experience for our students, while an in
school Salon has been set up to deliver Skills for 
Work Hairdressing and Vocational Training 
Charitable Trust (VCTC) Beauty Therapies. 
Students are now undertaking two skills-based 
courses during their two days of vocational training, 
thus widening their skills base: for example, a 
combination of Motor Vehicles/Engineering and 
Construction Crafts / Engineering is being 
undertaken at the Skillscentre.

The success of this programme owes much to the 
support provided by local employers in providing a 
real working environment for our students one day 
per week. Feedback from employers is sought on a 
termly basis. Regular visits by the Principal Teacher 
of Vocational and Informal Curriculum are made to 
monitor and support students. Work Placement 
Projects provide a vehicle to encourage 
communication between the student and the 
employer. Many students have secured permanent 
positions with employers via this programme.

The in-school curriculum has also undergone 
change. In the first two years of the programme, 
vocational students were timetabled separately for 
school subjects including: Maths, English,
Information and Communications Technology 
(ICT), Personal and Social Education (PSE), 
Religious and Moral Education (RME), Physical 
Education (PE) and Social and Vocational Studies 
(SVS) and Life Skills. However, through regular 
consultation with staff and students this situation

has been reversed and as of June 2007, vocational 
students will be placed in classes alongside their 
peers.

Looking to the future

We are constantly seeking ways in which to enhance 
our vocational provision. Two examples can be 
given. One is the partnership formed with the 
Moray Textile Project (Keith Kilt School). Funding 
from Determined to Succeed was secured to offer 
two-day Fashion Design taster sessions at the centre. 
The first session targeted senior students who were 
studying Art & Design, within which fashion design 
is featured. Students were given a budget with 
which to purchase items from local charity shops 
and the goal was to restyle these into a usable 
garment or accessory. Student evaluations were 
extremely positive. A second two-day session in 
April 2007 was aimed at younger students in S2/S3, 
with a similar format but with the aim of 
stimulating demand for a new vocational course 
option in the senior school. A series of Scottish 
Qualifications Authority NQ Units, including 
Introductory Sewing Machine Skills (Int 2), Garment 
Machine Sewing Skills (Int 2) and Machine and 
Hand Sewing for Soft Furnishings (Int 1), were 
identified and offered in a senior 'Choice of Course 
Booklet'.

A second example is the partnership formed with 
Craighursts Restaurant (a Social Enterprise project) 
which gives senior students with an interest in the 
hospitality sector the opportunity to undertake 
training for an SVQ Level 1 Quick Service from 
August 2007. A maximum of two students will be 
trained and assessed by suitably qualified 
staff/assessors at the end of a five-week block. Two 
students have already expressed interest and were 
interviewed by the restaurant manager.

In conclusion, over the last five years the school has 
faced a number of challenges. However, we believe 
that the curriculum now in place offers many 
advantages to our pupils. Especially, it has provided 
the capacity to offer courses which meet the needs of 
a wider range of pupils than the senior school had 
traditionally been able to offer.
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