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In December 2024, against a backdrop of declining maths and science scores in PISA, the
Commission on School Reform carried out research to look at National 5 attainment levels by
year cohort. While published SQA data provides attainment levels and pass rates for those
who sit exams, it gives no indication of the qualifications that are being achieved by the broad
cohort. For example, if 100 pupils sit Nat 5 Maths and 90 pass, this would generate a pass rate
of 90% and looks to be a positive result. However, if the total number of pupils was actually
200, and with 100 sitting the exam and 90 passing, the overall proportion of the cohort gaining
the qualification is only 45%, which looks far less positive.

There are many different educational paths individual pupils can take, both through school
and beyond, and pupils should of course pick the subjects and qualifications that are best
suited for them individually. This paper is not looking at individual situations, rather the
collective results. It is often repeated that Scotland needs STEM skills; we cannot produce the
work-force and graduates we need if we don’t ensure that enough pupils are coming out of
our schools with these skills.

The data published by the Commission on School Reform last year showed that a worryingly
low level of the S4 year cohort were gaining an A-C in Nat 5 Maths, and that the proportion
gaining A-C in STEM subjects was in decline.

The Commission has repeated our Freedom of Information requests from last year and
updated the data to include 2025 figures.

The Key findings are:
The proportion of the S4 year cohort gaining an A-C pass at Nat 5 English is continuing to
rise. In 2025, 76.3% of the cohort gained an A-C pass, up from 75.2% in 2024 and from
65.3% in 2015.
In contrast the proportion of the S4 cohort gaining an A-C pass in Nat 5 Maths has fallen.
In 2025 39.5% of the cohort gained an A-C pass in Maths, down from 40.1% in 2024,
though up on the 38.9% in 2015.
The proportion of S4 pupils gaining an A-C pass at Nat 5 in physics, chemistry and biology
have all fallen over the past year, and are down on 2015. Computing remained unchanged
on 2024, but is down on 2015.
The proportion of the S4 cohort gaining an A-C pass in Nat 5 Maths is only 1.2% higher
than the proportion of the cohort gaining a pass in Nat 5 Physical Education.
Many of the people who pass Applications of Maths also pass Maths, so the two maths
qualifications cannot be added together – for example in 2024 50% of the individuals
getting an A-C in Applications of Maths also gained an A-C pass Maths. It is also important
to note that the very low level of the S4 cohort gaining an A-C pass in Nat 5 Maths also
pre-dates the creation of the Applications exam. In other words, the problems with maths
learning have existed for some time, but have not yet been adequately addressed.
The period since Covid has not been encouraging for STEM; All three sciences were stable
up to 2019 (though with a slight increase for biology and a slight decrease for physics), but
have declined since 2022. Mathematics was rising up to 2019, and has fallen since 2022.
It is also worth noting the decline in languages. Although Spanish has increased from 6.9%
of the S4 cohort achieving an A-C in 2015 to 10.3% in 2025, French and German have
roughly halved, with French falling from 20.1% to 10.2% and German from 4% to 1.9%.
Mandarin (simplified) and Urdu have increased significantly over this period, but from a
very low base and are still at a very low level at 0.4% and 0.2% respectively.
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PISA & The Data Desert
In December 2023 the latest PISA results were published, highlighting worrying declines in
Scotland’s maths and science scores.

For maths the score in 2022 was 471, just below the OECD average of 472 and down from
489 in 2018, 491 in 2015 and 498 in 2012. It was ahead of Wales (466), but behind Northern
Ireland (475) and England (492).

In science, Scotland’s score was 483, down from 490 in 2018, 497 in 2015 and 513 in 2012.
Again this was better than Wales (473) but behind Northern Ireland (488) and England (503).
The decline could not be explained away by the pandemic, not least because it carried on a
trend of decline that began before Covid.

At the time the results were published, Lindsay Paterson wrote on a blog for Enlighten
outlining the scale of the decline :

“Scottish attainment fell from early in the century to the middle of the first decade, stabilised
for a few years, and then, from 2012, started a steady decline which was unmitigated except
for a brief rise in reading in 2018 (which was wiped out by the 2022 fall).
As a result, over the whole decade from 2012 to 2022, the Scottish decline was equivalent to
about 16 months of schooling in mathematics, 8 months in reading, and 18 months in science.”

There is a general lack of good education data in Scotland which means that it is effectively
impossible to track learning or teaching, to assess the outcome of schooling for leavers, and
therefore to evaluate government policies intended to improve schooling. As a result when
PISA data is published and highlights trends that should cause alarm, we have no basis to
work from either to understand the problem, or to fix it.

In our report, ‘Why Educational Data Matters’, the Commission on School Reform set out how
it would be possible to put a credible data structure in bringing together evidence from the
Scottish National Standardised Assessments and the SQA assessment process and adding a
regular sample survey at key stages. The report called for:

A longitudinal sample survey of pupils as they progress through P1, P4, P7, S3 and after
leaving school. There would be a new survey of this kind every three years.
Annual tracking data using the existing Scottish National Standardised Assessments and
SQA assessments, which are currently held separately and unaligned
An Office for Scottish Education Data to oversee the new structure, accountable to
Parliament, not Government.

National 5 Applications of Mathematics vs National 5 Mathematics
The introduction of the Nat 5 Applications of Mathematics qualification has done nothing to
improve Scotland’s performance in mathematics for two reasons. As noted above, over 50%
of those achieving an A to C pass in the Applications course also achieve an A to C pass in the
Mathematics course. In essence, for capable pupils, Applications in Mathematics is an
additional qualification akin to a ‘buy one, get one free’ offer. The reason that it is possible for
pupils to achieve this is attributable to the second reason that the Applications course is not
contributing to improvement; it is not even close to the mathematical level of Nat 5
Mathematics, neither in content nor in level of challenge.
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For example, despite ‘mathematics’ remaining in its title, the course contains no algebra, no
reference to equations or functions, no trigonometry, no geometry related to angles, straight
lines, similarity or vectors.

Applications in Mathematics content consists of arithmetic, including social arithmetic related
to finance, very basic scale drawing, very basic statistics and probability. Any pupil who has
completed the mathematics course would require only a short explanation of the vocabulary
associated with finance and a demonstration of particular diagrammatic approaches to
probability and specific  problems in order to tackle the Applications examination. Even
without this, most of the Applications paper would be easily accessible to a pupil who had
completed the Maths course. Very obviously, the reverse would not be true for a pupil who
had only completed Applications.

The level of challenge in these courses is significantly different. The more abstract and
difficult concepts of Nat 5 Maths are simply missing from Nat 5 Applications. Maths pupils
must apply their skills in the contexts of quadratic functions, trig graphs, surds, indices,
vectors and systems of equations. Applications pupils deal only with concrete contexts such
as area or volume, money, scale drawing or data, all of which are of course also included in
Mathematics. 

There is clearly a place for a course like Applications of Maths to ensure that pupils not
capable of passing Nat 5 Maths are still able to gain a qualification in maths. However, Nat 5
Applications of Mathematics is not equivalent to Nat 5 Mathematics. Indeed, the mathematical
content at Nat 4 Mathematics is greater. As a result, it is also concerning, that Nat 5
Applications is now accepted as the equivalent of Nat 5 Maths for aspiring primary teachers.  
If Nat 4 Maths is not sufficient, and it isn’t, then neither is Nat 5 Applications.
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FOI Exam Data
We asked the SQA, under Freedom of Information, to provide the National 5 exam results
broken down by year cohort. We also asked the number of pupils in each cohort (S4, S5 and
S6). Taken together with the data gathered last year, we have been able to track the
proportion of the year cohort entering each subject, as well as the proportion of the overall S4
year group who are achieving an A-C pass in each subject.

For example, while the proportion of S4 entries in Nat 5 English achieving an A-C pass has
fallen from 91.2% in 2015 to 88.3% in 2025, the actual overall proportion of the S4 cohort
passing Nat 5 English has increased from 65.3% to 76.3%. Looking at the cohort figures
highlights that there has been improvement in Nat 5 English.

In contrast, the percentage of the S4 cohort passing each of the main sciences has fallen. It is
worth noting that pupils who do not pass a STEM subject at Nat 5 in S4 will be unable to sit
the Higher in S5 and are therefore less likely to be able to bring any worthwhile STEM skills to
their future education and employment. For example, becoming a scientist or medic will be out
of the question.
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S4 cohort attainment in English, Maths and Science 2015 - 2025
(2020 and 2021 are denoted in red as external exams did not take place due to the
pandemic)
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S4 cohort attainment in English, Maths and Science 2015 - 2025
(2020 and 2021 are denoted in red as external exams did not take place due to the
pandemic) CONTINUED

The table below outlines the changes in the proportion of the S4 cohort gaining an A-C pass
in a wider range of subjects between 2015 and 2025.

Proportion of S4 cohort gaining A-C in Nat 5 exam in top 20 subjects
(2020 & 2021 are denoted in red due as external exams did not take place due to the
pandemic)
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Trends can also be seen for those studying National 5s in later years – for example only
around 50% of the S5 cohort sitting stem subjects at Nat 5 level pass, though there is greater
variation between subject and year to year. It is likely that some of these pupils either sat the
National 4 in their fourth year, or are repeating the qualification. With such a low pass rate
there is a question over whether the system is failing these pupils. The SQA should be able to
examine this situation further because each person has a unique Scottish Candidate Number.

S5 entries at Nat 5, STEM, 2015-2024
(2020 & 2021 are denoted in red due as external exams did not take place due to the
pandemic)
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Curriculum for Excellence is not serving Scotland’s teachers, pupils or parents well. It should
be alarming that after 11 years of school, less than half of pupils are able to gain an A-C pass
in National 5 Maths.  If we are to thrive as a society in the economy of the future, amid
increasingly fierce global competition, we must educate our children in ways that prepare
them for the world they will inherit. Therefore, improving overall pass rates in mathematics
and the sciences should be a matter of critical national importance. The fact that the cohort
pass rate in STEM subjects has fallen since the Commission on School Reform first highlighted
the problem last year adds to a sense of a lack of urgency on the issue.  

We also knew from PISA that results in Scotland have been declining over time, that our
outcomes in maths and science were very poor, but this data lays bare that we have a
mountain to climb. 

As the 2026 Holyrood election looms closer, we need politicians from across the parties to
work towards a curriculum based on knowledge and rich in content, which both increases the
attainment of students and better prepares them for life and work.

Conclusion
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