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Mixed messages (or how to undermine your own policy): ESOL 

provision in the Scottish FE Sector 

 

Steve Brown 

 

“One prince of the present time, whom it is not well to name, 

never preaches anything else but peace and good faith, and to 

both he is most hostile”. 

(Macchiaveli, 1515: 86). 

 

 

Introduction 

It’s been a good millennium so far for the Scottish National Party (SNP). 

Having won a third term of office in the Scottish parliamentary election in 

2016, the SNP is by far the largest political party in Scotland. The party’s 

goal of achieving independence from the UK was very nearly achieved in 

2014, and the following year it won 56 seats out of 59 Scottish 

constituencies in the UK general election. With Ed Milliband’s Labour 

supporting the Conservatives’ austerity agenda and the renewal of 

Trident, it was easy enough for the SNP to position itself as the only 

credible left-wing alternative in Scotland, championing social justice and 

an agenda that promoted equality. Since then, the referendum result that 

saw 62% of Scots voting to remain in the European Union while 52% of 
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the UK population as a whole voted to leave, has further highlighted 

political differences between Scotland and the rest of the UK, 

strengthening the SNP’s case for independence. 

In education, the SNP has taken the concept of Curriculum for Excellence 

that emerged out of a consultation exercise in 2002 (Scottish Executive, 

2002) and developed an approach that seeks to develop young people’s 

capacities to become ‘successful learners, confident individuals, 

responsible citizens and effective contributors’ (Education Scotland, 

2016). A similarly socially-conscious ideology appears to exist in my own 

field, the teaching of English to Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL). The 

National Adult ESOL Strategy (Scottish Executive, 2007) was refreshed in 

2015 to reflect the needs of immigrant communities and support their 

involvement in the development of Scottish society.  

 

But to what extent does this socially conscious narrative pan out in 

practice? In terms of educational policy, the Scottish Government has 

received criticism from various quarters over its implementation of 

Curriculum for Excellence (e.g. Herald Scotland, 2009), and recent 

upheaval in the Further Education (FE) sector suggests that the needs of 

vulnerable members of society may be less of a priority than the SNP 

would have us believe. It is perhaps pertinent, then, to look more 

carefully at the Scottish government’s approach to FE and establish the 

direction they are leading the sector in. 

 

The intention behind this chapter is to identify conflicting ideological 
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principles underlying the ESOL strategy and wider policies driving Scottish 

FE, ideologies that present considerable challenges for leaders in 

education when it comes to addressing the demands placed upon them. 

Problematizing the SNP’s FE strategy raises questions about what the 

Scottish government actually expects from ESOL providers within the FE 

sector, as well as casting doubt over the party’s social conscience, and the 

‘peace and good faith’ (Machiavelli, 1515: 86) that the SNP ostensibly 

promotes. 

 

ESOL Policy and its Underlying Agenda 

Like the rest of the UK, net migration to Scotland increased significantly at 

the start of the millennium. This has predominantly been a consequence 

of globalization, which requires the development of ‘...a flexible workforce 

to be deployed at the discretion of global capital.’ (Guo, 2010: 144). EU 

expansion in 2004 facilitated freedom of movement, prompting a rise in 

immigration from accession states such as Poland. The dispersal of 

asylum seekers to the west of Scotland following the Immigration and 

Asylum Act (UK Government, 1999) also increased the number and 

diversity of immigrants to Scotland over the same period.  

Immigrants to Scotland whose first language is not English face 

considerable challenges in terms of their ability to integrate successfully, 

to fulfill their potential and to avoid marginalization or 

disenfranchisement. The provision of ESOL programmes to develop 

English language skills are therefore important in avoiding ghettoization 

and promoting social inclusion, as documented elsewhere in the UK (e.g. 
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Ward, 2006; Cooke, 2006).  

 

To this end, a national ESOL strategy for Scotland was devised in 2007, 

with the following vision: 

 ‘That all Scottish residents for whom English is not a first language 

 have the opportunity to access high quality English language 

 provision so that they can acquire the language skills to enable 

 them to participate in Scottish life: in the workplace, through 

 further study, within the family, the local community, Scottish 

 society and the economy.’  

 (Scottish Executive, 2007: 4) 

 

Additional funding to support this strategy was used across Scotland to 

increase the quantity and enhance the quality of provision for ESOL 

students. In my own college, for example, we set up community-based 

partnerships with local authorities and voluntary organisations to provide 

courses for those who were unable to access college-based programmes, 

specifically those with childcare needs and health issues. Lesson content 

focused heavily on language and skills that allowed students to function 

effectively in an English-speaking environment, and the students 

themselves had considerable input on programme design. 

Since gaining power in 2007, the SNP government has continued to 

support the Adult ESOL Strategy, and developed the policy further with a 

refreshed version for 2015-20 (Scottish Government, 2015) to reflect the 
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changing profiles of ESOL students – asylum seekers becoming refugees 

with indefinite leave to remain in the country, migrant workers from EU 

states choosing to settle in Scotland – and the resulting need to integrate 

as permanent, rather than transient, residents in Scotland.  

 

The revised strategy retains the vision statement of the original policy, 

but also includes five strategic objectives, related to access, relevance, 

impact on society, impact on policy, and support. The language used in 

the vision statement demonstrates a clear intent to use ESOL provision as 

a means of empowering immigrant communities. But the newly added 

objectives appear to go further, not only facilitating immigrants’ capacities 

to function effectively within the existing parameters of Scottish life, but 

also to involve them in the transformation of our society. For example, the 

objective focusing on the impact of ESOL on society requires that ‘ESOL 

learners transform their lives and communities’ and that ‘learners get 

involved in their communities’ (Scottish Government, 2015: 21). The 

objective describing the impact of ESOL on policy states that ‘ESOL 

learners [should] effectively influence strategy and policy at local and 

national levels’.  

 

These objectives go beyond the empowerment of individual ESOL 

students, and appear to be more focused towards the goal of 

emancipation. Inglis distinguishes emancipation from empowerment in 

this way: ‘empowerment involves people developing capacities to act 

successfully within  the existing system and structures of power, while 
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emancipation concerns critically analyzing, resisting and challenging 

structures of power.’ (Inglis, 1997: 4). 

The refreshed adult ESOL strategy does not use such words as ‘resist’ or 

‘challenge’, but its objectives do imply an agenda that entails ESOL 

students engaging critically with existing power structures in Scotland, so 

that they may participate in their positive transformation.  

 

Let us now examine how these policy objectives manifest themselves in 

practice. If, as the ESOL strategy suggests, we are looking for an 

approach to education that raises awareness among vulnerable 

communities about existing power structures, with a view to encouraging 

these communities to have a transformative impact on society, a sensible 

place to seek ideas is in the work of Paolo Freire and the critical pedagogy 

movement that he inspired. Critical pedagogy, according to Giroux, is: “… 

rooted in a project that is tied to the creation of an informed, critical 

citizenry capable of participating and governing in a democratic society.” 

(Giroux, 2011: 7). 

 

Such a project fits rather nicely with the emancipatory aims implied within 

the adult ESOL strategy for Scotland. Similar programmes exist elsewhere 

in ESOL, for example the Reflect ESOL movement (Reflect Action, 2009), 

English for Action (EFA London, 2016) and the Action for ESOL campaign 

(Peutrell 2015). These projects encourage students to develop English 

skills while engaging in political or developmental work.  
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ESOL policy in Scotland, then, is driven by a desire to improve the English 

language skills of immigrant communities so that they can participate in 

all aspects of society. Such a goal can be achieved through an approach to 

curriculum design and delivery underpinned by principles of Critical 

Pedagogy, allowing the students to inform and influence curriculum 

content, taking a transformative approach to education. It is surely a bold 

move for a government to advocate a policy that actively encourages 

students to engage with and transform existing hegemonies – a move 

that many ESOL practitioners would applaud. However, other contextual 

factors must also be considered. Around 80% of ESOL provision in 

Scotland takes place in FE colleges (Rice et al, 2005: 2), so the 

implementation of the strategy relies heavily on the participation of 

colleges. However, other key drivers affect the FE sector that must also be 

factored into ESOL provision, and which make the implementation of the 

ESOL strategy rather less straightforward.  

 

Other key drivers in FE 

In recent years, Scottish FE colleges have undergone a major overhaul at 

the hands of the Scottish government. A decision was taken to reduce 

perceived inefficiencies by merging colleges through a process of 

‘regionalisation’ (Scottish Government, 2013). These mergers have 

resulted in the number of colleges being reduced by more than half, with 

each new college expected to take a regional approach to its provision. 

This has the obvious consequence of diminishing colleges’ capacity to 

focus on the needs of local communities, or for individual colleges to 
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specialize in particular subjects. The city of Edinburgh, for example, with a 

population of almost half a million, is now served by a single FE college. 

By contrast, there are three universities in Edinburgh, meaning that a far 

more comprehensive, wide-ranging and flexible range of programmes 

exists at higher education level than at FE level. The FE sector in England, 

which is also considering moving towards a more regionalised structure 

[add reference to Rob Smith’s chapter here], would benefit from 

examining the outcomes of this process in Scotland. 

 

A number of other changes have taken place in the Scottish FE sector, 

largely as a result of a policy document entitled ‘Education Working for 

All!’ (Scottish Government, 2014), a report written by the Commission for 

Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce (DYW). This report is now the key 

driver of Scottish FE policy, and prioritizes the development of 

employability skills among young people, to meet the needs of the 

Scottish economy. The impact of this report on FE provision is significant, 

as colleges have been encouraged to deliver highly instrumental full-time 

programmes to prepare students for areas of industry where there are 

skills gaps. The report has also encouraged colleges to focus provision on 

16-24 year-olds.  

 

The FE sector plays a critical role in preparing young people for work, and 

vocational programmes that lead directly towards employment are good 

for young people and good for employers. However, the ideology 

underpinning DYW and the SNP’s approach to further education is clearly 



 9 

grounded in Human Capital Theory (Schulz, 1961). Such an ideology, 

which regards people as commodities whose value lies in their ability to 

serve the economy, undermines any role that further education might 

play in the positive development of society. Rather than focusing on their 

potential contribution to Scottish life in a general sense, FE students are 

regarded primarily as a future workforce, who attend college to acquire 

specific skills to meet perceived industry needs. The exact nature of these 

needs can be difficult to predict, but inevitably such programmes tend to 

focus narrowly on skills for work at the expense of skills for other aspects 

of life. 

It is perhaps also relevant to mention here that the DYW commission was 

led by Sir Ian Wood, a leading figure in Scottish industry with no previous 

background in educational policy. This may help to explain why the policy 

is so directly focused on serving the needs of industry. Furthermore, the 

recommendations of the DYW report are in conflict with the socially just 

values embedded within the Adult ESOL Strategy. College ESOL 

managers, then, are receiving mixed messages; on one hand, their 

programmes should seek to emancipate ESOL students and engage them 

in projects that lead to the betterment of society, while at the same time 

they must address the other agendas that the DYW report requires all 

colleges to meet. Machiavelli discusses the question of populism over 

authoritarianism in his chapter entitled “Concerning cruelty and clemency, 

and whether it is better to be feared than loved” (Machiavelli, 1515: 78-

82). He concludes that, where possible, the Prince should aspire to both. 

Perhaps, by using language that appears to promote liberal and socially 

just values on one hand, and then filtering the implementation of these 
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policies through the neoliberal framework being imposed on the FE sector, 

this is what the SNP is trying to do.  

 

Restrictions Placed on the ESOL Strategy 

Of course, it is not impossible to find some common ground between the 

two policies, and to design programmes that address the requirements of 

DYW while retaining some of the core values of the ESOL strategy. This is 

a key challenge for ESOL managers in the Scottish FE sector; to find 

common ground and identify aspects of each policy that can actually 

benefit ESOL learners. 

The prioritization of full-time programmes has increased the number of 

class hours for students within the academic year. The focus on young 

people has facilitated the further development of courses such as Glasgow 

Clyde College’s 16+ ESOL Programme, which caters primarily for 

unaccompanied minors entering the UK as asylum seekers or refugees, 

often as victims of human trafficking, and supports their integration into 

Scottish society (Scottish Government, 2015: 12).  

The focus on accreditation has led to colleges increasing the number and 

the breadth of accredited outcomes attained by ESOL students. 

Nationally-accredited units in ESOL and essential skills such as ICT, 

working with others and problem solving, are being embedded into ESOL 

programmes across the FE sector, allowing students to gain qualifications 

while working on projects that address the needs of the ESOL strategy 

(e.g. Brown and Morgan-Thomas, 2015).  

 [Place Image 1 here, with the following caption: 
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 ‘In 2015-16, ESOL students at West College Scotland raised a total 

 of over £1500 for a numbers of charities that they identified 

 themselves, through a range of fundraising activities.’] 

 

The employability agenda and the resulting focus on workplace ESOL and 

career management facilitates the capacity for immigrants - many of 

whom already have high-level qualifications, experience or training from 

their own countries - to reach their full potential and increase their 

influence on a wide range of professions and areas of industry. 

 

Having said that, the heavily instrumental focus of DYW makes it difficult 

for colleges to meet the needs of some ESOL students, diminishing their 

ability to achieve the objectives of the refreshed ESOL strategy. The 

increased emphasis on full-time programmes inevitably reduces the 

quantity of part-time provision. Consequently, the 48% reduction in part-

time students in the college sector between 2008 and 2016 has raised 

concerns that programmes are now far less accessible to those in society 

with the biggest barriers to learning. An Audit Scotland report states that 

‘[m]ost of the reductions in student numbers have been among women 

and people aged over 25’. (Audit Scotland, 2016: 5). This is unsurprising, 

as more mature students are likely to have childcare issues, work 

commitments or other barriers that prevent them from studying full-time. 

Prior to the publication of the DYW report, the preference among ESOL 

students, most of whom are mature adults, for part-time courses was 

reflected in the nature of provision on offer, with 84% of ESOL students 
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studying part-time (Education Scotland, 2014: 6).  

A move towards full-time provision is therefore likely to make college 

ESOL provision inaccessible to a large number of potential students, often 

the ones who are most vulnerable. Of course, if we follow Machiavelli’s 

ideas that leadership is about gaining and maintaining power, then the 

needs of minorities, particularly those who are unable to have their voice 

heard or influence public opinion, are not relevant. The focus instead 

should be on appeasing those individuals and institutions where power is 

located – in this case the large corporations who control the economy. 

While the employability agenda can serve to address some objectives of 

the refreshed ESOL Strategy, there is a blanket adherence to the DYW 

report that requires ESOL programmes to include features that lack 

relevance for many students of ESOL. One feature of the regional 

outcome agreement between one college and the Scottish Funding 

Council, which oversees funding provision to colleges, is that ‘all full-time 

courses include relevant, high quality work experience content’ (Scottish 

Funding Council, 2016: 46). Such an objective is appropriate for school 

leavers with no previous work experience, who are studying on vocational 

programmes with specific areas of industry in mind. However, building 

work experience into all programmes fails to acknowledge that many 

ESOL students are already in employment, or have previous work 

experience, or, in some cases, wish to learn English for completely 

different (but no less important) reasons. The need for college ESOL 

providers to address the employability agenda takes the focus away from 

the need to focus on the societal benefits that ESOL can bring by 
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facilitating successful integration.  

 

Conclusions 

The education policy of a country is very much a statement of intent in 

terms of how that country’s leaders envisage the long-term development 

of the nation and its people. The fact that Scotland has an ESOL strategy 

at all suggests that the government values the well-being of immigrant 

communities who, without English, risk marginalization. The 

transformative agenda embedded in the refreshed Adult ESOL Strategy, 

and the critical and emancipatory approach to education that it appears to 

advocate, imply that the SNP wishes to promote equality and social 

justice. However, the majority of ESOL provision in Scotland takes place 

in the FE sector, which is being driven by industry needs rather than a 

desire to emancipate college students. This seriously undermines college 

managers’ ability to fully address the objectives of the ESOL strategy; 

access to provision is restricted to those who need it most, and content is 

dominated by agendas that are not always appropriate or relevant to 

ESOL students.  

 

The publication of two parallel, but seemingly conflicting, educational 

policies raises questions about the SNP’s underlying principles regarding 

the purpose of education. Does it really seek to use education as a means 

of emancipating its more disadvantaged citizens, or does it prefer instead 

to follow the neoliberal model of using education to serve the needs of big 
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business? Does the SNP simply not realize what it is doing? Or is this an 

example of the duplicity advocated by Machiavelli, whereby the Prince 

may say one thing in order to please the people, even though he is ‘most 

hostile’ to it, and then takes other steps to ensure those practices cannot 

be implemented? Either way, the potential of the ESOL strategy is 

seriously compromised by the constrictions placed upon its main 

providers. 
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