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Strategic Approach to the Provision of ESOL  

 
Summary and Recommendations 
 
It is the current intention of Scottish Government to not renew the English for Speakers 
of Other Languages (ESOL) Strategy, which ran from 2015-2020, and instead to 
incorporate ESOL into a new Adult Learning Strategy (ALS). There are significant 
concerns from ESOL practitioners and policy experts that this decision has been made 
without adequate consultation and understanding, and that it fails to recognise the 
diversity of ESOL learners and the importance of language learning in supporting the 
integration of migrants. 
 
The Community Wellbeing Board is invited to: 
 

i. Note the update on Scottish Government plans to incorporate ESOL into the 
Adult Learning Strategy, rather than renewing the 2015-2020 strategy; and  

ii. Agree that Cllr Parry should write to the Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science, Richard Lochhead, on behalf of the Board, to request the 
continuation of the ESOL Strategy, express concerns on the lack of effective 
consultation with Local Government and other key partners, and ask the Minister 
to establish a consultative channel with the ESOL community. 
 

 
 

 
 

Cameron Heenan 
Policy Officer 
Migration, Population and 
Diversity Team 
0131 474 9330 
cameron@cosla.gov.uk 

  

    
 

January 2021 
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Strategic Approach to the Provision of ESOL 

 
Purpose 
1. This report updates the Board on Scottish Government plans to incorporate English for 

Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) into the forthcoming Adult Learning Strategy (ALS), 
further to the ending of the ESOL Strategy which ran from 2015 to 2020.  
 

2. Members are asked for their views on these plans and to advise on next steps for COSLA. 
 
Current COSLA position 
3. In the March 2020 meeting of this Board, Scottish Government delivered a presentation to 

members on their priorities for Community Learning and Development (CLD) policy. As 
well as ESOL, CLD policy includes youth work, adult learning, literacies and community 
development.   
 

4. The Board expressed strong reservations regarding Scottish Government’s intention to 
fold the national ESOL Strategy into a broader ALS and sought reassurances that a 
refreshed ESOL Strategy would be introduced when the current strategy expires at the 
end of 2020. Since then, COSLA, the New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy Core Group 
and other partners have been lobbying Scottish Government to continue its commitment to 
welcoming non-English speaking migrants, including refugees, by renewing the national 
ESOL Strategy. 

 
5. Partners are of the view that removing the strategy would be a retrograde step for 

Scotland. It is also noted that, while Scottish Government is looking to move away from a 
specific ESOL strategy, the UK and Welsh Governments are introducing theirs, having 
looked at the positive example of the work that has been done in Scotland. 

 
What is changing? 
6. Scottish Government remain committed to publishing an ALS and incorporating ESOL into 

this, rather than renewing the ESOL Strategy which ended in 2020. The ALS was originally 
scheduled to be published in Autumn 2020, but this work was paused due to COVID-19. 
The Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and Science, Richard Lochhead, has 
now confirmed work is to restart immediately. Since this has been confirmed, Scottish 
Government have provided updates to a number of groups on the status of the ALS and 
future steps.  

 
7. The 2020-21 Programme for Government revealed plans to develop a Lifelong Learning 

Strategy (LLS). Following initial concern over what this would contain, recent 
conversations with Scottish Government reveal that this will sit as a framework for the new 
strategies that are to be developed, including the ALS and a Youth Work Strategy (YWS). 
Despite being a framework that will sit above these strategies, it will be published last, and 
there is confusion regarding what will be included in the document and how it will impact 
the ALS and YWS. There is no official timeframe for the publication of the LLS, but it is 
estimated that it will be published in late 2022 / early 2023.  

 



8. Current timescales indicate that a draft of the ALS will be ready by mid to late March 2021. 
The strategy writing group includes College ESOL representation, as well as Local 
Government representatives from CLD policy areas. The draft will then move to a 12 week 
public consultation. As this will overlap with the pre-election period for the Holyrood 
elections, there is likely to be an extension of up to a maximum of 6 weeks. This would 
suggest that the public consultation will be open until July 2021. 
 

9. COSLA officers have engaged widely with ESOL providers across Local Government, as 
well as other ESOL providers at a college and community level. The plans for ESOL 
incorporation into the ALS have created significant concern amongst ESOL practitioners 
who cite a lack of understanding of the diversity of ESOL and a significant failure of current 
funding mechanisms. Scottish Government have been made aware of these concerns.  

 
10. In addition, members of the Core Group of the New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy – 

a joint strategy between COSLA, Scottish Government and Scottish Refugee Council – 
wrote to the Minister in June 2020, outlining its specific concerns at the impact Scottish 
Government’s plans will have on refugees. New Scots partners believe that the new 
approach will not take sufficient account of the diversity of provision of ESOL, including 
campus and community-based ESOL; key partnerships; and the importance of formal 
ESOL provision and qualifications in providing progression routes for learners. Reduced 
focus on ESOL and dilution of ESOL provision will have a significant negative impact on 
learners’ integration and their employment prospects and partners are concerned that 
insufficient consideration is being given to the complex policies, funding processes and 
delivery modes that surround ESOL. There is also concern that practitioners and learners 
alike have not been properly consulted on the planned changes.  
 

11. As things stand, Scottish Government have no plans for further consultation with the ESOL 
community. Scottish Government CLD officers will however attend an Education Scotland 
meeting on 20th January, which will consist of Local Government and College ESOL leads, 
and will use this session as an opportunity to update ESOL providers on plans for the ALS 
and ESOL. A verbal update on this meeting will be provided to the Board. 

 
Proposed COSLA Position 
12. Scottish Local Government has an ongoing commitment to welcoming migrants to 

Scotland. Councils fully recognises the diverse benefits other nationalities bring to 
Scotland, and we are committed to creating a welcoming environment where they can 
develop, thrive and contribute to their communities. The acquisition of the English 
language is a key element in successful integration, and the removal of the ESOL Strategy 
and incorporation into a wider ALS raises significant concerns on what this means for 
ESOL provision and the understanding Scottish Government has of the complexities of 
delivering ESOL at a local level.  
 

13. Merging the ESOL strategy into the ALS not only loses its visibility, but also undermines 
the good work that has been undertaken in Scotland to develop and implement the ESOL 
Strategy in the first place. Scotland is held as model of good practice in this area, and this 
is due in no small part to the work undertaken through the ESOL Strategy. There are 
concerns that in not continuing or renewing the strategy, Scotland risks taking a retrograde 
step, and it is noted that both the UK and Welsh Government have recently developed and 
resourced strategies for ESOL. 

 
 
 
 

 



14. COSLA remains concerned at the lack of engagement from Scottish Government with the 
ESOL community at a local authority level, as well as with specialist groups such as those 
involved in refugee integration through the New Scots Strategy. Migrants have also been 
disproportionality affected through the current pandemic, and it is important that 
consideration is given to that context and that the views of ESOL learners and practitioners 
are properly heard in the development of new plans or strategies. 

 
Next Steps 
15. It is proposed that Cllr Parry writes to the Minister to highlight councils’ concerns regarding 

the proposed amalgamation of ESOL policy within the forthcoming ALS, to highlight our 
view that the ESOL strategy which ended in 2020 should be refreshed, and to press the 
need for more effective consultation with the ESOL community in this regard.  
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