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The effects of language proficiency and related policy on student outcomes 

for non-native English speakers: A case study of Glasgow secondary 

schools 

Abstract 

Lack of English language proficiency impedes access to the curriculum in UK 

schools. The objective of this thesis is to determine (a) the nature of the 

association between English language proficiency and educational outcomes, (b) 

its implications for policy (c) and the impact on students’ life chances. Improved 

outcomes follow improved proficiency, to the extent that some English as 

additional language (EAL) students are among the top performers. However, the 

point where EAL shifts from disadvantage to advantage is unclear, and research 

on the topic more broadly across the UK is limited. Focusing on the city of 

Glasgow, with a bespoke dataset including a disaggregated measure of language 

proficiency, student background characteristics, years (2007-2016), and school 

characteristics, this thesis investigates in depth the relationships between English 

language proficiency and educational outcomes of 15-16 years-old students as 

well as their subsequent initial post-school destinations. This is accomplished in 

four empirical papers. Paper 1 investigates the association between language 

proficiency and educational performance using fixed effects regression models. 

Paper 2 explores differences between schools in that relationship via multilevel 

regression models. Paper 3 considers how consistent the association between 

proficiency and educational performance has been over time and the impact of a 

policy shift towards mainstreaming using multilevel difference-in-differences 

regression. Paper 4 assesses post-secondary school transitions within a 
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multinomial regression framework. Each paper hypothesises an intermediate EAL 

level as the proficiency threshold at which those students match English as first 

language student outcomes. They confirm the association and hypothesised 

threshold. The first paper shows a positive association between higher language 

proficiency and attainment, which holds with a range of statistical control variables. 

The second paper identifies and highlights differences across schools, particularly 

in effectiveness for English language beginners, as well as finding an association 

between increased numbers of EAL students and worse outcomes for beginners. 

The third paper shows that those beginners may benefit from separate instruction. 

The fourth paper finds that a shift from further education to higher education as 

initial post-school outcome is associated with greater English language 

proficiency. This thesis contributes to scholarship by studying EAL in the 

distinctive Scottish context, adding to the very limited UK literature on educational 

performance incorporating various levels of English language proficiency rather 

than relying on a binary variable, exploring whether a language proficiency 

threshold in terms of that performance can be identified, and extending this 

analysis beyond schooling to encompass initial post-school destinations. By doing 

so it substantially adds to understanding of how lower levels of English language 

proficiency shape students’ outcomes in Glasgow secondary schools, with 

relevance to policies and practices across the UK. 
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Introduction 

1. The Importance of language proficiency in education 

A lack of linguistic proficiency in the language of instruction in school 

impedes access to the curriculum. This thesis focuses on the association between 

English language proficiency and educational outcomes in UK secondary schools. 

It addresses the important topic of potential inequality in educational outcomes for 

non-native language speakers. International migration has increased ethnic and 

linguistic diversity in UK secondary schools, increasing the number of students 

who are not proficient in the English language (GCC, 2010). Although not all 

migrants lack proficiency in English, and conversely not all school age students 

who do not have English as their first language are migrants, studies focusing on 

students with an immigrant background indicate not being a native language 

speaker is negatively associated with educational outcomes. Attainment gaps for 

students with an immigration background and non-native language proficiency are 

found in international and UK contexts (Christensen and Stanat, 2007; Dronkers 

and De Heus, 2012; Dustmann et al., 2010; Jensen and Rasmussen, 2011; 

Lenkeit et al., 2015; Marks, 2005; Mullis et al., 2007; OECD, 2010; Ohinata and 

van Ours, 2013; Shapira, 2012; Strand, 2014). Christensen and Stanat (2007) 

show that students who do not use the language of instruction at home and are 

approaching the crucial assessment phase (aged 15) are one year behind their 

native language speaking peers.  

Yet, there is inherent contradiction in the literature. On the one hand, 

students who do not speak the language of instruction at home are found in some 

studies to underperform, while others found them to be among the top performers 
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in England (See Demie and Lewis, 2018). The contradiction may in part be due to 

studies using aggregated language proficiency data, reduced to a binary variable, 

in contrast to studies using various levels of language proficiency in their analyses. 

If so, this would indicate that levels of linguistic proficiency, and perhaps an 

underlying threshold of proficiency, might be key to understanding this puzzle.     

The effect of linguistic competence may also play out in economic 

outcomes for school leavers as seen in analysis of UK labour market data. There, 

disparity is found between “the assimilation patterns of ethnic minority immigrants 

and white immigrants” (Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003, p.714),1 yet unsubstantiated 

for ‘English as an additional language’ (EAL) students in the literature. Despite a 

growing body of literature on the topic of EAL education, knowledge gaps remain 

on: (a) how EAL students perform in different educational contexts across the UK, 

(b) how effectively they are supported by policy, and (c) their social and economic 

integration after leaving secondary school. 

This thesis considers similar questions to those posed in some studies of 

England. They are explored here in the Scottish educational context which differs 

in important respects, but also widens the scope of inquiry, thereby contributing 

knowledge to the field. Its strength rests on a bespoke database derived from data 

released by the Scottish Government for the purpose of this thesis. The database 

was subsequently tailored to facilitate analysis of the central questions posed. It 

introduces new data, with the full range of recorded English language proficiency 

of students, educational outcomes, school leaver destinations, and student 

background variables, across all 30 state funded secondary schools in the city of 

 
1 For an overview of the English language proficiency of migrants in the UK, see Reino (2019). 
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Glasgow (2007-2016).2 This allows not only the key variable of interest to be 

studied (English language proficiency), but also the retrospective tracking of 

students’ linguistic progress and assessment of change in educational 

performance over time.  

The English language is the medium of instruction and examination 

throughout the United Kingdom. English language skills are fundamental to 

listening, reading, and writing in UK classrooms. As such, the findings of this 

thesis are relevant and important well beyond the city of Glasgow. This thesis 

argues English language proficiency is the key explanatory variable for EAL 

students’ outcomes in Glasgow secondary schools. It is the first study to explore 

the association between English language proficiency and educational outcomes 

in the Scottish setting, incorporate the possibility of a universal threshold of 

proficiency as an explanatory mechanism for EAL student outcomes in the UK 

context, and investigate subsequent destinations of EAL school leavers. 

2. Key Gaps in Knowledge  

Research Gaps 

There are English as additional language (EAL) students in secondary 

schools in cities throughout the United Kingdom. Yet, beyond London there is little 

empirical research on the association between English language proficiency and 

educational attainment.3 In Scotland, in keeping with the findings of Christensen 

and Stanat (2007), secondary school EAL students as a group are behind 

 
2 The focus of this study is on secondary schools funded by Glasgow City Council. Although the 
city does have independent schools, they are not publicly funded. Nationally, private education 
accounts for approximately 5% of students educated in Scotland (Forbes and Weiner, 2008; 
OECD, 2015). Most independent schools are situated in urban areas such as Edinburgh and the 
city of Glasgow (OECD, 2015). 
3 The UK does not have a unified education system. 
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students with English as their first language in reading, writing, listening, and 

talking prior to entering the senior assessment phase (Scottish Government, 

2016a).4 Although no study to date has explored the association in the Scottish 

context, the evidence from England suggests higher levels of English language 

proficiency equate to better outcomes in secondary schools, confirmed in inner 

London (Demie, 2017; Demie, 2018; Demie and Lewis, 2018; Demie and Strand, 

2006), and across England (Strand and Hessel, 2018). Moreover, fluent EAL 

students outperform monolingual students (Demie and Lewis, 2018). To find EAL 

students among the top performers in UK schools is to some extent contrary to 

what one would intuitively expect, given English is the language of instruction, and 

native English language speakers the benchmark.5  

The association between English language proficiency and improved 

outcomes is not unexpected. However, in isolation, the association is of limited 

value from a policy perspective. Further information is required on the underlying 

mechanisms. For instance, it is conceivable learners reach a threshold of linguistic 

proficiency that allows matching, then overtaking native English language 

students.6 A clear articulation of that pivotal point and confirmation of the 

association between proficiency and attainment in other UK educational contexts, 

such as Scotland, is missing from the literature.  

 
4 There are no published attainment summaries by level of English language proficiency in 
Scotland.  
5 Though, no less susceptible to the pernicious effects of established determinants of educational 
inequality as native language students, particularly socioeconomic factors (Burgess, 2014; 
McKinney et al., 2012; Strand et al., 2015). 
6 This hypothesis is the thread which ties together each of the papers presented in this thesis. 
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Scotland presents a different educational, social, and political landscape 

than in England.7 For instance, the education system in England is decentralised. 

It comprises a range of different school types, some opting out of local education 

authority control. In contrast, public funded schools are part of a predominantly 

comprehensive, non-selective state education system in Scotland, even prior to 

devolution (Raffe et al.,1999; Sawkins, 2002). Post-devolution, Scottish education 

is still characterised as a non-selective system, moreover, while schools in 

England have diversified in type and acquiring greater autonomy, local authorities 

in Scotland retain a strong influence on educational provision (Machin et al., 

2013). Therefore, market mechanisms are not a feature of the Scottish system 

(OECD, 2015). In terms of their curricula, Scotland is more prescriptive with a 

decentralised non-statutory curriculum, vis-à-vis a national statutory curriculum 

implemented in England (Machin et al., 2013). As of 2011, the city of Glasgow was 

the most ethnically diverse urban area in Scotland (12%), but considerably less so 

than London (40%), which stood out in the UK context with the most ethnically 

diverse local authorities in England (GCPH, n.d.; UK Government, 2020a). 

Similarly, although the proportion of EAL students are approximately 20% of the 

school population in Glasgow, it is considerably less than inner London which 

extends to 56% (McKenna, 2020; Strand et al., 2015). Nevertheless, the key 

questions addressed by scholars elsewhere in the UK are no less relevant to the 

Scottish context.  

EAL students are at different points on the English language proficiency 

continuum, ranging from complete beginners to fluent. Therefore, a disaggregated 

 
7 For example, “Proportionately, much higher numbers of some of the key ethnic minority groups 
(e.g. Chinese, Indian, Pakistani) live in much less socioeconomically disadvantaged circumstances 
in Scotland compared with the rest of Britain.” (Walsh, 2017, p.4).  
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language variable is essential to understand language proficiency’s association 

with attainment, going beyond a binary distinction between proficient or not. Yet, 

shortcomings are evident in key studies without separated levels of English 

language proficiency data or temporal analysis (Strand et al., 2015); with separate 

levels of English language proficiency but no temporal analysis (Demie, 2013; 

Demie, 2018; Demie and Strand, 2006; Strand and Hessel, 2018), tracking 

students over time with a binary EAL variable (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2019); or 

longitudinal tracking of English language proficiency, but in the primary school 

context (Strand and Lindorff, 2020).  

Policy Gaps 

There is a need identified by Arnot et al (2014), to improve understanding in 

a UK context how different policy approaches to EAL best support learning and 

student outcomes. A shift towards local stakeholder provision has placed the onus 

on schools and ultimately teachers (Anderson, et al., 2016; Jensen and Gidley, 

2014). The mainstreaming approach, a cornerstone of education policy in the UK 

since the 1980s, requires the universal inclusion of groups rather than targeted 

intervention. However, whether mainstreaming is appropriate for all groups is open 

to question (Maan et al., 2015). Moreover, it is unreported in the literature how the 

shift from instructing newly arrived, ‘new to English’ secondary school students 

initially in separate educational units (noticeably in inner London and in the city of 

Glasgow until 2011) to direct enrolment in local schools impacted on educational 

outcomes. No empirical evidence has been presented attesting to academic 

success or otherwise of mainstreaming EAL policy in the UK, coupled with a lack 

of tracking students’ linguistic progress in the secondary school context. In 

addition, the effect of increased non-proficient English language speaking 
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students on peers has not been empirically studied in the UK secondary school 

context. Effective policy is vital for the most vulnerable. In the secondary school 

setting, newly arrived students without full command of the English language have 

limited time to simultaneously learn English and learn in English to engage with 

the curriculum in preparation for public examinations at age 15-16.8 

Post-secondary school transitions 

In addition to performance in school, post-compulsory schooling transitions 

indicate how well education systems are preparing students for the labour market. 

Participation is important for social cohesion and the economy – essential for 

immigrant populations to establish themselves and access the social, and 

economic benefits afforded to their native peers (Budría et al., 2019; Froy and 

Pyne, 2011). There are unexplained gaps in school leaver outcomes for migrants 

with similar educational attainment to native students, and “persistent barriers 

present in the transition from education to work.” (Froy and Pyne, 2011, p.53). 

Dustmann and Fabbri (2003) found a lack of English language proficiency in the 

UK resulted in lower earnings from employment. Discussion of those transitions is 

missing from the EAL and educational inequalities literature, and yet increasingly 

salient due to current migration trends. 

Thus, to ascertain the association between English language proficiency 

and post-secondary school destinations is important: (a) from an integration 

perspective to compare how closely EAL student outcomes match native English 

language speaking students;9 and (b) to gauge how effective the education 

system is for all students, as a matter of equality. There may be a higher risk of 

 
8 Progression EAL students make through S5 and S6 is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
9 The integration of non-native English speakers into society, education, and labour market. 
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unemployment for those who have not acquired full proficiency, but without 

empirically studying the association between English language proficiency and 

post-school transitions that remains a conjecture.  

3. Background to the case study 

Immigration  

Increased diversity in the city of Glasgow stems from the UK’s colonial past, 

recent economic migration from the European Union (EU), and asylum seekers 

from across the globe (Geay et al., 2013; GCC, 2011b; Jensen and Gidley, 2014). 

In 2014 for example 37,820 economic migrants arrived in Scotland mostly from EU 

or EU Accession States, Asia, Middle East, Africa, and the Americas, 18% of 

whom registered in Glasgow (Migration Scotland, n.d.).10 The city is a participant 

in the Home Office Asylum Dispersal programme (CSMP, 2019; GCC, 2011b),11 

and housed 11% of the UK’s dispersed asylum seeker population, of which 40% 

arrived with their family in 2014 from approximately 70 different countries of origin 

(Migration Scotland, n.d.).  

The 2011 census showed 7% of Scotland’s population were not born in the 

UK, with the city of Glasgow having the highest percentage of ethnic minorities 

(12%) (Scotland's Census, 2021). Over 12% of residents recorded in Glasgow in 

2011 were born outside of the United Kingdom or Republic of Ireland (Scotland's 

Census, 2021). The largest ethnic group within the city are of Pakistani origin 

(GCPH, n.d.). In Glasgow, between 2001-2011 the proportion of ethnic minorities 

doubled: in particular, the African ethnic group increased from 1,257 to 12,440, an 

 
10 The data is based on National Insurance Number (NINo) registration and does not include 
dependents. 
11 Scotland has been participant to the UK Governments Syrian Resettlement Programme since 
2015 (Scotland, n.d.a).  
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increase of  890% (GCPH, n.d.). An increase in ‘White-Other’ ethnicity is attributed 

to migrants arriving from Poland (Scotland's Census, 2021). The city’s non-UK 

born had increased further to 15.3% of the total population by 2017 (GCPH, n.d.).  

In 2011, there were only a few percentage points between those resident 

for less than 2 years (26%) and those resident for 10 years or more (30%) 

(Scotland's Census, 2021). With a well-established Pakistani ethnic group within 

the city for several decades (Bowes et al., 1990), the 2011 census therefore 

indicates a population that includes a mix of recent and established immigrant 

background residents settled in Glasgow. The 2011 census also measured the 

English language proficiency of Glasgow’s population of whom 3% lacked 

proficiency in English, while approximately 4% used a language other than English 

at home (Scotland's Census, 2021).  

Non-native English language student population  

Reflecting the patterns of immigration, students with English as an 

additional language in Glasgow secondary schools are not all migrants. They 

include children of economic migrants, and asylum seekers (including 

unaccompanied minors) but also locally born students from established 

communities who speak a language other than English at home. They are 

therefore a heterogenous group varying in social class and educational 

background. There are over 14,000 children from ethnic minority groups, and 

12,500 with EAL in all educational establishments across the city (Education 

Scotland, 2019). Table 1 shows a sub-fluent EAL student population increase of 

363% during 2006-2016. By 2020, almost 20% of the school population in the city 

of Glasgow were recorded as EAL students (McKenna, 2020). 



INTRODUCTION 

19 
 

Table 1: Students by Sub-fluent Levels of English Language Proficiency in 

Glasgow City Local Authority Schools 2006-2016 

English language proficiency 2006 2016 

 
N % n % 

New to English 641 24 2,241 18 

Early acquisition 724 27 3,657 29 

Developing competence 803 30 4,608 36 

Competent 523 19 2,237 18 

Note. Data obtained from Scottish Government (2007); Scottish Government (2016) Pupil 
census 2016 supplementary data. 
Note. Although a five-point scale is used in Scotland with the fifth category denoting fluency, 
students recorded as fluent are omitted from Scottish Government outputs.  

 

The relationship between EAL, ethnicity and immigrant background  

Although the data used in this study does not provide information on 

whether a student was born in or outside of the UK, it indicates that having EAL 

and a non-white UK background are closely related, congruent with the literature 

(See Burgess, 2014; Strand et al., 2015). Figure 1 shows white-UK students are 

barely present in the EAL categories. The majority of EAL students are Asian, 

Other Ethnicity, White-Other, African or Caribbean, and poorly represented in the 

English as a first language population. However, non-white ethnicity does not 

equate to not having English as a first language. For example, although in Figure 

1 the non-white proportion of students with English as a first language constitute 

only 4.5%, this equates to 1,664 students. The students in question are likely to be 

from established communities, therefore with an immigration background but 

beyond first-generation. For instance, within the ‘Asian’ category, Pakistani 

ethnicity students are the largest group recorded as having EAL in the city of 

Glasgow in the data analysed in this thesis.  
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Figure 1 also shows notable trends. There is an increase in Asian students 

as EAL proficiency increases from beginner level to fluent at the S4 stage. In 

contrast, the opposite trend is evident for ‘Other Ethnicity’ and ‘White-Other’, who 

are proportionally less well represented as EAL level increases. The lower 

representation in higher proficiency levels indicates more recent arrival rather than 

for example second generation students using a language other than English at 

home. The differences in trends between these two groups may indicate the 

majority of the Asian (Pakistani) group as born locally,12 using a language other 

than English at home,13 thereby having experienced longer exposure to the 

English language. In contrast, the ‘White-Other’ category would be representative 

of students with a Polish ethnic background, more likely to be recent arrivals than 

locally born in the time frame of the data 2007-2016. Therefore, there is a firm 

relationship between EAL and ethnicity, and by association, also immigration 

background, whether first, second or later generations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
12 Pakistani students comprised 74% of the Asian ethnic group, of whom 87% were either 
‘developing competence’ or ‘competent’ in the English language at S4. 
13 See for example Bowes et al., 1990, for a case study of Glasgow including discussion of 
languages spoken at home. 
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Figure 1: English language proficiency and ethnicity 

 

Note. Beginner = new to English and early acquisition; Intermediate = developing 

competence; Advanced = competent and fluent; N = 42,817. 
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Current Policy for EAL secondary school students  

In Scotland, education is a devolved matter overseen by the Scottish 

Government. At the local authority level, Glasgow City Council are responsible for 

educational provision for the city’s 30 state-funded secondary schools.14 The 

current EAL strategy advocates assisting students in mainstream at the earliest 

opportunity. Short withdrawal periods for language instruction are reduced over 

time depending on need and progress. The English as an Additional Language 

Service (EAL) provides language support in schools without EAL teaching staff or 

increased need15 (Walker, n.d.). The service supports recently arrived and locally 

born students who use a language other than English in their home environment, 

whether new to English or to further develop their language skills (GCC, n.d.; 

GCC, 2015).16 It is thus intended to facilitate access to the curriculum and allow 

more advanced students the opportunity to maximise their educational potential.  

Previous policy: the EAL Secondary Support Service  

Prior to 2012, students without access to EAL support in school were 

instructed by the EAL Secondary Support Service. Within a separate educational 

unit, intensive language support helped students gain a level of capability in 

English before entering mainstream classes (GCC, 2011a). Between 2008-2011, 

300 students were referred to the unit from secondary schools (just 12% were 

short term referrals for only one school term) (GCC, 2011b). Although the number 

of referrals varied between schools, 87% of secondary schools referred students 

 
14 The Education (Scotland) Act 1980 outlines local authorities’ responsibility for educational 
provision (UK Government, 2020b). 
15 “Annually, we use English Language Acquisition Level to calculate the level of English as an 
Additional Language (EAL) resourcing for each school that has significant numbers of children with 
English as an Additional Language.” (GCC, 2013, p.11). 
16 It is improbable a student born in the UK would be ‘new to English’ in secondary school. 
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during 2008-2011 (GCC, 2011b).17 Full time EAL teachers were allocated to 

schools based on need in addition to the central language support unit. Therefore, 

some students were assisted in their local school, while others were transported 

across the city to the support unit (GCC, 2011a; GCC, 2011b). The closure of the 

unit in 2011 was posited as a means of increasing EAL provision in schools (GCC, 

2008; COSLA, 2011). This is the key change in policy during the period explored 

in this thesis, which may have impacted on student outcomes.18  

4. Overview of the thesis 

With student attainment and levels of English language proficiency, this 

thesis provides a unique opportunity to compare the efficacy of contrasting policy 

approaches and related outcomes over time. The overarching objective is to better 

understand (a) the nature of the association between English language proficiency 

and educational outcomes of 15-16 years-old students, (b) and its implications for 

policy and (c) for EAL students’ life chances. Several research aims are 

addressed under this goal in four stand-alone empirical papers. Paper 1 first 

ascertains the association between English language proficiency and educational 

outcomes in the Scottish secondary school context. Paper 2 builds on Paper 1 

exploring differences between schools in that association. Next, Paper 3 extends 

the analysis to consider how consistent the association and the effect of policy has 

been over time. Finally, Paper 4 concludes with an assessment of the relevance of 

the association on post-secondary school transitions. 

 
17 Students ‘new to English’ were the most likely to have been referred to the Secondary Bilingual 
Support Unit. 
18 Glasgow City Council documents are accessible online: 
https://www.glasgow.gov.uk/councillorsandcommittees/default.asp 
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As a quantitative thesis, statistical techniques appropriate for the aims of 

each individual paper are used. They control as far as available data and variables 

permit for the possibility of confounding factors, to enhance the validity of 

identified associations.19 Although one would ideally want additional variables 

such as level of parental education and other family related data on students’ 

home environment, or first language literacy, statistical controls are in place to 

mitigate other influences as far as possible. The associations between EAL levels 

and educational outcomes are compared against English as first language 

students as a benchmark. The individual statistical techniques used are stated in 

the following overview of the four individual papers. 

Paper 1 The Association Between English Language Proficiency and Educational 

Attainment 

Paper 1 seeks to explain the contradiction found in the literature that on the 

one hand not having the language of instruction is a source of educational 

disadvantage, and on the other, having English as an additional language is an 

advantage for some students’ educational attainment in UK secondary schools. 

The paper studies the effects of English language proficiency on scores in national 

public examinations at the end of compulsory schooling (for 15-16 year olds): 

measured in (a) ‘all subjects combined’20 (b) English as a subject (c) in 

mathematics. It uses a stratified English language proficiency variable, controlling 

for student background characteristics, with years and schools as fixed effects in a 

multiple regression model.  

 
19 Winship and Morgan (1999) note in non-experimental research there remains the possibility of 
unobserved confounding factors. 
20 Total scores in all subjects taken. 
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The questions addressed are: (1) What is the association between levels of 

English language proficiency and educational outcomes in Glasgow secondary 

schools at S4? (2) To what extent does English language proficiency explain 

outcomes after controlling for other known predictors: in other words, how much 

does proficiency matter? (2) What level of EAL proficiency allows students to 

match the educational performance of English as first language students? The 

primary hypotheses predict that: (1) as linguistic competence increases within the 

EAL population, so too does attainment, but any gap between EAL and students 

with English as a first language outcomes will reduce as proficiency increases; 

and (2) English language proficiency will be the most important explanatory 

variable for EAL student outcomes. The secondary hypotheses predict (1) the role 

of English language proficiency will be more important for performance in English 

as a subject compared to mathematics;21 (2) the level of ‘developing competence’ 

allows EAL students to match the educational outcomes of English as a first 

language students.  

Paper 2 English Language Proficiency and Attainment in Secondary Schools: A 

Multilevel Regression Model 

Paper 2 examines variation in educational attainment between secondary 

schools.22 It sets out to explain: (1) How much variation in student outcomes 

between schools is explained by English language proficiency? (2) How much 

does school EAL composition explain variation in student outcomes between 

schools? (3) To what extent is there a universal threshold of English language 

 
21 Strand and Hessel (2018). Strand and Hessel (2018) find evidence of discriminant validity in 
English as a subject and mathematics in England. 
22 To some extent, Paper 2 flips what was previously explored by Dillon (2013) on the impact of 
migrant children in Glasgow schools, to, what is the impact of Glasgow schools on migrant 
children. 
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proficiency that allows students with English as an additional language match 

English as a first language student outcomes across all schools? The primary 

hypothesis predicts variation in outcomes by level of English language proficiency 

between schools (in other words, some schools may be more effective for 

students at different proficiency levels than others). It is also hypothesised that an 

‘intermediate’ level of proficiency allows students to match the outcomes of 

English as first language students across schools. An exploratory hypothesis 

predicts that a higher percentage of EAL students in schools will not explain 

differences between schools. It uses a multilevel statistical model, allowing 

simultaneous analysis of student-level and school-level explanatory variables.23 

Paper 3 The Effect of Mainstreaming Policy on English as an Additional Language 

Student Outcomes and Key Thresholds of Proficiency: A Multilevel Difference-in-

Differences Regression Model 

Paper 3 evaluates the policy of mainstreaming and student outcomes over 

time. The paper studies (a) the effect on educational attainment of direct 

enrolment of ‘new to English’ students into mainstream schools versus a separate 

educational language instruction unit;24 (b) the consistency of the association 

between English language proficiency and educational attainment (2008-2016); 

and (c) the level of English language proficiency required at the beginning of 

secondary school to match native English language speakers’ outcomes by the 

 
23 Multilevel statistical models provide the sophisticated techniques required to measure school 
effects (Goldstein, 1987; Gray et al, 1990; Leckie and Goldstein, 2019; Nuttall et al, 1989; 
Raudenbush and Willms, 1995; Reynolds et al., 2014). They facilitate simultaneous analysis of the 
relationship between outcomes and level-1, and level-2 explanatory variables, to establish whether 
the school context matters grounded on the estimated variance (Bell et al., 2019). 
24 English as first language students were the control group. Although other levels of linguistic 
proficiency could have been employed, native English language speakers provided a benchmark 
and a constant for difference-in-differences regression analysis.  
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end of compulsory schooling. The paper theorises ‘developing competence’ was a 

constant threshold over time matching native English language speakers’ 

outcomes. Although the paper cannot accommodate all factors associated with 

the rate of acquisition of the English language,25 the analysis is strengthened by 

an analytical framework based on a multilevel difference-in-differences regression 

model.  

Paper 4 The Association Between English Language Proficiency and Initial 

School Leaver Destinations: A multinomial Logistic Regression Model 

Paper 4 focuses on students’ post-secondary school transitions. The paper 

addresses one main research question and two related sub-questions: What is the 

association between English language proficiency and initial post-secondary 

school destinations controlling for student characteristics and public examination 

outcomes at age 15-16? What are the probabilities of destination outcomes by 

level of English language proficiency, and how important is the level of ‘developing 

competence’ of English language proficiency for destination outcomes? The paper 

hypothesises that increased English language proficiency increases the likelihood 

of being employed or entering higher education. Background characteristics, 

educational attainment at age 15-16, and school-level composition variables are 

considered within a multinomial regression framework to better understand the 

possible life course of EAL students.26  

 

 
25 Strand and Lindorff (2020) found gender and ethnicity had a weak relationship with linguistic 
progression. 
26 One practical application of the paper’s findings may be development of a tool to potentially help 
students make choices about their future.  
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Key concepts, contribution and structure 

The key concepts used throughout this thesis are (1) English as an 

additional language (EAL) – The local authority define an EAL student as new to 

English or ‘use a language other than English at home’ (GCC, n.d., non-

paginated). (2) English language proficiency – six categories are employed, 

offering greatly improved analytical utility than a simple EAL versus non-EAL 

variable commonly used in prior studies. Students are likely to display overlapping 

between proficiency stages in different aspects of competencies, whether 

listening, reading, writing etcetera. The proficiency levels used for analytical 

purposes are based on judgements of teachers or EAL staff, recorded in school 

census returns. However, these proficiency levels are used to annually allocate 

language resources (GCC, 2013) which may enhance the reliability of the data.  

(3) Migrants – not all EAL students are migrants, though, students with low 

proficiency levels in secondary school would indicate relatively recent arrival to the 

UK, hence considered here as ‘new arrivals’.27 (4) Immigrant background – A 

broad term referring to students who may have an ethnic minority background or 

English as an additional language, without differentiating by generations. 

Using the city of Glasgow as a case study, this thesis aims to make an 

important contribution to knowledge. It offers several contributions to scholarship. 

Paper 1 for instance widens the scope of existing literature conducted in 

England, (principally in inner London) by extending empirical study to the Scottish 

educational context. A comprehensive discussion on the role of school effects for 

EAL students is entirely missing from the literature. Paper 2 bridges that gap, 

 
27 Precise dates of entry of ‘new arrivals’ to the UK are unavailable, as is immigration status – 
which was requested but release was declined by the data holder. 



INTRODUCTION 

29 
 

connecting the educational effectiveness research, and educational inequalities 

literatures with the existing literature on EAL education. It makes an original 

contribution as the first paper to present quantitative empirical analysis of 

educational attainment comparing the effectiveness of secondary schools for 

student outcomes differentiated by level of English language proficiency in a 

Scottish educational context.  

Paper 3 introduces for the first time in the Scottish context empirical 

analysis of cross-sectional time series data, including levels of English language 

proficiency, and secondary school educational outcomes. In doing so, the paper 

makes an important contribution to the literatures on EAL education, migrant 

integration, and educational inequality28 as the first paper to empirically assess (a) 

the impact of mainstreaming on the educational outcomes of students with 

English as an additional language (EAL) and efficacy of a separate language 

instruction unit, (b) the level of English language proficiency required entering 

secondary school to match native English language speakers’ outcomes by the 

end of compulsory schooling. Paper 4 contributes a better understand of the 

possible life course of EAL students.29 It is the first paper to consider the effects 

of levels of English language proficiency and background variables on 

destinations of school leavers in a UK context, thereby offering an original and 

important contribution to the EAL and integration literatures. 

The four empirical papers use a bespoke dataset to conduct quantitative 

analysis adjusted accordingly for each paper. They individually examine different 

 
28 Linguistic advantage brings “economic and political advantage since members of the dominant 
cultural community have a leg up in schools, the workplace, and politics.” (Song, 2017, 2.2). 
29 One practical application of the paper’s findings may be development of a tool to potentially help 
students make choices about their future.  
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aspects of the issue in hand providing new insights into the association between 

English language proficiency and educational outcomes of 15-16 years-old 

students, and subsequent life chances. In sum, the aim is to contribute to 

knowledge through extending existing scholarship into an until now under 

researched educational context, while also broadening the scope and addressing 

new questions. This thesis contributes to scholarship by studying EAL in the 

distinctive Scottish context, adding to the very limited UK literature on educational 

performance incorporating various levels of English language proficiency rather 

than relying on a binary variable, exploring whether a language proficiency 

threshold in terms of that performance can be identified, and extending this 

analysis beyond schooling to encompass initial post-school destinations. While 

this is not the first study to incorporate disaggregated English language proficiency 

levels in the UK context, nonetheless in doing so it adds to a very narrow set of 

literature, introducing new data analysed by way of a bespoke dataset. 

The subsequent four sections contain the four empirical papers which 

comprise the main body of the thesis. Though self-contained and addressing 

separate research questions, they are linked together through exploring the 

hypothesised existence of a threshold of English language proficiency, posited as 

central to EAL students matching the performance of English as a first language 

student outcomes. As each is effectively a ‘stand-alone’ paper, references and 

appendices are included at the end of each relevant section, followed by 

supplementary material. Correspondingly, tables, figures, and footnotes are 

numbered in relation to each paper.  

The empirical papers are followed by a concluding section offering a 

concise summary of the thesis, outlining key findings and contribution to 
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scholarship by drawing together the results, summarising key findings and policy 

implications. The conclusion also reflects on limitations to the empirical analysis, 

as well as directions for future research. Together, these papers address what 

may be an advantage for some, and a source of disadvantage and educational 

inequality for others: the role of English language proficiency for EAL students’ 

educational outcomes in UK secondary schools. 
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Paper 1: The Association Between English Language Proficiency and 

Educational Attainment 

 

Abstract 

There are English as additional language (EAL) students in cities throughout the 

United Kingdom, but beyond London there is limited empirical research on the 

association between English language proficiency and educational attainment. 

Although there are many contributing factors in educational inequality, 15 year old 

non-native English language speakers with an immigrant background have lower 

attainment than their peers. However, EAL students may gain an advantage once 

a threshold of proficiency is reached, as fluent EAL students outperform mono-

lingual students. The present study explores that hypothesis by studying the 

relationship between language proficiency and school performance in Glasgow 

secondary schools. Independent t-tests, ANOVA and multiple regression analysis 

controlled for level of English language proficiency, a range of student background 

variables, years (2008-2016), and schools (n = 29) as fixed effects in quantitative 

analysis. Educational outcomes of students aged 15-16 years (N = 42,817) are 

measured in all subjects combined, in English as a subject, and in mathematics 

using a bespoke dataset constructed from Scottish Government data. The paper 

finds that level of English language proficiency is the key predictor of attainment, 

with performance increasing as English proficiency increases. The proficiency 

level of ‘developing competence’ is identified as the threshold that allows students 

to match the educational achievement of English as first-language students (p < 

.001). These results underscore the need for disaggregated language proficiency 

data, and implications are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

Immigration will remain a central feature of Western societies for the 

foreseeable future (Alba and Foner, 2014). The significant rise in non-native 

language speakers in Europe is reflected in the English as an additional language 

(EAL) student population throughout the United Kingdom (UK) (Demie, 2018; 

Flynn and Curdt-Christiansen, 2018; Leung, 2016). The past decade has 

witnessed a 161% increase in the size of this group in England, with now over 1.3 

million EAL students (Demie, 2018). Similarly, in Scotland there has been a 

substantial increase in students requiring language support (OECD, 2015b). 

Almost 20% of the school population in the city of Glasgow are currently EAL 

students (McKenna, 2020), a figure that reaches 56% in inner London (Strand et 

al., 2015).  Although legislation ensures access to education, some students are 

assessed in a language they are still learning (Kibler et al., 2014). A lack of official 

data on outcomes separated by levels of language proficiency (Demie, 2013; 

Demie, 2018), leaves unanswered the extent to which EAL students, while 

afforded the legal opportunity for equal access, are achieving equal outcomes 

across the UK. 

Despite established sociological explanations with respect to educational 

inequality and disadvantage, particularly pertaining to student characteristics 

(Codiroli and Mcmaster, 2019), the association between proficiency in the English 

language and educational inequality has not been adequately explored. Language 

is an important feature of immigrants’ identity and cultural capital (Alzayed, 2015; 

Hall, 2013; Rubin. 2017), but in UK educational settings the central elements of 

listening, reading, and writing require English language skills. Linguistic 

competence is an important consideration – the association between higher 



ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY AND EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
 
 

44 
 

language ability and higher outcomes in both English as a subject and 

mathematics indicates vocabulary and spoken linguistic skills may help reduce 

educational inequality (Spencer et al., 2017). 

Some of the available literature suggests students with an immigrant 

background, or without the language of instruction as their first language, are 

disadvantaged. Analysis of the Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) data (including data from England) confirms 15-year old first-generation 

immigrant students and non-native language speakers generally have lower 

scores than their peers (Christensen and Stanat, 2007; OECD, 2015a). National 

data from Scotland indicates EAL secondary school students are behind English 

as first language students in reading, writing, listening, and talking, but level with 

them in numeracy (Scottish Government, 2016a). Likewise, gaps in achievement 

between EAL students with low English language proficiency and non-EAL 

students are found in inner London (Demie, 2018). Thus, a lack of linguistic 

proficiency in the language of instruction is a disadvantage for non-native 

language speaking students with an immigrant background.  

Yet there is growing evidence that for some, EAL is not a barrier. In London 

for instance, fluent EAL students consistently outperform monolingual English 

speakers (Demie and Strand, 2006; Demie and Lewis, 2018; Spencer et al., 

2017).1 That native English speakers are not as a group the highest performers 

seems contrary to what one would expect. The literature however offers tentative 

signs that the intermediate EAL level of ‘Developing Competence’ may be a 

 
1 Spencer et al (2017) used a binary language proficiency variable. 
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threshold upon which students draw level with native English language speakers 

(See Strand and Hessel, 2018).2  

The aim of this paper is to understand how much language proficiency 

matters for EAL student outcomes beyond London. It seeks to explain the 

contradiction, why not having the language of instruction is a source of 

educational disadvantage, while having English as an additional language is an 

advantage for some students’ educational attainment in UK secondary schools. 

The paper studies the effects of English language proficiency controlling for 

student background characteristics3 on student scores in national public 

examinations at the end of compulsory schooling, for 15-16 year olds in the city of 

Glasgow,4 measured in (a) all subjects combined (b) English as a subject (c) 

mathematics.  

This paper widens the scope of existing literature conducted in England,5 

principally in inner London. It uses a new bespoke dataset, including 9 years of 

attainment data, a stratified English language proficiency explanatory variable, 

student background variables, with calendar years and schools as fixed effects. 

This will in the first place enhance knowledge on the generalisability of findings 

from England to other UK contexts. It also explores what may be an advantage for 

some but a source of disadvantage and educational inequality for others. The 

contribution of this paper is to re-evaluate the association between language 

 
2 There are 5 EAL levels, described further during discussion of the methods used in this paper. 
3 Although implemented as controls to study the independent effects of language proficiency by 
comparison of statistical models, to in effect gauge how much language matters, their inclusion 
also allowed studying their effects. 
4 The city of Glasgow with a sizeable and diverse EAL student population is a suitable site for 
empirical study. 
5 For example, more than one year of data but no disaggregated language proficiency data 
(Gorard and Siddiqui, 2019): disaggregated language proficiency data but no longitudinal data 
(Demie and Strand 2006; Strand and Hessel, 2018). 
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proficiency and educational outcomes in a new context, and to consider a 

threshold of language proficiency as a potential stepping-stone associated with 

superior educational outcomes as the explanatory mechanism.  

The next section provides an overview of the current literature focusing on 

(a) the reasons for disadvantage and educational inequality (b) English language 

proficiency and educational attainment. Sections 3 sets out the research questions 

to be addressed. Section 4 then describes the data, the methods, and variables 

for the empirical analysis. Section 5 presents the empirical results and Section 6 

discusses them, establishing (1) the association between levels of English 

language proficiency and educational outcomes; (2) the extent English language 

proficiency explains outcomes after controlling for other known predictors; (3) the 

EAL proficiency level (threshold) that allows students to match the educational 

performance of English as first language students, followed by suggestions for 

further research. Section 6 discusses the findings and their implications for policy, 

while section 7 summarises. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Determinants of educational inequality 

Educational disadvantage is multifaceted with pervasive inequality in 

outcomes (Demie, 2019; Sammons et al., 2014). Educational inequality may be 

perceived as lower than average outcomes resulting from unequal access or 

provision of education for individuals or marginalised groups, consequently 

restricting their opportunities in life.6 It presents challenges and concerns for 

students, parents, teachers, and policy makers (Codiroli and Mcmaster, 2019). 

 
6 For an in-depth discussion of sociological approaches and debates on educational inequality, see 
Tyler (2012).  
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Explanations have been sought on socioeconomic causality (Van der Werfhorst, 

2019; Betthäuser, 2019; Blossfeld, 2018), on gender and genetics (Herd et all, 

2019) and teacher quality (Goldhaber et al., 2015).7 The existing scholarship also 

identifies education systems, policy, and how schools can mitigate inequality 

(Schmidt et al., 2015). The transmission of multigenerational educational 

inequality has been studied (Møllegaard and Jæger, 2015; Fiel, 2019), as has 

social origin and cognitive ability of students (Bukodi et al., 2019). Scholars 

identify parental background factors such as social class and education 

associated with inequality in educational attainment (Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 

2013), with a strong association between parental occupation and student 

attainment (Van der Werfhorst, 2018). In isolation, such factors do not fully capture 

disadvantage (Lenkeit et al., 2018). Thus, interactions and intersectionality have 

been explored (Bécares and Priest, 2015; Codiroli and Mcmaster, 2019; Strand, 

2014; Sime, et al., 2018). However, the literature also indicates ethnicity and 

immigration background as important determinants of educational inequality 

(Bécares and Priest, 2015; Christensen and Stanat, 2007). 

Immigrant background, ethnicity, and educational attainment  

In the international context attainment gaps are found between students 

with an immigrant background and those without (Mullis et al., 2007; Ochs, 2006; 

OECD, 2010). In UK based and other European studies diverging outcomes are 

found (Dronkers and De Heus, 2012; Jensen and Rasmussen, 2011; Lenkeit et 

al., 2015; Ohinata and van Ours, 2013; Marks, 2005; Shapira, 2012; Strand, 

2014). Christensen and Stanat (2007) established “15‐year‐old immigrant students 

 
7 The establishing of incentives to recruit and retain high quality teachers has been identified as a 
key factor for disadvantaged schools in England (Jerrim et al., 2018). 
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who do not speak the language of instruction at home are, on average, one year 

behind nonimmigrant students” (Christensen and Stanat, 2007, p.1).8 As a result, 

Lenkeit et al. assert the evidence ‘‘is compelling and presents a major challenge 

for policy makers and practitioners aiming to reduce educational inequalities’’ 

(Lenkeit et al., 2015, p.60).  

The UK has a significant history of immigration and ethnic diversity 

(Dustman et al., 2010; Georgiadis and Manning, 2012; Platt and Nandi, 2018). 

There is an association between an immigration background, by way of ethnicity, 

and having EAL. For instance, the literature confirms EAL and non-white UK 

ethnic background are closely related (See Burgess, 2014; Strand et al., 2015), 

consistent with the data used in this paper.9 Ethnicity features prominently in 

integration and educational studies (Burgess, 2014, Dustmann et al., 2010; 

Gillborn et al., 2017; Strand, 2014). Burgess’s (2014) study of educational 

attainment in London found consistently higher levels of achievement among 

ethnic groups compared to white British students, attributable to differences in 

ethnicity and motivation (Burgess, 2014). Likewise, assessment of national 

attainment in England by Dustmann et al. (2010), established attainment of ethnic 

minority students was generally higher than native white students. However, 

language was a “powerful” explanatory variable as to why some groups closed the 

attainment gap during later stages (Dustmann et al., 2010, p.285). Yet, with a 

binary language variable (having EAL or not), no inference on the influence levels 

of language proficiency might have on outcomes can be drawn from those studies. 

 
8 Non-native language speakers are, by and large, embedded in aggregate data with levels of 
language proficiency missing from analysis. 
9 For example, only 4.5% of non-white UK ethnicity students in the sample (N = 42,817) were 
recorded as having English as a first language.  
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Likewise, Burgess (2014) omitted EAL in favour of ethnicity in regression analysis 

on the premise of collinearity.10 Without incorporating language proficiency 

together with background variables, the effect of language cannot be 

disentangled. 

Gender, socioeconomic factors, and special education needs 

In isolation, the gender gap appears lower than gaps defined by social 

class or ethnicity (Strand, 2014).11 In England, girls outperform boys at KS4 by 10 

percentage points (Strand, 2014), although no significant variation in outcomes by 

gender between schools (Strand, 2016a).12  Socioeconomic factors are well 

established influences on student attainment (Caro and Lenkeit, 2012; 

Christensen and Stanat, 2007; Pinot de Moira et al., 2019; Strand, 2016). Poverty 

and deprivation are associated with lower educational outcomes across the UK 

(See Goodman and Gregg, 2010; Machin and McNally, 2005; McKinney et al., 

2012; McNally and Blanden, 2006; Strand, 2010), with free school meal eligibility 

the most frequently used measure of disadvantage (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2019; 

Jerrim et al., 2018; Taylor, 2018).  

Gorard and Siddiqui (2019) find special education needs (SEN) have some 

of the largest negative effects on attainment at KS4. Although there is a lack of 

literature on this aspect of EAL education (Tan et al., 2017; Whiteside and 

Norbury, 2017), SEN has been found to negatively impact on EAL student 

outcomes (Strand et al., 2015). Approximately 12.5% of England’s secondary 

 
10 Strand et al. (2015) found a similar close relationship between ethnic group and EAL. 
11 Social class is identified as a key source of educational inequality (Hobbs, 2016; Reay, 2017; 
Thompson, 2019), and religious affiliation cited (Kortt and Drew, 2019; Moffat and Yoo, 2019). 
12 Student-level explanations explain more variance in student outcomes than differences between 
schools in the UK (Wilkinson et al., 2018, R14).  
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school EAL students are recorded as having special education needs, compared 

to 14% of students with English as their first language (DfE, 2018). A challenge 

identified by Cline and Shamsi (2000) is in some instances disentangling 

difficulties an EAL student has in learning English from an underlying learning 

difficulty.  

2.2 English language proficiency and educational attainment: advantage or 

disadvantage?  

Studies with EAL students as a group.  

Although the topic of EAL education is well researched (Demie, 2018), a 

problematic aspect in the literature and national government publications is 

presentation of EAL students as a group. A study which used aggregated levels of 

EAL proficiency, Gorard and Siddiqui (2019), found EAL to be a disadvantage in 

primary school, but less so by secondary school Key Stage 4 (KS4) 

examinations.13 Without disaggregated EAL data, poor performance is cited as 

either due to lack of proficiency in English or recent arrival to the UK. 

Consequently, that study was unable to confirm why EAL is an advantage for 

some yet disadvantage for others. In Scotland, national data for secondary school 

students prior to the senior assessment phase, show EAL students collectively 6 

percentage points behind English as first language or fluent EAL students, in 

reading and writing, yet level in numeracy (Scottish Government, 2016a).14 These 

examples highlight the problematic aspect of binary English language proficiency 

data. Disaggregated data capturing levels of English language proficiency of 

 
13 The stage of secondary school were students take GCSE examinations in England (UK Gov, 
n.d.), comparative to S4 in Scotland. 
14 It is also suggestive that comparing outcomes in English as a subject and mathematics might be 
the areas where the effects of English language proficiency are seen more clearly.  
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students is essential to understanding the association between linguistic 

proficiency and educational attainment.   

In one of the most comprehensive quantitative studies of EAL students, 

Strand et al. (2015) used England’s National Pupil Database (NPD) to determine 

what predicts low academic achievement using a binary EAL variable. Recent 

international arrival was associated with higher risk of lower attainment (Strand et 

al., 2015), however new arrivals were identified by a rather broad proxy. As dates 

of entry to the UK are unavailable, the “absence of a prior attainment score (either 

at age 5, 7, 11 or 16)” was taken to indicate a student arrived from overseas 

(Strand, 2016b, p.3). The problematic aspect is while students ought to make 

progress over time, holding all other variables equal such as socioeconomic 

status, cognitive ability and so forth, the starting point of a student with a 

competent English language level is not comparable to a new to English student 

arriving at the same stage. It implies a simple association – the longer in the UK 

the better they will attain. A plausible alternative mechanism may be level of 

English language proficiency at the time of entry into secondary school is of 

greater importance for subsequent academic outcomes. 

Studies with separate EAL proficiency levels.  

When separate language proficiency levels are introduced, research in 

England suggests a hierarchy of performance. Demie and Strand (2006), 

analysed the association between English language proficiency and inner London 

secondary school student attainment. After controlling for student background 

characteristics in regression models, the authors found attainment increased as 

levels of language proficiency increased. Moreover, Demie (2018) found that inner 
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London secondary school student gaps in outcomes narrowed as levels of 

proficiency increased. It would be reasonable to expect native English language 

speakers to be the top performers in UK schools, after all English is the language 

of instruction, yet fluent EAL students outperform monolingual students (Demie 

and Lewis, 2018; Spencer et al., 2017),15 consistently over time (Demie and 

Strand, 2006).  

These results are uniform, across all subjects a substantial gap in 

achievement is found between EAL students with low English language 

proficiency and non-EAL students (Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018). Therefore, not 

only does academic achievement improve as linguistic competence in the English 

language improves, but higher proficiency (Competent and Fluent levels) appears 

to be associated with above average outcomes, including those of native English 

speakers (Strand and Hessel, 2018). Thus, there is material evidence of a strong 

association between levels of English language proficiency and educational 

attainment in England. 

3. The Research Question  

A discrepancy between theory in terms of what would be expected and 

what appears to be contradictory evidence emerges from the literature. As English 

is the language of instruction, native English language speakers the benchmark, 

thus somewhat counterintuitive EAL students are the top performers in UK 

schools. EAL students are at different points of the English language proficiency 

continuum, from complete beginners to fluent. It is conceivable learners reach a 

 
15 Spencer et al (2017) used a binary language proficiency variable. 
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threshold of proficiency that allows matching, then overtaking native English 

language students which may help explain the contradiction. A clear articulation of 

that point and confirmation of the association between language proficiency and 

attainment in other UK educational contexts such as Scotland, is entirely absent 

from the literature. This is the first paper to explore this topic in the Scottish 

context. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses  

The key questions this paper seeks to answer are:  

1. What is the association between levels of English language proficiency and 

educational outcomes in Glasgow secondary schools at S4?  

2. To what extent does English language proficiency explain outcomes after 

controlling for other known predictors: in other words, how much does 

proficiency matter?  

3. What level of EAL proficiency allows students to match the educational 

performance of English as first language students? 

English language skills are fundamental to listening, reading, and writing in 

UK classrooms. The primary hypotheses in this paper therefore are that (1) as 

linguistic competence increases within the EAL population, so too does 

attainment, but any gap between EAL and students with English as a first 

language (EN) outcomes will reduce as proficiency increases (See Figure 1). (2) 

Furthermore, English language proficiency will be the most important explanatory 

variable for EAL student outcomes. The secondary hypotheses predict that (1) the 

role of English language proficiency will be more important for performance in 
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English as a subject than mathematics;16 and (2) the EAL level of developing 

competence allows students to match the educational outcomes of English as first 

language students.  

Figure 1: Hypothesised association between English language proficiency and 

educational achievement and threshold 

 

Note. EN = English as first language. 

 

4. Data and Methods 

4.1. Data   

The datasets used in this study were obtained from the Scottish 

Government: (1) Pupils in Scotland Census 2002-2015 and (2) SQA examination 

results in Scottish Schools 2002-2015. The final data coverage (2007-2016) and 

release of specific variables held within the census dataset were negotiated. This 

included additional support needs (ASN) datasets which indicated a learning 

 
16 Strand and Hessel (2018). Strand and Hessel (2018) find evidence of discriminant validity in 
English as a subject and mathematics in England. 
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disability, health issue, physical difficulty, or disorder which required support for 

learning. The datasets were merged to form a unique database. Linkage was 

possible by way of students individual Scottish Candidate Numbers (SCN), re-

coded by the data holder prior to release to retain anonymity. The sample 

comprised students who sat examinations at S4 nested in 29 state funded 

secondary schools, bounded by time 2008-2016, geographically and by local 

authority jurisdiction within Glasgow City Council boundaries (N = 42,817). Only 

students with robust matches between datasets were retained.17 Examinations are 

taken in fourth year (S4), or fifth (S5) and sixth year (S6) if a student chooses to 

remain (McKenna, 2020).18 This paper focuses on S4, the final year of compulsory 

schooling. A sub-sample was used for tracking cohorts from S1 to S4 in all 

subjects combined N = 25,830; English as a subject N = 24,476; Mathematics N = 

23,186. Those results are provided as supplemental material, in Appendix C. 

Ideally, one would want additional variables such as level of parental 

education and other family related data on students’ home environment, or for 

instance information on how literate a student was in their first language. However, 

this was beyond the scope of the dataset. The variables selected as control 

variables were based on theoretical reasoning derived from the literature, 

constrained by availability. Table 1 provides the distribution of the variables from 

the dataset, which are now described.    

 

 
17 Students with English language proficiency recorded as limited communication (LC) or not 
assessed (NA) were omitted as linguistic competence could not be ascertained. 
18 The transition to higher study from S4 to S6 may be conditional on the association between level 
of English language proficiency, and under researched. 
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Table 1: Distribution of variables within population at S4 across 29 schools 

 Frequency Percent 

Students level of English language proficiency 

New to English 213 0.5% 

Early Acquisition 541 1.3% 

Developing Competence 2178 5.1% 

Competent 2115 4.9% 

Fluent 535 1.2% 

English as a first–language 37235 87.0% 

Gender of student 

Female 21572 50.4% 

Male 21245 49.6% 

Whether student is registered as entitled to free school meals 
Student not registered as entitled to free school 
meals 25432 59.4% 

Student registered as entitled to free school meals 17385 40.6% 

Additional Support Need 

No Additional Support Needs 32644 76.2% 

Additional Support Needs 10173 23.8% 

Ethnicity 

African or Caribbean 843 2.0% 

Asian 2827 6.6% 

Chinesea 209 0.5% 

White-Other 1179 2.8% 

Other-Ethnicity 2088 4.9% 

White-UK 35671 83.3% 

Educational Attainment  

All subjects combined at S4 42817 100.0% 

English as a subject at S4 39800 93.0% 

Mathematics at S4 38494 89.9% 

Note. N = 42,817 

Note. The above data is aggregated by years 2007-2016. 

Note. Other-Ethnicity includes: Not Disclosed, Mixed, Asian-Other, Traveller, Not Known, Other. 
Note. The missing data comprised students recorded with an English language category of 
Limited Communication (LC) or Not Assessed (NA) which were omitted from analysis.19 

a. Included as a separate group as literature indicates high academic achievement. 

 

 

 

 
19 Although not reported in this paper, students with LC had the lowest mean scores out of all 
recorded categories of language proficiency. 
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4.2 Variables  

Educational Performance 

Three dependent variables captured educational attainment, comprising 

total scores in (a) all subjects combined20 (b) English as a subject, and (c) 

mathematics. The all subjects combined measure included English for Speakers 

of Other Languages (ESOL), part of the syllabus in Scotland (SQA, n.d.a),21 but 

filtered out of the English as a subject measure. The inclusion of separate English 

as a subject and mathematics outcomes reflected first-generation immigrant 

students are generally lower in reading than in mathematics (OECD, 2015a).22 

Total scores were derived from performance in national examinations overseen by 

the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA).23 The Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) 

implemented across Scotland effected changes to points awards (Shapira and 

Priestley, 2019). As a result, scores were standardised with a mean of zero and 

standard deviation of 1.  

English Language Proficiency 

The measures of English language proficiency used by Scottish schools are 

provided in Appendix A, Table 3. They represent the spectrum of proficiency, 

scaled 1-5, from complete beginner to fluent. Students with English as a first 

language are coded 6. Although across the UK different criteria are in place to 

indicate linguistic progress, one of the most common and adapted for purpose are 

the Hilary Hester scales (Griffin, 2004). These form the basis of the model adopted 

 
20 For the full range of national qualifications subjects, see SQA (n.d.b). 
21 A distinct difference between secondary schools in Scotland compared to England.  
22 National data in Scotland indicates less difference in outcomes between EAL and EN students in 
numeracy compared to more language based assessments (Scottish Government, 2016a).   
23 Calculated by allocating a score to each award using the Unified Points Score Scale, which is 
“an extended version of the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) Scottish Tariff 
points system” (Scottish Government, 2016b, 3.3). 
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in Scotland with an additional fifth stage to indicate fluency (ScotXed, 2016). The 

responsibility of recording levels of proficiency rests with schools.24 The analysis 

sourced proficiency at S1 and at S4, the first and final stages of compulsory 

secondary school education. English language proficiency at S1 was used in the 

supplemental material to assess the construct validity of the language proficiency 

variable. The S1 results are provided in Figure 5, in Appendix C. 

Free School Meal (FSM) Entitlement  

Free school meals (FSM) coded as 1, indicated a student registered as 

entitled to free school meals, 0 as not registered. The variable indicates 

entitlement rather than receipt of FSMs. To capture the changeable nature of such 

a measure, the variable was reconstructed to represent whether a student was 

entitled at any point during their secondary school education. This increased the 

percentage of students flagged as entitled to FSMs.25 The validity of FSM as a 

socioeconomic variable has been questioned. For instance, it may not be taken up 

due to social stigma or lack of awareness of entitlement (McKinney et al., 2012). 

However, entitlement to FSM is “a commonly used measure of family economic 

disadvantage” (Demie and Strand, 2006, p.218). It is an important indicator for the 

case of Glasgow: 13% of students in Scotland were registered for FSMs in 2007/8 

while the figure was considerably higher at 30% for Glasgow (Scottish 

Government, 2008).26  

Additional Support Needs (ASN) 

 
24 Recording levels of proficiency “... should reflect the professional assessment of the ... school 
EAL co-ordinator or other teacher to whom the responsibility has been delegated, and should not 
be amended by parents.” (ScotXed, 2016, p.64). 
25 Such an increase was also found using the same measure by Strand and Hessel (2018). 
26 Entitlement within individual secondary schools ranged from 7.6% to 43.8%.  
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The additional support needs variable (ASN) in its original format covered a 

range of support recorded in each annual school census.27 These were 

subsequently aggregated to form a binary variable, 1 indicating ASN and 0 

indicating no ASN, constructed to take account of a student may not have 

additional needs throughout their time in secondary school. This increased the 

percentage of ASN in the sample from 19% to 24%.  

Ethnicity 

Ethnicity categories in the original datasets were not comparable over time 

due to coding changes in 2011. Some categories had a low count, particularly 

Bangladeshi and students of Caribbean heritage. The inconsistency was 

addressed by construction of a six category ethnicity variable, coded as: (1) 

African or Caribbean (2) Asian (3) Chinese (4) White-Other (5) Other-ethnicity (6) 

White-UK. While acknowledging the contested aspect of categorising students by 

ethnicity (Powney et. al., 1998), the labelling is consistent with the original data. 

Although Chinese students were also few, they were retained as a group as the 

literature indicates strong academic performance. The sub-categories are 

available in Appendix B, Table 4.  

Additional control variables 

Boys were coded 1 and female 0, distributed 50.4% girls and 49.6% boys.28 

For the purpose of regression analysis, dummy variables were constructed for 

schools and years, treated as fixed effects. School identifiers are not reported to 

 
27 Support needs may include, but not limited to: learning disability, dyslexia, visual or hearing 
impairment, deafblind, physical or motor impairment, speech disorder, autistic spectrum disorder, 
social, emotional and behavioural difficulty, physical health problem, mental health problem, 
interrupted learning, bereavement, substance misuse, and family issues (OECD, 2015b). 
28 Gender is recognised in the literature as having an association with educational outcomes 
(Georgiadis and Manning, 2012; Machin and McNally, 2005; Strand, 2014). 
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prevent possible matching with publicly available lists. ‘Years’, in this paper refer 

to the year examinations were taken. For example, year 2008 represents the 

school year 2007/08 with combined census data for 2007 and examination data 

from 2008, aggregated in all analyses. 

4.3 Analytical Methods  

This paper uses a range of analytical methods. The first is a comparison of 

mean scores net of explanatory variables between EAL students collectively with 

those of English as a first language students, by way of independent t-tests. Next, 

a comparison of mean scores is presented differentiating groups by level of 

English proficiency to determine patterns in the simple association net of 

explanatory variables between language proficiency and outcomes, with statistical 

significance assessed using ANOVA. Finally, linear regression with three analytic 

models was applied.29 This approach cut through the complex individual 

relationships between predictors to identify the unique association between 

English language proficiency and attainment. In Model 1, level of English 

language proficiency was entered as the sole predictor using dummy variables 

with English as a first language students as the reference category. Model 2 

included all student predictors excluding English language proficiency. In Model 3 

all variables were entered.30 Schools and years were controlled for in all three 

models as fixed effects and not reported.  

 

 
29 Regression analysis is particularly suited to analysis of academic outcomes (Mingat et al., 2003). 
For a similar example, see the study conducted in London schools by Demie and Strand (2006).    
30 The predictors, gender, ASN, FSM and ethnicity were entered in Models 2 and 3. 
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5. Results 

5.1 What is the association between level of English language proficiency 

and educational outcomes in Glasgow secondary schools?  

The descriptive analysis in Figure 2 shows EAL students collectively 

attained higher scores in all subjects combined and in mathematics compared to 

students with English as first language (net of explanatory variables). English as 

first language students averaged higher scores in English as a subject. 

Independent t-tests confirmed statistically significant differences between 

groups.31 

Figure 2: Mean scores of English as first-language and EAL groups at S4  

 

Groups All Subjects English as a Subject Mathematics 

EN 
Mean -0.012 0.005 -0.011 

N 37,235 34,713 33,439 

EAL 
Mean 0.060 -0.093 0.061 

N 5,582 5,087 5,055 

Total 
Mean -0.003 -0.008 -0.001 

N 42,817 39,800 38,494 
Note. EN = English as first language; EAL = English as an additional language. 

 
31 Equal variances not assumed: all subjects combined, t(7,564) = -5.19, p < .001; English as a 
subject, t(7,625) = 7.71, p < .001; mathematics t(6,937) = -5.02, p < .001. 
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It was hypothesised that attainment increased as linguistic proficiency 

increased, reducing the gap between EAL and English as first language students. 

The results signposted an association between EAL level and scores in all three 

outcome measures. In Figure 3, a general pattern emerged – as proficiency 

increased so too did average scores (net of explanatory variables). Intermediate to 

advanced levels (developing competence to fluent) had higher scores than 

students with English as a first language in all subjects combined. Advanced 

levels (competent to fluent) had the highest scores in mathematics. Fluent 

students outperformed native English language speakers in English as a subject. 

A one-way between subjects’ ANOVA confirmed statistically significant differences 

between groups.32  

Figure 3: Mean scores by cohort level of English language proficiency 

 

Note. S4 cohorts: All subjects combined N = 42,817; English as a subject N = 39,800; Mathematics 

N = 38,494. 

 

 

 
32 The assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated, hence Welch’s ANOVA is reported: all 
subjects combined, F(5, 1279.96) = 56.00, p < .001; English as a subject F(5, 908.75) = 28.47, p < 
.001; mathematics F(5, 1033.03) = 27.62, p < .001. 
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5.2 To what extent does English language proficiency explain outcomes 

after controlling for other known predictors?  

English language proficiency was hypothesised as the most important 

explanatory variable for EAL student outcomes. Linear regression models 

controlled for student characteristics, with schools and years as fixed effects. 

Scores in all subjects combined, English as a subject and mathematics were 

incorporated as the dependent variables. Collinearity statistics indicated VIF 

scores below 3 and tolerance scores above 0.2. No predictors were correlated 

above r = 0.8. The Durbin-Watson statistic, to test residuals were independent or 

uncorrelated, gave a value below 2. Although not presented here, plots of 

standardised residuals versus standardised predicted values showed no obvious 

signs of funneling, suggesting the assumption of homoscedasticity had been met. 

The potential influence of outliers was assessed using Cook’s Distance: no values 

over 1 indicated no individual cases unduly influenced the models. Outliers were 

retained as valid scores.33  

The separate effects of language compared to other predictors in all subjects 

combined (Models 1 & 2)  

The key finding from the regression models in Table 5 was the significance 

of English language proficiency. The simple association, assessed in Model 1, 

found language at S4 accounted for as much variation in outcomes at S4 (R2 = 

8%) as other predictors combined in Model 2 (R2 = 9%). All language level 

coefficients were statistically significant. The largest negative effects were seen for 

new to English and early acquisition compared to English as first language 

 
33 Community language qualifications may have inflated some EAL student scores, however, 
separate analysis of English as a subject and mathematics outcomes addressed this aspect. 
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students as the reference group. Model 1, isolating the effect of English language 

proficiency, exposed a clear stepped, hierarchical pattern, with new to English the 

lowest predicted score, then early acquisition, English as first language, 

developing competence, then competent, with the highest coefficient for fluent 

students. Model 2 (which excluded language proficiency) yielded statistically 

significant negative effects on student scores by gender, additional support needs 

(ASN) and FSM entitlement. The gender gap was modest in favour of girls, while 

the negative effects of ASN and FSMs were moderate. All ethnic groups were 

statistically significantly different from white-UK except the other-ethnicity 

category. 

The combined effects of language and other predictors in all subjects combined, 

English as a subject and mathematics scores (Model 3) 

Model 3 included all the available explanatory variables. The language 

proficiency coefficients reconfirmed the association between level of proficiency 

and examination results. The hierarchical pattern of outcomes by English 

language proficiency seen in Model 1 held in Model 3 (with an increase in R2 from 

8% to 10%). The lowest to highest scores were new to English, early acquisition, 

English as a first language, developing competence, competent then fluent. 

Generally, outcomes increased as linguistic proficiency improved, with patterns 

suggesting beginners (new to English and early acquisition levels) had similar 

outcomes, intermediate (developing competence) were on a par with native 

English language speakers, and advanced levels (competent and fluent) the 

highest performers.   
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It was hypothesised that linguistic proficiency would be more important for 

performance in English as a subject than in mathematics. The results from Model 

3 in Table 2 presented evidence of discriminant validity. In English as a subject, all 

EAL levels of proficiency were statistically significantly different from English as 

first language students except the level of developing competence. Although 

developing competence also appeared a pivotal point for mathematics outcomes, 

the lower outcomes for new to English and early acquisition were not statistically 

significantly different from English as first language students. This confirmed 

English language proficiency was more important for performance in English as a 

subject than in mathematics.  

The Effects of control variables  

In all subjects combined and in English as a subject the advantage for girls 

remained statistically significant, although the effect size was small. In 

mathematics, there was no statistically significant difference in scores between 

boys and girls. A negative effect of having additional support needs or FSM 

entitlement at any point during secondary school on examination outcomes in all 

subjects combined was consistent with Model 2. The negative effect size of ASN 

was consistent in English as a subject and in mathematics. Likewise, FSM 

entitlement had a consistent negative effect across attainment measures. Ethnicity 

was statistically significant overall in all subjects combined, but the effect size and 

direction varied between ethnic groups. There were weak negative coefficients for 

white-other and other-ethnicity compared to white-UK students. Overall, ethnicity 

did not greatly contribute to explaining EAL student outcomes in English as a 

subject or mathematics, except for a statistically significant positive effect for 

Chinese students (in mathematics but not in English as a subject). 
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5.3 What level of EAL proficiency allows students to match the educational 

performance of English as first language students?  

It was hypothesised that ‘developing competence’ would allow students to 

match English as first language student outcomes. The regression results from 

Model 3 in Table 2 revealed all EAL levels statistically significantly different from 

English as first language students in all subjects combined. Developing 

competence allowed students to nudge ahead of English as first language 

students. Model 3 also revealed all EAL levels as statistically significantly different 

from English as first language students in English as a subject, except the level of 

developing competence.34 In mathematics, developing competence scores were 

comparable to English as first language student scores, with less differences 

between lower proficiency levels. The results thus show developing competence 

as the threshold that allowed EAL students to match English as first language 

student scores across all three measures, confirming the threshold hypothesis.  

The implications of the threshold, explanatory and control variables are 

presented in Figure 4. The regression analysis revealed the top performers (fluent 

students) and the most vulnerable (new to English and early acquisition students). 

The statistical models established variation within the EAL group explained by 

levels of proficiency, but also differences by gender, ASN, FSM entitlement and 

ethnicity. The examples with predicted scores for different combinations of 

variables net of ethnicity, illustrate the implications for student scores. The addition 

of ethnicity coefficients would increase or decrease the examples depending on 

ethnic group membership.  

 
34 Although fluent students comprise 1.2% of the sample, sub-fluent levels (developing 
competence and competent) are 5.1% and 4.9% respectively. 
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Figure 4: Estimated outcomes by English language proficiency 

Effect of control variables                                            Threshold of proficiency 

All subjects 

 

English as a subject 

 

Mathematics 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. FSM = Free school meal; ASN = Additional Support Need. 
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6. Discussion  

The purpose of this study was to improve understanding of EAL education 

beyond inner London, by exploring how much language proficiency matters for 

EAL student outcomes in Glasgow secondary schools. The findings are consistent 

with the primary hypothesis, suggesting English language proficiency is the most 

important explanatory variable for EAL student outcomes. Although comparison of 

groups indicated EAL students collectively outperformed English as a first 

language students in all subjects combined, and in mathematics, disaggregating 

the data by proficiency level established not all achieve better outcomes. Binary 

EAL masked the vulnerability of beginners. The key point to emerge was English 

language proficiency explains more differences between student outcomes than 

other control variables, particularly in English as a subject. Most striking are the 

negative effects of being new to English or early acquisition, larger than any effect 

of ethnic group membership on outcomes at S4. This chimes with Demie (2013) 

but contradicts studies which place emphasis on ethnicity as more important than 

EAL for student outcomes (see for example Burgess, 2014).  

A further goal of this paper was to explain the apparent contradiction that 

on the one hand not having the language of instruction is a source of educational 

disadvantage, and on the other, having English as an additional language is an 

advantage for some students’ educational attainment in UK secondary schools. 

The incongruity between theory and evidence was resolved by the stepped 

pattern in attainment explained by the association between English language 

proficiency and established threshold, a pivotal point which determines above, or 

below average outcomes compared to English as first language students.   
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The effects of language proficiency  

The results supported the primary hypothesis that an increase in linguistic 

competence increases attainment, reducing the gaps between EAL and native 

English language speakers. This association between attainment and proficiency 

in the English language, and patterns of EAL performance, is consistent with the 

literature in England (Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018; Demie and Lewis, 2018; Demie 

and Strand, 2006; Strand and Hessel, 2018). 

The findings validated the secondary hypothesis English language 

proficiency is more important for performance in English as a subject than 

mathematics. The findings align with the OECD’s (2015a) thesis that differences in 

performance for students with an immigrant background in text based subjects 

compared to mathematics, are explained by language proficiency, and are 

consistent with Strand and Hessel (2018). It is also consistent with Scottish 

secondary school data on EAL student performance indicating parity in numeracy 

but a gap in English language skills prior to S4 (Scottish Government, 2016a). 

That higher proficiency levels (competent and fluent) also signpost higher 

outcomes in mathematics, is congruent with the findings of Spencer et al., (2017). 

English language proficiency provides a strong indicator of outcomes, but more 

important in English than mathematics for the majority of EAL students. 

The results helped resolve the paradox between theory, that English as first 

language students ought to be the highest performers and evidence many EAL 

students outperform English as first language students. That students with English 

as a first language are not on average the top performers, indicates full command 

of the English language is not singularly a determinant of success. The predicted 

scores in the regression models for ethnic groups suggest an additional cultural 
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boost in line with Burgess (2014), of perhaps a motivation among ethnic and 

immigrant groups.35 However, it may also be bilingualism. Although a proportion of 

native English language speakers may be fluent in other languages, it is unlikely 

the norm and thus that fluent and for that matter students approaching fluency 

outperform English as first language students, does present robust evidence of 

bilingualism as an indicator of higher academic achievement, consistent with the 

literature (Demie and Strand, 2006; Demie and Lewis, 2018; Spencer et al., 2017; 

Strand and Hessel, 2018; Strand et al., 2015).  

The effects of other predictors  

The strong performance of some ethnic groups concurs with existing 

literature on minority groups outperforming native white students in England 

(Burgess, 2014; Dustmann et al., 2010; Thompson, 2019). Chinese students with 

a strong positive showing in mathematics in line with the literature (Gates and 

Guo, 2014; Francis et al., 2017). That ethnicity is not significant in English as a 

subject, underscores the primary place of language proficiency over a boost 

gained from an EAL students ethnic background, attesting to language as the 

foremost explanatory variable. What the ethnicity variable allows is further 

differentiation within the EAL population to better understand outcomes. Thus, the 

findings of this paper offer a potential refinement of previous studies of 

disadvantage which omitted or included only a binary EAL variable (for instance 

Burgess, 2014; Gorard and Siddiqui, 2019). For example, although special 

Education Needs (SEN) and entitlement to free school meals have the largest 

 
35 It is possible immigrant students have higher motivation to succeed than non-immigrant 
students. Their origin, parental levels of social class, skilled or unskilled, may have some bearing 
on the composition of EAL population. See Gates and Guo (2014) for an example of Chinese 
students. 
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pernicious effect on attainment at KS4 in England (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2019), 

this paper confirms this applies to the majority of EAL students in Glasgow, but it 

is not the case for new to English students. English language proficiency provides 

the strongest prediction of their outcomes, notwithstanding the cultural boost from 

ethnic background, supported by the regression results for ethnicity, and the 

motivation of some ethnic groups cited by Burgess (2014). 

Developing Competence: a key threshold  

The findings support the papers secondary hypothesis that the level of 

developing competence is the key threshold of proficiency. Developing 

competence is a pivotal point, once reached the path is at least equal to the 

educational outcomes of native English language speakers at S4. The results hold 

after controlling for student background variables, for student scores in all subjects 

combined, English as a subject, and in mathematics.  

Strengths and limitations of the analysis  

The positioning of language proficiency as the central explanatory variable, 

eschewed the dominant ethnicity or socio-economic paradigms found in the 

literature on integration and educational inequality. The first paper to use a decade 

of disaggregated EAL proficiency data together with student background variables 

in the Scottish secondary school context, it covered progression from S1 (See 

Appendix C) to the end of compulsory education at S4. Rather than replication of 

existing studies in a new context with new data, it provides robust and reliable 

results beyond what has been previously available in the Scottish context. By 

making language the central feature of the analysis, this paper makes a significant 

contribution on why immigrant and ethnic minority children who do not have full 
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command of the language of instruction are doing better or worse at school than 

native English language speakers.  

There are however limitations to this study. The results do not account for 

differential school effectiveness or temporal change, as schools and years were 

fixed throughout the analyses. Information on family background, parental 

education, and home learning environment for students is missing. The lack of 

background data on students first language literacies and underlying cognitive 

ability, are arguably detrimental to fair comparison between students. Interaction 

effects between predictors were also not explored (See Strand, 2014). The results 

show the association between English language proficiency at the beginning of 

the school year in which examinations were taken, not precisely at examination. 

Students had an academic year to improve proficiency before taking 

examinations, thus the measure is accurate to within one school year. 

Nonetheless, confidence is found in the consistency of the results with studies 

conducted elsewhere in the UK,36 established reporting in census returns in 

Scottish schools, and strengthened by analysis of S1 cohorts provided in the 

supplemental materials. 

Suggestions for further research  

The association between English language proficiency and attainment is a 

positive story for the cultural integration of the majority of EAL students. What 

remains to be explored are the effects of policy over time on student outcomes, 

 
36 The results are consistent with London (Demie, 2017; Demie, 2018; Demie and Lewis, 2018; 
Demie and Strand, 2006): that DC appears a key point chimes with Stand and Hessel (2018). 
Consideration should be made of the Scottish education system, social and economic background 
(see OECD, 2015b) on whether the results are generalisable in the first instance to other parts of 
Scotland, and second to other parts of the UK. London and Glasgow are contrasting contexts, yet 
results are similar.  
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particularly against the backdrop of mainstreaming (See Jensen and Gidley, 

2014).37 Moreover, does the advantage of reaching the linguistic threshold seen in 

attainment scores extend to destination outcomes post-compulsory education? 

More immediately pressing is the need to further explore the differential 

effectiveness of schools. Studies accounting for demographic composition and 

consistency of the threshold across schools would be one way of measuring 

school effectiveness for EAL students. Such analysis would advance 

understanding of how best to support EAL students in UK schools, to mitigate the 

negative effects of lack of language proficiency and educational inequality for the 

most vulnerable. 

7. Conclusions and implications 

The findings presented in this paper highlight that English language 

proficiency is a key predictor of success or failure for EAL secondary school 

students in Glasgow. Both the primary hypotheses advanced were confirmed: (1) 

attainment increased as EAL student linguistic competence increased with the gap 

between EAL and students with English as a first language outcomes 

correspondingly reducing; and (2) English language proficiency was the most 

important explanatory variable for EAL student outcomes. The secondary 

hypotheses advanced and confirmed, were that (1) the role of English language 

proficiency was more important for performance in English as a subject than 

mathematics; and (2) the EAL level of developing competence allowed matching 

educational outcomes of English as first language students. Regression models 

 
37 The important message which comes through from the analyses, is while the presence of EAL 
students in UK schools has in some quarters been viewed as problematic, EAL is clearly 
advantageous for many, providing the support is there. 
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established the association between language proficiency and educational 

attainment explains as much variation in student outcomes as other explanatory 

variables combined. Ethnicity has an effect, but the effect size is not greater than 

the effect of EAL for students at the extremity of the proficiency spectrum (new to 

English and fluent students), consistent with Demie (2013).  

What these results show is for the most part a positive association between 

higher proficiency in the English language and educational attainment for EAL 

students in Glasgow schools. The results remain statistically significant after 

controlling for student background characteristics, and congruent with the 

literature based on England (Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018; Demie and Lewis, 2018; 

Demie and Strand, 2006; Strand and Hessel, 2018). An increase in English 

language proficiency predicts for the majority higher scores than native English 

language speakers. The exceptions are students who enter the senior 

(assessment) phase of secondary school at the very early stages of their journey 

towards proficiency. For those students, EAL remains an indicator of below 

average outcomes at S4 in all subjects combined, in English as a subject and in 

mathematics. However, as this study demonstrates, compared to native English 

language students EAL is not an inescapable barrier to academic success once 

the threshold of developing competence has been met.  

These findings have major implications for the collection and use of 

language proficiency data. This study conclusively shows the necessity of 

disaggregated language proficiency data for analysis of EAL student outcomes. It 

demonstrated in line with Hutchinson (2018) that binary applications of EAL offer 

little empirical value and are inadequate to understand outcomes of new arrivals 

with lower levels of proficiency. The disaggregated data made available by the 
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Scottish Government for use in this paper allowed a vital light to be shone on this 

heterogenous group, uncovering vulnerable subgroups. The findings therefore 

underscore the need to maintain collecting data on students’ level of English 

language proficiency. It supports calls made by Demie (2017) and Strand and 

Hessel (2018) in England, that proficiency in English should be reintroduced in the 

National Pupil Database and made accessible to the research community.  
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Appendix A 

Table 3: Measures of English Language Proficiency 

Code Description 

01 (New to 

English- NE) 

May use first language for learning and other purposes.  May remain 

completely silent in the classroom.  May be copying/repeating some words or 

phrases.  May understand some everyday expressions in English but may 

have minimal or no literacy in English.  Needs considerable support to 

operate in English. 

02 (Early 

Acquisition- 

EA) 

May follow day to day social communication in English and participate in 

learning activities with support.  Beginning to use spoken English for social 

purposes.  May understand simple instructions and can follow 

narrative/accounts with visual support.  May have developed some skills in 

reading and writing.  May have become familiar with some subject specific 

vocabulary.  Still needs a significant amount of support. 

03 (Developing 

competence- 

DC) 

May participate in learning activities with increasing independence.  Able to 

express self orally in English, but structural inaccuracies are still apparent.  

Literacy will require ongoing support, particularly for understanding text and 

writing.  May be able to follow abstract concepts and more complex written 

English.  Requires support to access the curriculum fully. 

04 (Competent- 

C) 

Oral English will be developing well, enabling successful engagement in 

activities across the curriculum.  Can read and understand a wide variety of 

texts.  Written English may lack complexity and contain occasional evidence 

of errors in structure.  Needs some support to access subtle nuances of 

meaning, to refine English usage, and to develop abstract vocabulary. 

05 (Fluent- F) Has become fluent in English as an Additional Language, and can operate 

across the curriculum to a level of competence equivalent to that of a pupil in 

category EN. 

06 (English as 

a first–

language) 

All pupils who have not required, do not require and will not require English as 

an Additional Language support. This includes pupils of varying ability in 

English, but their level of English is not related to it being in any way a 

foreign/additional language. 

Note. Not assessed (NA) and Limited communication (LC) were excluded.38 Source: ScotXed 

(2016). 

 
38 Students may have “complex learning difficulties affecting communication make assessment for 
level of English as an Additional Language inappropriate. This is likely to be used in a very small 
number of cases in the special sector … [or have not] been in school long enough for an 
assessment to be made. At the time of the census we would expect this to be restricted to pupils in 
P1 or those who have recently moved into the local authority’s schools.” (ScotXed, 2016, p.66). 
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Appendix B 

Table 4: Ethnicity Variable 

 

Category Code Groups included in category 

African or 

Caribbean 

1 Black–African, African–Other, African–Scottish/British, Black–

Caribbean, Caribbean or Black–Other, Caribbean or Black–

British/Scottish 

Asian 2 Asian–Indian/British/Scottish, Asian–

Pakistani/British/Scottish, Asian–Bangladeshi/British/Scottish, 

Asian–Other 

Chinese 3 Asian–Chinese/British/Scottish  

White-Other 4 White–Irish, White–Polish, White–Gypsy/Traveller 

Other-Ethnicity 5 Black–Other, Other–Arab, Not Known, Other–Other, Not 

Disclosed, Mixed or multiple ethnic groups, Mixed, 

Occupational Traveller, Gypsy Traveller, Traveller, Other 

Traveller 

White-UK 6 White–Scottish, White–Other British 

Note. Chinese ethnicity was included separately as the literature indicates strong academic 

performance. 
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Appendix C 

Supplemental material: Availability and validity of English language 

proficiency data 

Despite English being the language of instruction in UK schools, there is a 

lack of disaggregated EAL data in England. Although English language proficiency 

data was collected briefly by the Department for Education (DfE) during 2016/17 to 

2017/18 as a trial, it provided no opportunity to assess change or consistency of 

student outcomes over time (ONS, 2019). It demonstrates a failure to keep pace 

with the dynamic changes in classrooms and growth of the EAL population. 

Teachers were asked to assess students EAL level without firm guidelines or 

systems in place. Hutchinson (2018) thus raises questions over the reliability of 

that data to predict educational outcomes. Inaccuracy in recording levels would 

obscure the mechanism of language proficiency and its association with 

educational attainment.  

Concern over the validity of language proficiency measures have been 

expressed by Strand and Lindorff (2020). The authors found discrepancy in the 

association between higher levels of EAL proficiency with what would be expected 

in their study using data from Wales, indicating a lack of reliability of the language 

measure. The authors observed the stepped hierarchy of outcomes of primary 

school students were out of sync with the patterns in outcomes observed by 

language proficiency at KS4. For example, ‘competent’ were found to achieve 

higher than ‘fluent’ students in primary school but not at the end of compulsory 

schooling.  

As the accuracy of the language proficiency data recorded by schools was 

central to the analysis here, endogeneity of the independent and dependent 
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variables was considered. The longitudinal structure of the dataset was exploited 

with language proficiency sourced at the point of entry into secondary school (S1). 

It was hypothesised the hierarchical pattern seen in the association between 

language proficiency and outcomes at S4 would also be evident for S1 cohorts, 

differentiated by level of English language proficiency in S4 outcomes.39 

Outcomes were compared in all subjects combined, English as a subject and 

mathematics.40 In the results presented in Figure 5, the distinct stepped, 

hierarchical patterns remained. The similar patterns for students differentiated by 

level of English language proficiency at S1 and outcomes at S4 gave confidence 

in the construct validity of the language measure confirming the exploratory 

hypothesis.41 In Scotland, EAL proficiency data has been collected in schools 

census over time, and as a result potentially more reliable.  

Figure 5: Outcomes at S4 by level of English language proficiency at S1 

Note. S1 cohorts: All subjects combined N = 25,830; English as a subject N = 24,476; Mathematics 

N = 23,186.

 
39 For example, assessed language level at S1 could not be influenced by in-class assessment 
portfolios. 
40 All subjects combined N = 25,830; English as a subject N = 24,476; Mathematics N = 23,186. 
41 Although beyond the scope of this paper, the results warrant further exploratory analysis on 
whether there is in effect an entry threshold of proficiency that determines outcomes. 
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Paper 2: English Language Proficiency and Attainment in Secondary 

Schools: A Multilevel Regression Model 

 

Abstract 

This paper examines variation in educational attainment between secondary 

schools for students with English as an additional language (EAL). This under- 

researched topic is studied with a unique dataset acquired from the Scottish 

Government allowing a case study of the city of Glasgow. With English as first 

language students as a performance benchmark, educational attainment is 

measured in ‘all subjects’ combined, English as a subject and mathematics in 

public examinations for 15-16-year-old students (N = 39,919) nested in 26 state 

funded schools. Multilevel mixed effects models are fitted to study the impact of 

individual and school characteristics. Student-level predictors including level of 

English language proficiency and school-level contextual variables are employed. 

The results indicate that the largest proportion of variation is explained at the 

student-level. Although most schools facilitate similar outcomes for intermediate to 

advanced EAL proficiency students, the main differences between schools are in 

their effectiveness for English language beginners. Interaction effects between 

English language proficiency and school composition of English language learners 

are found. New to English student scores are negatively affected by increased 

school EAL composition in all subjects combined (-0.35, p < .001), and in English 

(-0.18, p = .096) but not in mathematics (-0.11, p = .233). The results provide new 

evidence on the way schools affect educational outcomes for EAL students. 
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1. Introduction 

School performance is a global education issue, central to accountability of 

education systems (Raudenbush and Willms, 1995; Townsend, 2007). In 

developing countries, research indicates variation in student outcomes between 

schools is greater than in developed nations (Scheerens, 2001). In the United 

Kingdom (UK), research shows schools do not account for the majority of variance 

in outcomes: the largest component is explained at the student-level (Wilkinson et 

al., 2018). Nevertheless, the literature suggests that after controlling for student 

characteristics, and school composition factors, differential outcomes between 

schools persist (Opdenakker & Van Damme, 2006). Therefore, educational 

effectiveness research (EER) is important for educational systems accountability. 

The effectiveness of schools carries implications for inequality and social 

inclusion. Studies of variation in educational outcomes across schools and at the 

student level have highlighted inequality in educational outcomes and influenced 

national education policy (see The Equalities Review, 2007; Sammons et al, 

2014).  

Though educational effectiveness research has developed as a distinct 

discipline and broadened its scope, its origins lie in the study of disadvantaged 

students (Reynolds et al, 2014).1 Although education is a right afforded to all 

students, and those without proficiency in the language of instruction are provided 

access through legislation, substantial differences in outcomes between schools 

would be more indicative of educational inequality than equality of opportunity. 

Study of inequitable educational outcomes has a long history in the UK, 

 
1 Reynolds et al opt for ‘educational effectiveness’ in preference to ‘school effectiveness’ to 
describe the research discipline (Reynolds et al, 2014, p.198). 
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accounting for ethnic background and poverty, but marked by less focus on the 

effectiveness of schools for such groups (Strand, 2016a). Therefore, identifying 

differences in student attainment between schools is essential to mitigate the risk 

of inequitable outcomes. As Reynolds et al. note, during times of fiscal restraint 

and increased challenges faced by schools from international migration, it may 

well be the disadvantaged who are overlooked (Reynolds et al, 2014).  

One potential source of educational inequality is not having full proficiency 

in the language of instruction, impeding full access to the curriculum.2  

International evidence drawn from analysis of the Programme for International 

Student Assessment study (PISA) found students without fluency in the language 

of instruction under-performed at school compared to native language speakers 

(Christensen and Stanat, 2007; OECD, 2015). In the UK, the number of students 

with English as an additional language (EAL) have increased steadily over time. 

As of 2018, EAL students comprised 17% of the state-funded secondary school 

population in England, compared to 12% in 2010 (ONS, 2019). Those figures 

represent the proportion of students recorded with EAL, not necessarily students 

requiring language support to access the curriculum. For instance, in England 

during 2018, EAL students comprised 20% of the primary and secondary school 

population, but only 3.3% of students required substantial language support (ONS, 

2019). This underscores EAL students are not a homogenous group, some are 

UK born, others newly arrived migrants with a range of proficiency in the English 

language from complete beginners to fluent. 

 
2 While there are educational attainment gaps for some in the early years, they narrow by age 16 in 
England (ONS, 2019; Strand et al, 2015). 
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In the secondary school setting, newly arrived students without full 

command of the English language have limited time to simultaneously learn 

English and learn in English to engage with the curriculum in preparation for public 

examinations at age 16.3 However, a comprehensive discussion on the role of 

school effects for EAL students is entirely missing from the literature. This paper 

bridges that gap, connecting the educational effectiveness research, and 

educational inequalities literatures with the existing literature on EAL education. 

The central aim of the present paper is to establish (a) how the educational 

outcomes of 15-16 year old students with English as an additional language varies 

across state funded secondary schools in the city of Glasgow;4 (b) what explains 

that variation; and (c) how much English language proficiency matters for 

differences between schools. As the literature indicates the association between 

linguistic proficiency and attainment varies between attainment measures (Dillon, 

2020; Strand & Hessel, 2018) and the measure of attainment affects the variance 

between schools (Wilkinson et al., 2018), the paper considers attainment 

measured in all subjects combined, in English as a subject, and in mathematics.5  

This is the first paper to conduct quantitative empirical analysis of 

educational attainment comparing the effectiveness of secondary schools for 

student outcomes differentiated by students’ level of English language proficiency 

in a UK educational context. It uses unpublished data acquired from the Scottish 

 
3 Progression EAL students make through S5 and S6 is beyond the scope of this paper. 
4 The UK does not have a unified education system. The system in England is characterised by a 
range of provision and school types (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018; Hilton, 2019; Leckie and 
Goldstein, 2019; Long and Bolton, 2018),. The Scottish system is characterised by uniformity of 
provision (Opdenakker & Van Damme, 2006; Sawkins, 2002; Willms and Cuttance, 1985). 
5 In a related study, Dillon (2020) established an underlying proficiency threshold associated with 
outcomes comparable to those of English as first language students in Glasgow secondary 
schools. It is important to establish if that threshold holds across schools. 
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Government analysed in a multilevel statistical model, allowing simultaneous 

analysis of student-level and school-level explanatory variables.6 It studies how 

student characteristics, level of English language proficiency, and school social 

composition explain between school variation in educational attainment.  

Next, section 2 reviews the literature focusing on what is known about: (a) 

how much variance in educational outcomes is accounted for by schools; (b) 

measuring school effectiveness; (c) sources of disadvantage in educational 

outcomes; (d) English language proficiency and educational outcomes; (e) the 

school and learning environment; and (f) the effects of school composition. 

Sections 3 and 4 then sets out the data, methods, and variables for the empirical 

analysis. Section 5 presents the empirical results and Section 6 discusses them, 

establishing (1) the extent to which variance in outcomes arise at the school level 

(2) how much student characteristics and school composition explain differences 

in outcomes between schools (3) the universal threshold of EAL proficiency 

allowing students to match English as a first language student outcomes across 

schools. The paper concludes by presenting in Section 7 the implications for policy 

which stem from the study’s findings. 

2. Review of literature 

How much variance in outcomes do schools explain? 

School effects are “the extent to which attending a particular school 

modifies a student’s outcome” (Raudenbush and Willms, 1995, p.308). The 

 
6 Multilevel statistical models provide the sophisticated techniques required to measure school 
effects (Goldstein, 1987; Gray et al, 1990; Leckie and Goldstein, 2019; Nuttall et al, 1989; 
Raudenbush and Willms, 1995; Reynolds et al., 2014). They facilitate simultaneous analysis of the 
relationship between outcomes and level-1, and level-2 explanatory variables, to establish whether 
the school context matters grounded on the estimated variance (Bell et al., 2019). 
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variance in student attainment between schools is consistent across the countries 

of the UK. In Northern Ireland secondary schools account for 10% of the variance 

in student attainment (Daly, 1991), in Scottish secondary schools also 10% 

(Willms, 1987), in England 9% (Wilkinson et al., 2018). After controlling for student 

characteristics within schools, differences in educational outcomes remain, 

indicating an underlying effect due to attending different schools. There are 

indications that the quality of the school attended may account for differentiated 

outcomes and gaps in attainment for disadvantaged groups, to the extent that the 

UK Government has labelled some schools as failing (Strand, 2016a). In contrast, 

Strand (2016a) suggests inequitable gaps are more likely due to systemic issues 

than individual poorly performing schools. Strand (2010; 2016a) found no 

evidence of schools deemed effective at helping students with a white UK 

background not being equally so for ethnic minority groups. However, this brings 

into question the measures used to deem schools successful.  

Measuring school effectiveness   

The variance explained by schools is ‘sensitive’ to different attainment 

measures (Wilkinson et al 2018, R4). In other words, school performance differs 

depending on the outcome variable. Thus, published school league tables require 

cautious interpretation, as different measures produce different results and 

rankings (see Leckie and Goldstein, 2017). Moreover, assessing a school’s 

effectiveness by way of comparing final examination scores risks disregarding 

contributions made by previous schools’ students may have attended (Leckie and 

Goldstein, 2019). The following sections discuss mechanisms that help explain 

disadvantage in education, focusing on individual characteristics of students and 

the learning environment. 
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Sources of disadvantage in educational outcomes 

School outcomes are determined by the characteristics of individual 

students. At the student level, the range of potential predictors are considerable. 

Associations between educational outcomes and gender, generally in favour of 

girls (Gayle et al., 2016; Sammons et al., 2014), socio-economic status derived 

from parental position (Christensen and Stanat, 2007; McKinney et al. 2012; 

Strand, 2016a; Strand et. al, 2015), deprivation and ethnicity (Burgess, 2014; 

Strand et al., 2015), and more broadly genetics, are established (Shakeshaft et 

al., 2013). Nonetheless, one aspect given somewhat less attention in the literature 

is a lack of proficiency in the language the curriculum is being delivered in which 

subsequent examinations are taken. 

English language proficiency and EAL educational outcomes  

A lack of English language proficiency is a challenging barrier to academic 

success for the UK’s EAL student population (Demie, 2013; Dillon, 2020).7 Still, 

overall EAL students collectively outperform English as first language students in 

Glasgow secondary schools at S4, measured by performance in all subjects 

combined and in mathematics (Dillon, 2020). However, when EAL students are 

separated by language proficiency, a gap is found with lower outcomes for 

students with low English language proficiency compared to non-EAL students in 

areas of London and Glasgow (Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018; Dillon, 2020). Those 

differences decrease as levels of proficiency increase (Demie, 2018; Dillon, 2020). 

That EAL student attainment increases as language proficiency increases 

 
7 Language has an association with outcomes for immigrant or ethnic minority students even when 
not separated by level of proficiency (Christensen and Stanat, 2007; Dustmann et al., 2010; 
Ohinata and van Ours, 2013). 
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confirms the strong association between English language proficiency and 

educational attainment (Demie and Strand, 2006; Dillon, 2020). There is therefore 

a point where EAL shifts from being a disadvantage to an advantage, with level of 

proficiency the underlying mechanism (Dillon, 2020). An understanding of that 

mechanism and how the association holds across schools differentiated by levels 

of English language proficiency is entirely missing from the literature.8 

The school and learning environment  

Longitudinal studies in the UK report student progress towards educational 

outcomes at age 16 are not only shaped by individual characteristics and 

socioeconomic factors, but also educational environments (Sammons et al, 2014). 

With effects on educational outcomes associated with neighbourhoods (Nicoletti 

and Rabe, 2013), a greater concentration of those factors such as low socio-

economic status, poverty, and deprivation within a geographical or catchment area 

may have a cumulative detrimental effect on the learning environment (Wodtke 

and Parbst, 2017). Thus, different classroom or school settings may promote or 

slow down the rate of learning (Willms, 2010). The influence of the school roll 

(aggregated student characteristics) on the educational achievement of students, 

are deemed school composition effects (Harker and Tymms, 2004; Lauder et al, 

2010; Timmermans and Thomas, 2015). 

The effects of school composition 

 School composition variables contribute to explaining differences in 

student outcomes across different educational contexts (Opdenakker & Van 

 
8 When levels of proficiency are considered, the literature is consistent that fluent EAL students 
outperform monolingual students (Demie and Lewis, 2018; Demie and Strand, 2006).  
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Damme, 2006; Rangvid, 2007; Timmermans and Thomas, 2015; Van Ewijk and 

Sleegers, 2010). Characteristics of students within individual schools may effect a 

change in the learning environment, which may help explain why outcomes for 

students of similar ability (or English language proficiency) vary between schools. 

Such peer effects might include, but not be limited to, composition by gender, 

ethnicity, percentage of students entitled to free school meals, special education 

needs (SEN), or EAL. Therefore school-level variables are often combined with 

student-level predictors in the same analyses in multilevel statistical models 

(Goldstein, 1987; Gray et al, 1990; Leckie and Goldstein, 2019; Nuttall et al, 1989; 

Raudenbush and Willms, 1995; Reynolds et al., 2014; Sammons et al., 2014; 

Strand et al., 2015). In England, Wilkinson and colleagues (2018), after taking 

account of school characteristics such as size, resources, student–teacher ratio, 

percentage of girls, ethnic groups, eligibility for free school meals, and students 

with special educational needs in each school, found approximately 9% variance 

explained by schools. English language proficiency or the size of schools EAL 

population was not controlled for. 

Non-native language students and immigration background  

There are established negative associations for low level English language 

proficiency students and students with an immigrant background with educational 

attainment (Christensen and Stanat, 2007; Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018; Demie and 

Strand, 2006; Dustmann et al., 2010; Lenkeit et al., 2015). Therefore, whether 

schools with larger populations of non-native language speaking students have an 

impact on other students has been considered (Frattini & Meschi, 2017; Hunt, 

2012; Ohinata & van Ours, 2013; Seah, 2016). In the UK, no empirical evidence 

has been presented of a detrimental impact on English as first language students 
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(Strand, 2016), although no comprehensive empirical study has been presented 

studying the secondary school context.9 Although not all students with an 

immigrant background are non-native language speakers, Jensen and 

Rasmussen (2011) found a negative effect on reading and mathematics scores in 

schools with higher concentration of immigrant students. In Denmark, Ohinata & 

van Ours (2013) found a negligible impact in the Netherlands, with mixed results 

too in international comparisons conducted by Seah (2016). However, one limiting 

factor in such studies of students with an immigrant background is a lack of 

analysis by levels of linguistic proficiency.  

The increase in EAL students is closely tied to immigration, associated with 

increased ethnic and linguistic diversity in the UK. Historical migration patterns, 

movement within the European Union, and particularly in the case of Glasgow, an 

increase in ethnic diversity and languages emanating from the Home Office 

Asylum Dispersal programme (CSMP, 2019; Geay et al., 2013; GCC, 2011; 

Jensen and Gidley, 2014; Migration Scotland, n.d.). Within the population 

analysed in this paper, a total of 34,833 students were recorded with English as 

their first their language, of which only 5% reported a non-white-UK ethnicity. 

Therefore, EAL students comprise a mix of UK born and recent arrivals, mostly 

distinguished by an immigrant background, whether first or second generation, 

using a language other than English at home.    

In summary, theoretically, where students with similar characteristics are 

educated in different schools, differences in average outcomes are evidence of 

school effects (Raudenbush and Willms, 1995). Although student characteristics 

 
9 See Geay et al., (2013) for a study that looked at the effects of non-native English language 
students on primary school performance.  
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are deemed more important for outcomes, the literature confirms schools do 

matter (Daly, 1991; Willms, 1987; Wilkinson et al., 2018). Scholars have explored 

whether between school differences have a greater impact on ethnic minority 

groups. Schools deemed effective for the majority white-UK students’ academic 

progress, are considered effective for ethnic minority groups (Strand, 2010). What 

remains unconfirmed is whether that effectiveness also applies to EAL students, 

or if inequality exists between schools.  

3. The Research Question 

Considering the gaps in knowledge highlighted in the literature review, the 

present paper sets out to explain between school variation in student outcomes 

guided by the following research questions:  

1. How much variation in student outcomes between schools is explained by 

English language proficiency after controlling for student characteristics?  

2. How much does school EAL composition explain variation in student 

outcomes between schools, controlling for other school contextual 

variables?  

3. To what extent is there a universal threshold of English language 

proficiency that allows students with English as an additional language 

match English as a first language student outcomes that holds across all 

schools? 

As the literature indicates 10% variation between schools in the general 

student population, the primary hypothesis predicts variation in student outcomes 

by level of English language proficiency between schools: in other words, some 
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schools may be more effective for students at different proficiency levels than 

others. Based on the findings of Dillon (2020) of a strong performance for students 

with the EAL level of ‘developing competence’, it is hypothesised that this 

intermediate level of proficiency allows students to match the outcomes of English 

as first language students in all schools. Finally, based on the lack of empirical 

evidence of a negative impact of increased non-native language speakers on 

English as first language student outcomes (Strand, 2016b), an exploratory 

hypothesis predicts that school percentage EAL composition (after controlling for 

School ASN and FSMs), will not explain differences between schools.  

4. Data and Methods 

4.1 Data 

Datasets were acquired in the first instance from the Scottish government 

then merged to form a unique database. The database comprised students’ level 

of English language proficiency and characteristics derived from annual school 

census returns, linked to public examination results at S4 for students (N = 

39,919) nested in 26 state funded secondary schools in the city of Glasgow 2007-

2016.10 The nine consecutive school years of data were aggregated and 

controlled for as fixed effects in all analyses.11 There was no missing data other 

than students without an English as a subject score at S4 (7%) or mathematics 

(10%). The distribution of students and variables are provided in Table 1.  

 
10 S4 in the Scottish education system is largely comparable to students’ academic attainment at 
the end of Year 11 in the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) examinations in 
England at age 16. 
11 The paper did not address change over time, the longitudinal aspect will be explored in a follow-
on paper. 
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Dependent Variables 

Examination scores as a continuous measure were constructed for points 

acquired at S4: (a) in all subjects combined (N = 39,919), (b) English as a subject 

(N = 37,148), (c) in mathematics (N = 35,892).12 Scores were transformed for 

each year to a normal score with a mean of zero and SD of 1 to control for 

differences in scale across years.  

Focal Explanatory variable: English language proficiency  

Levels of English language proficiency in the year of examination was 

sourced from school census records. Proficiency was recorded on a six-point 

scale, coded: (1) new to English, (2) early acquisition, (3) developing competence, 

(4) competent, (5) fluent and (6) students with English as a first language (as the 

reference category in statistical analyses).13 The distribution of EAL students was 

uneven across schools (3% to 47%).  

Control variables  

In the analyses, boys were coded 1, girls coded 0. The Additional Support 

Need (ASN) variable was reconstructed to indicate whether ASN was recorded at 

any point during secondary school with 1 indicating ASN and 0 indicating no 

ASN.14 Entitlement to free school meals (FSM) is an indicator of family poverty 

(Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018; Ilie et al., 2017; Strand, 2016a), therefore a variable 

was constructed to indicate whether a student had FSM entitlement at any point 

 
12 English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) was filtered out of the English as a subject 
measure. No data was available for students’ attainment prior to entering secondary school, which 
is also symptomatic of sections of the EAL population. 
13 Assessment of proficiency in Glasgow secondary schools is the responsibility of teachers or EAL 
support staff. 
14 ASN covers a wide range of support needs such as emotional, social, physical, learning 
disability or impairment. 
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during secondary school. The distribution of FSM entitlement was uneven 

between schools, ranging from 18% to 64%. Ethnicity was not coded consistently 

over time in the original datasets and low counts were evident for some minority 

groups. Thus, through necessity categories were merged which resulted in a 

reduced 6-category ethnicity variable (see Table 4 in Appendix A for sub-groups 

included in each category).15  

School composition variables  

Level-2 variables were constructed by aggregating student-level predictors 

for each school. Variables included the percentage of EAL students, students with 

ASN, and students entitled to FSM, scaled to have a mean of zero and standard 

deviation of 1. These variables allowed further exploration of the role of English 

language proficiency’s influence between schools. The paper’s final multilevel 

model set out School level EAL composition as theoretically a macro level factor 

anticipated to matter for outcomes. Although the focus was on the role played by 

that factor, other potentially confounding contextual factors such as the socio-

economic composition of the school by way of the FSM variable and School ASN 

composition (found to have an association with educational outcomes at the 

individual level), were controlled for. 

Schools  

The final sample consisted of 26 schools after 4 were excluded. Glasgow’s 

Gaelic school and all-girls schools were omitted as atypical, and two schools with 

a low number of EAL students recorded in the school census.16  

 
15 Glasgow is the most ethnically diverse city in Scotland. 
16 Secondary schools were not differentiated by type (denominational or non-denominational). See 
Shields and Gunson (2017), and McKinney et al. (2017) for discussion of arguably the most 
distinguishing feature of secondary schools in the city of Glasgow context. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics  

    N % Mean SD 

Students level of English language proficiency 

 New to English 203 0.5% - - 

 Early Acquisition 520 1.3% - - 

 Developing Competence 2,052 5.1% - - 

 Competent 1,796 4.5% - - 

 Fluent 515 1.3% - - 

 English as a first–language 34,833 87.3% - - 

Gender of student 

 Female 19,564 49.0% - - 

 Male 20,355 51.0% - - 

ASN at any point during secondary school 

 No Additional Support Needs 30,450 76.3% - - 

 Additional Support Needs 9,469 23.7% - - 

FSM at any point during secondary school 

 No FSM entitlement 23,993 60.1% - - 

 FSM entitlement 15,926 39.9% - - 

Ethnic group 

 White-UK 33,337 83.5% - - 

 African or Caribbean 786 2.0% - - 

 Asian 2,523 6.3% - - 

 
Chinesea   199 0.5% - - 

 White-Other 1,127 2.8% - - 

 Other Ethnicity 1,947 4.9% - - 

Educational attainment   

 All subjects combined 39,919 100.0% -0.016 0.990 

 English as a subject 37,148 93.1% -0.004 0.982 

  Mathematics 35,892 89.9% -0.003 0.967 

Note. Aggregated data derived from 2007-2016 Schools census and examinations. 

a. Although a low count, included as literature suggests strong academic performance. 

 

 

4.2 Methods  

Multilevel statistical modelling allowed partitioning of the variance measured 

between the student level (level-1) and school-level (level-2). It brought the added 

benefit of reducing the problem of underestimating standard errors common in 

single-level analyses of clustered sample data, to examine the explanatory power 
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of the variables controlled for at level-1 and level-2. It is noted that the number of 

level-2 observations are an important consideration in multilevel modelling (Bryan 

and Jenkins, 2016; Mills and Präg, 2016). Fewer level-2 observations can reduce 

the precision of estimated effects of level-2 contextual variables (Leyland and 

Groenewegen, 2020). A limited number of schools impinge on the degrees of 

freedom at level-2, potentially impacting on robust estimates of school effects (as 

in the effects of school-level variables or characteristics related to outcomes at the 

student level). This study incorporated 26 schools, one more than the 25 level-2 

observations suggested as best practice to correctly estimate a multilevel linear 

random effects model by Bryan and Jenkins (2016). Interpretation of the findings 

should consider the relatively small number of level-2 observations.  

Three successive models were built for the ‘all subjects’ combined outcome 

variable. The first model included student-level predictors, the second introduced 

school-level predictors, while the final model included cross level interactions. The 

final model was also fitted to English as a subject and mathematics outcomes to 

see if the model explained outcomes in those key subjects, in addition to null 

models for baseline comparison. The effects of adding predictors and overall fit of 

successive models were measured by comparing the deviance (-2 Log 

Likelihood). Although there is no consensus on how to measure effect sizes from 

multilevel models (Garson, 2013), the common approach is to assess the 

Intraclass Correlation (ICC)17 and share of variance (Tymms, 2004).   

 
17 The amount of variance accounted for by level-2 is indicated by the ICC, also referred to as the 
variance partition coefficient (VPC) Garson (2013). It reports the amount of variation unexplained 
between schools after accounting for differences between students. An ICC value below 0.05 is 
generally considered low, while above 0.20 deemed as indicating high clustering of units and 
therefore more homogenous (Heck et al., 2014). See Leckie et al., (2020) for discussion of 
variance partitioning in multilevel models. 
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Model Specification  

1. Mixed Effect Model with language proficiency as random effect (with 

student-level predictors)18 

2. Mixed Effect Model with language proficiency as random effect (with 

student-level and school-level predictors added) 

3. Mixed Effects Model Interactions Added19  

First, null models confirmed multilevel modelling was appropriate. These 

baseline models statistically determine the extent of variance between schools 

without explanatory variables (Garson, 2019; Heck et al., 2014; Leckie et al 

2020).20 Students were entered at level-1 nested within level-2 (schools), years as 

fixed effects using dummy variables, and student scores as the dependent 

variable.21 This tested if there was variation in the intercepts across units. The null 

model: 

Total Scoreij = β0+u0j +εij 

where Total Scoreij is the attainment of student i in school j, β0 is the overall mean 

score across schools, u0j is the effect of school j on attainment, and εij is a 

residual. The Final model (Mixed Effects Model Interactions Added) was 

estimated:22 

 
18 Allowing English language proficiency to vary across schools detects if any effect is different 
between schools. 
19 The literature has not fully explored peer effects in UK schools differentiated by level of English 
language proficiency. An interaction term was introduced to assess the interplay between students’ 
level of linguistic proficiency and proportion of EAL students in schools, important for policy makers 
and educationalists to understand any disproportionate effect on lower proficiency students of 
increased non-native English language speakers in schools.  
20 This explores the extent of clustering at level-2 (Garson, 2019; Leckie, et al., 2019). 
21 Although technically not a null model due to ‘years’ as fixed effects, it serves as a null for 
baseline comparison.  
22 Language (Lang), gender (Gen), school ASN (Sch ASN), school FSM (Sch FSM), school EAL 
composition (Sch EAL), years (Yrs). Model 2 omits the Langij∗Sch ASNj interaction. 
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Total Scoreij  = β0 +β1j∗Langij +β2∗Genij +β3∗ASNij +β4∗FSMij +β5∗Ethij +β6∗Sch ASNj 

+β7∗ Sch FSMj +β8∗ Sch EALj +β9∗Langij∗Sch ASNj +β10∗Yrsij +u0j +εij  

where Total Scoreij is total points in all subjects combined or in English or 

mathematics outcomes for student i within school j; β0 is the intercept (the 

expected mean score when all predictors = 0);23 u0j is level-2 with estimated 

variance τ2 (the variance between different schools); εij is random error with 

estimated variance σ2 (within school variance); all other β are slope coefficients. 

In each model, the Estimates of Covariance Parameters provided the basis 

to calculate the ICC to determine if there were significant clustering of 

observations within schools. Where 𝜌 is the ICC (proportion of the total variation in 

the outcome variables explained by the grouping structure), 𝜎2(𝑒) is the pooled 

variance within subjects, and 𝜎2(𝑢) is the variance of the characteristic between 

subjects (Tymms, 2004):24  

𝜌 =
𝜎2(𝑢)

𝜎2(𝑢) + 𝜎2(𝑒) 
 

 

5. Results 

5.1. How much variance in student outcomes is explained by schools?  

The paper first sought to ascertain how much variance in student outcomes 

was explained by differences between schools. This was established from the 

intraclass correlation (ICC) from null (no predictors) models. As presented in Table 

2, for all subjects combined outcomes (39,919 students nested in 26 schools), the 

 
23 The intercept is how different or similar schools are to the mean, slopes indicate the strength or 
weakness of the relationship within schools between language and outcomes. 
24 Variance can be partitioned by dividing each part by the sum of the estimated variance (see 
Garson, 2013). 
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ICC (0.09) suggested the level-2 grouping (schools) had a meaningful effect on 

estimates and variance in student outcomes between schools of 9%. The results 

suggested significant variance still to be explained within groups (Wald Z = 

141.23, p < .001), indication of the existence of differences in outcomes between 

schools, and indication of variation in intercepts across schools (Wald Z = 3.57, p 

< .001).25 Scores in English as a subject (N = 37,148) also indicated a between 

school variance of 9%. For mathematics outcomes (N = 35,892), a lower level of 

variance of 3% in scores between schools (ICC = 0.03).  

Table 2: Null Models Estimates of Covariance Parameters for Outcomes at S4  

 Parameter Est. SE Wald Z Deviance ICC 

All subjects combined      
S4 Residual 0.92 0.01 141.23*** 109886  

 Intercept [Schools] Variance 0.09 0.02 3.57***  0.09 

English as a subject      
S4 Residual 0.89 0.01 136.24*** 101216  

 Intercept [Schools] Variance 0.09 0.02 3.57***  0.09 

Mathematics      
S4 Residual 0.91 0.01 133.91*** 98381  

 Intercept [Schools] Variance 0.03 0.01 3.52***  0.03 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. Note. Deviance (-2 Log Likelihood). Note. Schools = 26. 

 

What are the effects of English language proficiency and other student-level 

predictors on outcomes across schools? (Model 1: All Subjects)  

In Model 1 (Table 3), language proficiency was entered as a fixed and 

random effect, with student characteristics fitted to all subjects combined 

 
25 If Subject-Schools intercept variance Wald Z is significant, it indicates further school-level 
variables could be added to explain variance across schools. If the Language parameter estimate 
(slope variance) is significant in Wald Z, it suggests slopes vary across schools (see Heck et al, 
2014). 
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outcomes. The results indicated a decreased ICC (0.08) from the null model 

(0.09). The reduced deviance statistic from 109,886 to 108,469 suggested the 

model provided a better fit. The results in Table 3, also show an association 

between English language proficiency and scores at S4 in all subjects combined, 

with statistically significant differences between levels of proficiency compared to 

the benchmark English as first language. After accounting for student 

characteristics, 8% variation in student outcomes between schools was left to be 

explained in all subjects combined, suggesting additional explanatory variables 

may help explain the variability in intercepts.  
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Table 3: Multilevel Models for outcomes at S4 in 26 Schools (SE in brackets)  

 

 All subjects English Maths 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 3 Model 3 

Intercept -0.39***(0.07) -0.41***(0.06) -0.40***(0.06) -0.18** (0.06) -0.22***(0.05) 

Level 1: Language proficiencya 

New to English  -0.71***(0.09) -0.71***(0.09) -0.65***(0.09) -0.20†  (0.11) -0.05   (0.10) 

Early Acquisition -0.05   (0.08) -0.05   (0.08)  0.01  (0.07) -0.22** (0.08) -0.01   (0.08) 

Developing 
Competence 

 0.19**  (0.07)  0.20**  (0.07)  0.19** (0.06)  0.01   (0.06)  0.10   (0.06) 

Competent  0.27***(0.07)  0.28***(0.07)  0.26***(0.06)  0.13†  (0.07)  0.22**  (0.06) 

Fluent   0.33***(0.08)  0.34***(0.08)  0.31***(0.07)  0.19*   (0.08)  0.38*** (0.07) 

Level 1: Control variablesb 

Girls  0.10***(0.01)  0.10***(0.01)  0.10***(0.01)  0.07***(0.01) -0.01   (0.01) 

No ASN  0.19***(0.01)  0.19***(0.01)  0.19***(0.01)  0.12***(0.01)  0.13*** (0.01) 

No FSM  0.22***(0.01)  0.22***(0.01)  0.22***(0.01)  0.12***(0.01)  0.16*** (0.01) 

African or Caribbean  0.17***(0.04)  0.17***(0.04)  0.17***(0.04)  0.05   (0.04)  0.05   (0.04) 

Asian  0.06†  (0.03)  0.06†  (0.03)  0.06†  (0.03) -0.02   (0.04) -0.05   (0.04) 

Chinese  0.22** (0.07)  0.22** (0.07)  0.22** (0.07)  0.01   (0.08)  0.19**  (0.08) 

White-Other -0.08*  (0.03) -0.08*  (0.03) -0.08*  (0.03)  0.00   (0.04) -0.05   (0.04) 

Other-Ethnicity -0.04  (0.03) -0.04  (0.03) -0.04  (0.03) -0.03   (0.03) -0.02   (0.03) 

Level 2: School-level variables 

School ASN   0.17** (0.05)  0.18** (0.05)  0.04   (0.05) -0.02   (0.04) 

School FSM  -0.03  (0.05) -0.04  (0.05) -0.01   (0.05) -0.02   (0.03) 

School EAL  -0.15** (0.05) -0.11† (0.06) -0.11†  (0.06)  0.04   (0.04) 

Cross-level interactionsc 

New to English*School EAL   -0.35***(0.08) -0.18†   (0.11) -0.11   (0.09) 

Early Acquisition*School EAL   -0.20** (0.06)  0.00   (0.07) -0.09   (0.06) 

Developing Competence*School EAL  -0.03   (0.05)  0.01   (0.06) -0.06   (0.05) 

Competent*School EAL    0.02   (0.05)  0.02   (0.06)  0.01   (0.05) 

Fluent*School EAL     0.02   (0.06) -0.04   (0.06) -0.03   (0.06) 

ICC   0.08  0.05  0.05  0.05  0.02 

% of variance 

Level 1 (Students)  88%  91%  93%  92%  95% 

Level 2 (Schools)  8%  5%  5%  5%  2% 

Language proficiency  4%  4%  2%  3%  3% 

Goodness of fit  108469  108457  108430  100796  97830 

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. a. English as first language (Reference); b. White-UK (Reference);  
c. English as first language*School EAL (Reference); Years fixed; Goodness of fit = -2 Log Likelihood; ICC = 
Intraclass correlation. 
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What are the effects of school composition on student outcomes across schools? 

(Model 2: all subjects)  

In Model 2, language proficiency remained fixed and random with level-2 

variables introduced to explain the variability in intercepts across schools. 

Variables aggregated to the school-level included additional support needs, free 

school meal entitlement and percentage of EAL students.26 Leyland and 

Groenewegen (2020) caution that level-2 variables may impinge on estimation of 

effects due to multicollinearity. A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient 

assessed the relationship between composition variables. Overall, no strong 

correlations were found (Scatterplots summarise those results in Figure 1).27 

Tolerance values of between .72 and .82, variance inflation factor (VIF) values of 

1.22 to 1.38, and Condition Index of 1.00 to 1.80 confirmed there were no issues 

of multicollinearity in the data. The results, presented in Table 3, confirmed in all 

subjects combined Model 2, the ICC decreased to 0.05 from 0.08 in the previous 

model, reducing the remaining unexplained between school variation in student 

outcomes to 5%.  

 

 
26 A variable based on percentage of non-white UK students was trialled but correlated with School 
EAL (R2 = 0.974). 
27 School EAL and School ASN were found to be moderately positively correlated, r(39,917) = .36, 
p < .001; School EAL and School FSM weakly negatively correlated, r(39,917) = -.16, p < .001; 
School FSM and School ASN moderately positively correlated, r(39,917) = .31, p < .001. 
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Figure 1: Composition variables: Correlations 

 

 

 
 

What are the effects of interaction between language proficiency and school EAL 

composition on student outcomes across schools? (Model 3: All Subjects, English, 

and mathematics)  

Model 3 considered if level-2 school composition interacted with the size of 

the within-school slopes. All level-1 and level-2 predictors were entered with 

language proficiency as fixed and random. Interaction effects between English 

language proficiency and school EAL composition were added.28 Table 3 shows 

the series of models provided an improved fit based on the deviance statistic and 

 
28 Although other interactions were trialled, only language*School EAL interaction fitted the final 
model well. 

A B 

C 
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lower ICC, in turn explaining more of the variation in scores between schools. The 

all subjects combined null model signposted 9% variation between schools, 

reduced to 5% in the final model. The majority of variance in student outcomes 

was explained by differences between students, the remainder partitioned 

between schools (5%) and the random effect of language (2%). Variation in 

English as a subject score between schools was seen in the decrease in ICC from 

0.09 in the null to 0.05 in the final model. The null model for mathematics indicated 

a low level of variance between schools at S4, reflected in Model 3 with only 2% 

variance between schools. The analysis presented in Figure 2B and 2C, confirmed 

the association between English language proficiency was different between the 

two core subjects of English and mathematics across schools. 

Cross-level interactions  

In mathematics, no cross-level interaction effect between English language 

proficiency and school EAL composition emerged. There was an interaction effect 

in all subjects combined for New to English*School EAL (-0.35, p < .001), and 

Early Acquisition*School EAL (-0.20, p = .001); in English as a subject, New to 

English*School EAL (-0.18, p = .096). Figure 2 illustrates how the negative 

interaction effect was not experienced by all EAL students. The statistically 

significant result, different slopes, and interaction shows students who were 

English language beginners at S4 (new to English and early acquisition) did less 

well in S4 examinations in schools with higher EAL composition.  

Level-1: Student-level effects  

Although the focus of this paper was on between school differences, the 

final models indicated which explanatory variables influenced scores when fitted 
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jointly. Each Model 3 (presented in Table 3) shows as level of English language 

proficiency increased, EAL student scores increased. There was a small 

statistically significant positive effect for girls (0.10, p < .001) in all subjects 

combined and in English as a subject (0.07, p < .001), while the difference by 

gender was statistically non-significant in mathematics (p = .432). Having ASN 

had a negative effect on students predicted scores in all three outcome measures, 

as did entitlement to free school meals. Compared to white UK ethnicity as the 

reference group, white-other and other-ethnicity students had slightly lower 

scores. Chinese students had the highest scores in all subjects combined, a 

positive effect for African or Caribbean, and a small but positive effect for Asian 

students. There were no effects on English as a subject or mathematics outcomes 

by ethnicity, apart from a statistically significant positive effect for Chinese 

students in mathematics.  

Level-2: School-level effects 

The results from Model 3 in Table 3, also confirmed School EAL had a 

statistically significant negative association with scores (-0.11, p = .062) in all 

subjects combined, and in English as a subject (-0.11, p = .063). Of the additional 

controls, School FSM composition, was statistically nonsignificant in all three 

outcome measures, School ASN had a statistically significant positive association 

with student scores after controlling for student-level ASN (0.18, p = .002) in all 

subjects combined.29  

 
29 Timmermans and Thomas note “… direction of statistically significant school compositional 
effects on student achievement is not always consistent. Many studies have reported positive or 
otherwise positive but nonsignificant effects” (Timmermans and Thomas, 2015, p.495). 
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Figure 2: Predicted scores by language proficiency at S4 by School EAL 

composition 

 

 

 

How much does English language proficiency explain variation in outcomes 

across schools?  

Next, the non-linearity of slopes was explored to understand how well 

students with the same level of English language proficiency were supported 

across schools. The predicted values from the final statistical models (Model 3) 

were plotted against EAL levels 1-5 (new to English to fluent). Differences in 

slopes indicated the different association between language and outcomes in 

each school. Intercepts indicated the level of student outcomes adjusted for level 

of English language proficiency. The results in Figure 3, signposted significant 

variation in the intercepts between schools and variation in the slopes between 
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schools. This confirmed the association between language and outcomes was 

stronger in some schools and weaker in others.  

Although the linear fit suggested a positive association between EAL level 

and predicted scores in all subjects combined across all schools (Figure 3A), the 

non-linear quadratic slope illustrated differences between schools in how EAL 

level 1 and 2 students fared (new to English and early acquisition), with more 

narrow outcomes at EAL levels 3-5 (developing competence to fluent). There was 

less difference between schools in English as a subject (Figure 3B) compared to 

all subjects, and mathematics (Figure 3C). Analysis of the nonlinearity of slopes 

indicated most schools facilitated similar outcomes for intermediate to advanced 

EAL proficiency students. However, there were considerably lower predicted 

scores for beginner level students in a small number of schools.30 The results 

suggested differences existed between schools on how well they provided for 

beginners.  

 
30 The results of the English language proficiency and school EAL interaction in all subjects 
combined, confirmed a negative effect experienced by ‘new to English’ and ‘early acquisition’ 
students in S4 examinations. 
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Figure 3: Comparison of Predicted Scores by Schools and EAL level 1-5  

Note. EAL 1 = new to English, 2 = early acquisition, 3 = developing competence, 4= competent, 5 = fluent. 

Dashed line represents linear fit, solid line represents quadratic fit with logarithmic scale. 
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To what extent was a universal threshold of English language proficiency evident 

across schools that allowed EAL students to match English as first language 

student outcomes? 

A secondary hypothesis predicted intermediate EAL level (developing 

competence) was a common threshold of proficiency allowing students to match 

the outcomes of native English language students consistently across schools. 

Using the predicted values from the fitted models, outcomes by levels of English 

language proficiency were compared between schools.31 For clearer comparison 

between the hypothesised level of proficiency and English as first language 

students, new to English and early acquisition were combined to represent 

beginners, developing competence as intermediate, and competent and fluent 

levels represented an advanced category.32 The results in Figure 4A confirmed 

the developing competence threshold hypothesis across schools in all subjects 

combined. Although the hypothesis did not hold in English as a subject (Figure 

4B) or in mathematics (Figure 4C), the intermediate level of developing 

competence allowed students to match English as first language student 

outcomes in most schools. Overall, the results generally indicated intermediate 

EAL predicted scores to be close to English as first language outcomes, 

notwithstanding some differences in performance between schools for 

intermediate versus English as first language students.33  

 
31 Predicted values from fitted models can be saved in SPSS:  
https://www.ibm.com/support/knowledgecenter/en/SSLVMB_25.0.0/statistics_mainhelp_ddita/spss/
advanced/idh_mixl_save.html 
32 Patterns and relationship with outcomes at S4 are consistent with those found by Dillon (2020). 
33 The low score for School 17 for beginners in ‘all subjects’ is explained by an association with 
increased EAL composition, uncovered by the interaction effect.  
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The results in Figure 4 visually reflect the baseline ICC results which 

indicated less variation between schools in mathematics (0.03) compared to 

English as a subject (0.09). There was indication that some schools were more 

effective for EAL students as they progressed towards proficiency in the English 

language. For instance, a top performing early acquisition or entirely new to 

English female Chinese student, had a comparable outcome with a similar student 

in most schools. However, if located in School 3, 11 or 17, their expected score in 

all subjects combined would have been approximately 1 standardised point lower 

due to increased school EAL composition.34  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34 Such differences would be obscured without language proficiency data.  



ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY AND SECONDARY SCHOOL ATTAINMENT 
 
 

125 
 

Figure 4: Predicted scores from Model 3 by schools and level of English language 

proficiency  

 

Note. Beginners = new to English & early acquisition. Intermediate = developing competence. 

Advanced = competent and fluent. 
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6. Discussion 

6.1 Explaining variance in outcomes  

The central goals of the present study were to determine how the 

educational outcomes of 15-16 year old students with English as an additional 

language varied across state funded secondary schools in the city of Glasgow and 

explain that variation. The weight of variance in outcomes explained at the student 

level is in keeping with the UK literature (Daly, 1991; Wilkinson et al., 2018; 

Willms, 1987). The pattern of English language proficiency increasing, associated 

with increased scores, aligns with existing scholarship (Demie, 2013; Demie, 

2018; Demie and Strand, 2006; Strand and Hessell, 2018). The statistically 

significant positive effect for girls in all subjects combined is consistent with 

previous studies (Gayle et al., 2016; Sammons et al., 2014). Additional support 

needs predicting lower scores in all three attainment measures, likewise 

consistent with the current literature, as is the case for eligibility for FSMs 

(Sammons et al, 2014) echoes in the results here. Variation in outcomes for ethnic 

groups chimes with Sammons et al (2014),35 and positive effects for Chinese 

students in agreement with Leckie and Goldstein (2019).   

Differences between schools (School-level effects): School composition and effect 

of EAL peers 

The findings partially supported the exploratory hypothesis that EAL 

composition would not explain differences in performance between schools. The 

lack of evidence of any negative effect on English as first language students is 

consistent with studies on the impact of non-native language speakers in schools 

 
35 There may be further differences between African or Caribbean students, between Indian, 
Bangladeshi or Pakistani heritage students encompassed within the Asian category. 
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(Frattini & Meschi, 2017; Hunt, 2012; Ohinata & van Ours, 2013).36 Overall, the 

results concur with Wilkinson et al (2018) that school composition only partially 

explains school-level variance.37  However, multilevel modelling revealed the 

interaction between English language proficiency and School EAL. English 

language beginners’ scores were negatively affected by increased school EAL 

composition (though not in mathematics). Therefore, the important new insight 

gained from the analysis in this paper is the confirmation of variation in outcomes 

between schools among lower level English language proficiency students. 

Beginners (new to English and early acquisition students) may be more sensitive 

to school composition as indicated by the statistically significant interaction effect 

between language and school EAL. In this respect, the findings in the Scottish 

context are analogous to Ohinata and van Ours (2013) study of immigrant children 

in Dutch classrooms. That study found a greater proportion of students with an 

immigrant background did not affect native Dutch students’ scores, but there was 

a negative ‘spill-over’ effect for immigrant children in the Dutch language, and like 

the Scottish case, the effect was not seen in mathematics.  

Language explains inequitable gaps: Some schools provide better outcomes for 

EAL students than others  

Overall, schools that are effective for English as first language students are 

effective for EAL students, just as in those where English as first language 

students do less well, EAL students likewise perform less well. Although there is 

no comparable UK literature on school effects for EAL students in the secondary 

 
36 Although Seah (2016) has determined some differences between different international contexts.   
37 That school-level FSM entitlement was statistically non-significant, contrasts with Sammons et al 
(2014). This may be due to the city of Glasgow context: “… the demographic in Glasgow results in 
a significant number of schools having most or almost all of their children and young people 
coming from the 20% most deprived communities in Scotland” (Education Scotland, 2019, p.2). 
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school context, the present results echo work conducted on between school 

differences for ethnic groups and white British students. Strand (2010; 2016a) 

found no evidence of schools deemed effective at helping students with a white 

UK background not being equally so for ethnic minority groups.  

Although most schools facilitated similar outcomes for intermediate to 

advanced EAL proficiency students, lower predicted scores for beginners in some 

schools confirmed the primary hypothesis of variation in outcomes by level of 

English language proficiency between schools. This suggests there are 

inequitable outcomes across schools by level of language proficiency. In the case 

of determining a consistent threshold of proficiency, the findings partially 

supported the secondary hypothesis that intermediate level ‘developing 

competence’ allowed students to match the outcomes of English as first language 

students across schools. Although generally intermediate EAL aggregate 

predicted scores were close to English as first language students, there was 

indication of differences in performance between schools for ‘developing 

competence’ and native English language students. The strong performance for 

intermediate EAL echoes the findings of Dillon (2020). Moreover, less differences 

between schools for students average scores differentiated by level of English 

language proficiency in mathematics compared to English as a subject, indicates 

the phenomenon of discriminant validity found in English and mathematics scores 

in the literature (Dillon, 2020; Strand and Hessel, 2018) is common across 

schools.  

6.2. Limitations of the investigation 

Although these findings bring new insight to the topic, particularly empirical 

analysis of school effects for EAL students for the first time in the secondary 
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school context, there are limitations. There was a small sample of level-2 

observations, albeit within the parameters advocated by Bryan and Jenkins 

(2016). Level of proficiency and literacy in first languages and data on prior 

attainment were not available. The home learning environment, parental 

education, neighbourhood characteristics, and school attendance records are also 

unknown entities. The paper does not account for student-teacher ratios, the 

central role of leadership, the diversity or linguistic skills of teachers, or fiscal 

constraints which may account for between school differences. It was also not 

possible to include between school movement, cited by Leckie and Goldstein as a 

result “… naïvely holding the final school attended accountable for the entirety of 

these pupils’ education.” (Leckie and Goldstein, 2019, p.533).38 The choice of 

outcome measure could also have some bearing on the results. All subjects 

combined was a crude measure with potential for community language subjects 

boosting scores or selection of subjects with less demanding English language 

requirements (See Demie and Strand, 2006). However, the measures for English 

and mathematics attenuated this to some extent with ESOL filtered out of the 

English as a subject measure.39  

6.3 Further research 

Examinations are only one measure of school effectiveness, ultimately 

student destinations beyond compulsory schooling are a key indicator of an 

educational system’s success and entirely missing from the EAL literature. Further 

 
38 The analysis also did not establish if School EAL composition effects are driven by an increase 
in for example new to English students. Further analysis could explore whether the effect is 
associated with a specific level of language proficiency in schools with higher EAL composition or 
EAL in general, and if further interactions exist by ethnicity. 
39 English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) is accommodated in the secondary school 
curriculum in Scotland, but not in England (SQA, n.d.).  
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study exploiting the longitudinal aspects of this unique database could explore how 

well the educational system has helped EAL students reach their potential 

comparing outcomes by years. Quantitative analysis highlights some schools stand 

out: qualitative analysis could explore school characteristics that may help to explain 

the remaining between-school variance. However, the current EAL policy approach 

is the inclusive policy of mainstreaming. It is therefore imperative to understand 

whether the findings in this paper have been consistent over time or a comparatively 

recent consequence of policy choices: this will be addressed in a companion paper.   

7. Conclusions and implications  

The purpose of this paper was to answer three central questions: (1) How 

much variation in student outcomes between schools is explained by English 

language proficiency? (2) How much does school EAL composition explain 

variation in student outcomes between schools? (3) To what extent is there a 

universal threshold of English language proficiency that allows EAL students to 

match English as a first language student outcomes? Student and school level 

explanatory variables were controlled for in multilevel statistical models. In terms 

of the first question, although most variation in outcomes were explained by 

differences between students, after allowing English language proficiency to vary 

randomly across schools, approximately 3% of variation in student scores 

between schools can be apportioned to English language proficiency. However, 

though a modest amount of variance, differences are more pronounced for 

beginners, explained by the result of question two: an effect of school EAL 

composition on ‘beginners’ indicated a negative direction in schools with higher 

percentage of EAL students in all subjects combined, and in English as a subject. 
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Concerning the third question, although not universal, the intermediate level 

‘developing competence’ allows students to match the outcomes of English as first 

language students across most schools. Higher levels of English language 

proficiency allow EAL students to mitigate the negative effects of school 

composition experienced by students with lower levels of proficiency. Such school 

effects are in line with Raudenbush and Willms (1995) definition of attending 

certain schools modify student outcomes.  

In summary, the present findings improve understanding of the way lower 

levels of English language proficiency shape EAL students’ educational outcomes 

and the consequences of not being fully conversant in the language of instruction 

and assessment in Glasgow secondary schools. The findings indicate differences 

in school effectiveness for beginners and greater risk of educational inequality. 

Although the city of Glasgow sits within “a distinct institutional, political and social 

context” distinct from elsewhere in the UK (Sawkins, 2002, p.2031-2032), the 

fundamental underlying issue shared by EAL students across the UK is accessing 

the curriculum in the English language. Therefore, the present findings are 

relevant for EAL education across the UK. 

From a policy perspective, the fact that the interaction between level of 

English language proficiency and school EAL composition was statistically 

significant is particularly relevant. This may have implications for placing beginners 

into mainstream classes upon arrival, albeit the results imply performance in 

subjects which are less demanding in terms of English language proficiency is not 

impacted on by such peer effects. The results also reinforce the need for caution 

when choosing a measure to compare school effectiveness. Although schools 

could be ordered from highest to lowest by for example mathematics scores, as 
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shown by the result of the null model presented here that would be statistically 

unsound. This carries significant implications for the publication of league tables 

comparing school performance which can be potentially misleading (See Perry, 

2018).40    
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Appendix A 

 

Table 4: Ethnicity Variable 

Category Code Groups included in category 

African or 

Caribbean 

1 Black–African, African–Other, African–Scottish/British, 

Black–Caribbean, Caribbean or Black–Other, Caribbean or 

Black–British/Scottish 

Asian 2 Asian–Indian/British/Scottish, Asian–

Pakistani/British/Scottish, Asian–

Bangladeshi/British/Scottish, Asian–Other 

Chinese 3 Asian–Chinese/British/Scottish  

White-Other 4 White–Irish, White–Polish, White–Gypsy/Traveller 

Other-Ethnicity 5 Black–Other, Other–Arab, Not Known, Other–Other, Not 

Disclosed, Mixed or multiple ethnic groups, Mixed, 

Occupational Traveller, Gypsy Traveller, Traveller, Other 

Traveller 

White-UK 6 White–Scottish, White–Other British 

Note. Chinese ethnicity was included separately as the literature indicates strong academic 

performance. 

 

 

 



 

Paper 3: The Effect of Mainstreaming Policy on English as an Additional 

Language Student Outcomes and Key Thresholds of Proficiency: A 

Multilevel Difference-in-Differences Regression Model 

Abstract 

‘Mainstreaming’ is an important theme in UK social policy across various domains. 

In education, it refers to inclusion of students with educational support needs into 

mainstream classrooms, rather than being educated separately. This paper is the 

first to empirically assess (a) the impact of mainstreaming on the educational 

outcomes of students with English as an additional language (EAL) versus the 

efficacy of a separate language instruction unit, (b) the level of English language 

proficiency required entering secondary school to match native English language 

speakers’ outcomes by the end of compulsory schooling. Data comprised yearly 

school census returns for state funded secondary schools in the city of Glasgow, 

linked to annual public examinations for 15-16 year olds (2007-2016). Descriptive 

analysis is followed by estimation of difference-in-differences models comparing 

2009-2011 and 2014-2016 outcomes within a multilevel framework (N = 262,220 

students nested in 29 schools). English as first language students were the 

performance benchmark, while EAL students were differentiated by level of 

English language proficiency. Performance in all subjects combined, English as a 

subject and mathematics were considered. After taking account of school and 

student characteristics, attainment for students with ‘new to English’ level of 

proficiency decreased over time in English as a subject with a statistically 

significant negative effect on scores (-0.54, p = 0.009) compared to native English 

language students. The findings suggest (1) mainstreaming may have had a 

negative impact on new to English students in English as a subject, (2) students 
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new to the English language in their first year of secondary school are unlikely to 

match native English language student outcomes by the end of compulsory 

schooling. The results have important policy implications for instructing new to 

English students in mainstream settings and policies which limit language support 

by time rather than by need.  

 

Keywords English as an additional language (EAL); EAL policy; educational 

attainment; English language proficiency; mainstreaming; migrant integration; 

educational inequality; difference-in-differences; multilevel regression 
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1. Introduction  

Immigration has increased the diversity and number of students who do not 

have English as their first language in the United Kingdom (UK) (Flynn & Curdt-

Christiansen, 2018).1 As of 2018, 17% of students in state-funded secondary 

schools in England were recorded as having English as an additional language 

(EAL), totalling 1.3 million students (Demie, 2018; ONS, 2019). Similar trends are 

found in other parts of the UK such as Scotland, with an increase in students 

requiring language support (OECD, 2015). This has brought challenges for 

teachers, schools, and the UK’s education systems (Anderson et al., 2016). As the 

English language is the medium of instruction, students need to be proficient to 

fully access the curriculum and take summative assessments in national 

examinations at the end of compulsory schooling (Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018). 

Across the UK, national examinations are assessed irrespective of 

students’ level of English language proficiency (Anderson et al., 2016; Leung, 

2016; Safford and Drury, 2013; SQA, 2020).2 This is incongruent with the notion of 

equal access to education if the curriculum is partially inaccessible due to lack of 

linguistic competence.3 If the right to education also means equal provision for all 

students to achieve their best possible outcomes, then it ought to be the case that 

students not fully proficient in the language of instruction are supported to the 

point where they can match the educational outcomes of native language 

speakers. This leads to the policy questions of whether (a) language support 

 
1 Accompanied by social discord and politicisation of integration (Christopher, 2015; Jensen and 
Gidley, 2014). 
2 While there may be in-school differences in formative assessments (Leung, 2018), bilingual 
dictionaries are not permitted in summative external examinations for “English, ESOL or the 
candidate’s first language.” (SQA, 2020, p.1).  
3 Acquisition rate may vary due to student background factors (See Strand & Lindorff, 2020). 
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should be removed after a specified period or once a threshold of proficiency has 

been reached, (b) whether separate instruction for beginners leads to better 

educational outcomes than direct enrolment in mainstream classrooms.  

The policy response of mainstreaming, UK policy since the 1980s, is the 

universal inclusion of groups rather than targeted intervention.4 The 

mainstreaming approach has been employed in policy areas in relation to gender 

and disability, now an “… increasingly used policy technique in the UK.”, playing a 

key role in education (GCC, 2015; Maan et al., 2015, p.15).5 The distinct shift in 

education policy from the mid-1980s onwards away from educating students 

deemed different in one way or another separately resulted in the demise of 

separate language instruction units. The last remaining separate language 

educational establishment in Scotland closed in 2012:6  

When I first came here the Bilingual Unit was in operation, I didn’t 

deal with those pupils new to English at all, because I just did the 

initial assessment and they went away for half a year or a year to the 

bilingual unit and they came back with early acquisition level. (EAL 

Teacher, personal interview, 31 May 2016)  

The above excerpt from an interview with an EAL secondary school teacher 

in the city of Glasgow illustrates how the city’s central language support unit was 

originally set up to quickly facilitate enough acquisition of English to enable 

students to begin to access the curriculum, then enter mainstream lessons at their 

 
4 In Special Education Needs (SEN) a decade earlier (Farell et al., 2007; Humphrey and Lewis, 
2008; Pirrie et al., 2005; Woodcock and Hitches, 2017). The Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc 
Act 2000, and Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 (SENDA) cemented 
mainstreaming as the principal policy approach in Scottish schools (Pirrie et al., 2005). 
5 Comparatively new policy approach in the context of migrant integration (Scholten et al., 2016). 
6 No clear timeline is outlined in the literature on closure of separate language units following 
1980s legislative directives. The focus of this paper is on the city of Glasgow’s which closed 2012. 
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local school (Leung, 2005; Leung, 2016). It shows how closure of the specialised 

language unit in 2012 (referred to by the interviewee as the Bilingual Unit) 

impacted on the experiences of the interviewee – initial assessment only (pre-

2012) to teaching new to English students in situ (post 2012).  

The acquisition of the English language is particularly important for the 

integration of refugees and asylum seekers into local communities (Hammond, 

2018). Not all EAL students are migrants, however the demographic profile of EAL 

students is diverse. They include a range of linguistic proficiency, ethnic diversity, 

past educational and migration experiences, including in some instances second 

or third generation children (Anderson et al., 2016; Keller-Russell, 2012; Kenner et 

al., 2008), which indicates a firm association between EAL and having an 

immigrant background.7 Linguistic advantage equates to “economic and political 

advantage since members of the dominant cultural community have a leg up in 

schools, the workplace, and politics.” (Song, 2017, 2.2). Although it may be for 

individuals to choose their own level of participation (integration)8, it is nonetheless 

the task of the state in a multicultural polity9 such as the UK and within its 

devolved system of governance to provide the means.  

There is a growing body of literature on the topic of EAL education, yet 

major knowledge gaps remain. Although a threshold of English language 

proficiency allows EAL students to match educational outcomes of native English 

language speakers (Dillon, 2020a), and this is largely consistent across schools 

(Dillon, 2020b), it is not known whether that threshold has operated consistently 

 
7 For instance, only 1.8% of EAL students in the population studied in this paper did not have an 
ethnic minority background. 
8 Group differentiated rights “… empower members of minority groups to continue their distinctive 
cultural practices so long as they wish to.” (Song, 2017, 3.1). 
9 Berry (2011) uses the alternative culturally plural societies. 
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over time. What also remains to be explored in the literature is how the shift from 

instructing newly arrived secondary school age students initially in separate 

educational units to direct enrolment in local schools impacted on educational 

outcomes. No empirical evidence has been presented attesting to academic 

success or otherwise of mainstreaming EAL policy in the UK, coupled with a lack 

of tracking students’ linguistic progress in the secondary school context. This 

study fills that void in a case study of the city of Glasgow.10  

The current paper studies (a) the effect on educational attainment of direct 

enrolment of new to English students into mainstream schools versus a separate 

educational language instruction unit;11 (b) the consistency of the association 

between English language proficiency and educational attainment over 2008-

2016; (c) the level of English language proficiency required at the beginning of 

secondary school to match native English language speakers’ outcomes by the 

end of compulsory schooling over that period. Outcomes are measured in terms of 

performance in ‘all subjects’ combined to gain a broad overview of student 

achievement, then in English as a subject and in mathematics to assess whether 

the association with language proficiency in those two key subjects is different. 

The paper introduces for the first time in the Scottish context empirical 

analysis of cross-sectional time series data, including levels of English language 

proficiency, and secondary school educational outcomes. Although it cannot 

incorporate all the factors associated with outcomes or which moderate the rate of 

 
10 No published attainment summaries by level of English language proficiency in Scotland. 
11 Although other levels of linguistic proficiency could have been employed as a control group, 
native English language speakers provided a benchmark and a constant for difference-in-
differences regression analysis.  
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acquisition of the English language,12 the quantitative analysis is strengthened by 

an analytical framework resting on a multilevel difference-in-differences regression 

model, enhancing the validity of the study (Punch and Oancea, 2014). In doing so, 

the paper makes an important contribution to the literatures on EAL education, 

migrant integration, and educational inequality.13   

Next, Section 2 provides background to the policy context and literature by 

(a) highlighting the policy shift towards mainstreaming; (b) outlining changes and 

pressures on EAL funding; (c) discussing what the literature suggests about 

whether mainstreaming or separate educational units provide better outcomes for 

EAL students; and (d) setting out the background to the case study. Sections 3 

and 4 then set out the data, the methods, and variables for the empirical analysis. 

Section 5 presents the empirical results and Section 6 discusses them, 

establishing (1) the evidence on whether mainstreaming improved new to English 

student outcomes; (2) the consistent level of EAL proficiency required to match 

English as a first language student educational outcomes over time; (3) the entry 

level of proficiency at S1 that allows students to match native English language 

student outcomes by end of compulsory schooling. The paper concludes by 

presenting in Section 7 the implications for policy of the study’s findings. 

 
12 Strand and Lindorff (2020) found gender and ethnicity had a weak relationship with linguistic 
progression. 
13 Linguistic advantage equates to “economic and political advantage since members of the 
dominant cultural community have a leg up in schools, the workplace, and politics.” (Song, 2017, 
2.2). 
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2. The Policy Context and Literature  

The shift towards mainstreaming  

The UK’s approach to integration has travelled full circle. Up until the late 

1960s assimilation was to the fore. There was then a shift towards multiculturalism 

distinguished by an equal rights and non-discrimination approach, followed by 

concern over social cohesion, underpinning the now current mainstreaming 

approach and return to assimilationist practices (Jensen and Gidley, 2014; Maan 

et al., 2015).14 However, the changing nature of EAL policy is intertwined with the 

pluralistic characteristics of UK governance. Immigration and integration are the 

responsibility of different UK Government departments (Jensen and Gidley, 2014; 

Maan et al., 2015), while education and integration are devolved matters in 

Scotland (Jensen and Gidley, 2014).15 Historically, provision of language support 

for students new to the English language was often provided in separate 

educational establishments. These units were intended to provide students with 

enough English language proficiency, taught through curriculum subjects by 

specialised EAL teachers, to enable students to later join mainstream classes 

(Costley, 2014; Keller-Russell, 2012; Leung, 2005; Leung, 2016). On average, 

students spent one academic year outside mainstream (Leung, 2016). Such units 

provided new arrivals with social skills in addition to linguistic instruction for a 

diverse demographic of young people, some children of economic migrants, while 

others unaccompanied minors, refugees, or asylum seekers, with differing literacy 

and education backgrounds (Keller-Russell, 2012).   

 
14 Arguably “oscillated between differentialist, assimilationist and interculturalist modalities at 
different times and places.” (Simon and Beaujeu, 2018: 29). 
15 Overseen by the Scottish Government and delivered by local authorities. 
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Nevertheless, two influential reports during the 1980s provided the impetus 

for a policy shift. The Swann Report (1985) advocated inclusion of EAL students in 

mainstream classrooms. Similarly, the Calderdale Education Authority review of 

EAL provision (1986) found the practice of separating students discriminatory 

(CRE, 1986). Although arguably the lack of immediate policy action was due to the 

political paradigm which dominated 1980s Britain, the reports paved the way for 

the move to direct enrollment of new to English students in local schools, rather 

than in separate language instruction units (Jensen and Gidley, 2014).  

In Scotland, as elsewhere in the UK, mainstreaming stands on legislative 

directives which promote an inclusive approach (Arnot et al., 2014). Under article 

15(1) of the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act 2000, education should be 

provided in mainstream settings. Glasgow City Council for example acknowledge 

they “must have an EAL Service set in the context of the Education (Additional 

Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 that supports children and young 

people with English as an additional language wherever they may be” (GCC, 

2008, p.3).16 Thus, there are legislative requirements which UK local authorities 

must adhere to underpinning mainstreaming. 

Financial pressures on EAL funding  

Across the UK, the funding source for EAL provision has changed over 

time. Section 11 of the Local Government Act 1966 distributed financial support to 

local authorities for the educational provision of Commonwealth immigrants with 

language support needs. It was replaced in 1999 by the Ethnic Minority 

Achievement Grant (EMAG) (Jensen and Gidley, 2014), principally intended to 

 
16 See Hancock (2014) for an account of language education policy (LEP) in Scotland, the 
languages of migrants, and modern foreign languages. 
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address underachievement of minority groups (Tikly et al., 2005). This reduced the 

efficacy of resources for EAL students, spread across at times overlapping but 

often separate policy areas and factors in ethnic minority underachievement. As a 

result, an ensuing reduction in centralised support for EAL was forecast (Tikly et 

al., 2005).     

In 2011, EMAG provision was absorbed into the Dedicated Schools Grant, 

becoming the central funding source for EAL in England with greater decision 

making on its use passed on to schools (Jensen and Gidley, 2014; Maan et al., 

2015; NALDIC, 2015). With the demise of EMAG, ring fenced financial support for 

EAL was effectively removed (Jensen and Gidley, 2014). Although Bristol for a 

time retained a language support unit (Maan et al., 2015), the London Borough of 

Southwark and the city of Glasgow had finally closed their language units by 2012 

(COSLA, 2011; Jensen and Gidley, 2014). While Scotland has a different 

educational, legislative, and funding context from that of England, it has been 

suggested changes to funding resulted in reduction of EAL staff in the city of 

Glasgow (GCC, 2011a; Scottish Parliament, 2014). Similar suggestions are made 

by Evans and Liu in England, a consequence of the milieu amidst decentralisation 

of educational provision (Evans and Liu, 2018),17 foreseen by Tikly et al. (2005).     

Time bound support  

The Department for Education (DfE) in England maintain support for “3 

years – from the point at which the pupil enters compulsory education in England 

– should be sufficient.” (DfE, 2012, p.8). This approach excludes students enrolled 

for more than three years, to as little as one year at the discretion of local 

 
17 Evans et al. (2016) discuss the impact of EAL funding on schools in England. However, different 
funding structures are in place in Scotland. 
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authorities (Arnot et al., 2014). The time-bound rather than needs based approach 

advocated by the DfE is questionable. Full acquisition of English is estimated by 

Demie (2013) to take 5-7 years, while a 5-10 years model is outlined by the 

Scottish Government (ScotXed, 2016). It therefore seems unlikely that a beginner 

level EAL student would not still require support after one year. Yet only two 

studies in the UK literature have explored how long it takes students to acquire 

academic proficiency: Demie (2013) in an inner London secondary school context, 

and Strand and Lindorff (2020) in the primary school context in Wales. No 

comparable study has been conducted in Scotland. Strand and Lindorff (2020) 

found most students who arrived in primary school with a new to English level of 

proficiency had not reached the level of ‘competent’ after 6 years. They conclude 

that 3 years of support as advocated by DfE in England is inadequate.  

Which approach provides the best student outcomes: separate educational units 

(full withdrawal) or mainstreaming? 

A recurrent policy concern is how to effectively instruct EAL students 

(Demie, 2013).18 English as an additional language (EAL) policy is characterised 

by “emphasis on English acquisition with limited importance placed on the 

teaching of the languages of migrants” (McDermott, 2008, p.487). A review of the 

literature and legislative directives indicate the weight of the discussion leans 

towards in-reach rather than outreach (full withdrawal).19 Mainstreaming is an 

equality based policy which dominates any pedagogical argument. Research 

conducted in 2013 by Arnot et al. (2014) found conflicting views among teachers 

on when students should enter mainstream secondary school classrooms: some 

 
18 See Foley et al (2013) for discussion of EAL teacher training in the Scottish context.  
19 Costley (2014) discusses school approaches and evolution of EAL policy. 
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advocated once a degree of English language proficiency had been acquired, 

while some schools were found to place “all new EAL arrivals (irrespective of their 

English language skills) in mainstream classes as well as providing extra English 

tuition in withdrawal groups” (Arnot et al., 2014, p.27).  

The OECD assert that educational outcomes are improved when non-

native language speaking students are integrated immediately into mainstream 

schools (OECD, 2015). This resonates with Christopher (2015): “If New Arrival 

children are integrated with mainstream schooling in the country of their adoption, 

they will achieve the high level of language competence – including appropriate 

vocabularies and grammar – that they will need as working adults.” (Christopher, 

2015, p.115). For students learning a second language, interaction with native 

speakers is a significant positive factor (Verhoeven, 1987). Kotler et al. (2002) 

concur from an instructional viewpoint “When there is little or no contact with 

native speakers, the teacher’s task is greater, having to incorporate social 

functional language as well as more academic language” (Kotler et al., 2002, non-

paginated). Moreover, Ohinata and van Ours (2013) note that migrant children 

may be adversely affected in acquiring language skills if taught within a large 

cohort of other non-native language speaking migrants (Ohinata and van Ours, 

2013).  

Although educational attainment is the measure employed in this paper, 

mainstreaming could be assessed by other measures. Research-based 

arguments suggest students working together in small groups in mainstream 

settings is beneficial for social interaction and promotes language development 

(Leung, 2010; Leung, 2019; Norlund, 2020). In terms of student wellbeing, 

immersion directly into a mainstream classroom may be beneficial for social 
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integration (Leung, 2007). It perhaps increases self-esteem and removes any 

perceived sense of difference. In contrast, it might leave some students feeling 

negative due to lack of linguistic proficiency (Economou, 2015). 

Demie and Lewis (2018) found student achievement in London was 

underpinned by prioritising language support to enable students to acquire English 

as quickly as possible. It is therefore the level of intensity that is the key difference 

between an in-reach and an outreach service. Whether individual schools can 

compensate for the support provided by a specialised language support unit is 

open to question. Demie and Lewis (2018) have shown that in London within-

school approaches to EAL and intensity of support do vary. Nonetheless, there is 

a lack of knowledge on which approach maximises EAL educational attainment 

(Demie and Lewis, 2018). Hence, there is a need to compare different approaches 

to establish their effect on EAL student attainment (Arnot et al., 2014). 

Background to the case study: EAL policy for secondary schools in Glasgow  

In Scotland, as noted, education is a devolved matter overseen by the 

Scottish Government. At the local authority level, Glasgow City Council are 

responsible for educational provision for the city’s 30 state-funded secondary 

schools.20 There are over 14,000 children from ethnic minority groups, and 12,500 

with EAL in all educational establishments (Education Scotland, 2019). Prior to 

2012, students without access to EAL support in their local school were instructed 

within the EAL Secondary Support Service, an educational unit that provided 

intensive language support to help students gain a level of capability in English 

before entering mainstream classes (GCC, 2011a). Between 2008-2011, 300 

 
20 The Education (Scotland) Act 1980 outlines local authorities’ responsibility for educational 
provision (UK Government, 2020). 



MAINSTREAMING EAL POLICY 
 

157 
 

students were referred to the unit from secondary schools, of which 12% were 

short term referrals (for only one school term) (GCC, 2011b). Although the number 

of referrals varied between schools, 87% of secondary schools referred students 

during 2008-2011 (GCC, 2011b).  

The central language support unit was not the sole means of EAL provision 

prior to 2012, full time EAL teachers were also allocated to schools by a formula 

based on need (GCC, 2011a). Therefore, during the period up until closure of this 

in-reach service some students were assisted in their local school, while others 

were transported across the city to the language support unit (GCC, 2011b).21 

Although the local authority had advocated in 2008 “Support should be provided 

as close as possible to the community where children and young people learn and 

live” (GCC, 2008), by 2011, the city of Glasgow was the only local authority in 

Scotland with a language support in-reach service (GCC, 2011b).22 The closure of 

the unit was posited as principally a means of increasing EAL provision in schools 

(GCC, 2008; COSLA, 2011). It was also suggested increased attainment would 

follow (COSLA, 2011). 

Since 2012, the current EAL strategy in the city of Glasgow advocates 

assisting students in mainstream schools at the earliest opportunity. It includes 

short withdrawal periods for language instruction, reducing over time depending 

on need and progress. The English as an Additional Language Service (EAL) has 

two peripatetic teams, one providing EAL support in schools without EAL teaching 

 
21 A service review brought opposition to closure (GCC, 2011b). See also 
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/13031433.Sturgeon_attacks_moves_to_shut_language_supp
ort_unit/  
22 Also uncommon in England at that time (GCC, 2011b). 
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staff or increased need,23 the other provides support for EAL students with 

additional support needs (Walker, n.d.). The service supports recently arrived and 

locally born students who use a language other than English in their home 

environment, whether new to English or to further develop their language skills 

(GCC, n.d.; GCC, 2015).  

The service is presented as designed to facilitate access to the curriculum 

and allow more advanced students the opportunity to maximise their educational 

potential. It is now wholly an outreach service whereby EAL support is provided in 

schools, no longer in a separate educational language unit. This is the key change 

in policy during the period explored in this paper, which may have impacted on 

student outcomes.24 The units operation ended during the 2010/11 academic year. 

Allowing an academic year for the transition, any impact on performance would be 

expected in the 2012/13 school year onwards.25  

3. The Research Question   

The existing literature sheds an important light on the topic of EAL 

education in UK secondary schools. Nevertheless, shortcomings are evident in 

key studies without separate levels of English language proficiency data or 

temporal analysis (Strand et al., 2015); with separate levels of English language 

proficiency but no temporal analysis (Demie, 2013; Demie, 2018; Demie and 

Strand, 2006; Strand and Hessel, 2018), tracking students over time but only an 

 
23 “Annually, we use English Language Acquisition Level to calculate the level of English as an 
Additional Language (EAL) resourcing for each school that has significant numbers of children with 
English as an Additional Language.” (GCC, 2013, p.11). 
24 Glasgow City Council documents are accessible online: 
https://www.glasgow.gov.uk/councillorsandcommittees/default.asp 
25 The ‘new to English’ group were the focus as most likely to have been referred to the Secondary 
Bilingual Support Unit. 
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EAL, non-EAL language variable (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2019), longitudinal 

tracking acquisition of English language proficiency, but in the primary school 

context (Strand and Lindorff, 2020). A shift towards local stakeholder provision has 

placed the onus on schools and ultimately teachers (Anderson, et al., 2016; 

Jensen and Gidley, 2014), with the weight of legislative and policy edicts favouring 

a mainstreaming approach. However, whether mainstreaming is appropriate for all 

migrant groups is open to question (Maan et al., 2015). There is a need, identified 

by Arnot et al (2014) to improve understanding in a UK context how different 

approaches to EAL best support learning and student outcomes.  

The questions explored in this paper are set against the backdrop of the 

challenges posed to UK education systems from increased numbers of students in 

secondary schools without English as their first language. They explore (a) the 

efficacy of mainstreaming for English language beginners in secondary school, (b) 

whether the positive effects of an intermediate threshold of English language 

proficiency seen in fixed effects analysis (see Dillon, 2020a; Dillon, 2020b) has 

been present over time, (c) considers the different approaches across the UK in 

terms of language support limited by time, and by need, through assessing the 

English language acquisition progress of EAL students. Specifically, across the 

academic years 2007/8-2015/6:  

1. What has been the impact of mainstreaming on student outcomes, 

particularly on new to English students?  

2. How consistent was student attainment in Glasgow secondary schools for 

all levels of English language proficiency: in particular, was ‘developing 
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competence’ a consistent threshold matching outcomes for native English 

language speakers at the end of compulsory schooling? 

3. What is the level of English language proficiency required at the beginning 

of secondary school to match English as first language student outcomes at 

the end of compulsory schooling?  

 

4. Data and Methods 

4.1. Data and Variables 

The required data was obtained from the Scottish Government. Datasets 

included yearly school census returns covering all stages of secondary school 

spanning 2007-2016 for all state funded secondary schools within Glasgow City 

Council boundaries. The census datasets were then linked to annual public 

examinations outcomes.26 The examinations data is provided by Scottish 

Qualifications Authority (SQA)27 to the Scottish Government, all other data are first 

collected by schools. Datasets for additional support needs (ASN) recorded by 

schools were also merged. The dataset comprises cross-sectional time series 

data. The distribution of students (N = 262,220) by years and level of English 

language proficiency are provided in Figure 4, in Appendix B. In Scotland, the final 

year of compulsory education is the fourth year of secondary school (S4). This 

senior phase includes an optional further two years (S5-S6) if a student chooses 

to remain. By S5 in each year, a proportion of students left secondary school and 

more so by S6, as such, S5 and S6 are subsets of the main population. Students 

at stages S5-S6 were included for the purpose of tracking linguistic progress only, 

 
26 No schools or students are named in the presentation of results. 
27 The national framework of examinations for Scottish schools is overseen by SQA (See 
https://scqf.org.uk/the-framework/about-the-framework/). 

https://scqf.org.uk/the-framework/about-the-framework/
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not for analysis of examination outcomes which was beyond the scope of this 

paper. The focus of this paper is on student outcomes at S4 (aged 15-16).  

Dependent variables 

Educational attainment was measured by total scores awarded in national 

examinations. Unstandardised scores ranged from 0 to 696 but are not directly 

comparable over time due to changes in points awards following the introduction 

of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) across Scotland from 2013 (Shapira and 

Priestley, 2019). Hence, scores were standardised with a mean of zero and 

standard deviation of 1. Scores in all subjects combined, in English as a subject 

and in mathematics were measured. The all subjects combined measure included 

a range of subjects such as Accounting, Art and Design, English, Mathematics, 

Music, Modern Languages, science subjects and so forth (See SQA, n.d. for a 

comprehensive list). It also included English for Speakers of Other Languages 

(ESOL), although filtered out of the English as a subject measure.28  

The outcome variable ‘time spent at each EAL level’ used the sub-fluent 

EAL levels 1-4 (new to English to competent) to estimate how long students spent 

at each level of proficiency. This was based on levels of English language 

proficiency recorded annually, therefore average time spent at a level can be 

estimated in years and months.  

Focal Explanatory variable: English language proficiency  

The focal independent variable is students’ level of English language 

proficiency. This was recorded as either new to English (NE), early acquisition 

 
28 English is the language of assessment (SQA, 2020). ESOL is part of the Scottish curriculum and 
examinations framework, but not in England (Anderson et al., 2016; GCC, 2015). 
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(EA), competent (C), developing competence (DC), or fluent (F), and coded 1-5 

respectively. Students with English as a first-language (EN) were included as a 

control group coded as 6. Proficiency levels were obtained from annual school 

census returns submitted to the Scottish Government. For a more complete 

discussion of those categories see Dillon (2020a). Proficiency was sourced at S1 

(first year of secondary schooling) and at the beginning of S4 (the final year of 

compulsory schooling) for different analyses. The demographic changes in the city 

of Glasgow’s student population by English language proficiency 2007-2016, in 

publicly funded secondary schools are illustrated in Figure 1, in Appendix B.29 

Exogeneity of the key explanatory variable? 

The original quantitative datasets did not indicate the process of recording 

proficiency, how often it was updated or the extent to which formative 

assessments played in determining a student’s EAL level.30 Therefore questions 

could be raised on how independent the key explanatory variable is from the 

outcome variable. If English language proficiency levels were recorded or updated 

after teachers assessed students in-class work, a correlation could imply in-class 

performance explains the recorded level of linguistic proficiency, rather than level 

of English language proficiency explaining examination outcomes. However, 2008 

local authority policy documents discussed the importance of accurately assessing 

students’ English language level and standardised procedures in Glasgow schools 

 
29 Glasgow participated in the Home Office Asylum Dispersal programme (CSMP, 2019; GCC, 
2011b). As a result of immigration, Glasgow City Council assert “there are more young people 
arriving into secondary school who are in the early stages of learning English” (GCC, 2010, p.3). 
International migration has also added to the proportion of non-UK born school staff, with the 
highest percentage in London (ONS, 2019). 
30 There is no mandatory moderation process in place. The level of proficiency is a professional 
judgement made by school staff (ScotXed, 2016). The city of Edinburgh introduced a Profile of 
Competence guideline for schools, and the Bell Foundation has developed a framework to aid 
initial assessment and tracking of proficiency (The Bell Foundation, 2019).    
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(GCC, 2008). To some extent, this may provide a basis for more reliable data than 

found in England where historically only binary EAL status was recorded. Although 

proficiency levels were collected briefly in England by the Department for 

Education during 2016/17 to 2017/18 as a trial, it was insufficient to evaluate 

change over time (ONS, 2019). Teachers were asked to assess students EAL 

level without firm guidelines or prior systems in place. Hutchinson (2018) thus 

raises questions over the reliability of that data to predict educational outcomes. 

Therefore, as EAL proficiency data has been collected by schools over time in 

Glasgow, the data used in this study may be more reliable. Cohort analysis further 

indicated the language proficiency measure was exogenous vis-a-vis the outcome 

variables (See supplementary material, in Appendix C). 

Control variables 

Additional Support Needs (ASN) ranged from student’s health or disability, 

family issues, social or emotional, or learning environment (See Scottish 

Government, 2017). In this paper, the variable indicates ASN recorded at any 

point during secondary school. The FSM variable similarly measured whether a 

student was entitled to FSMs at any point during S1-S6. Inconsistency in how 

ethnic groups were categorised in the original datasets, and a low count in some 

categories, led to construction of a six-category ethnicity variable with white-UK 

coded as the reference group. Student gender was included with boys coded 1 

and girls coded 0. 

Schools  

A total of 29 schools were included in statistical analysis. Glasgow’s Gaelic 

school was omitted as atypical. The city’s sole all-girls school was included as it 
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contributed to the EAL sample. This was desirable as the EAL population was 

lower in the earlier period covered by the data. This point should be considered 

when interpreting the results of the gender coefficients in regression outputs. The 

nesting of students in schools was accounted for in a multilevel regression 

framework.31 Schools are numbered 1-29 in the presentation of results to retain 

anonymity. The type of school attended was differentiated by way of a dummy 

variable with non-denominational schools coded as 1 and denominational as 0. 

School composition variables, scaled to have a mean of zero and standard 

deviation of 1, represented (a) the percentage of students in schools with 

additional support needs recorded at any point during secondary school, (b) the 

proportion of students entitled to FSM at any point during secondary school, and 

(c) the proportion of EAL students in each school. Outcomes may be influenced by 

not only the characteristics of individuals themselves, but also the contextual 

background or environment in which the individual is located (Leyland and 

Groenewegen, 2020). As students are nested in schools, the key advantage of 

multilevel modelling adopted in this paper over other statistical methods is that it 

provides the means to control for the effects of either contextual (school 

environment) or compositional (student group characteristics combined) on 

student outcomes.  

4.2 Methods  

Difference-in-differences regression model 

The difference-in-differences (DiD) technique was used to estimate the 

effect of the shift to mainstreaming. Aggregated examination scores for two 

 
31 Dillon (2020b) established approximately 9% baseline variance in student outcomes between 
secondary schools in Glasgow. 
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periods, 2009-2011 and 2014-2016, measured in (a) all subjects combined, (b) 

English as a subject and (c) in mathematics, were compared for new to English 

students versus students with English as a first language (the control group). The 

control group provides a benchmark to estimate the effect of policy. This approach 

aims to isolate the effect of mainstreaming on new to English students, 

represented by closure of the EAL Secondary Support Service, a move from an in-

reach to an outreach service.32 Statistical models were first fitted without 

explanatory variables (null model) to assess the fit of the final model, in which 

student background characteristics were controlled for. 

Model Specification  

1. Difference-in-differences Null Model (No predictors)  

2. Difference-in-differences Full Model (Student and school-level predictors 

added) 

The DiD estimator here is defined as the difference in average outcome in 

the new to English group before and after closure of the EAL Secondary Support 

Service minus the difference in average outcome in the English as first language 

group before and after. In this respect, it represents a typical DiD model as 

outlined by Albouy (2004), estimated as:  

DiD = 𝐸(𝑌2014−2016
NE − 𝑌2009−2011

NE ) − 𝐸(𝑌2014−2016
EN −  𝑌2009−2011

EN ) 

where 𝑌t
NE denote students in the new to English group and 𝑌t

EN the 

English as first language student group serving as a control group, and the time 

periods t as a dummy variable that can take two values: 2009-2011 and 2014-

 
32 This was the key change during the time frame. Within school provision existed prior to and after 
closure. 
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2016, E is the group average outcome. The difference-in-differences equation for 

the null model is written as:33 

Yij = β0ij  + β1(groups)ij  + β2(time)ij  + β3(groups  × time)ij  + u0j  + εijt 

where Yij is the total score for student i in school j (measured separately in 

all subjects combined, English as a subject and mathematics); groups a dummy 

variable indicating group membership, time is the time dummy variable, and 

groups × time an interaction (the β3 coefficient which represents the DiD and 

estimated effect).   

Groups = {
 1 if belongs to new to English students group                  
 0 if belongs to English as first language students group

 

𝑇𝑖𝑚𝑒 = {
1 if year = 2014 − 2016
 0 if year = 2009 − 2011 

 

The difference-in-differences regression equation for the full model with 

student-level and school-level predictors added was estimated as:34 

Yij = β0ij  + β1(groups)ij  + β2(time)ij  + β3(groups  × time)ij  + β4∗genij + 

β5∗ASNij  + β6∗FSMij  + β7∗ethij  + β8∗sch type + β9∗sch ASNj  + β10∗sch FSMj  + 

β11∗sch EALj  + u0j  + εij 

where Yij is the total score for student i in school j (measured separately in 

all subjects combined, English as a subject and mathematics), groups a dummy 

variable indicating group membership, time is a binary indicator that the outcome 

 
33 The baseline equation is in line with Sneyers and De Witte (2017).  
34 Groups (English as first language or new to English), time (2009-2011 or 2014-2016), gen 
(gender), ASN (Additional Support Needs), FSM (Free School Meals), eth (ethnicity), sch type 
(non-denominational or denominational), sch ASN (School composition: Additional Support 
Needs), sch FSM (School composition: Free School Meals), sch EAL (School composition: EAL). 
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measurement was made in the period either before or after, the random variable 

u0j represents the effect of school j on attainment, and εij is the error term for the 

outcome measure of student i in school j. Errors are assumed to be normally 

distributed with a mean of zero. The coefficient β3 on the interaction term groups × 

time provides the difference-in-differences estimate and basis for inference of 

whether the policy intervention had a significant impact on the dependent variable, 

and how much impact. All other β are coefficients for predictors. 

 

5. Results 

5.1. Is there evidence of mainstreaming impacting on student outcomes?  

The paper first investigates whether exam performance of the potentially 

most vulnerable EAL students changed in relative terms over the period, in a 

manner which could be attributed to the policy reform being studied, namely 

closure of the Secondary Bilingual Support Unit. The difference-in-differences 

method was employed to determine if ‘new to English’ student outcomes at S4 

had changed over time compared to students with ‘English as a first language’ as 

a control group. Aggregated group scores for 2009-2011 and 2014-2016 

represented the ‘before’ and ‘after’ measurement points respectively. This 

facilitated comparison of outcomes in the period when the EAL Secondary 

Support Service was in operation and after it was closed, with a 2 year gap to 

ensure a clear delineation between policy approaches. The policy effect is defined 

as the average effect of policy reform on ‘new to English’ students’ total scores in 

all subjects combined, in English as a subject and in mathematics at S4, 

measured by the β3 coefficient for the Groups∗Time interaction term from the 

regression output (See Table 1). A ‘no predictors’ model provided a baseline 
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comparison to consider the effect of control variables on outcomes (See Table 2, 

in Appendix A).35 

Central to the difference-in-differences method is the parallel trend 

assumption (Abadie, 2005; Ahlfeldt, 2018). The crucial point here, is to confirm 

similar trends for the control and treatment groups existed prior to the reform of 

policy. If trends were divergent before the intervention then the underlying reasons 

for that divergence may well be the cause of differences found post-reform, rather 

than a result of policy reform. Therefore, the assumption maintains the trends of 

average outcomes for both groups would have been similar before and similarly 

continued in the absence of any intervention (Rambachan and Roth, 2019). Here, 

English as first language student outcomes provided a counterfactual trend 

assuming the EAL Secondary Support Service had not closed, detected by 

assessing how parallel outcomes were in the pre-test period. Visual inspection of 

trendlines suggested the assumption was met in English as a subject (Figure 2B) 

and in mathematics (Figure 2C) but potentially violated in all subjects combined 

(Figure 2A). This may have been due to outliers, the examination choices made by 

students in non-compulsory subjects each year, or comparatively low sample size 

for new to English students. The potential violation therefore requires caution 

when interpreting results for all subjects combined measure. Although not 

implemented in this paper, Rambachan and Roth (2019) suggest alternative 

robust inference methods. The authors suggest the assumption can be relaxed if it 

does not hold in applied settings when findings are still of interest. Bilinski and 

Hatfield (2019) present an alternative to specifically address complex differences 

between group trends, while Kahn-Lang and Lang (2018) suggest logical 

 
35 See Pedraja-Chaparro et al (2016) for an educational study in the context of integration. 
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reasoning should consider differences in group characteristics which may have 

also influenced earlier trends. Such group characteristics may be in this case a 

lack of choice of subjects available to new to English students due to their lack of 

English language proficiency, thereby limiting their opportunity to pick up points in 

the ‘all subjects’ combined measure. 

Difference-in-differences estimates  

The β3 coefficient for the Groups∗Time interaction term was statistically 

nonsignificant in mathematics null model (0.02, p = 0.92) and full model (-0.03, p = 

0.863); also, in all subjects combined null model (-0.02, p = 0.881) and full model 

(0.00, p = 0.982). In English as a subject, a statistically significant negative 

coefficient in both the null model (-0.49, p = 0.02) and full model (-0.54, p = 0.009) 

for the interaction indicated ‘new to English’ scores had decreased compared to 

‘English as a first language’ student scores when measured between the two time 

points. The change in the β3 coefficient from null to fitted model indicates that the 

introduction of control variables increased the strength of the negative effect, 

adding to the size of the β3 coefficient and increasing the statistical significance of 

the interaction term.  

The significance of the interaction term in English (illustrated in Figure 1B) 

but not mathematics (Figure 1C) or all subjects combined (Figure 1A), may be 

indicating that competence in English as a subject requires more than rudimentary 

proficiency in the English language. Linguistic skills are less fundamental to 

competency in mathematics. Discriminant validity in the association between 

language proficiency and outcome measures was also reflected in the ICC and 

between school variance. The results in Table 1 suggested differences between 
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schools decreased across the outcome measures from all subjects (7%) to 

English as a subject (6%), to mathematics (3%). English as a subject emerged as 

a more sensitive measure to change in new to English student performance than 

any other academic subject. 

The effects of control variables  

There was a small advantage in predicted scores for girls in English as a 

subject. Not having additional support needs (ASN) or free school meal (FSM) 

entitlement had a positive effect on scores across all three outcome measures. 

Level-2 school composition variables had a statistically significant effect on the all 

subjects measure: School ASN (0.19, p = 0.002), School FSM (-0.13, p = 0.018) 

and School EAL (-0.16, p = 0.011), but with no bearing on English as a subject or 

mathematics. The effects of ethnicity were mixed. Although differences were 

evident in all subjects combined compared to the benchmark (white-UK students), 

in the key subjects of English and mathematics only African or Caribbean ethnicity 

had a statistically significant positive effect in English as a subject (0.21, p = 

0.031). In contrast, only Chinese students had a statistically significant positive 

effect in mathematics scores (0.54, p = 0.004). There were no statistically 

significant differences by school type in any outcome measure. 
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Table 1: DiD Parameter Estimates for New to English and English as First 

Language Student Groups for 2009-2011 and 2014-2016 at S4  

  All subjects   English   Mathematics  

Parameter   Est. SE   Est. SE   Est. SE 

Intercept   -1.26*** 0.12   -0.82*** 0.15   -0.41** 0.13 
Groups: EN 
studentsa    0.73*** 0.10    0.51*** 0.13    0.13 0.12 

Time: 2009-2011   -0.04 0.16    0.50* 0.21   -0.00 0.18 
Groups∗Time 
[DiD]    0.00 0.16   -0.54** 0.21   -0.03 0.18 

Student-level            

Girls    0.09*** 0.01    0.12*** 0.01    0.00 0.01 

No ASN    0.28*** 0.02    0.18*** 0.02    0.21*** 0.02 

No FSM    0.29*** 0.01    0.17*** 0.01    0.20*** 0.01 

African or Caribbean  0.27** 0.09    0.21* 0.10    0.08 0.10 

Asian    0.10 0.08   -0.10 0.08   -0.03 0.09 

Chinese    0.47** 0.18   -0.09 0.20    0.54** 0.19 

White-Other  -0.13* 0.05    0.05 0.06   -0.08 0.06 

Other-Ethnicity  -0.05 0.04   -0.04 0.04    0.00 0.04 

Denominational School  0.15 0.11    0.08 0.10    0.03 0.07 

School-level            

School ASN   0.19** 0.06    0.03 0.05   -0.00 0.04 

School FSM  -0.13* 0.05   -0.03 0.05   -0.03 0.04 

School EAL  -0.16* 0.06   -0.11 0.06    0.03 0.04 

Goodness of fit            

-2 Log Likelihood   61583     58732     54664  

Variance             

ICC   0.93     0.94     0.97  
Between Schools 
Variance   7%     6%     3%  
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.  

a. EN represents the control group as English as first language students. 

Note. Ethnicity reference white-UK.  
Note. All subjects, N = 37,448; English as a subject, N = 34,841; Mathematics, N = 33,598.  
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Figure 1: Predicted Values from Difference-in-Differences Model (explanatory 

variables added)  

 

Note. Error bars: 95% CI 

 

5.2. How consistent was attainment by level of English language proficiency 

in Glasgow secondary schools?  

Examination results 2008-2016 were compared differentiated by students’ 

level of English language proficiency. The analysis was based on mean scores net 

of the effects of control variables. As indicated in Figure 2, mean scores for the 

benchmark group (English as first language students) were consistent over time. 

Three distinct patterns emerged: students at the level of ‘competent’ and ‘fluent’ 

had similar outcomes to each other, as did ‘developing competence’ and ‘English 

as a first language’ students, and so did ‘new to English’ and ‘early acquisition’ 

which held across all three outcome measures. New to English students displayed 
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the largest fluctuation in scores, and together with early acquisition were 

consistently the lowest across all measures. 

Was Developing Competence a consistent level of proficiency matching English 

as first language student outcomes over time?  

The results in Figure 2 confirmed developing competence in the English 

language was a key threshold. Scores for students at that threshold remained 

close to English as first language student mean scores across all three attainment 

measures. Although, discriminant validity emerged, in that developing competence 

outcomes were slightly below English as a first language students in English as a 

subject (Figure 2B), matched in mathematics (Figure 2C) and above in all subjects 

combined (Figure 2A). The EAL levels of competent and fluent were consistently 

above English as first language students in all subjects combined and 

mathematics. A gap opened between fluent and English as first language students 

during 2014-2016.  
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Figure 2: Mean scores at S4 (2008-2016) by English language proficiency at S4  

 

 

 

5.3. What entry level of English language proficiency at S1 is required to 

match English as first language student outcomes at S4? 

Now the paper explores if students who entered secondary school at S1 

new to English could reach the level of developing competence by S4. Cohorts by 

year of entry into S1 were aggregated by EAL level, then compared with average 

EAL level at S4, S5 and where applicable at S6. The availability of 10 years 

census data allowed six cohorts to be tracked from S1 to S4, five to S5 and four to 

S6. The results confirmed students spent increasingly longer at each stage as 

they moved towards full proficiency. For example, the transition from new to 

English to early acquisition was shorter than the transition from competent to 

fluent (net of explanatory variables) as indicated in Figure 3A. 
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Can students new to English at S1 catch English as first language students by 

S4?  

Figure 3A shows students progressed from level 1 (new to English) to just 

over halfway to level 3 (developing competence) by S4, on average reaching level 

3 by S5. The addition of a further year at S6 did not greatly increase proficiency. 

These results suggest that most new to English students arriving at S1 need to 

remain until S5 to reach developing competence, thus requiring up to 5 years. 

Early acquisition students struggled to reach developing competence by S4, 

although they were closer to the developing competence threshold than new to 

English S1 cohorts. Figure 3B and 3C confirm the results were mostly consistent 

during 2007-2012. The results suggest that the entry threshold of English 

language proficiency required at the beginning of secondary school to match 

English as first language student outcomes by the end of compulsory schooling at 

S4 for most students needs to be above beginner level. 
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Figure 3: S1 Cohorts English as an additional language progress 
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6. Discussion  

International migration to the UK has been accompanied by social discord 

and the politicisation of integration (Christopher, 2015; Jensen and Gidley, 2014). 

Immigration has increased the number of students who do not have English as 

their first language (Flynn & Curdt-Christiansen, 2018), brought policy challenges 

for and put pressure on the UK’s education systems (Anderson et al., 2016). This 

paper has sought to understand (a) the effect of direct enrolment of EAL students 

into mainstream versus separate educational language instruction units on 

educational attainment, (b) the consistency of outcomes over time, and (c) the 

level of English language proficiency required at the beginning of secondary 

school to match native English language speakers’ outcomes by the end of 

compulsory schooling. 

The Impact of mainstreaming: a negative impact of outreach only on ‘new to 

English’ students in English as a subject? 

Aside from the matter of equality, the policy of mainstreaming has merits. 

Migrant children’s acquisition of language skills may be impeded if instructed 

within a cohort of non-native language speaking migrants (Ohinata and van Ours, 

2013). Interaction with native speakers is a significant positive factor for students 

learning a second language (Verhoeven, 1987), which reduces the burden on 

teachers having to incorporate social as well as academic language, grammar, 

and vocabulary (Christopher, 2015; Kotler et al., 2002).  

The OECD assert that educational outcomes are improved when non-

native language speaking students are integrated immediately into mainstream 

education rather than first taught separately (OECD, 2015). However, this paper 
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found no evidence to support the OECD assertion. That only ‘new to English’ but 

no other English language proficiency levels showed a decline in scores over time 

following closure of the EAL Secondary Support Service is highly suggestive of a 

negative impact of policy reform on English language beginners. The key policy 

difference during the period assessed was the move from in-reach service (with 

support in some schools), to exclusively an outreach (in-school) only service. As 

in-reach was based on intensive language support, the results lend credence to 

Demie and Lewis (2018) that achievement is underpinned by prioritising language 

support to enable students to acquire English as quickly as possible.36  

Maan et al (2015) have inferred mainstreaming may not be the most 

appropriate course for all migrant groups. Leung (2016) too has noted, 

mainstreaming is a popular and established policy in education, yet contradictions 

within the education system due to demographic changes mean that EAL policy 

should be open to alternatives. The results here suggest that for English as a 

subject a re-evaluation is warranted on the merits of initial mainstreaming of new 

to English students, admittedly at the cost of exposure to native English speaking 

role models. If provision varies across schools in the level and intensity of support, 

then a uniformity of provision would be more equitable for those at risk of low 

academic outcomes. For late arrivals to secondary school who are beginners in 

the English language, a separate unit with uniform provision may be more 

appropriate.  

Performance of English as first language students 

 
36 Intensive support for low proficiency late arrivals concurs with Hutchinson (2018). 
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Another notable finding was that ‘English as a first language’ students had 

underperformed compared to ‘competent’ and ‘fluent’ EAL students, despite the 

inclusion of individual and school-level controls. However, this is consistent with 

the findings of Dillon (2020a) in Glasgow secondary schools, and Strand and 

Hessel (2018) in England. There might be an underlying motivational factor that 

explains such differences derived from ethnicity or an immigration background. 

Immigrant students could have a higher motivation to succeed than non-immigrant 

students, suggested by Gates and Guo (2014) study of Chinese students, and 

Burgess (2014) who looked at the performance of ethnic minority groups who 

attained higher than white British students. Bilingualism too may have a part to 

play. Fluent and students approaching fluency are found to outperform English as 

first language students in the literature (Demie and Lewis, 2018; Demie and 

Strand, 2006). Native English language students are not a homogenous group 

and exposed to the established associations which negatively impact on 

educational outcomes, they will likely also exhibit a range of prowess in English. 

Resilience of the system 

The attainment trends for students with English as a first language were 

consistent over time. Therefore, no evidence arose of any negative impact on the 

educational performance of native English language speakers of increasing 

numbers of non-native English language speakers in mainstream classrooms. 

Similarly, that the performance of new to English students in the latter period 

(2014-2016) had not deteriorated in all subjects combined or in mathematics is 

also a positive result in the context of increased numbers of students requiring 

language support. Likewise, intermediate to advanced student outcomes were 
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consistent over time. It is however lower level language proficiency students who 

appeared to be negatively impacted in English as a subject. 

Threshold of proficiency: The importance of ‘developing competence’  

The advantage versus disadvantage for EAL students compared to their 

English as a first language peers has consistently over time depended on whether 

they were above or below the ‘developing competence’ threshold. The results are 

consistent with fixed effects regression conducted by Dillon (2020a) and multilevel 

analysis of Glasgow secondary schools (Dillon, 2020b). Consequently, how long it 

takes to reach that level of proficiency and support to enable students to do so is a 

central policy concern.  

Language support must not be time bound  

The findings are in line with Strand and Lindorff (2020), who conclude that 3 

years support is inadequate in analyses of primary school EAL students, using 

national data from Wales. Although there may be differences in the rate of 

acquisition across educational contexts, in London Demie (2013) estimates 1.5 

and 2.1 years are the average times spent at the first two EAL levels, concurs with 

Strand & Lindorff (2020) using Welsh primary school data of 3.7 years combined. 

Thus, EAL support must be by level of proficiency need, not time bound. 

A higher entry threshold than ‘new to English’ at S1 is required to catch native 

English language students by age 15-16 

Entering secondary school ‘new to the English language’ is a major 

impediment to academic success. The window of opportunity to reduce the 

potential for educational disadvantage for ‘new to English’ students narrow for 
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those entering secondary school at a later stage than S1.37 The findings suggest 

this is not unsurmountable for some students arriving at S1, it is however for most 

a challenge to reach the threshold by S4 and subsequently match native English 

speakers’ outcomes. Students ‘new to English’ at S4 face the greatest risk of 

educational inequality.   

Suggestions for further research 

This study raises questions about the life chances of students without full 

command of the English language. Where EAL students exit to following 

compulsory education, and how those outcomes may be determined by level of 

English language proficiency is absent from the literature. Thus, there is a need to 

explore the association between level of English language proficiency and 

destinations of school leavers,38 explored in a subsequent paper (See Dillon, 

2020c). 

7. Conclusion and implications  

In sum, this study provides a picture of EAL student outcomes over time, 

thus improving knowledge of EAL education and the integration of new to English 

students, presented against the policy backdrop of mainstreaming. The present 

findings highlight (a) a separate language support unit may have a positive effect 

on the educational outcomes of new to English students; (b) the importance of the 

EAL level of ‘developing competence’ as a consistent threshold for student 

outcomes over time; (c) more than three years support is required to reach the key 

 
37 Influences on rate of language acquisition were beyond the scope of this paper. Other studies 
suggest support at home and differences by gender (Araujo and Dinis Da Acosta, 2013; Butler, 
2014), and school composition (Strand & Lindorff, 2020).  
38 See Scottish Government (2018). 



MAINSTREAMING EAL POLICY 
 

182 
 

threshold, with a higher level of English language proficiency than new to English 

at S1 needed to match native English language speakers’ outcomes at the end of 

compulsory schooling. The findings are consistent with Dillon (2020a) in terms of 

the significance of the threshold, and with Strand and Lindorff (2020) that three 

years language support is inadequate. However, they contradict the OECD (2015) 

assertion educational outcomes are improved when non-native language speaking 

students are integrated immediately into mainstream education, rather than initially 

instructed separately (OECD, 2015), and the Department for Educations assertion 

3 years language support is adequate (DfE, 2012). No evidence was found of an 

impact of increased EAL student population on English as first language student 

educational outcomes, consistent with the current UK literature (Strand, 2016). No 

evidence was detected of mainstreaming benefiting academic achievement, on 

the contrary the analysis suggests mainstreaming may not benefit ‘new to English’ 

students in English as a subject. Consequently, in the case of Glasgow secondary 

schools, mainstreaming could be presented explicitly as a normative policy 

approach rather than presented as promoting better educational outcomes for 

all.39  

Although this was a case study of Scotland’s largest city, which may be 

distinct from other cities and has a different educational context than in England, 

mainstreaming is an established UK wide policy approach. Therefore, these 

findings are relevant for EAL education across the UK. The implications for policy 

are beginners need more help in English as a subject than in mathematics. Cohort 

analysis showed ‘new to English’ students on average are at best developing 

competence level by S4 (approximate to Key Stage 4 in England). Policy 

 
39 For support for new arrivals into Scottish secondary schools, see McKinney et al. (2015). 
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supportive to this threshold would optimise EAL student outcomes. The 

Department for Education (DfE) however asserts that 3 years of EAL support is 

adequate for secondary school students in England (DfE, 2012). The key 

difference in policy over time was the move from in-reach to exclusively an 

outreach (in-school) service. The implication of a large negative effect in English 

as a subject for ‘new to English’ students compared to English as first language 

students, for some late arrival students with low proficiency in the English 

language, is that (leaving cost implications aside) separate educational units may 

be more effective.40  
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Appendix A 

 

Table 2: Parameter Estimates for Model 1 (No Predictors) at S4 

 
   All subjects       English Mathematics 

Parameter  Est. SE  Est. SE  Est. SE 

 

Intercept 

 

-0.859*** 

 

0.11 

 

-0.499*** 

 

0.14 

 

-0.144 

 

0.12 

Groups: EN students  0.798*** 0.09  0.487*** 0.13  0.119 0.12 

Time: 2009-2011  0.044 0.16  0.510* 0.21  0.003 0.19 

Groups∗Time [DiD] -0.024 0.16 -0.488* 0.21  0.02 0.19 

Goodness of fit 
      

-2 Log Likelihood  67406 
 

 64324 
 

 60786 
 

Variance 
      

ICC  0.89 
 

 0.94 
 

 0.96 
 

Between Schools Variance  11%    6%    4%   

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. Ethnicity Reference White-UK; EN = English as first 
language. 
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Appendix B 

 
Demographic changes in the student population 

 
Figure 4: Glasgow Secondary Schools Census Population 2007-2016 (N = 

262,220 in 29 Schools) 

 

Student population by year and level of English language proficiency 

 
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

NE 150 233 178 201 194 249 212 284 320 345 

EA 290 381 370 386 451 471 488 497 501 624 

DC 804 962 1107 1222 1389 1536 1733 1846 1881 2102 

C 911 1179 1397 1510 1466 1475 1421 1507 1500 1483 

F 395 486 466 417 347 313 252 257 307 243 

EN 25400 24175 23436 22962 22353 22010 21689 20809 20134 19862 

LC 2 9 11 17 13 17 7 8 7 11 

NA 19 19 24 25 40 52 37 24 60 249 

Total 27971 27444 26989 26740 26253 26123 25839 25232 24710 24919 

Note. English language proficiency was recorded as new to English (NE), early acquisition (EA), 
competent (C), developing competence (DC), fluent (F), English as first language (EN), limited 
communication (LC) or not assessed (NA). Individual students may appear in more than one 
census year. 

 

0.5% 0.8% 0.7% 0.8% 0.7% 1.0% 0.8% 1.1% 1.3% 1.4%1.0%
1.4% 1.4% 1.4% 1.7% 1.8% 1.9% 2.0% 2.0% 2.5%2.9%
3.5% 4.1% 4.6%

5.3%
5.9% 6.7%

7.3% 7.6%
8.4%

3.3%

4.3%
5.2%

5.6%
5.6%

5.6%
5.5%

6.0%
6.1%

6.0%

1.4%

1.8%

1.7%
1.6%

1.3%
1.2%

1.0%

1.0%
1.2%

1.0%

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

EAL STUDENTS BY PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION

F

C

DC

EA

NE



MAINSTREAMING EAL POLICY 
 

198 
 

Appendix C 

Supplementary material: Separation of the main explanatory and outcome 

variables 

The longitudinal structure of the dataset was exploited to explore the extent 

the language proficiency variable was exogenous from the outcome variables. A 

total of six cohorts who entered secondary school between 2007-2012 were 

tracked to S4 (examinations taken during 2011-2016). Examination scores at S4 

were compared against level of English language proficiency at S1 (the point of 

entry into secondary school). Although the results in all subjects (Figure 5A), 

English as a subject (Figure 5B) and mathematics (Figure 5C) did not entirely 

mirror the language proficiency at S4 results in Figure 2, as students would have 

increased their language proficiency over time, nonetheless they reaffirmed the 

stepped, hierarchical patterns seen in those results. The analysis indicated 

students with a higher EAL level at S1 obtained higher scores at S4, the lowest for 

beginners (new to English and early acquisition) to the highest for fluent students, 

analogous to the patterns in the main analyses. There appeared to be no issue 

identified by Strand and Lindorff (2020) using Welsh data, whereby attainment 

was out of step with the expected hierarchical association with language 

proficiency, which had suggested a discrepancy in recorded language proficiency 

levels. The results here indicated the language proficiency measure was reliable, 

and likely to be exogenous from the outcome variables, as the assessed level of 

English language proficiency of S1 cohorts could not have been influenced by in-

class portfolio or assessment. 

 

 



MAINSTREAMING EAL POLICY 
 

199 
 

Figure 5: Mean scores of S1 cohorts 2007-2012 at S4  

Note. N = 25,830 
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Paper 4: The Association Between English Language Proficiency and Initial 

School Leaver Destinations: A Multinomial Logistic Regression Model 

Abstract 

There is a lack of empirical evidence in the United Kingdom on the association 

between English language proficiency and initial destinations of school leavers, 

although post-school transitions indicate how well education systems prepare 

students for the labour market and how well students who do not have fluency in 

the English language are integrating into UK society. This paper seeks to 

ascertain (1) the association between English language proficiency of 15-16 years 

old students and their post-secondary school destinations, (2) the probabilities of 

destination outcomes by level of English language proficiency, and (3) the 

threshold of English proficiency required for them to match native English 

language student destination outcomes. The paper hypothesises that increased 

English language proficiency increases the likelihood of being employed or 

entering higher education rather than other initial outcomes including further 

education or unemployment. The paper uses a unique dataset based on data 

acquired from the Scottish Government (2008-2016). A multinomial logistic 

regression model is fitted (N = 30,080), predicting the role played by English 

language proficiency in post-school outcomes, controlling for background 

characteristics. The paper finds (a) a distinct shift from further education to higher 

education as an outcome is associated with increased English language 

proficiency, (b) increased English language proficiency raises the probability of 

entering higher education and reduces the likelihood of unemployment, (c) the 

proficiency level of ‘Developing Competence’ is a pivotal threshold allowing 

students to match the destination outcomes of native English speakers. 
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Keywords English as an additional language (EAL); destinations of school 

leavers; language proficiency; migrant integration; social inequality; NEET; post-

secondary school transitions 
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1. Introduction 

The increase in students with an immigrant background across the globe, in 

particular non-native language speakers, has given rise to a research interest in 

their transition from compulsory education to higher education and the labour 

market (in Sweden: Kaya and Barmark, 2019; Norway: Hegna, 2014; Switzerland: 

Lagana, 2014; Ireland: Faas et al., 2019; and in England: Rodeiro and Williamson, 

2018). The consensus is that destinations of school leavers are not determined by 

one single factor: educational attainment is important, but residing in an area of 

high deprivation, parental levels of education, low social capital, or lack of parental 

host language skills may cumulatively disadvantage students (Faas et al, 2019). 

Although integration takes place within overlapping economic, legal, political, and 

social spheres (Algan et al., 2012), two key predictors of success are education 

and language skills (Entzinger and Biezeveld, 2003; Harder et al., 2018).  

A key function of educational systems is the preparation of students for 

entry into the labour market. For students with an immigrant background, 

particularly recent arrivals without competence in the language of instruction, that 

function extends to the social integration of students into their host society (Wiren, 

2014). Consequently, gaps in educational attainment and language skills are likely 

to make the move from school to the labour market particularly challenging for 

students transitioning from one education system to another, engaging for the first 

time with a new language: 

… whether the child begins schooling with command of the dominant 

tongue or has to learn it when already in mid-stream, whether the 

migrant child arrives at age ten, when it is still relatively easy to gain 
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language facility or aged 15, when language learning is already 

much harder - all these factors have a bearing on educational and 

labor market outcomes. (Froy and Pyne, 2011, p.12).  

Therefore, the institution of education is a vital link between cultural 

integration (by way of second language acquisition) and socioeconomic 

integration in preparation for the labour market. Young people make a series of 

key transitions: from home to school, primary to secondary school, then into the 

senior phase of secondary school before final transition towards employment 

(Anderson et al., 2000; Faas et al., 2019). The transition from school to work is 

tied to social mobility (Lutz et al., 2014). For secondary school students the final 

year of compulsory education is an important point: outcomes from national public 

examinations influence future choices and life chances (Crawford and Greaves, 

2015). Subsequently, establishing how well English as an additional language 

(EAL) students are integrating requires assessment of educational attainment and 

post-secondary school outcomes compared to native English language speakers.1  

In the UK context, there are unexplained gaps in school leaver outcomes 

for migrants with similar educational attainment to native students, and “persistent 

barriers present in the transition from education to work.” (Froy and Pyne, 2011, 

p.53). There is an absence of empirical analysis incorporating English language 

proficiency levels into the picture, and lack of linguistic proficiency may help to 

explain such gaps. For instance, qualifications in English as a subject, acquired at 

15-16 years of age, are a minimum requirement for university admission (UCAS, 

 
1 The accepted approach is to compare “differences between immigrants and natives: what are the 
gaps in educational, social, and labor-market outcomes” (Saggar and Somerville, 2012, p.7). 
Destinations of school leavers thus offer an indicator of integration and the educational 
effectiveness of educational systems. 



LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY & SCHOOL LEAVER DESTINATIONS 

204 
 

2020). Therefore, language proficiency may be of central importance amidst other 

known influential factors in understanding the causal mechanisms which 

determine post-secondary school transitions.  

Although detecting causal effects of language proficiency for destinations 

outcomes is desirable, so too is establishing associated variables that in addition 

to language proficiency contribute to inequality of outcomes. This paper addresses 

this topic by studying the association between English language proficiency and 

initial post-school destinations of school leavers, by way of a case study of 

secondary school students in the city of Glasgow. The paper combines level of 

English language proficiency with other background characteristics and 

educational attainment measured in secondary school public examinations at age 

15-16, analysed within a multinomial regression framework to better understand 

the life course implications for EAL students.2 It is the first paper to consider the 

impact of the effects of levels of English language proficiency on destinations of 

school leavers in a UK context, achieved through analysis of a unique dataset. 

Participation in the labour market is important for social cohesion and the 

economy: it is essential for immigrant populations to establish themselves and 

access the social and economic benefits afforded to their native peers (Budría et 

al., 2019). Dustmann and Fabbri (2003) found a lack of English language 

proficiency in the UK resulted in lower earnings from employment. Thus, the paper 

offers a significant contribution to the integration, labour market, and educational 

inequality literatures.  

 
2 One practical application of the paper’s findings could be to potentially help students make 
choices about their future.  
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Next, section 2 provides a review of the literature by highlighting what is 

known to impact on school leavers destinations, including: (a) the importance of 

host language proficiency; (b) the transition from school to employment; (c) the 

transition from school to further and higher education; and (d) the importance of 

educational attainment. Sections 3 and 4 then set out the data, the methods, and 

variables employed in the empirical analysis. Section 5 presents the empirical 

results and Section 6 discusses them specifically: (1) the association between 

level of English language proficiency and initial destinations of school leavers;    

(2) the contribution of control variables on destinations outcomes; (3) the 

probabilities of destination outcomes by level of English language proficiency. The 

paper concludes by discussing in Section 7 the implications for policy of the 

study’s findings.  

2. The Research Literature  

Language proficiency 

Students not fluent in the language of instruction at school face a linguistic 

barrier. Those with low levels of proficiency have less time to master English 

before entering the crucial assessment phase, which may in turn impact on labour 

market transition (Christensen and Stanat, 2007).3 Analysis of the UK labour 

market suggests variation in the probability of employment when ethnic 

background is considered, but also gains in earnings from English language 

proficiency for non-white immigrants (Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003). Dustmann and 

Fabbri (2003) estimated an advantage of up to 20% for those proficient in the 

English language.4 Consequently, the OECD suggest there is a performance 

 
3 Lack of English language proficiency is a barrier to employment for asylum seekers and refugees 
(Hammond, 2018). 
4 Proficiency was based on self-reported data, with English recorded as ‘good’ or ‘very good’. 
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penalty for older or late-arrival students (OECD, 2015).5 A lack of linguistic 

competence can place some migrants outside the labour market (Budría et al., 

2019). Study of European labour force data finds an ‘intermediate’ level of host-

language proficiency is necessary for refugees to gain employment – those below 

this threshold are significantly less likely to be employed (Brell et al., 2020). 

Despite the importance of language for economic assimilation (Dustmann 

and Fabbri, 2003) and social integration, language proficiency is insufficiently 

addressed in analysis of school leaver transitions, even in international contexts. 

In the US and France, two established immigrant receiving destinations, Lutz et al. 

explored ‘‘ethnic penalties’’ related to school-labour market transition (Lutz et al., 

2014, p.277). They did not however ascertain whether there was an additional 

linguistic penalty for non-native language speakers. In the UK, Tackey et al. 

(2011) explored the link between educational outcomes, higher education, and the 

labour market. They surveyed the literature casting light on the differentiation 

between outcomes for ethnic groups yet failed to take account of English 

language proficiency. Similarly, in Glasgow McKinney et al. (2012) analysed the 

destinations of school leavers and educational outcomes. In Glasgow, the 

association between deprivation and destinations of school leavers was weaker 

than the association between deprivation and educational attainment (McKinney 

et al., 2012), but the potential effects of language proficiency are left unanswered. 

Moreover, the Department for Education in England provides analyses of 

school leaver destinations by disadvantage, including gender, ethnic group, and 

special education needs (SEN), without discussion of English language 

 
5 The OECD analysis is based on Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests. 
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proficiency (DfE, 2019a; DfE, 2019b). Likewise, Scottish Government summaries 

of initial school leaver destinations consider gender, ethnicity, and deprivation, 

while English language proficiency is omitted (Scottish Government, 2018; SDS, 

n.d.). It adds to concern that EAL has dropped out of the policy discourse in the 

UK (Flynn & Curdt-Christiansen, 2018; Jensen and Gidley, 2014). Yet, considering 

the importance of language skills for labour market success identified by Entzinger 

and Biezeveld (2003), the school-work transition is likely to be particularly 

challenging for an EAL student without fluent language skills entering a 

competitive labour market. 

The transition from school to employment  

One central purpose of education is to prepare students for entry into the 

labour market (Foshay, 1991). While educational outcomes at school are 

important, examination scores are not the only predictor of destinations. In the UK, 

differences in the transition from education to employment exist for different ethnic 

groups (Jensen and Gidley, 2014; SDS, n.d.). In addition, Iannelli and Duta find 

parental social class and disadvantaged background, contribute significantly to 

whether a student enters employment or unemployment (Iannelli and Duta, 2018). 

Research indicates subject choice matters too (Iannelli and Duta, 2018; Iannelli 

and Smyth, 2017; Moulton et al., 2018; Rodeiro and Williamson, 2018; Shapira 

and Priestley, 2019). The UK’s, and particularly Scotland’s secondary school 

education system, is distinct in terms of the choice of subjects afforded to students 

during the senior (examination) phase (Iannelli and Smyth, 2017). This contrasts 

with systems offering a compulsory group of core subjects at the senior level.6 The 

 
6 For example, mathematics and English are compulsory for upper secondary school students in 
Ireland, but not in Scotland (Iannelli and Smyth, 2017, p.732). The Scottish system divergences 
with other European contexts such as Germany, in which education pathways include direct routes 
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consequences may be that in Scotland, what was studied is perhaps more 

important to employers than overall examination grades (Iannelli and Smyth, 

2017).7 Labour market statistics summaries including participation of 16-19 year 

olds are publicly available, they do not however consider English language 

proficiency (See Scottish Government, 2014; SDS, 2019).  

The transition from school to further and higher education 

Further Education (FE) in Scotland is provided by colleges. They provide 

school leavers and adults the opportunity to pursue vocational, skills for work, 

school-level qualifications, or study for entry to university (Education Scotland, 

2020; Scotland, n.d.b). In Scotland, 37% of school leavers transition to FE 

colleges, particularly students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds: 

approximately 42% of Scottish entrants to university do so via FE study (Colleges 

Scotland, 2020). Further education colleges therefore play a key role in supporting 

entry into the labour market and as a bridge to higher education (Colleges 

Scotland, 2020). 

However, the literature highlights persisting inequalities inhibiting 

participation in UK higher education, particularly by gender, ethnicity, and social 

class (Richardson et al., 2020). There is a tendency for girls to make the transition 

from school to higher education more often than boys, with differences in 

aspiration to university study found by gender and by ethnicity (Archer et al., 2014; 

Berrington et al., 2016; Platt and Parsons, 2018; Richardson et al., 2020). White 

ethnicity students are proportionately less likely to transition to higher education 

 
to employment, rather than solely academic, therefore not underpinned by solely education 
reasoning (Iannelli and Duta, 2018; Iannelli and Smyth, 2017). 
7 Shapira and Priestley (2019) account for the impact of the curriculum on the senior phase of the 
Scottish secondary education system, but do not address the impact for EAL students.  
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than any other ethnic group (Crawford and Greaves, 2015; Richardson et al., 

2020). Throughout the UK, social disadvantage plays a negative role in higher 

education participation (Blackburn et al., 2016; Harrison, 2017). For instance, 

school leavers from disadvantaged areas are less likely to transition directly to 

university (Blackburn et al., 2016).8  

Although the literature suggests a migration background is associated with 

adverse outcomes, Crawford and Greaves (2015) found EAL gave a boost over 

and above ethnicity in terms of the likelihood of students participating in higher 

education, compared to white-UK students. However, as Crawford and Greaves 

(2015) analysis included only whether English as an additional language was 

reported or not, it would be misleading to interpret those results as suggesting all 

EAL students are more likely than white-UK students to enter higher education. In 

related study of attainment, variation in educational outcomes is found when 

English language proficiency levels are considered: lower level proficiency has an 

association with lower educational attainment (Dillon 2020a; 2020b). It would thus 

be reasonable to expect that beginners are unlikely to enter higher education 

directly from secondary school. Certainly, in Australia, Fenton-Smith and 

Humphreys found ‘‘issues of reading, speaking and listening were negligible’’ 

compared to academic writing, found to be an aspect of EAL postgraduate 

students’ coursework which needed to be addressed (Fenton-Smith and 

Humphreys, 2017, p.288). Likewise, McMillan (2008) found that in Scotland, prior 

experience of language learning impacted negatively on students’ ability to 

 
8 Although special education needs (SEN) are flagged as important for EAL student outcomes 
(Strand et al 2015), Canduela et al (2010) found no significant difference in positive destination 
outcomes between students with or without Additional Support Needs (ASN) in early school 
leavers transitions to college in Scotland. 
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acquire university level academic literacies. Understandably, the challenges and 

rigour of postgraduate study are magnified for students not fully proficient in the 

language of instruction (Fenton-Smith and Humphreys, 2017).  

Educational attainment  

High educational attainment is an important factor for subsequent life 

chances (McCluskey, 2017). A higher level of education improves employment 

opportunities, but crucially may help maintain employment during times of stress 

on the labour market (Ionescu and Cuza, 2012). The inclusion of educational 

outcomes controlled for in analysis is therefore an important part of understanding 

secondary school transitions (Crawford and Greaves, 2015).9 There is for instance 

a positive association between the educational attainment of Key Stage 4 students 

in England (approximately 16 years of age) and entry to higher education (DfEb, 

2019; Richardson et al., 2020).10 In contrast, low educational attainment has a 

detrimental impact on post-school destinations with increased prospect of 

unemployment (Howieson, 2003; Howieson and Iannelli, 2008). Unemployment for 

a school leaver leads to prolonged instability in the labour market (Howieson and 

Iannelli, 2008). As students’ gender, social class and ethnicity have established 

associations with lower educational and labour market outcomes and related 

inequalities (see Hills et al., 2010), some students risk being classified as NEET 

(not in education, employment, or training) (Powell, 2018).11 It is unknown how 

English language proficiency may be associated with NEET for EAL school 

leavers. 

 
9 A total points score is a commonly used measure of educational attainment (Crawford and 
Greaves, 2015; Iannelli and Duta, 2018; Iannelli and Smyth, 2017; Rodeiro and Williamson, 2018).  
10 Also related to whether a student leaves at that stage (DfE, 2019b). 
11 Proportions labelled NEET varies by region (Jensen and Gidley, 2014; Powell, 2018). 
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Methodological approaches to studying school to labour market transitions 

Different approaches and categorisations of destinations are found in the 

literature. Binomial logistic regression has been used (Iannelli and Smyth, 2017), 

including on Scottish longitudinal data (Iannelli and Duta, 2018), and multilevel 

regression (Rodeiro and Williamson, 2018). Schools by type are incorporated by 

Rodeiro and Williamson (2018) in England, while schools by denomination are 

used by McKinney et al (2012) in their case study of Glasgow’s secondary school 

leavers.12 Rodeiro and Williamson (2018) use a binary outcome variable defined 

as either an education, employment or training destination as opposed to not in 

education, training, or employment. Similarly, Iannelli and Smyth (2017) used a 

two-category outcome variable (unemployed or inactive) in analysis of Scottish 

school leavers (Iannelli and Smyth, 2017). While Iannelli and Duta (2018) use five-

categories, Dorsett and Lucchino use four: ‘‘employment, full-time education, 

unemployed NEET and inactive NEET.’’ (Dorsett and Lucchino, 2015, p.4). 

However, the problematic aspect of aggregating education into a single category 

is it restricts differentiation between further education and higher education 

destinations. Further education colleges may be a vital bridge for some EAL 

students to access university.  

Background to the case study’s non-native English language populations 

Immigration has increased the number of secondary school students in UK 

schools who are not proficient in the English language (GCC, 2010). Increased 

diversity stems from the UK’s colonial past, recent economic migration from the 

European Union (EU), and arrival of asylum seekers from across the globe (Geay 

 
12 Non-denominational and denominational (Roman Catholic) are distinctive characteristics of 
state-funded secondary schools in Glasgow. 
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et al., 2013; GCC, 2011b; Jensen and Gidley, 2014). In 2014, a total of 37,820 

economic migrants (seeking employment) arrived in Scotland mostly from EU or 

EU Accession States, but also Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas, 

18% of whom registered in Glasgow (Migration Scotland, n.d.).13 The city of 

Glasgow participates in the Home Office Asylum Dispersal programme (CSMP, 

2019; GCC, 2011b).14 The city housed 11% of the UK’s dispersed asylum seeker 

population, of which 40% arrived with their family in 2014 (Migration Scotland, 

n.d.). Although approximately 70 different countries of origin, the majority in 2014 

originated from “the Peoples Republic of China, followed by Pakistan, Iran, Nigeria 

and Eritrea.” (Migration Scotland, n.d., non-paginated). Therefore, Glasgow’s 

secondary school EAL student population includes children of economic migrants, 

asylum seekers (including unaccompanied minors), and students born in the UK 

as members of establish communities who speak a language other than English at 

home, with variation in parental, social class, and education background.  

There is an association between having an immigration background and 

EAL, evidenced by the high proportion of EAL students with an ethnic minority 

background.15 The close relationship between EAL and a non-white UK ethnic 

background is also confirmed in the literature (See Burgess, 2014; Strand et al., 

2015). As an exceptionally diverse population, rates of English language 

acquisition are likely to vary. How long a student has been in the UK, whether 

English is spoken at home, socialising with native English language speakers 

outside of school, attendance at after school language support classes provided 

 
13 The data cited by Migration Scotland (n.d.) is based on National Insurance Number (NINo) 
registration, and may not capture all migrants, or include dependents such as students. 
14 Scotland has been participant to the UK Governments Syrian Resettlement Programme since 
2015 (Scotland, n.d.a).  
15 Within the population analysed in this study, 98% of EAL students had an ethnic minority 
background. 
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by local community groups and so forth, will have some bearing on acquisition. 

Schools will vary in linguistic and ethnic composition of teachers. Dustmann and 

Fabbri (2003) infer past schooling in native languages provide a structural 

foundation for English acquisition.16 The intensity of language support received in 

school may also be a factor. During the time frame of the data used in this study, 

the city of Glasgow moved to an outreach only EAL support service (See Dillon 

2020c for discussion of the impact on educational outcomes). The implications for 

EAL school leavers are potentially found in analysis of UK labour market data. An 

effect of linguistic competence may play out in economic outcomes as in the 

disparity between “the assimilation patterns of ethnic minority immigrants and 

white immigrants” (Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003, p.714).17 

3. The Research Question 

Although the transitions discussed here are important for all students, a 

review of the literature leaves unanswered where EAL students go once they 

leave school. It is imperative to ascertain the association between English 

language proficiency and destinations, and its impact on outcomes: (a) from an 

integration perspective to compare how closely EAL student outcomes match 

native English language speaking students,18 and (b) to gauge how effective the 

education system is for all students, as a matter of social justice.19 There may be a 

higher risk of entering unemployment for those who have not acquired full 

 
16 In the primary school context, EAL students from established ethnic community backgrounds 
enter education alongside students who use English as their first language at home, and recent 
arrivals also new to the English language. It is implausible a student born in the UK would be ‘new 
to English’ in secondary school. 
17 For an overview of English language proficiency of migrants to the UK, see Reino (2019). 
18 Integration of non-native English speakers into society, education, and labour market. 
19 Social justice carries different meanings in educational research (see Francis et al., 2017). 
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proficiency, yet, without empirically studying the association between English 

language proficiency and post-school transitions that risk remains unconfirmed.20  

While the literature does confirm that white-UK students are least likely to 

transition to higher education compared to other ethnic groups (Crawford and 

Greaves, 2015; Richardson et al., 2020), and having EAL seems to give a further 

boost over and above ethnicity (Crawford and Greaves, 2015), this is incongruent 

with what would be expected given native English language students have the 

language of instruction and assessment as their first language. This incongruence 

was resolved in some studies of educational attainment, where similarly EAL 

students are found to collectively outperform non-EAL students – the introduction 

of levels of English language proficiency uncovered outcomes stratified by English 

language proficiency (Dillon, 2020a; Dillon, 2020b, Strand and Hessel, 2018). This 

may also help to resolve the contradiction here in the context of school leaver 

destinations.  

Moreover, the EAL level of ‘developing competence’ has been established 

as an important threshold of English language proficiency, allowing students to 

match the educational outcomes of native English language speakers (Dillon, 

2020a; 2020b; 2020c). This paper extends that work beyond education to consider 

if the threshold plays a similar key role in post-school destination outcomes. This 

is particularly important as the integration literature suggests an intermediate level 

of host-language proficiency is a threshold which makes participation in European 

labour markets more likely, particularly for refugees (Brell et al., 2020). While the 

destinations assessed in this study may not be final outcomes, nonetheless, 

 
20  Early unemployment is a predictor of later unemployment (Howieson and Iannelli, 2008). 
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understanding the initial transition and association with English language 

proficiency contributes to understanding the possible life course of EAL students.21 

Full integration into the labour market is ‘‘critical for achieving growth, cohesion 

and equality in our economies and society.’’ (Froy and Pyne, 2011, p.4). 

Discussion of that transition, and the potential key role of a linguistic threshold, is 

missing from the EAL and educational inequalities literature, and yet increasingly 

salient due to current migration trends. 

The main research question and related sub-questions addressed in this 

paper are as follows:  

• What is the association between English language proficiency and initial 

post-secondary school destinations controlling for student characteristics 

and public examination outcomes at age 15-16? What are the probabilities 

of destination outcomes by level of English language proficiency, and how 

important is the level of ‘developing competence’ of English language 

proficiency for destination outcomes?  

A primary hypothesis is proposed which connects directly to the potential 

impact of English language proficiency on initial school leaver destinations: (1) on 

employment, and (2) entering higher education:  

H1 Increased English language proficiency increases the likelihood of 

being employed, and the likelihood of entering higher education. 

 
21 Destinations are recorded approximately 3 months after leaving school. 
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4. Data and Methods 

4.1. Data and Variables 

This case study includes data for students educated in 29 state funded secondary 

schools (2008-2016) within Glasgow City Council boundaries. Separate datasets 

for destinations of school leavers, attainment, school census, and additional 

support needs were acquired from the Scottish Government, then merged to 

construct a single database.22 The data was matched using students’ unique 

identifiers, re-coded by the data holder to retain anonymity. The data was 

aggregated by years, which reduced the potential effects of year on year variation 

and increased statistical power. This was also beneficial due to a low count in 

some destination categories, compounded by a small sample size of EAL students 

in some proficiency levels and uneven distribution across schools.23 Students’ 

self-reported data was collected through annual survey by Skills Development 

Scotland (SDS), then submitted to the Scottish Government (SDS, n.d.; Scottish 

Government, 2018).24 While the response rate was consistent over time, less data 

was available for S4 students in 2015-2016 as not all students had left school. 

This was addressed by fixed effects aggregating the data by years. After removing 

duplicates and anomalies, the sample N = 34,627, net of explanatory and control 

variables was used for descriptive analysis.25 There was missing data for 2,528 

students without an English as a subject score at S4 (7%) or a mathematics score 

3,020 (10%). These were removed by listwise deletion, which reduced the sample 

 
22 Schools census records provided background characteristics such as English language 
proficiency, gender, ethnicity, free school meal entitlement, additional support needs, stage of 
secondary school (S1-S6), census year, and school attended. 
23 Differences in group sizes may bias statistical models. 
24 The Scottish Government attest to a high response rate of above 98%. 
25 The original data file had a total of 45,676 initial destination records with some inconsistency in 
how destinations were categorised. 
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to N = 30,080 (of which 12% were EAL students) retaining only robust matches 

between variables for statistical analysis, including only students with scores in 

both the subjects of English and mathematics.  

Dependent variable: Initial destinations of school leavers  

A five-category post-school destinations outcome variable was 

constructed,26 distinguishing Employed, Further Education, Higher Education, 

Training-other, and Unemployed (reference category) coded 1 to 5, respectively. 

Definitions of destinations used in Scottish Government outputs are provided in 

Table 4 (Appendix B). Two school leaver destinations datasets were acquired from 

the Scottish Government (1) the initial destination (collected approximately three 

months after leaving school) and (2) a follow up (collected nine months after 

leaving). The former was used in this paper as it provided a larger sample.  

An important point to note about the Employed category is its 

heterogeneity. It does not distinguish by the type of employment, wages or 

working hours (full or part-time), or the level of English language proficiency 

required to fulfil the role. Likewise, the Unemployed category being measured only 

3 months after leaving does not capture whether unemployment is of short or long 

term duration. This highlights a general limitation of the data, that it cannot reflect 

the stability of destination outcomes. Moreover, as the analysis controlled for 

years as fixed effects, it did not explore change over time.27  

The Scottish Government publish summaries which include ‘higher 

education, further education, training, voluntary work, employment or activity 

 
26 The original dataset consisted of 18 categories (See Table 3, Appendix A).   
27 This would extend to whether an underlying effect is present from economic downturns such as 
2008.   
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agreements’ all deemed positive outcomes (Scottish Government, 2018, p.4). The 

national figures indicate relatively stable positive destination outcomes between 

2012-2017 at 92% on average; Employment 21%, Further Education 27%, and 

Higher Education 39% (Scottish Government, 2018). The initial school leaver 

destinations for Glasgow City are similar, although slightly lower in some 

categories: positive destinations at 90% (Scottish Government, 2018), 19% 

employed, 29% further education and 33% higher education (Scottish 

Government, 2019a), which correspond to the data used in this study (See Table 

1). 

Stage of leaving secondary school 

The focus of this paper is on how destination outcomes are shaped by 

results at 15-16 years of age in the final year of compulsory education. Where the 

transition takes place after S4, students are likely to have gained additional 

qualifications.28 It is well established that students transition directly from 

secondary school to higher education (some from S5), most doing so from S6 

after acquiring higher level qualifications (Scottish Government, 2019b; Tinklin and 

Raffe, 1999). Likewise, some EAL students may have improved their English 

language proficiency if remaining in school beyond S4. However, English 

acquisition, although variable between students, is a long process. Dillon (2020c) 

shows how for example a student entering secondary school at S1 ‘new to 

English’ had marginal improvement in proficiency at S5 compared to S4, in other 

words an additional year of schooling did not significantly improve English 

language proficiency. Moreover, although knowing the stage a student left 

 
28 Or for that matter resit, or delay taking S4 examinations until S5-S6. 
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secondary school is part of understanding transitions, the literature suggests that 

even after controlling for later educational performance in England, attainment at 

Key Stage 4 is strongly associated with participation in higher education (DfEb, 

2019; Richardson et al., 2020). In Scotland, longitudinal analysis confirms poor 

results at S4 are reflected in poor labour market outcomes at age 22-23 

(Howieson and Iannelli, 2008). The paper thus focuses on English language 

proficiency and attainment at S4 to assess the implications for post-secondary 

school transitions in the Scottish context.  

Focal Explanatory variable: Level of English language proficiency  

Students’ level of English language proficiency was sourced at S4 (the final 

year of compulsory education). There were six levels coded (1) New to English (2) 

Early Acquisition (3) Competent (4) Developing Competence (5) Fluent (6) English 

as a first-language (the reference category).29 The level of proficiency was 

recorded in annual census returns by schools and submitted to the Scottish 

Government.  

Control variables 

Gender was included with boys coded 1 and girls coded 0. A binary 

variable was constructed indicating Additional Support Need (ASN) at any point 

during secondary school.30 A variable was also constructed to indicate whether a 

student was entitled to free school meals (FSM) at any point during secondary 

school. The recording of ethnicity was not consistent over time. As a result, 

categories were merged and restructured to improve consistency and address a 

 
29 Although potentially students with English as first language could be fluent in another language 
and thereby bilingual, it is unlikely to be the norm. 
30 ASN covers a broad spectrum of needs from health, disability, family issues, social or emotional, 
or students’ learning environment (See Scottish Government, 2017). 
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low count for some groups. This resulted in a six-category variable coded as: (1) 

African or Caribbean (2) Asian (3) Chinese31 (4) White-Other (5) Other-ethnicity 

(6) White-UK (reference group). See Table 5 in Appendix C for sub-groups in each 

category. 

Educational attainment measured students’ average scores derived from 

performance in Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) examinations. The 

measure included scores accumulated at the end of compulsory schooling (S4) for 

English as a subject and mathematics. Scores were standardised in each year, 

given a mean of zero and deviation of 1, then aggregated. The literature confirms 

educational attainment increases as EAL students’ linguistic proficiency increases 

(Demie and Strand, 2006; Dillon, 2020a). The association is stronger in English as 

a subject than in mathematics (Dillon, 2020a; Strand and Hessel, 2018). 

Individual state funded secondary schools (N = 29) were entered into the 

model as fixed effects and individual school associated effects not reported. 

Although McKinney at al. (2012) excluded an all-girls school in their case study of 

Glasgow secondary schools as atypical, the school was included here. This was 

preferred as the research interest was level of English language proficiency: 

removal would have reduced an already small sample of EAL students and 

destinations records. This should be considered when interpreting the results of 

the gender coefficients. The religious association of denominational schools may 

influence the ethos within a school (Sawkins, 2002). To measure any potential 

effect, in addition, a dummy variable was constructed representing whether a 

 
31 Chinese was included separately as the literature indicates strong academic performance. 
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student was in a denominational or non-denominational school.32 A total of 18 

non-denominational schools were coded as 1 and 11 denominational schools 

coded 0. Such an approach was adopted by Sawkins (2002) study of examination 

performance in Scottish secondary schools. For discussion of differences in 

educational attainment outcomes by school denomination in the Scottish 

secondary school context, see Shields and Gunson (2017), and McKinney et al. 

(2017). 

4.2 Methods   

In addition to descriptive analysis, a multinomial logistic regression model is 

fitted. This method facilitated investigation of the association between level of 

English language proficiency and school leaver destinations controlling for 

available student characteristics. Although students are nested within schools, 

between school variance is low for educational outcomes of EAL students when 

considered in multilevel analysis of secondary schools in Glasgow (Dillon, 

2020b).33 As the key research interest here is the association between linguistic 

proficiency and the outcome variable as an assessment of the overall system 

rather than between school differences, a fixed effects approach was 

implemented.34  

Model specification  

 
32 State funded denominational (Roman Catholic) and non-denominational schools are a 
distinguishing feature in Scottish education. Not a school level variable per se, rather an indicator 
of where a student was located, in one of the two types of publicly funded secondary schools. 
33 Crawford and Greaves (2015) found controlling for type of secondary school attended did not 
explain gaps in HE participation between ethnic groups. Similarly, “… there is no necessary 
connection between low income and an initial positive school leaver destination in both 
denominational and non-denominational schools.” In Glasgow (McKinney et al., 2017).  
34 The fixed effects relate to individual schools (N = 29), and years (N = 9).  
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Let Y represent destination outcomes, which can take a value of 1-5; (1) 

employment, (2) further education, (3) higher education, (4) training-other 

destination outcome or (5) unemployed. The equation for the prediction of the 

probability of the occurrence of a destination outcome is as follows:  

𝑌 =
𝑒𝛽0+𝛽1∗𝐸𝑛𝑔+𝛽2∗𝑀𝑎𝑡ℎ+𝛽3∗𝐿𝑎𝑛𝑔+𝛽4∗𝐺𝑒𝑛+𝛽5∗𝐴𝑆𝑁+𝛽6∗𝐹𝑆𝑀+𝛽7∗𝐸𝑡ℎ+𝛽8∗𝑆𝑐ℎ𝐷𝑒𝑛𝑜𝑚+𝛽9∗𝑆𝑐ℎ+𝛽10∗𝑌𝑟𝑠

1 + 𝑒𝛽0+𝛽1∗𝐸𝑛𝑔+𝛽2∗𝑀𝑎𝑡ℎ+𝛽3∗𝐿𝑎𝑛𝑔+𝛽4∗𝐺𝑒𝑛+𝛽5∗𝐴𝑆𝑁+𝛽6∗𝐹𝑆𝑀+𝛽7∗𝐸𝑡ℎ+𝛽8∗𝑆𝑐ℎ𝐷𝑒𝑛𝑜𝑚+𝛽9∗𝑆𝑐ℎ+𝛽10∗𝑌𝑟𝑠
 

where β0 is the intercept and all other β are slope coefficients; examination 

scores β1 (English as a subject), β2 (Mathematics), β3 (English language 

proficiency level), β4 (gender), β5 (Additional Support Needs), β6 (Free School Meal 

entitlement), β7 (Ethnicity), β8 (School Denomination), β9 (Schools), β9 (Years).  

 

5. Results 

5.1. Descriptive analysis 

The distribution of variables in Table 1 show ‘new to English’ students were 

the least represented (0.2%). Although they could have been combined with ‘early 

acquisition’ to form a ‘beginner’ category, this provided the nuance missing from 

the literature lacking study differentiating students by levels of English language 

proficiency. The majority of EAL students were ‘developing competence’ (4.4%) or 

‘competent’ (4.9%). There was an even distribution by gender. Most students did 

not have additional support needs during secondary school (78.4%) or free school 

meal entitlement (60.3%). Asian students comprised the largest ethnic minority 

group (6.5%), with Chinese the lowest (0.5%), most recorded as white-UK 

ethnicity. There were slightly more students in non-denomination schools (58.7%) 

than denominational ones.  
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Table 1: Data Summary    

 N Marginal % Mean SD 

Initial Destinations     

Employed 6164 20.5   

Further Education 8855 29.4   

Higher Education 8802 29.3   

Training or other destination 3086 10.3   

Unemployed 3173 10.5   

Level of English language proficiency     

New to English 72 0.2   

Early Acquisition 278 0.9   

Developing Competence 1331 4.4   

Competent 1459 4.9   

Fluent 383 1.3   

English as first-language 26557 88.3   

Gender      

Female 15052 50.0   

Male 15028 50.0   

ASN during secondary school     

No Additional Support Needs 23573 78.4   

Additional Support Needs 6507 21.6   

FSM during secondary school     

No FSM entitlement recorded during period 18146 60.3   

FSM entitlement during period 11934 39.7   

Ethnicity      

African or Caribbean 448 1.5   

Asian 1963 6.5   

Chinese 138 0.5   

White-Other 670 2.2   

Other-Ethnicity 1270 4.2   

White-UK 25591 85.1   

School Type     

Denominational 11 41.3   

Non-denominational 18 58.7   

Educational attainment at S4     

English as a subject 30080  -0.008 1 

Mathematics 30080  -0.001 1 

Note. N = 30,080 

 

 

 



LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY & SCHOOL LEAVER DESTINATIONS 

224 
 

5.2. What is the association between English language proficiency at S4 and 

initial school leaver destinations?  

Initial destinations by level of English language proficiency net of control variables 

Figure 1 presents descriptive analysis of destinations differentiated by level 

of English language proficiency at S4. The highest proportion recorded as 

unemployed were new to English (17%) but reduced as proficiency increased. All 

levels of EAL proportionally entered less employment destinations than English as 

a first language students (21%), with only small differences between proficiency 

levels. The results indicted a pattern: as EAL students’ English language 

proficiency increased, representation in further education destinations decreased 

and entry to higher education increased. The transition from developing 

competence to competent appeared a pivotal stage at S4. The caveats are the 

difference in sample sizes between the English as a first language and EAL 

groups (See Table 1) and based on the simple association between language and 

destinations, net of control variables. 
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Figure 1: Initial Destination by Level of English Language Proficiency at S4  

 
Note. N = 34,627 

 

 

What are the effects of English language proficiency on destinations controlling for 

student characteristics?  

To confirm the association persisted beyond the bivariate associations 

presented in Section 5.2, multinomial logistic regression analysis was conducted 

to study the effects of English language proficiency on destinations controlling for 

potential confounders.  

Model diagnostics 

The literature suggests EAL and ethnicity are closely related (Strand, 2015) 

and potentially collinear (Burgess, 2014). An association between level of English 

language proficiency at S4 and ethnicity was observed (χ2 (25) = 35469.34, p < 

.001) and moderate effect determined by Cramer's V (φc = .407, p < .001). 



LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY & SCHOOL LEAVER DESTINATIONS 

226 
 

However, collinearity diagnostics revealed the variance inflation factor (VIF) was 

below 3 and tolerance > 0.4 for all variables included in the statistical models.35 

Ethnicity added a further nuance to understanding differences in outcomes among 

EAL students and was retained in the model as potentially part of the causal 

chain. 

Evaluation of the model  

Destinations of school leavers were incorporated as the dependent variable 

using five categories. Language proficiency with English as first language as the 

reference category, gender, additional support needs, free school meal 

entitlement, and ethnicity with white-UK as the reference and school type were 

entered as explanatory variables. Years and individual schools were entered as 

fixed effects in the regression model and not reported other than the binary 

measure of the effect on outcomes whether a school was denominational or non-

denominational. No interaction terms were included. The Likelihood Ratio chi-

square test was significant χ2 = 6223.36, (p < .001), and the reduced -2 Log 

Likelihood (41,096) indicated improved fit over the null model (47,318).  

The effects of English language proficiency at S4 on destinations 

The results in Table 2 indicate an association between English language 

proficiency and entering employment. The language coefficient increased as 

proficiency increased compared to English as first language students. Beginners 

(new to English and early acquisition) were statistically significantly different from 

English as a first language with a negative association to employment transition. 

 
35 Association between EAL and ethnicity was not unexpected. Most English as first language 
students had white ethnicity recorded, with greater diversity evident among EAL students. 
Separate diagnostics checks for the English as a subject, and Mathematics variables, confirmed 
there were no issues of collinearity (VIF of 1). 



LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY & SCHOOL LEAVER DESTINATIONS 

227 
 

Once reaching developing competence there were no statistically significant 

differences with English as first language students. In contrast, increased EAL 

proficiency indicated students were more likely to enter higher education than 

unemployment, with no statistically significant difference between lower levels of 

proficiency and English as a first language. However once reaching the level of 

developing competence the coefficient changed from negative to a strong positive 

statistically significant association for competent (1.229, p < .001) and fluent 

(1.382, p < .001) levels. 

There were no statistically significant differences between proficiency levels 

for training destinations. There was no negative effect of not being a native 

English language speaker on entering further education. The results confirmed the 

primary hypothesis, (1) improvement in English language proficiency increases the 

likelihood of being employed, and (2) an increase in English language proficiency 

increases the likelihood of entering higher education. 
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The effects of educational attainment at S4 on destinations  

Scores in English as a subject had a positive effect on the likelihood of 

transition to higher education (0.318, p < .001) and a very small positive effect on 

training-other destinations (0.072, p = .009). Scores in English as a subject were 

not statistically significant for employment or further education. Mathematics 

scores had a strong positive effect on higher education (0.403, p < .001), and 

small positive effect on employment (0.202, p < .001) and a smaller but 

statistically significant effect on further education destinations (0.165, p < .001). 

Mathematics scores were not statistically significant for training-other destinations. 

The effects of other control variables on destinations  

The results indicated a strong positive effect for girls on transitioning to 

further education (0.556, p < .001) and higher education (0.538, p < .001). There 

was no statistical difference by gender for employment compared to 

unemployment. The results indicated a positive association between not having 

any additional support needs and employment (0.483, p < .001) and higher 

education (0.438, p < .001). There was a positive effect of not having FSM 

entitlement with the largest effects found in higher education (1.159, p < .001), 

employed (0.784, p < .001) and further education transitions (0.445, p < .001). 

Compared to the reference category (white-UK), there was no effect of 

ethnicity on transitioning to employment. For training-other destinations, Asian (-

0.523, p = .019) and other-ethnicity students (-0.409, p = .022) were the only 

groups statistically significantly different from white-UK students as less likely to 

transition to training-other. African or Caribbean students were more likely to enter 

further education (0.644, p = .012) than white-UK students. The effects of ethnicity 
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however were more evident in transition to higher education with a large positive 

effect for African or Caribbean (1.312, p < .001), Chinese (1.366, p = .01) and 

other-ethnicity groups (0.486, p < .001).36  

What are the probabilities of school leaver destination outcomes by English 

language proficiency controlling for student characteristics and public examination 

outcomes at age 15-16? 

Based on the results of the regression model presented in Table 2, the 

estimated probabilities in Figure 2 indicate students new to English at S4 were 

most likely to transition to further education (56% probability), and the same is true 

of early acquisition (47%) and developing competence (43%) students. Native 

English language students also had a 31% probability of transitioning to further 

education destinations. Native English speakers had the highest probability of 

transitioning directly to the labour market from school (23%). English as a first 

language students had a relatively even spread between employment, further and 

higher education outcomes.  

However, the results showed a distinct shift in the probability of an EAL 

student entering higher education once the level of ‘competent’ in the English 

language had been reached. There was a clear stepped pattern: as English 

language increased, the probability of entering further education decreased from 

56% to 22%, while the probability of entering higher education increased from 

21% to 58%. Figure 2 shows the further education slope tails off from ‘developing 

competence’ to ‘fluent’, while the curve is steeper from ‘new to English’ to 

 
36 No differences were found by school type for students entering employment or further education 
compared to unemployed destination category. Although a negative coefficient was returned for 
training-other destinations (-0.35, p = .066), and positive coefficient for HE (0.44, p = .021) for 
denominational compared to non-denominational schools.  
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‘developing competence’ for higher education transition. This suggests a pivotal 

role of ‘developing competence’ at S4 as the nexus between the probability of 

entering further or higher education.37  

 

Figure 2: Estimated Probability of Initial Destination by EAL level  

 

Level of English 
language proficiency 
at S4 Employed 

Further 
Education 

Higher 
Education 

Training or 
Other Unemployed 

New to English 6% 56% 21% 6% 11% 

Early Acquisition 9% 47% 25% 8% 10% 
Developing 
Competence 10% 43% 30% 7% 10% 

Competent 10% 27% 52% 4% 7% 

Fluent 10% 22% 58% 4% 6% 
English as first 
language 23% 31% 24% 11% 11% 

Note. Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding. 
Note. Estimated response probabilities derived from multinomial regression output controlling for 
entered variables.   

 

 
37 The probability of a student entering a destination was based on a level of English language 
proficiency measured at S4 (approximately age 15-16), not necessarily the level of proficiency of 
the school leaver. 
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6. Discussion  

The central aim of this paper was to ascertain the association between 

English language proficiency and initial school leaver destinations. The 

association pattern differentiated by level of English language proficiency 

confirmed the primary hypothesis: increased English language proficiency 

increases (1) the likelihood of being employed as initial destination, and (2) the 

likelihood of entering higher education. The associations for included control 

variables suggest post school transitions are influenced by a variety of factors. 

The results are in line with the literature that a combination of variables can 

cumulatively disadvantage students (see for instance Faas et al, 2019). However, 

the analysis confirms the important role that linguistic proficiency plays in EAL 

students post school transitions, which holds after accounting for school 

attainment at S4 and other controls.38  

Other associations contributing to initial destinations  

Educational attainment at S4 was particularly important to control for as it 

has an established association with destinations in England at the equivalent 

stage (Crawford and Greaves, 2015; DfEb, 2019; Richardson et al., 2020). For 

example, performance at Key Stage 4 is strongly associated with participation in 

higher education, even after controlling for later educational performance 

(Crawford and Greaves, 2015). The findings here suggest scores in English as a 

subject are positively associated with destination outcomes compared to 

unemployment, as are mathematics scores.39 The strongest association for these 

 
38 This study is not immune to confounding, unobservable variables, whether positive or negatively 
associated with outcomes. 
39 Except for ‘training-other’ destinations. The results suggest located in a Denominational school 
adds to the likelihood of transition to HE.  
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two academic subjects, transition to further education, chimes with the literature 

(McKinney et al., 2012). As the “educational progress of children is closely related 

to the socio-economic position of the family.” (McKinney et al., 2012), so too the 

socioeconomic indicator used in this study (having FSM entitlement) is associated 

with less progression to employment, further education, and in particular, higher 

education. The results are consistent with McKinney and colleagues (2012) study 

of school leaver destinations in Glasgow. The association between FSM 

entitlement and training destinations echoes the findings of McKinney et al. (2012) 

of an association between training destinations and schools in areas of higher 

deprivation.40 That white-UK ethnicity students were among the least likely to 

transition directly to higher education, and more likely for girls, is also consistent 

with the literature (Crawford and Greaves, 2015; Richardson et al., 2020).41 The 

positive association with education destinations for girls generally aligns with the 

findings of Ianneli and Duta (2018) on labour market outcomes in Scottish 

longitudinal datasets.   

Extended causal chain and explanatory mechanisms  

The causal chain may be more elongated for some EAL students. Factors 

associated with outcomes such as socioeconomic background, gender, and social 

class help to explain variation in native English language student outcomes. They 

are therefore likely to contribute to variation in outcomes within the same level of 

English language proficiency. Moreover, the mechanism may be more complex for 

 
40 Although viewed as a positive outcome, it is not possible to establish what follows training, the 
duration, whether paid or unpaid. There is only a small percentage difference in probability 
between EAL levels, therefore language proficiency is not a strong predictor of training-other 
destination outcomes. Albeit ‘other’ destinations could include a student moved overseas or illness, 
unemployed or other destinations are not deemed positive outcomes by the Scottish Government.  
41 University students’ ethnicity or social class are more strongly associated with HE outcomes 
than gender (Richardson et al., 2020). 
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immigrant children when ethnicity, migration experience, and first language 

literacy are considered. Thus, the estimates from the results in the present 

findings are averages. There will be students who performed above and below 

average at each level of English language proficiency at age 15-16, in 

examinations, and subsequent school leaver outcomes. As a result, the 

explanatory mechanism appears to involve a combination of ethnic background, 

with which motivation may be associated, proficiency in the English language, and 

potentially bilingualism42 which lead to better educational outcomes, and improved 

school transitions.  

For example, Chinese students, found here to have a strong positive 

association with higher education, are among the top performers in UK studies of 

educational attainment (Dillon, 2020a; Francis et al., 2017; Gates and Guo, 2014; 

Leckie and Goldstein, 2019). This contrasts with Roma children who are 

susceptible to low educational attainment as a marginalised group, hindering 

integration, employment, and educational opportunities (Sime, 2018; Sime et al., 

2017). In addition to proficiency in the English language, motivation to succeed 

and social class of parents may be the mechanism underpinning certain ethnic 

minority students’ success that explain for instance, why some non-native English 

language speakers are more likely to transition to university than native English 

language speakers. Such motivation is inferred by Gates and Guo (2014), and 

Burgess (2014) comparing educational attainment of ethnic minority groups with 

white-British students. Conversely, in a case study of the Roma community in 

 
42 Bilingualism is associated with higher academic achievement (Demie and Lewis, 2018; Spencer 
et al., 2017; Strand and Hessel, 2018). 
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Glasgow “There was a perceived hopelessness in relation to the chances that 

Roma children have to overcome their marginalisation” (Sime et al., 2017, p.316).  

Improved English language proficiency slightly increases the prospect of entering 

employment  

The finding that the probability of EAL students entering unemployment 

decreases as English language proficiency increases (falling from 11% for 

beginners to 6% for fluent) confirms that acquiring a higher level of English 

language proficiency increases the chance of EAL students avoiding 

unemployment. However, with only a few percentage points between EAL levels 

compared to native English language speakers, English language proficiency is 

not a strong predictor of employment.43 This may reflect that (a) employment is 

generally not EAL students’ favoured choice of initial destination, or (b) lack of 

preparedness for employment with a corresponding need to gain school 

qualifications or improve linguistic proficiency for later transition to the labour 

market, or (c) rather than English language proficiency, as Iannelli and Duta 

(2018) find, parental social class and disadvantaged background contribute to 

whether a student enters employment or unemployment. The inference drawn 

from those probabilities is encouraging particularly for beginners. They are no 

more likely to be classified NEET than students with English as a first language.44  

However, the association between language proficiency and an initial 

employment destination, compared to unemployed, indicates ‘developing 

competence’ as the point where differences between EAL students and native 

 
43 Gender, additional support needs, ethnicity, or school type do not explain employment 
outcomes. Proportionally more English as first language than EAL students enter employment 
directly from school. Most likely to enter employment destinations are those without FSM.  
44 See Powell (2018) for UK data on Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET). 
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English language speakers are removed. This resonates with study of refugee 

employment, where similarly an intermediate level of host-language proficiency is 

a threshold which once reached, increases the likelihood of employment in 

European labour markets (Brell et al., 2020).   

Further education is the most likely transition for ‘new to English’ and ‘early 

acquisition’ students  

Further education (FE) is an important destination for native English 

language students. For students from disadvantaged socio-economic 

backgrounds, FE is key to supporting entry into the labour market and higher 

education (Colleges Scotland, 2020). It is also the most likely destination for a 

large proportion of EAL students. However, the pattern is clearly stepped. As 

English language proficiency rises EAL students are less likely to enter further 

education: the majority are beginners (new to English and early acquisition). That 

fluent students are not well represented in further education signals it is not their 

destination of choice. Further education colleges provide opportunity for students 

to repeat national examinations not attained in school, which may include ESOL45. 

The results thus signpost the importance of further education for sub-fluent EAL 

students. There are other routes to university (Moulton et al., 2018), and therefore 

further education may function as a vital bridge for late arrivals with academic 

aspirations to catch up on their peers.46  

 
45 English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL), see SQA. (n.d.).  
46 Aspirations are discussed by Archer et al. (2014), Berrington et al. (2016), Platt and Parsons, 
(2018), Richardson et al. (2020). 
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English language proficiency is a gateway to higher education  

Crawford and Greaves (2015) found EAL boosted the likelihood of 

participating in higher education over and above ethnic background when 

compared to white-UK students. The analysis here shows those findings are not 

universal. Fluent EAL students have a greater probability of progression to a 

higher education destination than any other level of proficiency, including native 

English language speakers. The stepped probability (21% for new to English 

students, to 58% for fluent students at S4), signposts a strong association, 

confirming the primary hypothesis increased English language proficiency 

increases the likelihood of entering higher education. The lack of representation of 

sub-fluent students in transitioning directly to higher education, resonates with 

studies highlighting the challenges faced by non-fluent speakers in university 

settings (see McMillan, 2008; Fenton-Smith and Humphreys, 2017). Although 

higher education is not the goal of all students,47 a significant barrier remains 

without command of the English language. However, as ‘developing competence’ 

and above proportionally transition to higher education more than English as first 

language students, suggests full command of the English language is not the only 

determinant.  

Certainly, here the strongest effect of attainment scores is seen, consistent 

with the literature (DfE, 2019b; Richardson et al., 2020).48 The analysis signals 

issues for English as first language students with a white-UK ethic background, 

 
47 See for example Archer and Yamashita (2003). 
48 An advantage for girls, not having ASN, or FSM entitlement, or non-white UK ethnicity, have 
positive effects on transition to FE. That ethnicity partly explains the transition, particularly for white 
ethnicity students, is consistent with the literature (Crawford and Greaves, 2015; Richardson et al., 
2020). That having ASN had a negative effect on the likelihood of entering HE, contrasts with 
findings in England. Crawford and Greaves (2015) suggested students with special education 
needs were more likely to enter university. 
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particularly the disproportionate numbers entering further education compared to 

EAL students.49 Still, native English language students as a large heterogenous 

group, restricts comparison, as variation within this group may be large in terms of 

social background, or for instance aptitude in English as a subject.  

Language proficiency is the key explanatory mechanism 

Here, a hypothetical example of how English language proficiency might 

work as the explanatory mechanism is considered. Two students, Student A and 

Student B, similar in ethnic background and other characteristics, both aspire to 

attend university. They substantively differ only in their level of English language 

proficiency. Student A (below the threshold) enters further education, while 

Student B enters university. Although educational attainment is crucial, the 

underlying mechanism is English language proficiency. Without adequate 

proficiency in the English language, acquisition of English as a subject is out of 

reach, and subsequently acceptance by a university for undergraduate study, 

irrespective of an EAL students ethnic background, gender, or social class.50 

Attendance at university is associated with examination scores at age 16 

(Crawford and Greaves, 2015), which are known to be associated with level of 

English language proficiency (Dillon, 2020a). Hence, it is the level of English 

language proficiency, by way of its association with educational attainment, which 

is the mechanism determining an initial or potentially later transition to higher 

education for those who aspire to do so. Therefore, whether the causal chain is 

 
49 There was a large difference in sample size between English as first language and EAL 
students, which may have some effect.  
50 Educational attainment at age 15-16 is important for future transitions. Although universities set 
their own admission criteria, usually requiring higher level qualifications attained in S5-S6, a 
prerequisite is “pre-16 qualifications, such as GCSE English and maths, or their equivalents” 
(UCAS, 2020, non-paginated). 
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viewed as driven by a cumulative series of factors or intersectionality, 

nevertheless, English language proficiency is the key component.  

Stage of leaving secondary school 

The focus of this paper was on what is known at S4 stage, and the impact 

on initial school leaver destinations. Whether a student left at S4, S5 or S6 was 

not controlled for in this paper. The patterns of leavers by stage are well 

established. For example, national summaries published by the Scottish 

Government (2019b), confirm approximately 50% of S4 leavers enter a further 

education initial destination, followed by employment (25%). Less than 1% 

nationally transition from S4 to higher education. The majority leaving at S5, enter 

further education (40%) or employment (34%), while only 12% enter higher 

education.51 At S6, 61% of initial destinations are to higher education, with 17% 

transitioning to further education, or employment (18%). The S4 measure allowed 

insight into the potential outcomes for 15-16 year old students, useful for students 

and educators to plan for S4-S6 and post-secondary school transitions.52 

The contribution and limitations of this paper  

This paper makes a unique contribution. It introduced new data, shed light 

on the transitions of students who are not fluent in the English language, and 

possible life chances following post-compulsory education, adding to the 

integration of non-native language speakers and educational inequalities 

literatures.53 The percentage of students entering each destination category were 

 
51 Only likely for more able students (Machin et al., 2013). 
52 Students are highly unlikely to transition to university from S4, as higher level qualifications are 
required for entry, acquired in S5-S6 (see UCAS, 2020).   
53 It particularly shed light on Crawford and Greaves (2015) finding of EAL students more likely to 
enter university, which seemed counterintuitive for students with an immigrant background, 
explained in a large part by level of English language proficiency. 
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analogous with Scottish Government summaries (in which English language 

proficiency is omitted). However, the major contribution of this paper is the 

revealing of patterns of destinations for EAL students differentiated by level of 

English language proficiency: they do not correspond to those of the majority 

population (students with English as first language and white-UK ethnicity). It adds 

an important caveat to the findings of Crawford and Greaves (2015) of EAL 

students being more likely to enter university.  

Nonetheless, it was not possible to determine the duration in each 

destination or further transitions.54 The analysis did not consider if English 

language proficiency increased for students who remained beyond S4, or the 

stage a student left school, which may have a bearing on initial destinations.55 The 

transition through the S4-S6 senior stage is beyond the scope of this paper. 

Although there is a body of literature on the implications of early leaving (see 

Canduela et al., 2010; Howieson, 2003), that merits separate study exploring the 

implications for EAL student (1) attainment, and (2) initial destinations.  

The analysis did not explore interactions between individual effects.56 There 

may be additional factors which impact on a student entering higher education, for 

instance tuition fees or outreach programmes aimed at widening participation (see 

Richardson et al., 2020). Moreover, students’ EAL level and associated school 

attainment may have been influenced by further unmeasured cofounders, such as 

migration experience, children of highly skilled economic migrants with a high level 

 
54 A follow up survey is conducted by SDS approximately 9 months after leaving school but has a 
lower sample and does not address the absence of longitudinal data (See Iannelli and Duta, 2018).  
55 The consequences of early leavers are discussed by Canduela et al (2010), and Howieson 
(2003). A student entering secondary school at S1 as ‘new to English’ will have marginal 
improvement in proficiency at S5 compared to S4 (Dillon, 2020c). 
56 For a discussion of the potential intersectionality of variables, see Richardson et al. (2020). 
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of L1 literacy, or an unaccompanied child with interrupted schooling, or low level of 

literacy which could not be controlled for in this study.57 

7. Conclusions and policy implications 

The aim of this paper was to establish: (1) What is the impact of the 

association between English language proficiency and initial post-secondary 

school destinations? (2) What are the probabilities of destination outcomes by 

level of English language proficiency? (3) How important is the level of ‘developing 

competence’ threshold of English language proficiency for destination outcomes? 

In a case study of secondary school students in the city of Glasgow, English 

language proficiency and background characteristics, together with educational 

attainment measured by points accumulated at age 15-16 in public examinations, 

were explored through descriptive analysis followed by estimation of a multinomial 

regression model.  

Regarding the central question, the paper ascertained the majority of EAL 

students entered further or higher education. Beginners entered proportionally 

more further education destinations and fewer higher education destinations 

compared to English as first language students, confirming an association 

between English language proficiency and initial post-school destinations. 

Concerning the two sub-questions, the level of ‘developing competence’ is an 

important threshold, however acquisition of ‘competent’ improves the likelihood of 

transitioning directly to further education.58 Thus, the probabilities of destination 

 
57 Parental background, intelligence or general ability of students, time spent in the UK are not 
controlled for. 
58 Intermediate to advanced EAL level students (developing competence to fluent) exceeded the 
probability of English as first language students transitioning to HE. 
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outcomes are largely explained by linguistic proficiency, but also by ethnic 

background which may provide an additional motivational factor. Other factors 

play an important role, such as the established socioeconomic effects, gender, 

and educational attainment, potentially more complex for migrant children 

depending on their L1 literacy, migration experience, and parental social class. 

The evidence suggests lower proficiency EAL students transition to the labour 

market later, first transitioning to further education. This confirms the hypothesis, 

increased English language proficiency increases the likelihood of entering higher 

education. Although, English as a subject and mathematics scores at S4 remain a 

strong indicator of a higher education destination.  

In summary, the analysis confirms the important role linguistic proficiency 

plays in EAL students school transitions. The papers key finding is the distinct shift 

from further education to higher education associated with level of English 

language proficiency. The patterns hold after controlling for other variables. This 

indicates improved proficiency is aligned with improved destination outcomes, 

notwithstanding potential unobservable cofounders such as parental social class 

together with established associations that may be contributing to the effect. 

Although these are initial destinations, recorded only 3 months after leaving 

school, they provide an important first step in understanding EAL students life 

chances, previously unexplored in the literature. 

From a policy perspective, the probabilities provide a mechanism to identify 

students who may require additional support to improve their destination outcome. 

There is clearly a pivotal point for sub-fluent EAL students in likely initial school 

leaver destinations associated with an intermediate level of English language 

proficiency. This signals that additional language support is required. The level of 
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‘competence’ in the English language opens more destinations opportunities and 

therefore improved life chances. The policy goal should be to support students in 

achieving the level of ‘competent’ or at least ‘developing competence’ to mitigate 

the negative effects that lack of proficiency in the English language has on initial 

destinations, and associated potential for instability in the labour market. As it was 

established that further education is the main destination for the majority of sub-

fluent EAL students, where existing partnerships exist between secondary 

schools, local authorities, and further education institutions, these should be 

enhanced, and where absent they should be forged. Notwithstanding the likely 

funding implications for language support, the implementation of a clear pathway 

to help low proficiency late arrivals forward plan for almost certain entry into further 

education is vital.  
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Appendix A 

 

Table 3: Positive and negative Destinations of School Leavers categories used in 

Scottish Government publications  

Positive Negative 

Activity Agreement* Economically Inactive 

Employed Excluded 

Employed - with Training Moved Outwith Scotland 

Employed - without Training Unavailable - Ill Health 

Further Education Unemployed 

Get Ready for Work** Unemployed not Seeking 

Higher Education Unemployed Seeking 

Part-time Employment Unknown 

Training 

Voluntary Work 
 

Note. * “… an agreement between a young person and an advisor that the young person will take part 
in a programme of learning and activity which helps them to become ready for formal learning or 
employment.” (SDS, 2015, p.21).   
Note. ** Get Ready for Work (GRfW) was a national programme providing basic skills training, 
including literacy. 
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Appendix B 

Table 4: Definition of Destinations Used in Scottish Government Outputs  

Positive 

destination 

Higher education, further education, training, voluntary work, employment 

and activity agreements. 

Higher Education HND (Higher National Diploma) or HNC (Higher National Certificate) 

courses, degree courses, courses for the education and training of teachers 

and higher level courses for professional qualifications. Includes 

programmes at a level higher than the standard of the National 

Qualifications, i.e. above SCQF level 7. Leavers with a deferred, 

unconditional place in higher education have also been included in this 

category. 

Further Education Full-time education which is not higher education and no longer on a school 

roll. This may include National Qualifications. 

Training On a training course and in receipt of an allowance or grant, such as the 

Employability Fund national training programme. Includes leavers who are 

on local authority or third sector funded training programmes that are in 

receipt of a training allowance. 

Employment Employed and in receipt of payment. Includes training in employment 

through national training programmes such as Modern Apprenticeships. 

Voluntary work Voluntary work, with or without financial allowance, who are not 

‘unemployed and actively seeking’. 

Activity 

Agreements 

Agreement between a young person and a trusted professional that the 

young person will take part in a programme of learning and activity which 

helps them become ready for formal learning or employment. 

Unemployed and 

seeking 

employment or 

training 

Registered with Skills Development Scotland (SDS) and are known by 

them to be seeking employment or training. This does not refer to the 

definition of ‘unemployed’ used by the Department of Work and Pensions to 

calculate published unemployment rates. Young people participating in 

Personal Skills Development who do not fit in any of the existing categories 

are counted in this category. 

Unemployed and 

not seeking 

employment or 

training 

Not actively seeking employment/training, includes those receiving support 

from SDS, DWP and other Opportunities for All partners. Individuals can be 

in this category for a range of reasons. The reasons may involve sickness, 

prison, pregnancy, caring for children or other dependents or taking time 

out. 

Not known Destination is not known either to SDS or to the school attended. 

Source: Scottish Government (2018). Destinations are based on self-reporting by school leavers 
or administrative data.  
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Appendix C 

Table 5: Ethnicity Variable 

Category Code Groups included in category 

African or 

Caribbean 

1 Black–African, African–Other, African–Scottish/British, 

Black–Caribbean, Caribbean or Black–Other, Caribbean or 

Black–British/Scottish 

Asian 2 Asian–Indian/British/Scottish, Asian–

Pakistani/British/Scottish, Asian–

Bangladeshi/British/Scottish, Asian–Other 

Chinese 3 Asian–Chinese/British/Scottish  

White-Other 4 White–Irish, White–Polish, White–Gypsy/Traveller 

Other-Ethnicity 5 Black–Other, Other–Arab, Not Known, Other–Other, Not 

Disclosed, Mixed or multiple ethnic groups, Mixed, 

Occupational Traveller, Gypsy Traveller, Traveller, Other 

Traveller 

White-UK 6 White–Scottish, White–Other British 

Note. Chinese ethnicity was included separately as the literature indicates strong 
academic performance. 

 

 



OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSIONS 

258 
 

Overview of Thesis and Conclusions 

  This thesis has focused on the association between English language 

proficiency and educational outcomes in secondary school settings. The existing 

scholarship identifies a hierarchical association of improved outcomes following 

improved linguistic proficiency for students without English as their first language, 

to the extent advanced proficiency EAL students are top performers in UK schools 

(Demie and Lewis, 2018). What has not been clearly articulated is the pivotal point 

were having EAL shifts from an indicator of lower than average outcomes to above 

average, the impact of mainstreaming, nor the fate of EAL students transitioning 

from secondary school towards the labour market. Moreover, despite considerable 

literature on the topic of English as an additional language, insufficient attention 

has been paid to the Scottish educational context. To resolve this, by way of a 

case study of Glasgow, the four empirical papers in this thesis centred on first 

establishing in Paper 1, the association between English language proficiency and 

scores at age 15-16 in national examinations. Next in Paper 2, how that 

association varied across schools, and in Paper 3 the effects of policy and 

outcomes over time, then finally in Paper 4 how the association impacts on post-

secondary school transitions. Throughout each paper, a ‘threshold’ hypothesis 

considered the importance of an intermediate level of proficiency in the English 

language for outcomes compared to English as first language students. In this 

concluding section, the key findings from each paper are summarised, their 

contribution to the literature considered, and implications for policy discussed. 

Lastly, I present suggestions for future research that build on the four papers 

findings.       
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1. Summary of individual papers findings  

Paper 1 The Positive Association Between English Language Proficiency and 

Educational Attainment 

Paper 1 confirmed English language proficiency as the main predictor of 

success for EAL secondary school students in Glasgow. It confirmed the 

hypothesis (1) attainment increases as EAL student linguistic competence 

increases with gaps between EAL and students with English as a first language 

outcomes correspondingly reducing. Secondary hypotheses were confirmed (1) 

English language proficiency was more important for performance in English as a 

subject than mathematics (2) the EAL level of ‘developing competence’ is 

associated with educational outcomes equivalent to English as first language 

students. Regression models established English language proficiency explains 

as much variation in student outcomes as other background control variables 

combined. Ethnicity has an association, but the results suggest it is not greater 

than the effect of EAL for students at the extremity of the proficiency spectrum 

(new to English and fluent students), consistent with Demie (2013).  

Paper 2 English Language Proficiency and Attainment in Secondary Schools: A 

Multilevel Regression Model 

The purpose of this paper was to answer three central questions: (1) How 

much variation in student outcomes between schools is explained by English 

language proficiency? (2) How much does school EAL composition explain 

variation in student outcomes between schools? (3) To what extent is there a 

universal threshold of English language proficiency that allows EAL students to 



OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSIONS 

260 
 

match English as a first language student outcomes across schools? Student and 

school level variables were controlled for in multilevel statistical models.  

Educational outcomes are partially shaped by educational environments 

(Sammons et al, 2014; Willms, 2010). A greater concentration of an influential 

factor such as deprivation within a school catchment area may have a cumulative 

detrimental effect on the learning environment (Wodtke and Parbst, 2017). Here, 

that factor was found to be EAL composition. Although approximately 3% of 

variation in student scores between schools is apportioned to level of English 

language proficiency,1 though modest variance, differences are more pronounced 

for ‘beginners’ due to an effect of school EAL composition, indicating a negative 

direction in schools with higher percentage of EAL students measured in ‘all 

subjects’ combined, and in English as a subject.2 Higher levels of English 

language proficiency at the school level, help EAL students mitigate the school 

composition effect. The threshold hypothesis was confirmed – intermediate level 

‘developing competence’ allows students to match the outcomes of English as first 

language students in most schools. The findings from Paper 2 indicate differences 

in school effectiveness for beginners at greater risk of educational inequality. Such 

school effects are in line with Raudenbush and Willms (1995) definition – 

attending certain schools modify student outcomes. 

 
1 Derived from the random effect parameters representing the general variability between level-2 
units (schools). 
2 School composition effects are the measured influence of aggregated student characteristics on 
the educational achievement of students (Harker and Tymms, 2004; Lauder et al, 2010; 
Timmermans and Thomas, 2015). In other words, the characteristics of students within individual 
schools may effect a change in the learning environment. 



OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSIONS 

261 
 

Paper 3 The Effect of Mainstreaming Policy on English as an Additional Language 

Student Outcomes and Key Thresholds of Proficiency: A Multilevel Difference-in-

Differences Regression Model 

Paper 3 presented a picture of EAL student outcomes over time, against 

the policy backdrop of mainstreaming. The papers findings suggest (a) a separate 

language support unit may have a positive effect on the educational outcomes of 

‘new to English’ students (b) the EAL level of ‘developing competence’ is a 

consistent threshold for student outcomes over time (c) more than three years 

support is required to reach the ‘developing competence’ threshold. A higher entry 

level threshold than ‘new to English’ at S1 is needed to match native English 

language speakers’ outcomes by the end of compulsory schooling.  

These findings contrast with the OECD (2015) assertion that educational 

outcomes are improved when non-native language speaking students are 

integrated immediately into mainstream education, rather than initially instructed 

separately. No evidence was detected of mainstreaming benefiting academic 

achievement.3 The findings similarly challenge the Department for Education in 

England assertion 3 years language support is adequate (DfE, 2012). However, 

an important finding for the overall resilience of the education system is no 

evidence emerged of an impact of increased EAL student population on English 

as first language student educational outcomes.  

Paper 4 The Association Between English Language Proficiency and Initial 

School Leaver Destinations: A multinomial Logistic Regression Model 

 
3 This was measured by comparing scores for ‘new to English’ and English as a first language 
students when a separate language support unit was in operation (2009-2011) with scores after its 
closure (2014-2016). 
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The aim of this paper was to establish: (1) What is the association between 

English language proficiency and initial post-secondary school destinations? (2) 

What are the probabilities of destination outcomes by level of English language 

proficiency? (3) How important is the level of ‘developing competence’ of English 

language proficiency for destination outcomes? The paper employed a 

multinomial regression model.  

Regarding the main question, the paper ascertains the majority of EAL 

students enter further or higher education. Beginners enter proportionally more 

further education destinations and less higher education destinations compared to 

English as first language students. The paper thus confirms an association 

between English language proficiency and initial post-secondary destinations. 

Concerning the two sub-questions, the probabilities of destination outcomes are 

largely explained by linguistic proficiency, but also by ethnic background which 

may provide an additional motivational factor. Other factors play a role in the 

causal chain, such as established socioeconomic effects (measured by 

entitlement to free school meals), gender, and educational attainment. The level of 

‘developing competence’ is an important threshold, however, acquisition of 

‘competent’ improves the likelihood of transitioning directly to further education.4 

The paper confirms the hypothesis, increased English language proficiency 

increases the likelihood of entering higher education, notwithstanding English as a 

subject and mathematics scores at S4 are a strong indicator of higher education 

participation.  

 
4 Intermediate to advanced EAL level students (developing competence to fluent) exceeded the 
probability of English as first language students transitioning to higher education. 
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The paper’s key finding is the distinct shift from further education to higher 

education associated with reaching the ‘developing competence’ threshold. The 

pattern holds after introducing statistical controls. This indicates improved 

proficiency is aligned with improved destination outcomes, aside from potential 

unobservable cofounders such as parental social class together with established 

associations that may be contributing to the effect.5 The evidence suggests lower 

proficiency EAL students transition to the labour market later, after first 

transitioning to further education. 

2. Summary and Contribution of overall findings  

Each of the papers summarised in sections 2-5 explored different aspects 

of EAL education in Glasgow secondary schools. Emerging from all four papers is 

a clear indication of stratified educational outcomes associated with English 

language proficiency, consistent with study elsewhere in the United Kingdom. 

They collectively confirm the hierarchical association – increased proficiency leads 

to increased outcomes for EAL students. The importance of ‘developing 

competence’ as a threshold of English language proficiency is consistent across 

each paper. Taken together, they highlight the importance of this threshold and a 

vulnerability for students below it. The positive association between higher 

proficiency in the English language and educational attainment in Glasgow 

schools holds in each paper after controlling for student background 

characteristics, congruent with the literature in England (Demie, 2013; Demie, 

2018; Demie and Lewis, 2018; Demie and Strand, 2006; Strand and Hessel, 

 
5 Motivation of students by ethnic group may also be a factor: See Gates and Guo (2014), and 
Burgess (2014). 
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2018). Still, for students who enter the senior (assessment) phase of secondary 

school at the early stages of proficiency, each paper attests that EAL is associated 

with below average outcomes at age 15-16 in ‘all subjects’ combined, in English 

as a subject and in mathematics. For ‘new to English’ students, although 

mainstreaming is likely to have little impact on outcomes in subjects with less 

demand for English language proficiency, nevertheless, it may not be the best 

policy option for outcomes in English as a subject. 

Each of the empirical papers broadened the scope of current 

understanding. One salient distinguishing feature lies in use of Scottish data, 

previously unexploited for academic research, used here to construct a unique 

database necessary for addressing the study’s goals. Although this is not the first 

study to use disaggregated English language proficiency levels (rather than 

relying on a binary variable), nevertheless in doing so it also adds to a very limited 

set of existing literature. The thesis makes an original contribution to scholarship 

by  

(1) studying the association between English language proficiency and 

educational attainment in the previously unexplored distinctive Scottish 

educational context. Although the association between proficiency and 

educational attainment is not unexpected, the unique contribution to knowledge is 

until now, the association in the Scottish context was unconfirmed.  

(2) Exploring whether a language proficiency threshold for performance 

could be identified, and confirmation of that ‘threshold’ of proficiency as 

consistent across schools and time.  
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(3) Discovering a potential negative effect of school EAL composition on 

‘new to English’ students, previously not fully explored in the literature in the UK 

secondary school context.  

(4) Assessing the efficacy of mainstreaming by comparing outcomes 

between contrasting policy approaches to language support, finding a negative 

impact on the educational outcomes of ‘new to English’ students.  

(5) Extending analysis beyond schooling to encompass initial post-school 

destinations is innovative, uncovering the association between English language 

proficiency and the post-secondary school transitions of EAL students, hitherto 

unexplored in the UK educational context. The thesis thereby contributes to 

knowledge of English as an additional language students’ educational outcomes 

and life chances.  

Although Paper 4 lacks longitudinal data, a clue as to how low proficiency 

leavers may fare in the labour market in the longer term may be gleaned from the 

broader literature. Certainly, there are some similarities between the findings of 

this thesis and the literature on integration, particularly the labour market 

outcomes of refugees. Studies conducted in the UK and across Europe have 

identified some of the most vulnerable migrants (refugees) reporting difficulty 

entering the labour market due to language barriers (Bloch, 2008; Brell et al., 

2020; Fasani et al., 2018; Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2018). The UK Labour Force 

Survey (LFS) data 2010-2016, indicates almost 70% of refugees are unlikely to 

speak English at home (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2018). Indeed, the ‘developing 

competence’ threshold also resonates with the refugee integration literature. In the 

European Union, most refugees in the labour market have intermediate host-
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language proficiency or above – fewer are in employment below that threshold 

(Brell et al., 2020).  

Negative labour market consequences of low educational attainment at S4 

are known to persist long-term (Howieson and Iannelli, 2008). Howieson and 

Iannelli (2008), found low attainment at S4 influenced levels of employment and 

wages, which remained below average at age 18-19 and even 22-23. That study 

found initial destinations to be an important marker for the labour market 

trajectory. Unemployment experienced in initial school leaver destinations 

increased the likelihood of being unemployed at age 22-23. Conversely, a higher 

initial occupational entry brought continued advantage at later stages. The 

concern for low proficiency EAL students with low attainment at S4 would 

therefore be the risk of long-term unstable labour market outcomes seen in the 

integration literature.  

This study of the EAL population in Glasgow indicates a lack of English 

language proficiency is not exclusive to first generation immigrants. Although 

ethnic background was also found to be a predictor of educational outcomes in 

this study, lower level English language proficiency was a stronger predictor of 

lower educational attainment. These findings are therefore relevant for broader 

research looking at long term educational disadvantage associated with an 

immigrant background, including those centred on ethnicity. For example, how 

much is the ‘London effect’ identified by Burgess (2014) underpinned by the 

language mechanism found to be central in this study?6 Likewise, Lenkeit et al. 

 
6 Burgess (2014) argues the ‘London effect’ as higher performance of disadvantaged students in 
London explained by their ethnic background and greater motivation. 
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(2015) found refining socioeconomic indicators contributed to understanding 

persistent unexplained gaps in educational attainment for students with an 

immigrant background. The findings here suggest some of those remaining gaps 

could be explained by the addition of levels of English language proficiency in 

such analyses. The study particularly shed light on the Crawford and Greaves 

(2015) finding of EAL students being more likely to enter university, which seemed 

counterintuitive for students with an immigrant background but explained here in a 

large part by level of English language proficiency. Therefore, rather than 

competing paradigms, ethnicity and English language proficiency are key to 

understanding their positive and negative effects on educational outcomes. 

The findings presented in this thesis thus improve understanding of the way 

lower levels of English language proficiency shape EAL students’ educational 

outcomes and the consequences of not being fully conversant in the language of 

instruction and assessment in Glasgow secondary schools. This improves 

knowledge of EAL education and in particular the integration of ‘new to English’ 

students. Although the city of Glasgow sits within “a distinct institutional, political 

and social context” dissimilar from elsewhere in the UK (Sawkins, 2002, p.2031-

2032), the fundamental underlying issue shared by EAL students across the UK is 

accessing the curriculum in the English language. Therefore, the present findings 

are an important contribution to knowledge, relevant for EAL education across the 

UK and beyond. 

 

  



OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSIONS 

268 
 

3. Policy implications and recommendations  

The EAL label offers little analytic value 

To be clear, the binary EAL versus non-EAL variable has some utility. For 

instance, when EAL levels of proficiency are aggregated it highlights 

underperformance for EAL students prior to the S4 assessment phase in Scotland, 

and strong performance for EAL students in the National Pupil Database (NPD) in 

England. However, the results presented in this thesis could not have been 

obtained with a binary EAL variable. Each paper conclusively shows the necessity 

of disaggregated data for analysis of EAL student outcomes. The binary EAL or 

non-EAL labelling employed in official outputs and published research, implies 

homogeneity, and of limited analytic value. The advantage of English language 

proficiency data made available by the Scottish Government for inclusion in this 

thesis, allowed a vital light to be shone on this heterogenous group, uncovering 

vulnerable subgroups. The findings underscore the need to maintain collecting 

data on students’ level of English language proficiency in England. This echoes 

Demie (2017), and Strand and Hessel (2018) in England, that proficiency in 

English should be reintroduced in the NPD and made accessible to the research 

community. Moreover, it may well be that a prefix is required in policy discourse to 

clearly distinguish between beginner-EAL, intermediate-EAL, and advanced-EAL 

students. There are strongly contrasting fortunes between the former and the latter 

in terms of required support and projected outcomes. What is argued for here is a 

move away from the juxtaposition of EAL against non-EAL in discourse, to a 

binary within EAL labelling indicating those above vis-à-vis those below the 

established intermediate threshold of English language proficiency.  
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School performance league tables 

There are implications for publication of league tables comparing school 

performance. The differences in results by measure of attainment reiterate the 

need for caution when choosing a measure to compare school effectiveness. In 

addition to differences in school rankings between subjects. Although Paper 2 

finds modest between school variance, it is potentially greater for beginners, at 

risk of low educational outcomes.  

Language support 

The ‘developing competence’ threshold is clearly a pivotal point for 

academic and school leaver outcomes. The tracking of English acquisition in 

Paper 3, finds students ‘new to English’ at S1 are at best ‘developing competence’ 

by S4 (approximate to Key Stage 4 in England). The Department for Education 

(DfE) however assert 3 years EAL support is adequate for secondary school 

students in England (DfE, 2012). The policy goal should be to effectively support 

students achieve this linguistic threshold to mitigate the negative effects lack of 

proficiency in the English language has on outcomes, rather than restricted by 

time. 

Separate language support (outreach) 

The key difference in policy over time was the move from in-reach to 

exclusively an outreach (in-school) service. The interaction between level of 

English language proficiency and school EAL composition may have implications 

for placing beginners into mainstream classes upon arrival to secondary school. 

As a result of a negative effect in English as a subject for ‘new to English’ students 

compared to English as first language in Paper 3, it may be for some late arrivals 
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with low proficiency in the English language, cost implications aside, separate 

educational units are a more appropriate policy option.7  

The previous approach centred on a language support unit set up to 

instruct across curriculum subjects. The results implied performance in subjects 

with less demand for English language proficiency are not impacted on by peer 

effects, and in general, beginners need more help in English as a subject than in 

mathematics. Therefore, such discriminant validity between English as a subject 

and mathematics, and ‘all subjects’ outcomes, suggests targeted instruction for 

English as a subject would be more productive in a language support unit, 

prioritising new to English students from schools with higher EAL student 

composition.8 The caveat would be further study is needed to explore if the 

interaction is general increased EAL or driven by a specific level. For instance, 

perhaps more beginners in a school drives the effect. The evidence of difference 

in the association between English language proficiency and attainment in English 

as a subject vis-à-vis mathematics, supports the idea a more targeted response is 

required than before. Omitting instruction of mathematics would reduce the costs 

in a more focused language support unit for beginners.9  

Separate linguistic units may not be palatable or currently fiscally viable.10 

Mainstreaming newly arrived EAL students who are new to the English language, 

may on the one hand appear equitable,11 yet the evidence in Paper 3 of a 

 
7 Costs may be higher for new arrival EAL secondary school students compared to primary school 
(DfE, 2012). 
8 Structuring EAL students timetabling accordingly. Although some schools may have more 
expertise, it may be more thinly spread in others. Pooling of resources into smaller localised 
support units could also be explored. 
9 Or in general, subjects with less demand for a higher level of English language proficiency. 
10 Arguably a different social context from historic ‘busing’ of ethnic minority students in the US. 
11 Or financially expedient at the time in Glasgow. See GCC (2011). 
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decrease in outcomes following closure of the language support unit suggests 

otherwise. Although a case study of Scotland’s largest city, mainstreaming is an 

established UK wide policy approach. Therefore, these findings are relevant for 

EAL education across the UK.  

4. Limitations and directions for further research 

There are limitations to this thesis. In view of the limits of the data and 

potentially unseen confounders, it stands to reason findings presented here 

ultimately cannot claim to have identified causal relationships. Therefore, the 

realistic aim was to provide descriptive and advanced statistical analysis to 

uncover patterns in associations and potential causal mechanisms. In all four 

papers, the analysis lacks information on students’ family background, parental 

education, and home learning environment, neighbourhood characteristics, 

attendance records and so forth. Moreover, English language proficiency, rate of 

acquisition, and attainment may have been influenced by additional cofounders, 

such as migration experience,12 and level of L1 literacy. The analysis did not 

explore interactions between individual effects, other than the school EAL 

composition explored in Paper 2.13  

In the analysis, an early choice was made to follow an orthodox approach 

to measure disadvantage by incorporating FSM entitlement. It included an 

improved measure not unlike that employed by the Department for Education in 

England, which takes account of whether a student had eligibility during a six year 

period. However, Gorard and Siddiqui (2019) draw attention to how such 

 
12 Which may extend to trauma experienced prior to or during migration (Brell et al., 2020). 
13 For discussion of intersectionality see Richardson et al. (2020). 
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measures fail to capture students long term eligibility, who in some instances may 

have been eligible since primary school. As a final reflection, it was considered if 

there might be a hidden association between FSM entitlement and EAL, 

complementary to one another rather than competing explanations. For instance, 

might there be an association between EAL and FSM particularly for new arrivals 

with low proficiency? Descriptive analysis in Table 1 provided in the supplemental 

materials at the end of this section indicate no discernible pattern (see Appendix 

A). Nevertheless, it would still be a worthwhile exercise to construct a measure to 

take account of the duration of FSM eligibility. This has been shown by Gorard 

and Siddiqui (2019) to offer more predictive power in assessing the impact of 

disadvantage on educational outcomes. The problematic aspect however will be 

the lack of such recorded data for new arrival EAL students. 

In terms of the methodology, there was a small sample of level-2 

observations in multilevel models in Paper 2.14 The analysis could not account for 

the possible effects of student-teacher ratios, the central role of leadership, the 

diversity or linguistic skills of teachers, or fiscal constraints which may account for 

between school differences. In Paper 4, it was not possible to determine the 

duration in each destination or if a series of transitions were made after the initial 3 

months of leaving school. The analysis did not consider whether a student 

remained in school through to S5 or S6, or whether a student left school at S4.15  

There are also underlying methodological concerns about the endogeneity 

of the key language proficiency variable. The exploration of this issue outlined in 

the supplementary material sections, combined with the long term reporting of 

 
14 Although, still within the parameters advocated by Bryan and Jenkins (2016). 
15 Consequences of early leavers are discussed by Canduela et al (2010) and Howieson (2003).  
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EAL levels in Glasgow secondary schools census returns, does provide some 

reassurance of its validity. The Bell Foundation (2018) have produced an 

assessment framework which takes account of how proficiency may vary for 

different aspects such as in reading, writing, speaking, and listening, designed to 

facilitate initial assessment and ongoing progress tracking. The implementation of 

a consistent framework throughout the UK would help alleviate concern over 

endogeneity.  

Several avenues for further study emanate from this thesis. A natural 

progression could be to conversely apply the methodology used in the Scottish 

context to that of England to see how the association holds there, data permitting. 

An interesting question would be whether the associations found between English 

language proficiency and destinations of school leavers (after controlling for 

background characteristics) are uniform or differ across the UK’s educational 

systems by way of comparative study. 

Another way in which the research might be expanded is to explore the 

stability of initial destinations of school leavers. Although beyond the scope of this 

study, the subset ‘follow up’ data (collected nine months after leaving), could be 

employed to compare initial and follow up destinations.16 An important question 

would be: are there differences between levels of proficiency, in the stability of the 

transition from school? This would give further insight into the potential life course 

of EAL students. The possibility of linking to labour force datasets could also be 

explored with the Scottish Government.  

 
16 Initial destinations are collected approximately three months after leaving school. The follow up 
is collected nine months after leaving. The former was used in this thesis as it provided a larger 
sample.  
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However, arguably the most pressing need for further research is to explore 

further the school EAL composition effect. Research questions could investigate 

what level of EAL drives the effect: if driven by greater numbers of ‘new to English’ 

students, it would lend further support to a separate language support unit. 

Another area concerns measurement of attainment. The four empirical papers 

focused on a total-points score measure. Further study might look more closely at 

subject choice, in detail which subjects and at which level EAL students are 

picking up points in. Moreover, how do EAL students transition through the senior 

phase into S5-S6. This thesis focused on performance at S4 (age 15-16), and 

therefore further directions for research might include exploring those transitions. 

This could be accommodated in a pupil fixed effects approach, exploiting further 

the rich data held within the bespoke dataset constructed for this thesis. Within 

person analysis, could include performance of students in different subjects, to 

explore whether the association is present in for example science subjects, 

individual rates of English acquisition, or their progress through stages of 

secondary school (See Altinok and Kingdon, 2012, for an educational research 

example of the methodology).  

The probabilities in Paper 4 provide the possibility to identify students who 

may require additional support to improve their destination outcome. The research 

may well be extended by exploring the intersectionality of language, ethnicity, 

gender, additional support needs, free school meal entitlement, and so on with the 

aim to better identify need for targeted intervention. In particular, the vulnerability 

of EAL students with additional support needs (ASN) is an under researched area. 

The ASN variable was only explored in this thesis as a binary control. Research 

could introduce an expanded variable breaking down type of need and support, to 
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explore the intersectionality of ASN for EAL students. This could be tied into an 

investigation of how students recorded as having an English language proficiency 

of Limited Communication (LC) progress, in terms of English language acquisition 

and educational outcomes.17 
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Appendix A 

 

 

Table 1: FSM entitlement recorded and level of English language proficiency at 
S4 

 

 
No FSM recorded FSM recorded Total 

 
N % N % N % 

NE 118 55% 95 45% 213 100% 

EA 317 59% 224 41% 541 100% 

DC 1075 49% 1103 51% 2178 100% 

C 1151 54% 964 46% 2115 100% 

F 353 66% 182 34% 535 100% 

EN 22418 60% 14817 40% 37235 100% 

Total 25432 59% 17385 41% 42817 100% 

Note. NE (new to English), EA (early acquisition), DC (developing competence), C (competent), 

F (fluent), EN (English as first language). 

 

 

 


