
                                                                                                                
CDN Moving Forward: Essential Skills for Education, Employment and Enterprise  
Youtube: https://youtu.be/Y3MhojS2Umc 

Enterprising education to inspire, support and add value 
http://www.cdn.ac.uk/courses-resources/webinars/webinar-recordings/ 

Discussion topic 

The challenges and opportunities presented by the Essential Skills Statement of 
Ambition – discussion Lead Kevin Murphy  
 
In preparation of the Statement of Ambition workshop please have a read of the link 
and come prepared to discuss the three questions below: 
 
1. How would you plan to design the curriculum that allows a student to meet their skills 
entitlement to progress to the highest SCQF level they are able to achieve? 
2. How do you ensure that students and ALL staff recognise the importance of essential 
skills and employability attributes and can identify where these are developed in the 
curriculum.  
3. How do you implement the Statement of Ambition in your college – from P/T lecturer 
to the Chair of the Board? 
 
Essential Skills statement of Ambition 
 

Design Curriculum: 

 Always pushed to highest level 

 Easy way to identify levels 

 Diagnostic test needs reviewed 

 Need sideways options 

 Other options for students that have ‘peaked’ 

 Go into workplace as an option 

 Not all essential skills staff checking levels ‘treading water’ 

 Project based learning 

 Options sets required reached level – broaden skills 

 Question – do SQA unit content need refreshed? 

 Staff ‘buy-in’ required 

 Recruitment of staff 

 CPD of current staff 

 ‘Hear it’ from employers 

 Mandatory work placements? 

 Diagnostic test needs reviewed 

 Joint partnership between schools and FE to develop and address gaps in essential 
skills 
 

 
Staff and students recognise importance 

 It is everyone’s job 

 ‘send’ students to essential skills team 

 Contextualisation must happen 

 Difficult to get ‘buy-in’ from departments and indeed college executive teams 

 Employers – hear it from them! 

 Get language of essential skills out there 

 Bring employers in to speak to students 

 New focus required from work placements? 

 Are we losing ‘creativity’ at school stage in our learners? 

 Employers focus on skills rather than qualifications 

 Do people still not know what essential skills are? 

https://youtu.be/Y3MhojS2Umc
http://www.cdn.ac.uk/courses-resources/webinars/webinar-recordings/
http://www.collegedevelopmentnetwork.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Essential-Skills-Statement-of-Ambition-1.pdf


                                                                                                                
 No magic wand – need ‘buy-in’ 

 Is it a language issue? 

 Make sure everyone knows what employers are saying and looking for 

 Combination of working together to get required result 

 Link all strategies together 

 Focus on essential skills at every level 

 Are lecturers in vocational area taking opportunities to signpost essential skills? 

 Automatic certification focused on qualifications not actual skills 

 Need to teach the skill of something 

 Students not aware they are developing essential skills 

 Need for CPD around staff 
 
Q2 responses cont. 

 Whole college approach needed 

 Review of staff terms and conditions? 

 How do we share the passion of essential skills? 

 Start small to spread the word: case studies, share practices 

 Changing role of staff? 

 More emphasis on essential skills rather than qualifications 

 Change needed to SQA unit delivery 

 Research units introduced by essential skills team – try, evaluate, reflect, improve, 
fill the gaps (TERI) 

 Needs to be relevant to vocational area – more than contextualisation 

 Mapping/project based – not a standard approach – why not? 

 Continuous development of skills needs whole college buy-in 

 Staff attitudes and perception of roles and skills development  

 Checking SQA navigator to ensure levelling is correct 

 Teaching tricky at multi-level delivery 

 Expecting four or five different levels is too much 

 Ideal solution is essential skills are levelled but what happens to contextualisation? 

 Consider developing our own ‘FE’ units that are completely contextualised 

 Ensure curriculum is suitable at lower level to make sure they are ready at HN 

 Schools need to address essential skills 

 Schools face similar issues to FE 

 Dundee schools looking at ways of evidencing these skills (portfolios) 
 
Group 2 Q1 responses 

 Setting targets – establish a base line – individual diagnostic tool, emphasise the 
importance 

 Students placed at appropriate level 

 Timetabling issue – lecturer’s difficulty in planning for all levels? 

 Staff buy-in for promoting skills core/essential 

 No standardised approach 

 Some colleges stream classes for same vocational area 

 Not using essential skill level in industry 

 Project based learning assists in ‘sideways’ skills development 

 ‘option sets’ units 

 Time scales limit development 

 Are we holding students back? 

 Build in bridging course in essential skills to address the gaps – isolated 
departments not college wide (Glasgow) 
 

Staff and students buy-in and executive 



                                                                                                                
 Address language issue 

 Staff buy-in 

 Mandatory online essential skills training for all staff 

 Debate around qualification VS developing skills 
 

 Employer voice heard by staff and students 

 Better partnership working between curriculum and essential skills teams 

 Ensure essential skills development is highlighted in all areas – 
interviews/induction, etc 

 
 

Ways in which we can help others to identify, articulate, and evidence their 
essential skills and potential utilisation in other settings discussion Lead Grant 
Taylor 
 
We strive to make all educationalists ‘Teachers of Skills’ where skills conversations are 
happening in every lesson and the development of Essential Skills are at the heart of all 
Learning and Teaching. A key issue employers have raised is that new 
graduates/leavers are unable to articulate what skills they actually possess.  In every 
learning experience there are opportunities to discuss with lecturers what skills are 
developed. 
 
However, throughout their college journey how do we encourage students to identify, 
reflect upon, and evidence their skills and personal development, offering a measure 
that goes way beyond the traditional assessment of knowledge acquired in the 
classroom?  
 
How do we capture students’ skills development and personal attributes in a way that 
allows them to acknowledge skills for life, learning, and work? 

 
 

YES Website / Toolkit, 40 skills identified 

 Are all lecturers comfortable identifying essential skills? 

 Can lecturers give feedback using the YES Tool? 

 D&A – guidance class have been implementing the YES tool and find it helpful 

 FVC – the key is getting learners to recognise soft skills. They have developed a 
Learning Planning Tool: 

o Separated core and essential skills 
o Developed projects – map skills and attached ‘e-badges’ 
o Reflection built into the timetable 

 Glasgow Clyde – Use SQA Academy; the YES tool can be very time consuming 
and like any new ICT system introduced, staff, at the start, need to spend with the 
students to work through the process and facilitate learning 

 The YES tool works well if implemented as a team 

 Fife College – T Shaped Model – adapting this model, adapts the language of the 
YES tool 

 Self-reflection time has been cut into because Fife College is losing guidance time 

 It is everyone’s responsibility 

 W Lothian College – ensure that every learner has a10 day  work placement, staff 
go with them and build a portfolio, teasing out the essential skills 

 Borders Council – DYW, move away from the old model, going forward we should 
have young people coming from school and being able to articulate their skills  

 D&A – new lecturers come from industry 

 The crux is giving the students the confidence to articulate their skills 



                                                                                                                
 The key point is to have a skills conversation and then the students are given 

opportunity to reflect – YES is a  self-reflection tool that captures students learning 
and skills development  in their own language that they understand but there are 
lots of ways to have skills conversations and build up the skills of self-reflection 
across the sector 

 Dundee Council – skills for learning, life and work – build in time in nursery, primary 
and secondary schools to self-reflect and put it in context – have a poster – visual 
aid is very important 

 D&A – social sciences – students engage in volunteering as work placement – use 
the D&A attributes – but don’t record it 

 

 

Explore the implications of the recommendations of the Education Scotland 
Aspect Task Report – Developing employability – discussion Lead Dr John Laird 

 
In this session we will discuss the findings and insights coming from the report The 
development of learner employability in Scotland’s colleges published in September this 
year. This was a two year task looking at the wider aspects of employability delivered in 
colleges.  The report explored what we meant by ‘employability’, what interesting 
activities are going on in the sector, and things we need to consider to improve our 
service to learners. The views and experiences of learners were central to this work, 
and their experience points us toward changes we need to consider. These changes 
overlap significantly with the development of essential skills. Often the idea of essential 
skills can at times be hard to promote to staff and learners, but the idea of employability 
has a more comfortable feel.  
 
The development of learner employability in Scotland's colleges 
 
The report raises a number of interesting points, and we may reflect on the challenge 
questions … 
How do we confidently measure or judge the development of employability or 
employability skills? 
What should we include in the college experience that we don’t already offer? 
 
 

 How well do we prepare people to move on and thrive in a new place? Employment 
or self-employment 

 How well do we help people to develop the right skills to move into employment or 
self-employment? 

 Do we track part time students? 

 Employability – cope or thrive and do well? Clarity re definition 

 Challenge is to track students and ask in what ways they could have been better 
prepared for work 

 Core skills are well understood 

 No assessment or measure re employability skills 

 Do we need a clear measure re employability skills? Attitudes and characteristics. 
Knowledge of work and how to apply this knowledge 

 Students need CV, mock interview, knowledge of how to present themselves to an 
employer and know how to find work 

 Careers services are variable 

 To what extent does college guidance focus on the next steps? 

 Is there sufficient preparation for self-employment or do we refer to other agencies?  

 Colleges provide much support for students in completing UCAS forms  

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/d/genericresource_tcm4876919.asp
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/d/genericresource_tcm4876919.asp


                                                                                                                
 Need a focus on doing the things that make students employable – confidence, 

reflect on communication skills and how well they articulate and present 
themselves, eg – what does team working really mean? 

 Employment experiences/work placements offer real life work, experience, 
confidence, attendance, attainment 

 College need to reflect on how we build employability skills into the curriculum – CfE 

 Tracking a number of students post-college experiences 

 What are the actual outcomes for students – qualifications leading to meaningful 
work 

 We have data re success in achieving qualifications but pass rates are only part of 
the story – need to measure the outcomes of employment destinations (North 
American colleges do this well and advertise courses with statistics on destinations 
into employment and self-employment, they are good at tracking progress of 
students into employment and self-employment) 

 We are better at tracking the SDS specific employability programmes which often 
achieve high percentages of students into work – often delivered discretely in 
colleges – how can we learn from this and adopt practices across the colleges   

 Need to start talking about next steps from the onset of courses 

 NCLan – developed software re specific jobs 

 Challenge – do we take people from SCQF level 4 to 7 raising horizons, OR should 
we help students develop their skills, develop confidence at level 4 at support into 
relevant employment? 

 How to stay in touch with students after they have left college 
o Social media 
o Dumfries and Galloway – facebook page for hairdressing students each year 

– promote courses and job vacancies 
o Facebook class groups could allow collection of feedback re employment 
o Bridge2Business – a few critical meetings can give the feedback needed 
o Previous students speaking to classes in colleges to help explain what 

happens next re finding and keeping jobs 
o Encourage class reps to come back to college to share experiences a year 

after finishing their course 
o No real success using traditional methods of writing, phoning and email 

 Advice to students could include practical things such as need to have driving 
licence for care and social care students to access care in the community positions 
(some local authorities may subsidise driving lessons) 

 Canada – college students complete job application form and identify their gaps – 
helps prepare for employment – address gaps/realistic aspirations 

 First guidance interview could ask – where do you want to be in 18 months time? 
From this – what is needed eg driving licence 

 Lecturers have direct link to employers – a key strength in colleges 

 Temporary work – good experience for students 

 Vocational courses – good regarding employment less so in preparing for self-
employment 

 Academic courses – less clarity re employment (eg social sciences) 

 Volunteering is a means of building skills – strong evidence of skills development 
and being motivated for both work and further and higher study. Research evidence 
re the value of volunteering is robust  

 My WOW helpful resource 

 Workplace experience essential early in course, best if can be sustained 

 Colleges do provide guidance and tutorial support re employment but the challenge 
is reduction in time to ½ hour weekly for HN programmes 

 Could build in HN units eg personal effectiveness/job search, etc rather than more 
subject units – judgement re what class needs 



                                                                                                                
 NC students – more work placements 

 Purpose of the course – eg hospitality – focus on employment as fewer students 
progress to academic routes 

 Education Scotland – more advice to focus on generic learning eg communication, 
managing people, etc rather than more academic 

 Colleges focus on attendance and attainment – measured by SFC. But need 
measures re employability skills and employment. Education Scotland focus – will 
translate into more emphasis in colleges 

 Education likes things that are easy to measure and employability is difficult to 
measure 

 HN Frameworks have carrier units re generic skills – important for job 
search/essential and employability skills, employment, preparation for future 

 Dundee and Angus College – enterprise and employability incorporated into 
courses – students set up businesses, every member of the class applies for job, 
attends interview, works in the business, then evaluates the experience.  

o EG NC students – recycling business – cash for the college, after college 
they set up a recycling business 

o Construction students interacting with primary schools made outdoor items 
which helps focus on the future 

o Recycling of old computer hard drives 

 Often short-term funding to do these types of projects – often niche projects for less 
qualified students, but these are often the best employability practices in colleges 

 Colleges too often focus on the academic route rather than employability skills and 
employment and self-employment 

 Employers are not accepting the generic CVs and are looking for tailored 
applications 

 Students need to be realistic re job expectations 

 Use MyWOW  – SDS staff update college staff re its resources, information and 
potential – it is an evolving tool 

 
 
 

What the Work Placement Standard for Colleges means for us, whether as 
educators or employers – discussion Lead Sharon Drysdale 
 
How does the FE sector move beyond high quality provision of accredited vocational 
training, to future-proof our students for the challenges which lay ahead in their 
careers?  
The Further Education Sector in Scotland has an established reputation of delivering 
high quality vocational training, developed to meet the needs of local and national 
economies and populations. It has underpinned the skills requirements for the key 
strands of the Scottish economy for generations. It has undergone various fundamental 
changes in the last decade however and now faces the challenge of how to equip its 
students with the resilience and expertise to enter an increasingly fluid labour market, 
into ever more competitive and non-linear career paths.  There has never been a more 
important time to equip our students with the ESSENTIAL skills of enterprise, 
employability, sustainable development, and citizenship than now.  The Work 
Placement Standards provide guidance and examples of good practice to enable 
Colleges to work effectively with employers and increase the volume and quality of work 
place experience and placement to increase the employability prospects of student. 
   
Work Placement Standard for Colleges 
  
Notes: 
•             Scottish unemployment rate Nov 16:  4.7% (UK 4.8%) 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/GUI_SFCGD202016_WorkPlacementStandardforColleges/Work_Placement_Standard_for_Colleges.pdf


                                                                                                                
•             Scottish Youth unemployment Sept 16:  12% (UK 14.3%) 
  
What challenges exist in increasing the work place experiences and opportunities for 
students and what innovative practice exists that we can learn from? 
  
How do we make provision for student who are furthest away from the work place 
including disability and other protected characteristic groups? 
  
  
  

 Need a ramping up of work placement/work experience 

 Perth College UHI – the project hospitality students are working on – students doing 
VQs and working within the College. ‘Walk into Hospitality’ – employers come in 

 D&A – course leaders social sciences – work experience is voluntary work eg how 
to take the policy aspect and make it real? – foodbanks, etc 

 Moray College UHI – healthcare/social science working with Practice Manager 

 D&A – 120 animal care students – finding placements for all students tricky 

 Piloting an in-college work experience 

 Competition with placements 

 D&A games development – very difficult to get placements 

 Perth College UHI – set up a re-cycling unit to pick up employability skills 

 Employers didn’t see there was anything in it for them – Sports students participate 
in volunteering 

 Glasgow Clyde College – finance/uniform – the challenge is getting to placements 

 How do you support students that are not bursary funded? 

 What else can be done to make students work ready? 
 
 
 

An understanding of 21st Century Skills from SQA research and what this means 
for learners and educators – discussion Lead Margaret Tierney 
 
What does the evidence suggest?  What might be the impact for the college sector? 
 
The thematic review conducted by SQA earlier this year offers points for debate … so 
are you, your colleagues or learners going to do anything more, different or better? 
 
Let’s discuss! 

1 The dissonance between principles/policy and practice – who is responsible? 

 University of Stirling and others all buy into the students needing to get skills for 
employment but in practice it’s patchy: ‘it won’t work in my area’; ‘time’; ‘I’ve got 
assessments to do’. The status quo has a lot of defenders. Over the last 20 years 
there have been changes, eg communication integrated rather than separate 
delivery. What can we do about any dissonance – learner experience 

 Need dedicated time for core skills/essential skills in all/some courses 

 Tailoring inputs to starting point(s) of learners to progress them (not one size fits all 

 Project based 

 Senior management buy-in 

 How do we get buy-in from ‘general’ lecturing staff? 

 There continues to be a lack of confidence in ability to deliver core skills in some 
instances ‘I can’t do what I don’t know’ 

 One list/subject area lists of priority essential skills – informed by employers, 
supported by Education Scotland/CDN 

 Competing priorities 

http://www.sqaacademy.org.uk/course/view.php?id=674


                                                                                                                
 Learn good practice from SDS Employability  

 Lead from the top 

 Strategic – operational – departmental timetabled, new course approval 

 More usable resources (standardisation) from SQA  

 More autonomy with curriculum areas 

 Clearer interpretation of the level of flexibility within units 

 SQA external verifiers should be subject specialists. Perspective 

 SQA unit recommendation is 40 hours but reality is 32 hours (could be more funding 
specific) 

 Need evidence 

 Giving students the ability to understand n- giving tools /signposts to know they 
have developed the skills 

 
 
2 International moves towards pedagogical change and away from any 
assessment. Develop staff in embracing skills/attitudes needed for 21st century 
skills/qualities eg willingness to work should be a part of the college experience – 
what would this mean for colleges/staff/students? 

 Eg in Finland there is less assessment of students and more emphasis on teacher 
training, eg ways to develop language skills in maths, numeracy in geography. 
Scotland assessment is driven by funding – assessment for progression. Impact of 
this kind of change on community/faculty/staff/students? Need to deliver in a 
different way. How can you assess willingness to work at levels 4/5/6/7, etc? 

 More creative teaching styles/learning 

 Develop self-reflection and self-evidencing by learners themselves 

 Better understanding of learning outcomes 

 Greater awareness of own strengths and weaknesses 

 Deeper knowledge/embedded knowledge/and applying it 

 What is assessment for? 

 More project based learning 

 Widen access to university, jobs, as employers can’t exclude by qualification 

 Core and essential skills could be devalued as staff and students focus on 
assessment qualifications 

 Employers may question the value of student who has school qualifications then 
nothing – core skills profile just stops 

 Bottom up approach. Snook badges!! 

 On-going staff training and development  

 Skills are more significant than qualifications 

 Reflective practice embedded skills 

 In house accreditation of essential skills, need to change language 

 How do you record evidence? 

 Providers more creativity in teaching but without assessment, less marking but more 
innovation 

 More project based 

 Different areas would approach it differently. How do we then maintain standards? 

 Young learners do not understand current language 

 How do we measure the individual’s distance travelled within the units? 

 Allows you to assess behaviours. Could be more integrated 

 Would students like it? 

 Too subjective – how would you measure? 

 Industry standards 
 
 



                                                                                                                
3 Internationally renewed focus on personal and people skills for collaborative 
problem solving – how do we encourage and develop these skills/provide 
opportunities eg resolving conflict? 

 New skills required are team problem solving, critical thinking, and collaboration.  

 Structure of the curriculum to develop collaboration 

 Group work could leave some people out – eg autism, shy, etc, so will need careful 
management, group composition and tasks 

 Staff to be trained as facilitators 

 Careful task design/project design 

 Learners asked to analyse their contributions 

 Contextualised, relevant learning  

 Creativity is the key 

 Reflect real workplace environment 

 Link different subjects together making learning context real life 

 Communication between different vocational teams – projects with students in 
different areas with different skills, projects that draw these skills from students 

 As students progress projects become more involved 

 Re-engage the creativity of teachers/lecturers by not producing exemplars. Staff can 
then design assessment to suit modern day thinking 

 Flexible and reflective practice 

 Responsive and micro level  

 Empower people not teach  

 Embed cross referencing as evidence 

 Co-operative learning tasks 

 Use polemic topics 

 Inter-departmental collaboration 

 Involve external organisations 

 Teach emotional intelligence and regulation  

 Teaching ‘how to learn’  

 Co-operative learning strategies – SQA more resources  

 Risk-taking has to be more encouraged 

 Promoting healthy competition 

 More autonomy for learners and independent projects 

 Also in some areas too much support 

 More coaching and less teaching! 

 Overly concerned with retention and PIs – from top to bottom. Internal management 
pressure to Funding Council 

 We could potentially over-support and not allow learners to make their own 
destination 

 Change of mind set/focus 

 Success being a broader concept 

 Broader evaluation systems and approaches 

 Co-operative learning – relies on the deliverer ensuring students take on the 
different roles 

 Opportunities to be supported in being taken out of comfort zone 
 
4 Move from mechanistic approach in ICT to discerning holistic approach of 
digital skills eg computers/mobile technology – how safe is it/security 
issues/understanding the results of social media?  Are we teaching ICT skills that 
are easier to measure but should we be teaching at digital skills – more 
challenging to teach/assess/measure?  How do we move from ICT to digital and 
what will this look like? 

 Merge ICT and digital – must be appropriate 



                                                                                                                
 Issue re lifelong learning and digital immigrants and digital natives (ie under 30s) 

 Things move so rapidly in ICT 

 Cyber security!? 

 Self-employment must be able to have a digital presence 

 Co-create with young digital natives to develop resources and teach us 

 Update ICT content in core skills assessment 

 Life skills – self-awareness to create safe environment, using the subject to create 
the wider skills, eg heart monitor  

 All digital platforms to create visual 

 Need to look at the ICT our students use 

 New systems are very beneficial but never enough time to learn and cater it to tutor 
needs. There is always one system replacing another 

 More specific to subject areas 

 Need to be more aware of standard online platforms 

 Are we teaching basic digital skills, ie how to write an email? 

 Learners need to understand how to access the trusted and valued online sites 

 Fewer specific outcomes 

 Be brave, be different – embrace change 

 Have confidence in justifying approach to assessment 

 Be flexible in resources/platforms 

 Listen to students 
 
5 Communication is changing 

 We can’t predict the future but we can ‘explore’ new forms of communication and 
apply/create evaluative principles to these 

 Communication is a skill that needs to be considered 

 More jobs require IT – link with digital skills 

 What is appropriate – can text for communication for learners – mobile, face book, 
internet etc, blogs 

 Do we need to start ‘English’ classes again as a main subject area? 

 Blogs!!! 

 Embrace changing mediums 

 Equip staff to embrace these changes 
 
 

 


