
Swire Chinese Language Centre, Edinburgh 

TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE UK-BASED TEACHING FORCE FOR CHINESE IN 
SCHOOLS IN SCOTLAND AND THE UK. 

Note on terminology  

The term ‘Chinese’ rather than ‘Mandarin’ is used throughout this document.  
Introduction  

Chinese is a language of significance to Scotland and the UK, as highlighted by First 
Minister Nicola Sturgeon in 2015, “We want our young people to be better prepared 
for life and work in a multicultural, global marketplace and Mandarin is one of the 
world’s most widely spoken languages”. Since 2011-12 the Scottish Government has 
had a strategy to channel funding and resources into activities which are intended to 
provide an opportunity for pupils in Scotland to engage with the Chinese language 
and culture, for example, in 2019/20, the Scottish Government provided a grant 
of  £678, 600 to the Confucius Institute for Scotland Schools (CISS) to support the 
teaching of Chinese. 

Some might argue that there is a fertile and dynamic context for the development of 
Chinese in schools in Scotland. For example, in May 2018, a total of 186 pupils took 
the Scottish Qualification Authority (SQA) National 5 qualification in Chinese 
languages, a rise on the 84 who sat the exam in May 2015. Whilst presentation for 
National Qualifications is by no means the only measure of success, it is 
disappointing that some ten years after the inauguration of the SQA suite of 
qualifications in Chinese so few pupils are presented for them, particularly as those 
who are disproportionately from native or near-native speaker backgrounds or the 
independent sector. At the current rate of growth, schools in the Swire Chinese 
Language Centre Edinburgh alone (see below) will account for some 50% of 
presentations in 2020. 

These figures illustrate that Scotland still lacks significant numbers of pupils leaving 
school with proficiency and qualification in Chinese language. Furthermore, Chinese 
as a subject remains in a precarious place in the curriculum in Scotland because 
there is an inconsistency in opportunities for pupils in Scotland schools to have 
access to quality teaching and learning of Chinese delivered by qualified teachers of 
Chinese that are fully trained and registered with the General Teaching Council of 
Scotland (GTCS). Much of the current provision relies on the work of teachers on 
one or two years secondments from China under the scheme part funded by the 
Scottish Government and the Chinese Government under the Hanban scheme. 
These teachers provide a valuable resource but are not the solution to the problem 
of provision in Scotland’s schools. By way of comparison, the recent Parliamentary 
answer by the Deputy First Minister indicated that all the local authorities in Scotland 
combined employ a total of 15.2 GTCS registered teachers of Chinese whilst Swire 
Chinese Language Centre (SCLCE) employs 8 such teachers to staff its operation 
alone. 



Thus, it seems timely to renew efforts for ‘joined up thinking’ and strategic vision to 
drive growth of this recent development with a more ambitious national approach to 
embed Chinese into the Scottish school curriculum nationwide. In this paper we will 
address issues relating to the availability of GTCS registered teachers of Chinese and 
what we believe is the impact of those issues on the effectiveness of the Scottish 
Government’s ambition for Chinese language learning in schools. 
 

1. Swire Chinese Language Centre Edinburgh (SCLCE) decided to submit views to 
the Committee to amidst concerns over the supply and flow of well-trained, 
qualified and UK-experienced teachers of Chinese in Scotland.  

 
2. SCLCE insists that a steady supply of well-trained, qualified and UK-
experienced teachers of Chinese is essential for the Chinese language to be 
coherently and sustainably embedded into the Scottish school curriculum 
nationwide. 

 
Background 

The Swire Chinese Language Centre Edinburgh (SCLCE) 

The Swire Chinese Language Centre Edinburgh (SCLCE) was established in 2016 
with generous funding from the Swire Chinese Language Foundation. 

The Centre is a collaborative venture between three schools - George Watson’s 
College (independent), James Gillespie’s High School and Boroughmuir High School 
(both City of Edinburgh Council schools).  

This partnership now extends to 25 schools (9 secondary and 16 primary schools) 
across Edinburgh City and East Lothian, including schools serving highly complex 
socio-economic communities, for example Castlebrae HS and Gracemount HS..  

During 2019-20, 2,400 pupils are having regular, timetabled, Chinese language 
lessons delivered by the Swire team of eight GTCS registered teachers of Chinese. 
The Centre is the largest single provider of Chinese teaching by fully qualified and 
registered teachers in Scotland (and also amongst the largest in the UK). The 
SCLCE team has many years experience in language teaching, learning and 
assessment and pupils’ experience is further enhanced by inspirational enrichment 
activities including trips to mainland China, pupil exchanges with schools in Hong 
Kong and Taiwan, and events to broaden learning, celebrate Chinese culture and 
enhance employability skills such as participating in British Council organised 
language speaking competitions. 

A key aim of the SCLCE partnership is that all pupils in partner schools have the 
opportunity to study Chinese as part of their school curriculum with clear progression 
and pathways which remove the barriers which often frustrate the study of Chinese 
to a high level. Qualifications up to SQA Advanced Higher are available through the 
Swire Centre and every learner is backed by the pledge that, once they start on a 
certificated course and commit to it, they will be supported to take Chinese to at least 
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SQA Higher level. This programme is not just about learning Chinese, it is also about 
supporting ambition and inclusion. We want to dispel any myths that Chinese is only 
for the privileged few or the most able. Pupils of all backgrounds and levels of ability 
are learning Chinese and are flourishing. In 2018/19, pupils from across Swire 
Chinese Language Centre (Edinburgh) schools achieved 100% A-C pass rate at 
SQA National 5 and Higher levels. 

The extent of this independent-state school partnership is unprecedented for 
Scotland and benefits to date have been powerful, enabling artificial barriers to be 
broken between the sectors as well as create opportunity to plan strategically 
together. The SCLCE partnership has become part of the educational landscape in 
Edinburgh and East Lothian and aims to contribute to the debate at the highest level 
about how Scotland should prepare young people to be global citizens. 

To reap the benefits of the recent growth in terms of widening access to the learning 
of Chinese language across schools and sectors in Edinburgh,  the task now is to 
consolidate efforts and find ways to work in a complementary manner to build ‘joined 
up’ quality assured Chinese language teaching capacity in Scotland. 

INITIAL TEACHER EDUCATION (ITE) 

The supply and flow of teacher of Chinese: Loose couplings in the pipeline 

The Professional Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) is for graduates wishing to 
enter the teaching profession in Scotland at secondary level, the one-year 
programme is the Scottish route to qualified teacher status.  

In Scotland, ITE in Chinese is available at a number of universities, namely the 
University of Edinburgh, the University of Aberdeen and Strathclyde University. 
However, applications for and uptake of PGDE places for Chinese is somewhat 
volatile. For instance, in one university, it went from zero PGDE students for Chinese 
in one year to four in the following. The varying of numbers from year to year makes 
it difficult for universities to plan, particularly around budgeting, resourcing and 
staffing. Consequently, it is difficult to predict and project the number of PGDE 
trained teachers of Chinese due to join the teaching profession, thus impacting on 
local authorities’ and schools’ confidence and capacity to plan for provision of 
teaching and learning of Chinese in schools. 

1. The ITE Intake        

PGDE Secondary places for Chinese are  

• based on a demand-led system, i.e based on number of applications received 
by universities; 

• not coordinated across the three universities, furthermore the universities are 
in direct competition with one another in attracting students to their PGDE 
courses; 



• not set for each intake, but form part of the overall allocation for Modern 
Foreign Languages (MFL) teacher education places; 

• not linked to the teaching profession demand for teachers of Chinese. 

As a result the scarce expertise required to develop teachers of Chinese is spread 
inefficiently across the country and is often under utilised in one place whilst there 
are sometimes lack of resources in another. There is no concerted effort to attract 
graduates to undertake the PGDE in Scotland and to qualify to be a teacher of 
Chinese here. 

Recommendations (1) 
1.1 The Teacher Workforce Planning Group, in consultation with the Higher 
Education sector and local authorities, to explicitly link the number of PGDE places 
for teachers of Chinese with projections of available probationary places and future 
employment. 
1.2 The projected and monitoring of demand for MFL teachers should be detailed 
according to languages. 
1.3 In conjunction/collaboration with University Schools of Education and/or 
Schools of  Languages to offer incentives to non-background speakers with 
sufficient language proficiency to undertake pre and in-service development to 
become qualified as teachers of Chinese. 
1.4 Develop recruitment plans based on the likely graduate flow in the foreseeable 
future, and aligned to a national strategic plan for embedding the Chinese language 
across schools in Scotland. 

 

2. PGDE MFL Teacher Education Programme 

By and large, student teachers of Chinese receive generic MFL language teacher 
education but remain untrained in teaching the specifics of the Chinese language. 
This lack of university lecturers dedicated to Chinese-specific teacher training has an 
impact on the quality of teaching and learning outcomes. 

Recommendations (2) 
To improve the consistency of ITE and quality of teachers of Chinese: 
2.1 Teacher training institutions to align their supplementary selection procedures 
and assessments, for instance interviewing and testing all Chinese language 
teacher candidates in both Chinese and English. 
2.2 PGDE providers to provide more specialised input and dedicated time on 
teaching the specifics of the Chinese language during ITE training, i.e. Chinese is 
not French, Spanish or German. It makes particular demands. Yet current PGDE 
course content offer little in the way of explaining and showing how contemporary 
pedagogical practices and learning theories can be adopted to teaching the special 



features of Chinese and there is no guarantee that any course will have enough specialist 
input or specialist places in schools to enable the ITE students to flourish (see below). 

 

3. The Student Placement System 

The 36-week secondary PGDE programme is divided equally between University-
based and school-based activities. The PGDE is a professional programme with 
‘learn on the job’ school placements accounting for 18 weeks of this course. 

Presently, all schools in Scotland opt-in automatically into the Student Placement 
Scheme (SPS). However, there is no single official database showing schools 
offering training placements for Chinese. 

Placements are extremely valuable to PGDE students. However, the quality of 
PGDE trainees ‘learning journeys’ and experiences on these placements are 
variable and highly dependent on where they are placed. Schools where Chinese is 
well-established with GTCS-registered teacher(s) of Chinese, such as the Swire 
schools, hold considerable value for the students personal and professional 
development.  

In Scotland there is a shortage of schools where Chinese is an integral part of 
modern language provision for PGDE Chinese students to undertake school-based 
placements. As noted above, with only 15.2 FTE Chinese teachers in all of 
Scotland’s state schools, the likelihood of a PGDE student being guided by a trained 
and registered teacher of Chinese is slim. 

There are inherent barriers and challenges in the quality assurance of placements in 
schools, specifically where Chinese is not fully embedded within the curriculum, 
and/or Chinese is delivered by non-GTCS registered volunteers/teachers. 

Universities competing with one another to secure training placements often result in 
the use of personal networking (关系 guan xi) to secure placement schools rather 
than benefiting from a planned strategy. 

Recommendations (3) 
Bring greater coherence to, and address issues of imbalance and capacity in, the 
placement of student teachers of Chinese across schools nationally by: 
3.1 Establishing a database of schools offering Chinese language within the main 
curriculum to enable better identification of suitable host schools and mentors. 
3.2 Ensuring that all student teachers can observe experienced GTCS-registered 
teachers of Chinese teaching and improve their knowledge, skills, competences and 
professional development. 
3.3 Ensuring that student teachers of Chinese have rounded and realistic school 
experiences throughout their placements, e.g. they should be exposed to a range 
of class levels and to multi class teaching situations, to mixed ability teaching and, 



where appropriate, to examination classes, as well as to participate in school life in 
a way that is structured and supported. 
3.4 Providing professional education programmes for in-service teachers of 
Chinese to  develop their mentoring and coaching expertise.  

 

4. Tighten the taps - Employment prospect of PGDE Teachers of Chinese 
graduates 

Probationary places and employment prospects of teachers of Chinese in Scotland 
are severely limited by schools making use of resources, such as Hanban to 
promote cultural activities to stimulate learning of Chinese which are often an ‘add 
on’ and quite separate from mainstream curriculum. 

 

Recommendations (4) 
4.1 Scottish Government, in conjunction with key stakeholders, to set a clear time 
limit on how long schools (maximum of no more than 2 years) are allowed access 
to the service of non-GTCS registered volunteers/teachers from abroad before they 
appoint GTCS registered teachers. This will enable them to explore introducing the 
Chinese language into schools without becoming dependent on the non-registered 
workforce and will encourage them to actively work on establishing and sustaining 
the Chinese language provision alongside other MFL provision. It is impossible to 
imagine any other situation where a school subject would be allowed to become so 
dependent on a temporary non-registered workforce for its delivery. 
4.2 Employment of qualified GTCS-registered teachers of Chinese by local 
authorities and schools is key to sustainable growth of this language within the 
school curriculum. Furthermore, the quality assurance of teachers of Chinese 
language teaching should be consistent with teachers of other languages and 
subjects taught in schools in Scotland i.e. meeting GTCS professional standards. 
4.3 Schools offering Chinese language programme must be committed to 
establishing a productive programme, i.e. ensuring their pupils have access to SQA 
certificated pathways taught by GTCS registered Chinese language teachers just as 
they would for any other subject in the curriculum. 

5. Wrench it up!  

Building sustainability into Scotland’s Chinese Language Capacity  

As Scotland continues to build economic growth and be an outward-looking country, 
there is a real need to build a sustainable Chinese language capacity to ensure that 
more people are entering the workforce with appropriate Chinese language skills. 
This will contribute to Scotland’s workforce being able to engage meaningfully with 
China’s ambitious economic growth, infrastructure programmes and to create deeper 
relationships between the two countries. 

 



Recommendations (5) 
5.1 Establish an Association of teachers of Chinese.  A coordinating group of 
informed representative stakeholders to provide the Scottish-based leadership is 
crucial to effectively and comprehensively expand and improve the teaching of 
Chinese in schools in Scotland. Additionally, collegiality is often considered a 
necessary condition for professional development. However, due to workplace 
constraints, and administrative or organisational limitations, many student teachers, 
newly qualified teachers, and teachers of Chinese find themselves in situations 
whereby they have to work autonomously. They are often isolated. 
5.2 Create a shared vision, goal and common understanding among those in the 
provision of Chinese language education. 
5.3 Coordinate efforts and design initiatives to achieve successful outcomes rather 
than flash in the pan sparkle. 
5.4 Build, strengthen and support collegiality among teachers of Chinese. 
5.5 Work to support ongoing professional development of teachers of Chinese 

 

6. Flush it up pronto 

The learners: Transition from schools to Higher Education 

The number of students taking Chinese to Higher and Advanced Higher levels is on 
the increase but a very small number take the subject at degree level.  

Reasons  

Most undergraduate Chinese Studies or joint honours undergraduate programmes 
cater to students without or little prior learning and knowledge of the Chinese 
language.  

There is scant integration of Chinese language learning between school and the 
Higher Education sector in Scotland. 

Recommendations (6) 
6.1 There needs to be greater active encouragement for universities in Scotland to 
establish more purposeful and productive undergraduate programmes to prepare 
and educate more individuals with Chinese language skills to meet Scotland’s 
ambitious global aspirations.  
 
6.2 Develop clear pathways for some students to undertake part of their university 
studies in Chinese. 
6.3 Encourage universities to develop undergraduate Chinese language focused 
degree programmes for home based students who have acquired Chinese 
language pre-university qualifications. 

 



Conclusion  
      

Firstly, it is important to recognise that over the past decade there has been a growth 
in the teaching and learning of Chinese in Scotland. This has not been as a result of 
a strategy but as a result of individual initiatives of which SCLCE is one. The funding 
from Swire Language Foundation has resulted in well-supported learning and 
teaching of Chinese programmes in schools in Edinburgh and East Lothian. SCLCE 
has served both to illustrate the potential for Chinese in Scotland’s schools but also 
to identify some of the structural issues which currently thwart that potential. 

Much of the effectiveness of the productive learning and teaching of Chinese 
programmes in schools hinges on the availability of well-qualified teachers of 
Chinese. What is essential, is an acknowledgement that there are continuing 
weaknesses and gaps in the current Initial Teacher Education provision described 
here. To this end, there is an acute need to rethink pre-service teacher education for 
teachers of Chinese in Scotland because Chinese as a language taught in schools 
should not be left to sink or swim on its own. A school-based teacher training 
routeway in partnership with the universities and the Swire Chinese Language 
Centre (Edinburgh) is probably the best way forward to rapidly future proof and 
quality assure the supply of teachers of Chinese. 

Furthermore, the building of Chinese language capacity in Scotland project has to be 
adopted and implemented in order to extend and improve provision of teaching of 
Chinese and learning opportunities. Much of what is needed to successfully build 
Chinese language capacity in Scotland is already detailed in this paper. It now needs 
consistent and coordinated attention. Change in the ‘ways of doing things’ is never 
easy for anyone but change is necessary to meet the challenges of developing the 
Chinese language successfully, as well as to ensure schools in Scotland offering 
Chinese language programmes are fully in compliance with the following GTCS 
stated requirement:  

“It is a legal requirement for any teacher teaching in a Scottish state school to be 
registered with GTC Scotland. Being registered not only allows an individual  to 
teach but it also provides assurances to employers, parents and children that 
teachers meet a national standard of teaching.” 

Melvyn Roffe - Chair of the Advisory Board - Swire Chinese Language Centre 
Edinburgh 

Maggie Sproule - Head of Centre - Swire Chinese Language Centre Edinburgh 

 

 

 

 


