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Introduction

In May 2016, Refugee Action published a report
entitled ‘Let Refugees Learn’ which set out the
difficulties faced by refugees hoping to access
English language lessons. The report analysed
the current policy environment regarding ESOL
provision and, through a series of case studies,
highlighted the impact of current policy on the
lives of some of the refugees that Refugee
Action works with.2
“Refugees have a strong drive and desire to
learn English as part of building their new life in
Britain.” – Let Refugees Learn report.
Here we complement that research with information gathered from ESOL providers and organisations supporting them around the country.
Our findings reinforce the report’s conclusions
that barriers to ESOL provision are growing,
caused by huge cuts in government funding over
recent years which make it impossible to meet
the strong demand.

This means that refugees and asylum seekers
are finding it increasingly difficult to access the
English language teaching that will enable them
to start rebuilding their lives and contributing to
their new communities.
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English language as a tool for
integration

Nour, 24, arrived in the UK in
January 2016 as part of the
Syrian Vulnerable Persons
Resettlement Scheme.

The evidence that English language is an important element of integration is overwhelming.
The Casey Review, published in December 2016,
clearly highlighted the link between English
language skills and integration. It identified
English language as “a common denominator
and a strong enabler of integration”, with an
impact both on social and economic integration;
the report recommended prioritising improved
English language skills as a way to reduce exclusion, inequality and segregation.3
“Research has shown that language competency is key to expanding people’s social
networks, as well as increasing access to work,
and thus has positive spillover effects to many
aspects of integration.”
– APPG on Social Integration interim report into Integration
of Immigrants.

Last August, meanwhile, the All Party Parliamentary Group on Social Integration launched an
inquiry into integration in the UK’s immigration
system, and the interim report – released on
5 January 2017 – highlighted English language as
a key measure of integration. The report stated
that “all immigrants should be expected to have
either learned English before coming to the UK
or be enrolled in compulsory ESOL classes upon
arrival.” The Government was encouraged to
increase ESOL funding accordingly.4 A recent
study released by the University of Sussex has
also pointed to the centrality of English language
in the integration of refugees that have been
resettled to the UK.5

Refugee Action

Successful integration is essential both for the
wellbeing of refugees and for the UK as a whole.
It ensures that refugees are able to fully contribute
to and participate in Britain’s economy and local
communities. However, too often refugees face
barriers to their integration. One such barrier is the
difficulty in accessing English language classes.
This is despite a growing body of evidence that
finds learning English is vital for effective integration, and recent polling data showing that almost
two thirds (60%) of people think the Government should fund English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) for refugees.1 Waiting lists for
accredited classes can extend to more than a
thousand, with many potential learners facing
lengthy delays before they can start lessons. This
can have a long-term impact on the social, civic,
and economic integration of refugees into UK
society – meaning that they are not able to fully
unlock their potential.
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War had broken out in Syria just as Nour was
about to start his studies in computer programming, and he was forced to flee with his family.
“We lost everything in my country, our home
and some of my friends. I felt like all my dreams
and goals had stalled.”
When he arrived in Birmingham last January,
Nour was determined to get into university and
get back to his studies. But he needed to pass
an advanced English exam to get into university
in the UK. He benefited from ESOL lessons
soon after he arrived, supplementing his lessons
with library books and YouTube tutorials.

“I had studied English before, but I felt very
nervous. Even saying ‘hi’ the first time to speak
English with people who are speaking English
is very difficult….I learnt quickly but it was very
hard work.”
Learning English meant Nour could dream big
again. “When you start to speak English fluently
it means you can get a good job and make your
dreams come true,” he adds. “I’m working hard.
I want to create a company like Microsoft. You
will see – I will achieve my dreams and goals.”
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However, despite the evidence, ESOL funding in
England has shrunk by 55% in recent years –
from £212m in 2009 to £95m in 2015. Since the
launch of Let Refugees Learn, we have seen
some progress; in September 2016, the Government announced that it would commit £10m
over a five-year period in order to ensure ESOL
provision to resettled Syrian refugees in the UK;
and the Controlling Migration Fund (CMF) –
which specifically sets out to “[mitigate] the
impacts of immigration on local communities” –
has made a total of £140m available to this aim,
with £100m over four years ring-fenced for “local
service impacts” for local authorities in England
which can include funding for ESOL provision.6
Yet local authorities will be under no obligation
to fund ESOL through the CMF, and – as one
ESOL provider pointed out to us – the £10m
committed to resettled Syrians, whilst a very
welcome step, is “just a drop in the ocean”, and
only applies to a narrow segment of the refugee
and asylum seeking population.
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During January and February 2017, Refugee
Action carried out a survey of ESOL providers
and organisations offering advice and referrals to
ESOL providers across the country.7 We spoke
to a total of seven providers, offering ESOL
lessons to students in Birmingham, Bolton,
Leeds, Liverpool, London, Manchester, and Nottingham.8 The picture that emerged shows a
squeezing of ESOL services, with providers and
their partners affected by relentless government
cuts and a lack of resources. Our findings echoed
a survey carried out in 2014 by the National Association for Teaching English and Community
Languages to Adults (NATECLA) which found
that over 80% of providers have significant
waiting lists of up to 1,000 students for ESOL
courses.9 Whilst providers are making attempts
to continue to provide services despite a reduction in their means, many have long waiting lists
– extending in one case to over a thousand
people – and waiting times that can, in some
cases, last several years.

Key findings
Several providers reported refugees waiting over a year for English lessons –
and in one area the wait can be up to two years.
Of the providers surveyed, the average waiting list size was over 700 people.
Some providers had waiting lists for lessons stretching to more than 1,000 people.
Providers say the situation is getting worse – the main reason is government cuts,
with funding failing to keep pace with high demand.
Limited childcare provision is cited as a barrier to women being able to attend classes.
Some providers have been forced to cut the number of ESOL hours offered by over
half in recent years.
Due to unmanageable numbers, certain providers have stopped taking new
applicants for the first time in recent memory in order to cope with the backlog.

Refugee Action – Locked out of learning

For those ESOL providers who have managed to
keep their waiting lists to a minimum, this has
sometimes been attributed to access to one-off,
short-term extra funding to meet the continued
high level of demand or due to a conscious decision to allocate limited resources towards ESOL
classes. Manchester Adult Education Service
and Tower Hamlets College, for instance, have
both acquired additional funding for English language classes from the Department for Communities and Local Government and the European
Social Fund, respectively. However, these approaches are not always sustainable in the long
term and it seems that, while providers are working to keep waiting lists to a minimum, it can
sometimes be to the detriment of other areas of
their service, such as class sizes or availability of
childcare.
The majority of those that we spoke to indicated
that they feel ESOL provision has become more
challenging over recent years and that their ability to provide a complete service is decreasing.
The numbers presented here are just a snapshot
of the current situation in England, however
scaled up to the whole of the country could indicate that many thousands of refugees are forced
to wait at least a year – and sometimes longer –
to gain access to the English language learning
that they require.
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Languishing on lists
Of the providers and organisations that we
spoke to, waiting lists for prospective students
consistently stretched to over 500, and in some
cases to more than a thousand. The highest waiting list stood at 1,100, however some providers
pointed out that their waiting lists reach their
peak at the end of the summer term. Leeds City
College, for instance, indicated that their list –
which currently includes 943 potential learners –
could be expected to double to around 1900 by
summer 2017. Similarly, BEGIN pointed out that
their waiting list grows throughout the course of
the year so, whilst in February 2017 it stood at
777, it could be expected to grow significantly
by spring/ early summer 2017 (in line with the
June 2016 peak of 1,483).
Waiting times, moreover, can range from as low
as a few weeks to two years, and in some cases
even more. We were told by Leeds City College
that current learners are prioritised for continued
study, meaning that if 1,500 existing learners
decide to continue their classes only 500 spaces
remain for new joiners. This can lead to people
having to apply to classes for several years in a
row, and remaining on waiting lists during this
time. Bolton College sees potential learners wait
an average of 20 months before starting classes;
some wait two years.

Waiting lists for prospective
students consistently
stretched to over 5OO
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Coping under pressure
Notably, the majority of the providers that we
spoke to indicated that the situation is becoming
increasingly challenging. The City of Liverpool
College, for instance, estimated that their level
of provision currently stands at around 50% of
the provision available three years ago.
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Sarah*, 26, arrived in the UK
from Syria in September 2015.

Providers pointed to the impact that more than
five years of funding cuts has had on their ability
to maintain ESOL to a high standard, along with
a concomitant increase in demand for classes.
Four of the providers believed that they had seen
a clear worsening in their ability to provide ESOL
classes, and one suggested that the gradual decline in ESOL provision has accelerated further
over the past year as a result of the Government’s decision in summer 2015 to cut ESOL
Plus Mandation funding.

Refugee Action

Even in the cases of providers that accept students on a rolling basis, demand still far outstrips
supply. In the case of the City of Liverpool College, for instance, despite their two-semester
system we were told that people routinely wait
for over a year to start ESOL classes. Usually,
this involves an eight to nine month waiting
period for an interview from the admissions
team, and a further six to ten months before
the prospective student actually starts classes.
This can frustrate students who are not directly
assigned a class following assessment. Manchester Adult Education Service also pointed
the numbers belowout that waiting times from
assessment to enrolment can be frustrating, and
set people up with false expectations.
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ESOL: An added worry?
Refugee Action was told by several of the providers we spoke to that people could remain
on waiting lists for months and even years.
One provider pointed to the adverse effects this can have on the mental health of people
who may already be experiencing social isolation.
Refugees and asylum seekers are often particularly vulnerable; in addition to the traumatic
experiences that many have had prior to arriving in the UK, many have been obliged to move
houses and even towns several times since their arrival, thus uprooting themselves and
weakening social safety nets.
The uncertainty and false expectations caused by long waits for English classes to begin
can cause extra stress and may exacerbate feelings of isolation or hopelessness.

Though Sarah studied some English at university
whilst completing her degree in education, she
told us that she has been struggling to communicate since arriving in the UK. Even things as
simple as taking a bus become complicated
without knowledge of the language.
Refugee Action spoke to Sarah six months after
her arrival, and she was on a list waiting to start
ESOL lessons. Four months after being assessed
for her level, Sarah was still waiting to be placed
in a class. Sarah was worried that even if she
was taken on by the college, it would be too far
to travel given her childcare responsibilities.

“It’s hard because I have children. I told them I
wanted to learn English and was promised a
college closer to me but it didn’t happen.”
Sarah told us that she was anxious to learn
English, and already felt left behind. She explained
that her uncle, who is in the USA, told her that
she should be learning it already.
“He said that after one year you should be OK
with your English but until now I haven’t done
anything with my English.”
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Sarah is a pseudonym and this photo is of an actor.

Many of the colleges and organisations that we
spoke to indicated that they were being forced
to take drastic steps to maintain their levels of
provision, even in the cases where their waiting
lists and times had not risen. All of the colleges
that we spoke to have taken the conscious decision to keep ESOL provision high on their list of
priorities, doing their best to continue to provide
high-quality ESOL classes in an incredibly challenging environment. However, they pointed out
that this can lead to inevitable trade-offs between
the need to accept high volumes of people and
the desire to offer manageable class sizes or
adequate learning hours.
South and City College Birmingham, for instance,
was the only provider that told us their waiting
lists have actually shrunk in recent years. Yet they
have also taken the decision to increase class
sizes to between 18-22 students, as opposed to
12 (as was the case a decade ago). The City of
Liverpool College and Bolton College both indicated that over the past ten years they have
reduced the number of ESOL hours offered to
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students per week by over half; from 12 hours
to 3 hours and from 9 hours to 4, respectively.
Manchester Adult Education Service and Bolton
College have both shut certain or all of their
leisure courses, including, for instance, Modern
Foreign Language classes, in order to channel
their Adult Skills budget entirely towards ESOL.
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Childcare:
An additional barrier for learners
© Russell Watkins/Department for International Development/Flickr creative commons
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Both the City of Liverpool College and Manchester Adult Education Service have even gone so
far as to close their waiting list to new applicants;
the reason given was a desire to provide lessons
to those already waiting, and the fact that lists
can become unmanageable if left open.11
We were told that ESOL provision is seen as
‘risky’ for providers due to the uncertainty over
availability of adult funding. The Government’s
failure to maintain levels of funding for ESOL
encourages such an attitude, and may lead to
further drops in provision in the future as
providers begin to increasingly question the
long-term viability of ESOL provision.
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For many, the waiting doesn’t end when they
have secured a place on an ESOL course. A
number of providers pointed to a lack of childcare
as a major barrier to potential learners with children or caring responsibilities. The City of Liverpool College has seen a reduction in the number
of places available in its nursery, meaning that
newer learners find it difficult to benefit from
these facilities. Birmingham, similarly, has a
reduced ability to offer childcare – pointing to
cuts to the Learner Support Budget as a direct
cause of this. Only one of the colleges that
BEGIN works with offers an on-site nursery, and
prospective learners face a wait for this. Moreover, we were told that Learner Support funding
(that providers often use to fund childcare) does
not always cover total childcare costs, often
providing only for ‘learning’ times and thus
excluding travel in the case of those seeking
childcare in off-site facilities.

In our Let Refugees Learn report, we pointed
to the specific challenges faced by women in
accessing ESOL classes. These included caring
responsibilities that can get in the way of English
language lessons. Refugee Action’s staff work
with refugee women across the UK and have
identified further barriers to learning English such
as ineligibility for certain types of funding, oversubscription of entry level classes, and lack of
childcare or timetable clashes meaning that
women with children are simply unable to attend
classes.
Given the fact that a higher proportion of women
than men are single parents – or more likely to
take on a caring role within their family – limited
childcare provision will often have a greater
impact on women, tipping the balance even
further against them.
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Recommendations for improving
ESOL provision
Refugee Action believes that the UK should
provide those seeking sanctuary with the tools
to fully integrate into their new environments
and successfully build a new life for themselves. Access to high quality English provision
is absolutely essential to this.
Speaking to ESOL providers and organisations
supporting them, it is clear that challenges exist
in ensuring that people that need English language classes have access to timely, adequate
ESOL provision. In many cases, these challenges
seem to be growing. This is despite the efforts
of those providers to prioritise ESOL lessons,
sometimes to the detriment of other areas,
and to do all they can to keep waiting lists to a
minimum.
Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the UK Government to invest in Britain’s future and local
communities. This includes ensuring that it puts
enough resources in place so that students
can continue to benefit from the high-quality
provision offered by ESOL providers. With this in
mind, Refugee Action calls on the Government
to act on the following five essential recommendations:

1. Create a fund to specifically support
refugees learning English.
This should enable all refugees that require
English lessons to have free, accessible ESOL
for their first two years in England. It would be
beneficial to the refugees involved, to their new
neighbours and communities, and to the UK as
a whole. Our analysis shows this would cost
around £1,600 per refugee per year. This would
require the Government to invest £42m a year to
achieve this goal. This is in addition to the £10
million committed for providing ESOL lessons to

Syrians benefiting from the Vulnerable Persons
Resettlement Scheme, as we believe that
all refugees – regardless of nationality – should
have the opportunity to learn English.
The cost of two years’ ESOL for each refugee
is effectively fully reimbursed to the taxpayer
following an individual’s first eight months of
employment at the national average wage; and
within 15 months at the lower wage of £18,000
per year.

on their asylum application, at which time they
can receive partial funding to cover 50% of the
course.
This learning can be delivered through a combination of formal and informal means; however,
given the very low levels of income which asylum seekers are required to live on, it is essential
that this teaching is available without charge.
Free English teaching from the point of claiming
asylum is currently available in Scotland and
Northern Ireland.

5. Facilitate a national framework for
community-based language support.
Community support for refugees wishing to
learn English can be a vital complement to (but
not replacement for) formal, accredited ESOL
learning for refugees. The Government should
bring together civil society, the private sector,
local government and other key stakeholders, to
develop a framework which enables all interested parties to pool resources and good practice to increase the provision and quality of
community-based language support.

2. Publish an ESOL strategy for England.
This should set clear national targets for ESOL
provision and attainment; enshrine refugees’
access to ESOL as an entitlement; and ensure
that refugees do not wait to enrol in ESOL and
to access the provision they require. The strategy
can draw on the experience of those already
in place in Scotland and Wales.
1

3. Ensure full and equal access to ESOL,
particularly for women.
Female refugees’ ability to attend English language classes can be improved, ensuring they
have access to childcare facilities that will make
this possible. In addition, in all cases where ESOL
providers are located far from the homes of
refugees, and public transport is required to
participate, funding should be made available
for travel costs.

2
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4
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4. Provide asylum seekers with the right
to access free English language learning.
7

This would support their integration from the
point they initially make their asylum claim. Currently, people seeking asylum are not eligible for
government-funded English language teaching
until they have waited 6 months for a decision
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Ipsos MORI (2017), upcoming release as part of ongoing immigration series in partnership with Unbound
Philanthropy. Latest data available at: https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3732/
Immigration-one-of-the-biggest-issues-for-wavering-EU-referendum-voters.aspx (last accessed February 2017).
See Refugee Action (2016) ‘Let Refugees Learn: Challenges and opportunities to improve language provision to
refugees in England’ (London). Available at: http://www.refugee-action.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/
letrefugeeslearnfullreport.pdf (last accessed February 2017).
Dame Louise Casey (2016) ‘The Casey Review: A review into opportunity and integration’ (London). Available at:
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(last accessed February 2017).
All Party Parliamentary Group on Social Integration (2017) ‘Interim Report into Integration of Immigrants’.
Available at: http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/themes/570513f1b504f500db000001/attachments/
original/1483958173/TC0012_AAPG_Interim_Report_Screen.pdf?1483958173 (last accessed February 2017).
See Sussex Centre for Migration Research website, available at:
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/migration/research/integrationcitizenship/refugee-resettlement (last accessed February 2017).
See Department for Communities and Local Government (2016) ‘Controlling Migration Fund: mitigating the impacts
of immigration on local communities – Prospectus’ (London). Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/566951/Controlling_Migration_Fund_
Prospectus.pdf (last accessed February 2017).
Refugee Action carried out semi-structured telephone interviews with ESOL providers and organisations working
with them. The majority of those we spoke to were colleges offering direct provision of ESOL lessons, however
others (for instance BEGIN) provide advice and referral services for potential ESOL learners.
The providers that we spoke to were: South and City College (Birmingham), Bolton College, Leeds City College,
the City of Liverpool College, Tower Hamlets College (London), Manchester Adult Education Service at Manchester
City Council, and Basic Educational Guidance in Nottinghamshire (BEGIN).
NATECLA (2014) ‘Migrants on huge waiting lists for English courses as government funding is cut again’,
available at: http://www.natecla.org.uk/news/779/ESOL-waiting-lists (last accessed February 2017).
Sarah’s story was taken from our Let Refugees Learn report, released in May 2016.
In the case of the City of Liverpool College, it is the first time in recent memory that the college has been forced
to do this. They pointed out to us that they would soon be reopening waiting lists to accept new potential learners.
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