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Written Response to ‘Focusing English for Speakers of Other Languages 
(ESOL) on Community Cohesion’ 
by The Runnymede Trust, 04 April 2008 
 
We welcome the opportunity to submit our thoughts and views on the Government’s aim to 
target ESOL funding to foster community cohesion and integration. 
 
The Runnymede Trust is an independent policy research organisation focusing on equality 
and justice through the promotion of a successful multi-ethnic society. Our mandate is to 
promote a successful multi-ethnic Britain – a Britain where citizens and communities feel 
valued, enjoy equal opportunities to develop their talents, lead fulfilling lives and accept a 
collective responsibility, all in the spirit of civic friendship, shared identity and a common 
sense of belonging. Refugee and migration issues are of special interest to us, as recent 
developments in the ethnic diversification of Britain are intricately linked to changing 
patterns in global migration. 
 
We have read the consultation with interest, and recognise the importance of English skills 
for individuals to fully function socially in Britain. We agree with the thrust of the 
consultation document, and welcome the Government’s decision to re-introduce free ESOL 
courses to those who need them.  
 
We do have a number of points and recommendations that we would like to draw the 
Government’s attention to. Having considered the issues raised in the consultation 
document, we would like to comment on the following: 
 

• Irregular migrants: One of the most vulnerable groups of all – irregular migrants – is 
absent from the discussion in the consultation document, which is highly 
problematic. 

• Excluded women or those who are at risk of being excluded: The consultation 
document rightly identifies the priority of this group for ESOL provision; however, we 
are unsure as to how the Government would identify excluded women.  

• Stigma: The consultation document rightly identifies the danger that priority groups 
may become associated with local cohesion problems. The government needs to 
make sure that the right-wing press does not hijack the ESOL agenda and turn it 
into an anti-immigration campaign. 
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• Training: The importance of providing adequate resources to the training of ESOL 
providers, and inclusion of non-language related issues in Initial Teacher Training 
programmes. 

 
Irregular migrants 
1. What struck us in the consultation document was that it excludes one of the most 

vulnerable group of all; irregular migrants. This would obviously mean that ESOL 
courses would not be made available to the hardest to reach migrant groups in the UK, 
as is the stated aim of the consultation. 

 
2. Irregular migrants are amongst the most marginal inhabitants of Britain and extremely 

vulnerable to exploitation. This relates particularly to low pay, illegal and unfair 
deductions from pay, unsafe workplaces, harassment and bullying, discrimination and 
racism, limited rights to leave, insecurity of work, abuse of human rights, and working 
conditions that amount to coerced and forced labour. 

 
3. We would like to point out that irregular migration is not an ‘either/or’ situation. Many 

migrants straddle a fine line between having administrative permission to work in Britain 
and working illegally. Changes in government policy or personal circumstances can 
quickly shift them from one to the other, and migrants may not necessarily themselves 
know whether or not they have full administrative permission to work in the UK. Many 
will assume that they are ‘illegal’ and therefore be pushed into the underground 
economy. 

 
4. In our own research on the smaller, ‘hidden’ communities in the UK,1 the issue of 

language skills amongst irregular migrants has arisen a number of times. If the jobs 
irregular migrants are most likely to be doing could be characterised as “dirty, difficult 
and dangerous,”2 we would add that these jobs also tend to be the least socially 
engaging, where workers get little opportunity to practice their English skills. To quote 
one of our interviewees: 

 
So I can work one office 6-8 in the evening, another office maybe 8:30-10:30. So I 
am working four hours. But that is with no communication. Alone. You don’t talk 
with anyone. We have what we call madrugada – early morning – 5-8. And then, 
again, you are working on your own because you are cleaning the office before 
other people is coming.3 

 

                                              
1 For further information on Runnymede’s Community Studies series, please visit: 
http://www.runnymedetrust.org/projects/communityStudies.html  
2 Farrant, Macha, Clare Grieve and Dhananjayan Sriskanarajah (2006) Irregular Migration in the UK. 
London: IPPR. 
3 Sveinsson, Kjartan (2007). Bolivians in London – Challenges and Achievements of a London Community. 
London: Runnymede Trust. Available under: 
http://www.runnymedetrust.org/uploads/file/Com%20Studies%20-%20Bolivian%20(2).pdf  
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5. We recognise that the issue of regularisation is out of the hands of DIUS. However, we 
would urge you to raise this issue with the Home Office and press for a regularisation 
programme. 

 
Excluded women or those who are risk of being excluded 
6. We are pleased to see the identification of this group as a priority for ESOL provision; 

however, we are unsure as to how the Government would identify people who are 
excluded or those at risk of being excluded. 

 
7. The introduction of the consultation document states that the discretionary Learner 

Support Fund has been implemented for spouses and low-paid workers. However, in 
order to qualify for the Learner Support Fund, an individual must be receiving a means 
tested benefit. During a foreign spouse’s first two years of probationary residence they 
have no recourse to public funds, and therefore cannot claim means tested benefits. 

 
8. We suggest that foreign spouses should be added to the national priority list for ESOL 

funding because they are at risk of exclusion during their probationary period of 
settlement. In our recent Community Study focusing on the Thai community,4 some 
women involved in the sample said that the cost of classes meant they had to take up 
employment and found balancing employment, child care and course commitments 
extremely difficult.  

 
Stigma 
9. We are pleased to see that the Government is aware of the dangers of stigmatisation in 

linking ESOL needs to issues of cohesion. We recognise the important role of language 
skills in taking full part in British everyday life, but we do agree that that there is a 
danger that groups identified for ESOL priority may become linked to ‘community 
cohesion’ problems. We would urge the Government to be aware of this possibility, not 
only within its own ranks, but also at a local level and – perhaps most importantly – in 
both local and national media. Given the strong and often hate inciting coverage of 
migration issues in many tabloids, there is a danger that sections of the press may turn 
an essentially positive service into an anti-immigration campaign. If ESOL becomes an 
emblem of ‘anti-Britishness’ in the public imagination, this could potentially undermine 
the entire ESOL agenda. 

 
Training 
10. Migrants – especially those who are most economically and socially marginalised – 

have instrumental reasons to integrate to British society. Full understanding of and 
participation in wider society increases an individual's prospects in the job market, 
which is of particularly high concern to most migrants. This has been a prominent 

                                              
4 http://www.runnymedetrust.org/projects/communityStudies.html 
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theme in Runnymede’s Community Studies series.5 Language skills are central to this 
equation, as limitations in the English language relegates workers to the ‘dirty, difficult 
and dangerous’ jobs. 

 
11. However, language skills are merely one, albeit important, element contributing to 

social and economic participation. Many migrants also lack the confidence and 
knowledge of how to navigate basic social institutions and access a range of services, 
such as opening a bank account, applying for a driver’s licence, or passing a citizenship 
test. 

 
12. We would therefore suggest that the Initial Teacher Training does not restrict itself to 

language only, but would include knowledge of various other aspects of service 
provision, so that teachers would at the very least be able to point ESOL service users 
in the right direction. If community cohesion is the objective, this is essential. 

 
 
Thank you for considering our response and the concerns and issues we highlight. We look 
forward to learning the result of the consultation process and the intentions of government 
on implementing the changes. 
 
If you would like to discuss any aspect of this response, please contact Michelynn Laflèche 
(Director) at the Runnymede Trust, 7 Plough Yard, Shoreditch, London EC2A 3LP Tel: 020 
7377 9222. 
 
The Runnymede Trust 
04 April 2008 
 
Further information about the Runnymede Trust can be found on our website – 
www.runnymedetrust.org   
 

                                              
5 http://www.runnymedetrust.org/projects/communityStudies.html  


