Project Title: Community ESOL Conversation Clubs


Summary: 
Thurrock Adult Community College (TACC) has been working in partnership with local organizations to develop Community ESOL Conversation clubs for adult learners. These are free, innovative and informal community learning opportunities designed and led to support our local community. ESOL Conversation Clubs address the college’s ESOL unmet demand and eases progression into formal qualification courses. At the same time, they give an opportunity to engage out-of-reach learners. 
In the first instance, TACC mapped existing provision and identified gaps in provision. Later, we trained and supported Community ESOL Volunteers through joint practice development within the community; building on practice developed by Redbridge Institute of Adult Education.
This report is an evaluation of a work in progress. 

Context: 
Thurrock Adult Community College is the adult and community learning service for the local authority. Based in Grays, TACC also delivers learning across Thurrock using a range of community venues, children’s centres, schools and partners. TACC is funded by the Skills Funding Agency for Community Learning (including NLDC and Family Learning) mainly for English, maths, ESOL and some vocational learning. The college has established a good reputation in Thurrock with strong loyalty ties from learners and staff (many of whom have also been learners and volunteers). TACC’s learner support and learner satisfaction are particular strengths (matrix standard assessment report, June 2014). The college is traditional in its approach to teaching and learning, relying on individual support and communities of practice and learning. ESOL Conversation Clubs has widened our practice and spread our work outside the college.   

Aims and objectives: 
The aim at the outset of the project was to develop the college’s range and engage members of the minority communities in Thurrock. ESOL Conversation Clubs have enabled, with the support from experienced teaching staff at TACC and community leads, a wider representation of community groups who now have access to ESOL support near their homes.  The inclusive informality of the programme has developed participants’ confidence in the use of everyday English speaking and listening. 
The project aimed to provide long-term support to the volunteers and a smooth progression to the club participants. The support visits by TACC tutors to the groups, and the club leaders to ESOL practitioners have assisted the volunteers in their development as reflective providers. This teamwork would help break down barriers and ease progression for those learners who want to move into formal education to further their development of their English Language skills and gain a qualification.

The outcomes of the project:
The mapping of the current informal and formal ESOL provision across Thurrock helped to set up the ESOL Conversation Clubs where they were most needed. The current informal providers were engaged and other partners were invited. We reviewed the availability of resources in different organizations and the project was able to set up clubs close to the minority communities that most needed it.
The training and the resources were made by and for our local community. To develop and deliver relevant training, the project leader, the college’s partners and ESOL specialists got together to design a course that prepared the volunteers to host the conversation clubs. They were equipped to deliver topics that are relevant to members of our community who are beginners or pre- beginners speakers of English as a second language. Volunteers followed an intensive programme consisting of a 5 weeks’ taster, with the option to progress to a 12 week accredited course.
ESOL Conversation Clubs enable access to some form of ESOL provision to all ethnic groups in Thurrock. In conjunction with that, the work in partnership gave the opportunity to draw clear and supported progression routes for ESOL from informal to formal learning. 

Sustainability of the achievements and outcomes of the:
One of the biggest achievements of the project was the recruitment of advanced ESOL learners to volunteer. Another gain was the rapport they built with the TACC practitioner. Both teams decided to meet regularly to maintain contact and share practice.  Further support and development might arise as part of that ongoing JPD.  

Strategies: 
TACC followed a number of successful strategies to deliver a robust, consistent and self-supported project to the Thurrock community. 
In the first instance TACC wanted to identify current established informal ESOL groups in the community and identify JPD community partners to design a training and support programme. The project mapped four informal ESOL sessions in the community facilitated by two local organisations: Thurrock Racial Unity Support Taskgroup (TRUST) and Thurrock Asian Association (TAA). TACC engaged with these two organisations and brought on board others to plan, recruit and deliver 5 regular weekly ESOL Conversation club sessions. 
The second step was to identify community leads from ethnic & faith groups and establish a Thurrock wide ESOL networking meeting and protocol so that, together, we could determine the “Terms of Reference” and purpose of Community ESOL Conversation Clubs. The project made particularly good progress engaging the Nepalese community. The added partners were All Saint’s church, who provided a classroom and resources to run a club in Treasure Children Forever Nursery; the Thurrock Nepalese (Gurkha) Community (TNGC) in Grays, who have successfully put a champion from their community forward to lead one of the conversation clubs and signposted potential learners from their community who have a pre-beginner level of English to the conversation classes; Thurrock libraries that signposted one of their volunteers to train and host a conversation club in Chadwell Saint Mary’s  library; Thameside Children Centre who has timetabled an ESOL Conversation clubs from next term and 4children, the national charity that runs some the children centres in Thurrock.
The third step was to design an ESOL training course programme with community JPD partners. To do that we had networking meetings where partners were introduced to the concept of CECC and were invited to “champion” a volunteer and suggest possible locations for Community ESOL Conversation Club in their area. This was a vital part to achieve a relevant ESOL training and support programme for the volunteers. As a result it was agreed that the best option for our target group was to provide initially an intensive 5 weeks’ course, free to learners with excellent communication skills who had a definite commitment to the programme  and, preferably, previous experience facilitating learning. Volunteers would be given the possibility to later move to a second stage of training programme, a 12 week accredited course. So far in their feedback volunteers stated that ‘the best part of the training was to observe different teachers’  ‘I learnt a lot from these’, ‘I enjoyed my lessons because the topics I needed to know’, ‘what I liked the most about the course was the teaching materials’.

The fourth step was for the TACC Project Lead to visit the newly established groups. At the time of writing some groups have been visited. This has allowed the project lead to monitor effectiveness and impact of the project in the community and sample community engagement and progression tracking. In these observations some of the club participants stated ‘I like this course because I learn English to do things on my own’ ‘I feel happy here learning English’ ‘I’m learning, it’s good’

At the time of writing this report the implementation phase is under way. The impact on learning will be felt in the autumn, after the first cohorts of ESOL Conversation Clubs are delivered and the second cohort starts building up from current practice: adapting the teaching and learning strategies to suit the local learners. The natural step to follow would be a reflective evaluation to report progress and share best practice as guidance for further development. 


 
The impact on learners and staff:
This project is self-sustainable and beneficial to different members of our community as a result of a successful partnership amongst local organizations. Club attendees are taking their first steps into learning English in this country in non-threatening contexts, established within the learners’ communities. As the clubs are informal and no regular attendance is required, learners become more accountable for their learning. This might in turn allow them to become independent, being less reliant on other family members. The groups observed have shown that learners have a safe space to build new friendships, reducing exclusion and helping integration within the wider community.
As part of their training volunteers had the opportunity to observe ESOL teachers and use their reflection of practice and the project’s resources pack to design a micro-teaching session.
The work between volunteers and experienced ESOL tutors proved to be fructiferous to both parties. As they engaged in the project, volunteers observed ESOL classes in the college and were exposed to other ethnic groups. After the session they had a discussion where they could ask questions to the ESOL teachers about how they support their learners ‘specific needs, how to ensure that everyone takes part and the delivery is fully inclusive. Teachers stated that this teamwork gave them an opportunity to reflect on their own practice. 



Learning points: 
At times of austerity ESOL learners are at a high risk of isolation; the project has defied that and opened a door into the wider community.
To achieve a successful outcome we have learnt that the commitment and involvement of senior management in the college and partner organisations is essential for this initiative to address an inclusive culture in the community. Consequently, to maintain the focus on CECC the close working relationship built up with community leaders and partners within this project needs to be prioritised. At the same time, it is important that volunteers are recruited from minority groups as they are the best first point of recruitment from within their communities. It makes recruitment from minority communities more accessible. In the first stages of the project it became apparent that volunteers would be more confident delivering in pairs, which assured a consistency of provision for all the project stakeholders. It also proved essential to build with the volunteers a resource pack that is relevant to adult learners in our community. Once the project is set up in the community, as the clubs are to be hosted by volunteers, it might be advisable that more community champions are recruited over time to provide consistency of provision. 



Next steps;
To consolidate the progress made and the increased understanding of the challenges and issues around it, the project staff will continue supporting the ESOL Conversation Club volunteers by inviting them to ESOL meetings and relevant TACC staff training. As part of our commitment to our partnership, TACC also aims to support in the planning and monitoring of ESOL progression from informal to formal contexts as and when required. We also hope to share with TACC staff and similar providersthe project’s work, resources and findings on the importance of developing ‘communities of practice’ in the classroom.  


Resources: 
1- Sample Scheme of Work to train volunteers and Set of resources to support delivery 
 (PDF attached)
2- Sample resources


Contact Details: Please supply the contact details for this project
Name:			Ana McDermott 
Organisation:		Thurrock Adult Community College
Email address		a.mcdermott@tacc.ac.uk 
Community ESOL Conversation Clubs TACC 
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9.1	Guide – revised scheme of work (TACC)
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