Carlisle City Council - Migrant Workers Review

Meeting of Task and Finish Group 4th April 2008

Language training for migrant workers in Carlisle – notes on progress in identifying provision 

Introduction

1. This note is an update on progress in identifying provision of English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) in Carlisle.  It is based on  documentation from the Learning and Skills Council (LSC); and discussions with Jacqui Raw, Partnership Manager at Cumbria LSC and Tony Nisbet of the GMB Union.  It focuses mainly on the framework of qualifications available.  Additional information on local provision will be circulated separately by Councillor Heather Bradley.  Investigations are continuing and further information will be available at the next Task and Finish Group meeting.   

Background 

2. Research on the needs of migrant workers for ESOL has been carried out at a national level by the LSC and the findings are confirmed at a local level by the recent Voluntary Action Cumbria report (1).   The LSC research emphasises that lack of competency in English acts as a barrier to migrant workers securing employment commensurate with their skills and qualification levels (2,3).  Therefore, the highest priority for the majority of A8 migrants is to learn English.  The report notes that demand for ESOL is outstripping supply in areas where migrant workers are settling.  In some areas, providers are using European Social Funds to increase supply of ESOL, which could cause problems when this funding runs out.   

3. Migrants need access to ESOL to suit their existing knowledge levels.  Classes also need to be available at times and in locations that fit in with work commitments, which may include long hours, shift work, and accommodation in remote locations.  Work-based or community-based ESOL provision is likely to give better access. 

4. The research notes that many migrant workers have difficulty in accessing information and guidance and therefore are unaware of what is available.  Advisors themselves are often not well-informed about the rights and entitlements of migrant workers, or the level and nature of their qualifications.  The introduction of consistent European frameworks to compare qualifications (Europass and National Academic Recognition Information Centre) should help in this respect.  

5. Lack of competency in English prevents migrant workers from working at levels commensurate with their skills and thus making their full potential contribution to the local economy.  It also acts as a barrier to social integration with the settled community, which helps to foster mutual understanding between different groups and promote community cohesion.    

Demand in Carlisle

6. LSC has not carried out any research into the numbers of migrant workers in Cumbria and the need for ESOL among this group.  However, according to Tony Nisbet of GMBU, demand for ESOL far exceeds supply, which is restricted by the availability of funding for provision.  Tony described migrant workers as “unbelievably keen to learn English”.  In a paper published in 2007, the North West LSC recommended that work was needed across the region to develop a local area picture of the numbers and location of migrant workers (4).  According to LSC Cumbria, the Department for Work and Pensions is currently looking at the numbers of migrant workers nationally, but this work is based on figures from the Workers Registration Scheme and National Insurance numbers, which are generally recognised as having limited reliability and do not give a full picture.  

Extent of provision in Carlisle

7. At present, there appears to be no definitive list of ESOL providers and provision in Carlisle, or indeed in the County.  The Learning and Skills Council funds two providers of accredited training in Carlisle:  Carlisle College and Cumbria County Council.  However, in addition there are other providers, for example: trade unions; voluntary and faith groups such as Churches Together, which provide informal learning; self-help groups within migrant communities; and private training companies.    Most classes are held in training establishments or community venues, but workplace learning is available at McVitie’s Learning Centre, for employees of other companies as well as McVitie’s (see paragraph 19).

8. According to Cumbria LSC, there has been a shortage of ESOL teachers nationally, which has impacted on availability of provision, but steps have been taken locally to train and recruit more ESOL teachers.   

9. Various leads are being followed up for this review, to obtain a better  idea of the kind and level of provision.  However, more detailed work would need to be done to map the provision comprehensively – and ideally - to estimate the demand, though this is more difficult.   

ESOL for Work and other ESOL courses

10. ESOL for Work is a new suite of qualifications which are likely to be the most appropriate form of training for many newly arrived migrant workers (5). The new qualifications were introduced in August 2007 because existing ESOL courses did not seem to be meeting the needs of migrant workers and employers; partly because they took a long time to complete and partly because they did not have a work focus. 

11. ESOL for Work courses are shorter, more job-focused and more practical than existing ESOL courses.  They are designed to meet the immediate English language needs of learners who are in employment or who are intending to work in this country, but who do not necessarily intend to become citizens of the UK.  Learners are expected to have some literacy in their own language.  The intention is to offer opportunities for the rapid acquisition of English for work through flexible short courses.  The qualifications are available to all learner groups for whom they are suitable, not just migrant workers; and conversely, they will not be suitable for all new migrants; it depends on individuals’ needs and aspirations.  These new qualifications can be delivered through a more flexible range of approaches than traditional courses, for example block or intensive learning and delivery in the workplace as well as the classroom. 

12. Within the ESOL for Work family, there are 16 qualifications.  They allow a greater focus on employment and employability, especially in lower-skilled work; and there is more emphasis on reading, speaking and listening rather than writing, though they also cover writing.  Depending on the particular course, they can also cover topics such as health and safety, customer care, food hygiene, common work practices, equality and diversity and elements specific to particular jobs.  ESOL for work courses operate at different levels and learners can progress through these levels.   

13. ESOL for Work provision is a specific priority for LSC Cumbria next year.  Skills for Life courses are also identified as a priority and this would also include other ESOL classes.

14. Migrant workers who wish to do so can progress to ESOL Skills for Life qualifications, which are broader qualifications, not work-related, and which are delivered in a more traditional format. 

15. There are also International ESOL qualifications which are targeted at people who want to study English before coming to the UK to work or to study; or who wish to study English in the UK, but do not wish to settle here.    

Funding and fees

16. The ESOL for Work qualifications are accredited by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority and included on the national LSC Learner Aims Database, as are other ESOL courses which form part of the Skills for Life programme.  This means that they are eligible for public funding; that is, the providers can apply for funding to subsidise the courses.  

17. Until the current academic year, students taking ESOL courses were entitled to automatic remission of fees.  However, changes have now been introduced with the intention of encouraging employers to pay for courses undertaken by migrant workers.   There is now no automatic fee remission for ESOL students, though where learners are unemployed or on benefits they will be eligible for fee remission in the same way as any other student (6).  The expectation is that learners should not have to pay the fees for ESOL for Work courses, but that their employers should pay.  However, there is no enforcement to insist that an employer pays.  LSC research in 2006 (2) noted that not all employers see the benefit of upskilling their migrant workforce, or of giving them time off for ESOL classes; and not all are willing to contribute financially to ESOL.  Tony Nisbet’s view locally is that there has a been a massive difference since the change in funding of ESOL, with some employers willing to pay for ESOL training for their employees and others reluctant to do so.

18. Funding of ESOL seems to be complex, coming through different government schemes.  Because payment for providers is in general dependent on achievement of successful outcomes, there is an in-built incentive for providers to select those learners who are likely to achieve qualifications.   

GMB ESOL provision

19. Tony Nisbet has provided information on workplace-based ESOL in Carlisle and the union’s role and will be providing further information next week.  Workplace learning in Carlisle is based in the McVitie’s Learning Centre. Employees from other companies also take part in the ESOL courses which are run there.  McVitie’s provides the Learning Centre and GMB pays the learning co-ordinator.  Funding for the courses themselves comes either through the Train to Gain scheme, for those learners able to achieve Level 1 or Level 2; or from the GMB learning centre, for those who do not qualify for Train to Gain.  Carlisle College and Systems Group run two ESOL classes a week, each lasting two hours.  GMB funds an additional class at the weekend.  GMB is also producing a CD Rom to complement the classes.  Learners will be able to take this away for study in-between classes.  

Andrea Staltmeier

CfPS Associate 
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