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Summary points 

While the three case studies outlined in this document covered distinct approaches, they offer 

overarching themes for providers to consider in designing an ESOL1 support offer for participants on 

employment support programmes: 

• Providers should consider the timings and location of ESOL courses to ensure accessibility for the 

target audience. For example, running a course during school hours will ensure participants with 

children can access it. Providers should also consider events which may be important to potential 

participants, such as Friday prayers. 

• An effective language level assessment and diagnostics process will ensure that participants are 

placed in the course which best reflects their level of English. These are most effective in person. 

• Engage with individuals directly, rather than allowing their family members to speak for them, to 

accurately assess proficiency. Providers sometimes found participants English skills were higher than 

expected. 

• Providers should consider the digital literacy of participants when designing a course. Participants 

may need extensive support to access courses delivered online, but improving digital literacy 

alongside language skills will provide an additional benefit and bring participants closer to work. 

• Participants experience a range of wider benefits in addition to developing their language skills. For 

example, they gain confidence, independence, a chance to socialise, and ESOL courses also bring 

together people from different backgrounds who may not otherwise interact. 

 
 
1 English for Speakers of Other Languages 
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Introduction 

This document covers three examples of Restart providers designing bespoke, innovative schemes to 

better support participants with ESOL needs. 

• AKG’s bespoke, intensive ESOL course designed and delivered internally.2 This provides a 

comprehensive overview of the development of a suite of ESOL courses specifically for Restart 

participants, and includes practical detail around course design and structure, and the positive 

outcomes achieved by course participants. The model proved so successful that another Restart 

provider engaged AKG to deliver the provision for its participants (page eight). 

• Maximus’s engagement with external providers in West Yorkshire to design bespoke ESOL courses for 

Restart participants, including the lessons learned along the way and the changes made to delivery 

over time (page 19). 

• Maximus’s utilisation of a dedicated ‘ESOL advisor’, a member of the team working specifically with 

ESOL participants. This short case study discusses their role and how effective that model has been 

(page 23). 

ESOL needs have been more common among participants than providers and commissioners originally 

expected, although the scale of this varies in different areas. ESOL needs were the third most-commonly 

reported barrier identified by providers, behind mental health and physical health.3 Over a quarter of 

providers surveyed reported that most of their participants accessed support with ESOL needs. 

Interviews for this research also found that providers are seeing the need for ESOL increase.  

We have a greater need than probably ever before and we have more people 

who are in that pre-entry level than we've ever noticed before. 

Stakeholder interview 

Overall, meeting the needs of participants with limited English language skills has been a significant 

challenge for Restart providers. In many cases, participant’s level of written and/or spoken English 

severely limits options for employment. For example, limiting roles to those where reading English and 

interacting with colleagues or the public in English is not required, or working with other individuals able 

to speak their first language and act as translators where practical. These roles may be difficult to find or 

may otherwise not match the individual’s working history and skills. The scale of ESOL need can vary 

widely among participants, and some lack basic literacy skills in any language. 

 
 
2 Initially this was delivered by a sister organisation of Jobs-22, the trading name of the organisation delivering 
Restart at that time. 
3 DWP-commissioned Restart evaluation 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6630bf7624347c67e8e3cbfe/evaluation-restart-scheme.pdf 
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To support participants with ESOL needs, Restart providers need access to ESOL courses. However, they 

faced several systemic challenges and constraints when trying to meet these needs. For example, much 

external ESOL delivery is only for an hour or two each week. It is often unrealistic for an individual’s 

English to improve sufficiently to enter and sustain employment within the 12-month duration of Restart 

without a course of much greater intensity. Additionally, in some localities there is a lack of sufficient 

ESOL provision, leading to considerable waiting times. Providers have therefore innovated and designed 

bespoke programmes, which deliver more intensity and can be accessed by participants more quickly. 

Further, generalist ESOL provision does not necessarily include the content that supports the 

employment search process. In response to these systemic challenges, previous ReAct partnership 

research has highlighted innovative approaches by providers to support participants with ESOL needs. For 

instance, collaborations with local training providers to develop tailored courses, such as an ‘ESOL Skills 

for Employment’ programme.4 Additionally, providers have worked with employers, Local Authorities, 

and charitable organisations to facilitate pathways into employment for individuals with ESOL needs. The 

DWP-commissioned Restart evaluation also showcased examples of internal ESOL training initiatives 

designed to help participants improve their language skills, alongside efforts to connect them with 

employers where their native languages are spoken, ensuring that limited English proficiency does not 

become a barrier to employment. 

Research aims 

Given the innovation from Restart providers, and ongoing future need to effectively support participants 

with ESOL needs into work, this research aimed to document best practice examples to both inform the 

design of future approaches and practice within the remainder of the Restart contract.  

The research questions were as follows: 

• What were the systemic and other challenges to meeting the needs of ESOL participants? 

• Are there specific customer groups, or sectors where ESOL participants find it more difficult to secure 

work?  

• What was the intention/ rationale by designing their approach to ESOL support? 

• What does ESOL support look like? How does it fit with the wider support offer (with Restart, more 

broadly)? 

• Have they worked with other partners (e.g. employers, Local Authorities)? How and why/ not? 

• How did providers adapt / design the ESOL curriculum (e.g. for employability, timing, location)? 

• How has the approach been resourced/funded? 

• How successful have their approaches been and why? What are the outcomes for ESOL participants? 

• What are the key enablers underpinning successful delivery of ESOL support? 

• How can participants with ESOL needs be best supported into work? 

 
 
4 ReAct partnership: “Strategic Partnership Working: What works” 
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• What are the strengths and weaknesses in different approaches to supporting individuals with ESOL 

needs? 

• How can employability providers best deliver ESOL provision internally and what are the key 

considerations for an organisation contemplating this approach? 

• How have Restart providers worked with external providers to tailor their support provision to the 

needs of Restart customers? 

Case study selection and methodology 

The ReAct steering group were contacted by email inviting them to volunteer to participate in case 

studies, across both this strand and a separate set of case studies exploring utilising supply chain 

partners.5 In particular, we sought examples of innovative practice around delivering specialist, bespoke 

ESOL support which went beyond simply referring individuals to existing provision. 

Interviews for all research activities took place between July and September 2025. Initially, the research 

team contacted the main point of contact introduced to us by members of the steering group and used 

an iterative approach whereby interviewees recommended additional contacts for us to interview. 

Providers were invited to review and comment on our draft outputs in advance of publication. 

 
 
5 All eight prime providers were involved in at least one of the case studies across this set and the supply chain 
set published separately 
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AKG – developing bespoke internal provision 

This case study explores Angus Knight Group (AKG)’s experience in delivering a bespoke ESOL course for 

Restart participants internally. 

Key findings from this case study include: 

• Development of internal provision was a response to the scale of need plus a 

recognition that to be effective it needed to be more intensive and more targeted.  

• In person initial assessments help allocate participants to the appropriate level of 

course. 

• Consideration needs to be given to the timings and days appropriate to the cohort to 

maximise attendance rates. 

• Tutor recruitment and retention is a significant factor in a successful model. 

• Internal delivery of ESOL enables key alignment with the Restart employment process 

and allows for internal monitoring. 

• Internal delivery of ESOL allows for a content focus on employability language and skills 

topics. 

• Participants may need multiple courses to progress sufficiently to be ready for work. 

• Virtual delivery as part of all of provision has a range of benefits for participants as well 

as providers but providers need to ensure that participants are able to access the 

necessary technology to engage. 

• Engagement rates and feedback shows the effectiveness of the course in improving 

English for employability but it has also revealed a number of wider benefits for 

participants, including increased confidence, independence, social cohesion, life skills, 

digital literacy and increased engagement with the Restart programme. Job outcome 

comparison data is being prepared.  

Introduction 

In 2022 AKG6 identified a need for ESOL provision for Restart participants beyond courses in local further 

education colleges and other providers because these courses typically consisted of one weekly session, 

 
 
6 Restart delivery was under the Jobs-22 brand name at that time 
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leading to slow progress and a lack of reinforcement of learning between sessions. In addition, the 

content was not focused on the language requirements needed to support engagement with 

employment services.   

In response AKG recruited an experienced ESOL tutor to develop and pilot a targeted curriculum and 

deliver ESOL provision to Restart participant online. This case study sets out how the provision was 

designed, what’s involved for participants, how it interacts with Restart, and the outcomes it is delivering 

for the participants and the provider. 

After a successful pilot the provision was commissioned and developed more comprehensively, covering 

pre-Entry level through to Entry level 3. The programme has grown to include a team of 10-11 tutors and 

two senior leads, serving up to 200 people at any one time. An additional level has been devised for 

participants with very low levels of literacy in any language, referred to as ‘New to ESOL’. This 

programme delivered onsite, in person and in small groups over a short timeframe.  

Overview of course design and set up 

ESOL provision was piloted to create a range of courses, covering pre-entry level to Entry Level 3. All 

courses, regardless of level, have the same structure. Each course provides 64 hours of guided learning, 

in the form of two hours each day, four days a week over eight weeks. Homework is set every day. AKG 

report that eight is the optimum group size, but these can go up to 10 or 12 in practice.  

When designing the course, because there was a significantly higher proportion of females, the course 

timings were designed to ensure alignment with school hours enabling primary carers to attend. To aid 

course accessibility, AKG decided to deliver the provision largely online (except the initial assessment). 

This format also helped increase the availability of tutors. Core lessons are not held on Fridays because 

many participants attend Friday prayers. Instead, Fridays are used for catch-up sessions. The image below 

shows the key design elements of the course. 
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AKG recruited tutors on permanent contracts, either full-time or part-time, rather than as freelancers, 

and preferred recruiting tutors with lived experience where possible, as they could relate to participants.  

Over time, AKG has adapted course delivery to reflect emerging lessons and participant needs, including: 

• Making ESOL courses available to those in work if their level of English is putting their employment 

at risk. This support is shorter, more targeted and is currently accessed by low numbers. 

• Balancing class sizes. Initially tutors worked in pairs covering all ESOL levels. However, class sizes 

varied, based on demand for different levels. All courses now start simultaneously, and this allows for 

people to be moved between groups as appropriate to maintain optimum class sizes. Whilst tutors 

will try to keep participants from the same site in the same group, online delivery allows the flexibility 

for participants to join groups from other sites if necessary.  

• An additional in-person Pre-Entry level course was added in response to support participants 

identified through the initial assessments with extremely low levels of English, and sometimes of 

overall literacy. This has to date been in person and with smaller groups.  

Curriculum development 

There was a clear rationale for incorporating topics beyond employability in the curriculum to provide the 

foundations of the English language and support the journey into work. For example, topics such as travel 

and shopping can enable participants to engage in everyday situational and social English that increases 

familiarity with English overall.  

Once these skills are embedded, the course focuses on topics designed to support job search, such as 

specific language around filling application forms, CVs, job descriptions, and interviews. The course also 
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covers expectations from employers, expected behaviour at interviews, and other related topics to 

support job search. The research team were able to see a lesson being delivered to participants at Entry 

Level 3. Activities for this lesson included watching actors take part in job interviews and identifying good 

practice in areas such as dress code, behaviour and interview preparations. Course tutors can also offer 

participants 1:1 sessions for specific incidences, such as interview practice as required.  

Delivery model 

The programme is delivered in ‘groups’; AKG deliberately use that term rather than ‘class’ or other 

language which may remind people of school. 

Initial assessment 

The first step is an initial assessment to help tutors assign participants to the most appropriate ESOL 

level, an initial in-person assessment was developed, covering Entry levels 1, 2 and 3. This takes place in 

person at the Restart delivery site. Participants are given a short, written assessment (approximately 30 

questions) which allows the tutors to assign them to the correct group based on their level of English. The 

in-person delivery allows them to assess language levels through oral communication alongside the 

written task, and participants to meet each other.  

Online delivery 

Courses are delivered online, and this has been seen as central to the success of the course and 

delivering high attendance rates and other user benefits. Using an online delivery method however 

requires attention to the set-up phase to ensure accessibility. 

The technical set up 

As digital skills and access can be an issue, the technical set-up process is vital. At initial assessment, 

tutors ensure participants are set up to access the course through phone, laptop or another device, and 

check their internet access. Site staff can provide equipment if needed, and each office has laptops 

available so that participants can join lessons there if they cannot do so from home.  

Tutors outlined that participants can be nervous about using Zoom, but during the induction tutors 

ensure they can access the course and practice using the software, such as controlling audio, the mute 

button and so on. It is common for participants to bring someone with them to the initial assessment to 

support with language and digital literacy, but tutors seek to ensure participants can manage 

independently over time to meet the learning outcomes.  
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It's really, really fantastic to see how they just light up when they manage to do 

something on their own because this is like simple digital literacy. And I always 

tell them it is just another thing that you can add to your CV. 

ESOL tutor 

The benefits of the online delivery model 

The online delivery model was cited by several interviewees as a key enabler to the success of the 

programme, developing participants’ digital skills alongside ESOL. Various benefits to the online model 

were identified, including: 

• Being able to distribute participants across multiple sites to maintain optimum numbers within 

individual courses is efficient and cost effective. 

• Enabling participants who are primary carers to attend these time intensive courses whilst remaining 

at home, saving them travel time and increasing engagement levels. 

• Zoom is accessible and easy to use on phones, tablets and laptops. It is simple for people to navigate 

and allows for easy breakout sessions.  

• Helping participants become familiar with online communication and build digital literacy, particularly 

where they have not used similar software before. This can help when participants later need to 

undertake online interviews or assessments.  

• The use of the WhatsApp group to deliver learning adds an additional digital literacy element, which 

is sometimes taken further by participants who later form groups after the course has ended, 

extending their personal connections and continuing mutual support and learning.  

• The model is cost effective for the prime, particularly where Restart delivery sites may have limited 

space for in person delivery.  

• The online model is scalable to adjust to fluctuations in demand.  

Delivering the course 

Tutors use tools within Zoom such as annotation and breakout rooms, which provide opportunities to 

practice conversational English. Tutors commented that students enjoy breakout discussions as they are 

an opportunity to extend the learning environment.  

Tutors also use WhatsApp, with participants signing a consent form for sharing their data within the 

group. Materials are shared by one person in the group in each session, with the group chat being used in 

the lessons and for the homework. The group is discouraged from using this in other ways. They also use 

WhatsApp to send in their work privately during the lesson so that activities can be completed and 

marked in real time by the tutors. Feedback on work is sometimes given using the audio function in 

WhatsApp, which helps develop listening skills. Tutors can use this to add a range of teaching elements, 

such as setting listening exercises alongside written work. The WhatsApp group is also used to get 

feedback at the end of sessions from participants.   
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Tutors seek to use real life scenarios and materials in their teaching and make it as learner centred as 

possible. For example, tutors appoint leaders for different functions within the lessons, establish 

attendance certificates and often develop other ways to engage and involve participants as ways of 

developing other interpersonal skills. This may also involve buddying participants up with others from 

their country if they are struggling, which can help with confidence as well as progress, demonstrating 

the power of the peer group.  

Presentation event 

At the end of each course, participants are invited to a presentation event at which they receive a 

certificate and celebrate with other participants. Participants are encouraged to bring food to share, and 

some are awarded badges for fulfilling specific roles during the course. Participants sometimes bring 

family members along to these events.  

These events were referred to in interviews as being ‘joyful’ and celebratory, demonstrating the pride 

experienced by some participants due to course completion. 

I've seen people hugging each other at these certificate events that we do. And 

people from different backgrounds. 

AKG  

Staff on site spoke of the whole team looking forward to presentation events because of the atmosphere 

it brings to the Restart centre of celebration and positivity. Conversations with learners at a celebration 

event revealed one learner who said having this certificate meant that she felt she could start looking for 

work. Another participant commented that her employment adviser had confirmed that she can add 

participation in the course and the certificate to her CV. 

Interaction with and contribution to Restart delivery 

There is a high level of interaction between the Restart provision and the ESOL providers. Employment 

advisers receive an attendance note if participants do not attend an ESOL session, which allows them to 

explore reasons for non-attendance. If a participant regularly fails to attend, they can be mandated; this 

has happened but is not common. Overall, attendance rates for the ESOL courses have been high, which 

was noted by employment advisers as well as tutors.  

The employment advisers communicate with the course tutors and will often ask participants how they 

are progressing, if they have any challenges, and whether there are any additional support needs.  

Delivery staff felt engagement with the ESOL course led to increased engagement with other elements of 

Restart, in part due to increased understanding as well as pride in participation in learning, increased 

confidence, and wider outcomes. In particular, the ESOL curriculum contributes to increased engagement 
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with the job search requirement under Restart and job readiness increases in part due to improved 

language skills.  

After each cohort the tutor will inform employment advisers who has passed the ESOL level and who is 

suitable for progression to the next level. By the time a participant is at Entry Level 3, tutors and staff 

may discuss other things to increase their work-readiness.  

Participant experience and outcomes 

Overall, the courses achieve attendance rates of around 90%. Operational staff commented on how high 

this is compared to some other provision on offer to participants. Feedback is gathered in a variety of 

ways, and evidence suggests that the provision is contributing to varied outcomes for participants. 

Data collection and feedback mechanisms 

The impact of the ESOL provision is monitored by: 

• Tutors gathering ongoing feedback from participants.  

• Participants completing an end of course survey which looks to establish changes in confidence as 

well as skills and job outcomes measures. 

• Regular 1:1 meetings between participants and Employment Advisors, who share feedback on an 

ongoing basis. 

• Business managers reviewing quarterly figures on job readiness.  

• Business managers reviewing the impact on the use of translators at Restart appointments. Staff 

interviews revealed that they sometimes ask translators to continue to attend or to provide points of 

clarification but to step back and let participants interact as much as possible. This can be done until 

the participant is ready to attend appointments without the translator being present.  

Overall, the senior stakeholders are committed and enthusiastic about this ESOL provision and its value, 

and will be preparing an impact report about the provision when data sharing allows. Despite the ESOL 

provision being active for several years, it was delivered by a sister company previously which meant that 

there was little data sharing until early 2025, meaning that it has not been possible to look at the effect 

of provision on outcomes. AKG are now making efforts to review historic outcomes data for participants 

involved.  

We are starting to do a bit of analysis of those people and to track and see how 

quickly they may move into work and look at people that have previous to this 

who have been on programme with these needs, what their average time would 

be to work to give us some kind of comparison. 

AGK 



ReAct Innovative practice case studies: ESOL  October 2025 

 15 

Outcomes 

Delivery staff across AKG described participant engagement with the ESOL provision as a process through 

which participants are brought closer to employment through improved language skills, as illustrated in 

the example below.  

One participant wanted to work in the building trade, but the site they wanted to work on 

would not allow this because of the risk of the participant not understanding the health and 

safety information sufficiently. As well as supporting the participant to gain CSCS cards, 

Restart provided ESOL courses plus additional one to one support to focus on building the 

specific language that he needed in order to work on a construction site.  

Whilst language acquisition is the primary objective for Restart providers, it is often paired with other 

changes, such as increases in confidence and empowerment. This section will look at the range of 

outcomes being observed through the delivery of the ESOL provision.  

Language skills 

AGK staff are positive about the intensity of the provision, which creates a learning environment that 

supports language acquisition. This is particularly important given many participants experience little or 

no English in the home. The intense delivery ensures participants progress through the levels in a timely 

manner; they can pass through three levels in six months; 40% of participants progress to another level 

at the end of their course. Participants have continuity of experience and build relationships with tutors 

and fellow participants that supports the learning experience. Participants must meet attendance 

requirements to continue to the next level. If participants wish to progress further than Entry Level 3, 

they are referred to local provision to progress into functional skills qualifications. Whilst formal data is 

not yet available, there is clear anecdotal evidence and examples of participants being able to enter 

employment through their enhanced English skills.  

Digital literacy 

The online nature of the ESOL provision can help participants improve their digital literacy. The use of 

Zoom, WhatsApp and sometimes ChatGPT contributes to overcome digital barriers for those who have 

low digital skills and experience. At Entry Level 3 the course can include employability-related role plays, 

such as interview practice and giving presentations, further enhancing the digital learning experience. 

This increased digital literacy also means individuals can use technology to improve their lives and 

complete day-to-day tasks, such as doing videoconferences with friends and relatives abroad. 

Confidence 

Staff members reported participants were often being nervous but willing at the assessment days, and 

that they had noticed gradual improvements to their confidence as they progressed through the course.  
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One Restart participant came into the programme having never worked. Although she had 

been in the UK for a decade, she had not learned English. Having engaged with the ESOL 

provision this participant found the confidence to obtain a cleaning job on her own, which 

the delivery staff attributed to increased confidence with language. 

Course tutors are aware of the importance of confidence and develop teaching methods to support this. 

For example, a participant’s family expressed concern that the participant would be too timid to 

participate actively in the provision. The tutor gave the participant an individual role as wellbeing leader 

for the group and their task was to check that no one has any issues at the start of each session. They 

also took photographs for the group’s WhatsApp channel. Through this leadership the participant has 

learned IT skills and responsibility, leading to increased confidence.  

Independence 

Restart staff often found that participants gained increased independence through developing their 

language skills. For example, participants may not previously have had the English skills to navigate local 

transport but can travel independently as they build the language ability to understand and plan routes. 

One participant was previously reliant on her husband travelling with her to Restart appointments but 

was very proud she could now use the bus independently. Some tutors also found some participants with 

little experience of formal education had increased willingness to engage with similar programmes going 

forward. 

Building communities and combating social isolation 

The groups consist of participants from diverse backgrounds and cultures. For some this is the first time 

they may have encountered people from those backgrounds and over time they may develop 

relationships. Tutors and staff noted participants gained knowledge and understanding of other cultures.  

The intensity of the programme contributes to the development of relationships between participants. 

During the programme the tutors reported a high degree of support offered by participants to each other 

and the importance of the development of a community of learning. 

Those that are progressing, those that are getting it quicker than those that 

aren't, are they not, it's not a competitive environment. They are helping their 

peers. 

Stakeholder interview 

Despite online delivery, tutors reported a strong sense of bonding between participants who may not 

have many other opportunities to engage with others outside of their home. These groups often stay in 

touch and maintain those relationships and connections beyond the timeframe of the course. 
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The celebration events also demonstrate the relationships formed through the course and the support 

participants have provided to their peers. The digital skills developed through the programme also 

enabled individuals to use Zoom (and similar technologies) to do video calls with friends and family in 

other countries. 

One woman started to attend ESOL classes in her early 60s. Until then, she had never been 

involved in formal education. Since doing the course, she now attends the local library and 

can engage with her grandchildren’s education and with her wider community. She was 

featured as a ‘local hero’ in the local newspaper.  

Personal development and wellbeing 

Some tutors had observed changes in personal development and wellbeing during the provision. This 

may be influenced by factors unrelated to the courses, but the tutors’ daily interactions with participants 

mean that they were able to observe changes over time. One tutor saw a participant through three 

consecutive courses and observed changes in their personal grooming and body language that signified 

improved wellbeing and a more positive outlook; the individual secured a job. 

Skills for life  

Interviews with key stakeholders, delivery staff and participants all referred to the contribution of the 

ESOL course to equipping participants with skills for life. These include being able to make doctor, dentist 

and other health related appointments, as well as being able to attend these appointments. Being able to 

attend school appointments and events such as parents’ evenings and meetings with teachers were also 

mentioned, as well as managing other everyday processes and administrative tasks. 

We've had participants saying how nice it is that they can go to a parent's 

evening and understand what the teachers are saying to them about the child 

and their progress. And so again, it's not only sort of the employability side, but 

also the life skills of sides that I think this improves and supports for the 

participant as well. 

Stakeholder interview 

One participant witnessed a car reversing into their vehicle, and due to their increased English skills 

developed on the course, they were able to deal with the insurance company herself. This participant has 

now moved into work.  
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New developments 

Currently, the ESOL courses are not accredited, which is seen as adequate for the cohort. However, it can 

deter external commissioners and AKG may seek formal accreditation and the attendant governance 

procedures going forward if that will help participants evidence success. 

The model attracted interest from another Prime provider which had identified similar challenges around 

a high demand for ESOL and a shortage of provision. Given the online model, they were able to purchase 

these courses to be delivered for their participants. Following a successful pilot, further sessions have 

been agreed. The prime has been very positive about the provision, describing this as supportive, flexible, 

engaging and seamless. This Prime has also brought in other ESOL provision that is being delivered face-

to-face from within their supply chain, as well as using college provision. This mix was described as 

allowing flexibility as participant needs can vary. However, they will be looking at the outcomes of all 

provision and will continue to monitor success. 

The provision AKG have developed has also been successfully rolled out beyond Restart, including in 

apprenticeship programmes. In addition, they are providing this to a commercial waste management 

company who found their new employees did not always have the English skills to understand their 

induction process and particularly health and safety information. 
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Maximus – external delivery in West Yorkshire 

This case study sets out Maximus’s experience setting up a bespoke ESOL offer for Restart 

participants in Bradford, an area with a high proportion of individuals from ethnic minority 

backgrounds. Initially, Maximus worked with a local college and then switched to partnering 

with an Institute for Adult Learning due to funding challenges experienced by the college. 

They believe this has been a success, particularly because of the more intensive nature of 

the course meaning participants develop English skills quickly. Additionally, the curriculum 

content was designed to cover more employment-specific language. 

The local context 

Bradford local authority district has higher than average levels of economic inactivity and unemployment 

(28.6% and 4.8% respectively) than observed both regionally in Yorkshire and the Humber (24% and 3.3% 

respectively) and Great Britain (21.5% and 3.9% respectively)7. Bradford also has a large proportion of 

residents from ethnic minority backgrounds (38.9%)8. Notably, over a quarter of residents (28%) are from 

Bangladeshi and Pakistani backgrounds8, two groups which often experience low employment rates9 and 

high labour market disadvantage. 

Estimates from representatives at Maximus in Bradford suggested that at least one third of Restart 

participants required ESOL support before they could appropriately engage in employment support. 

Bradford Council attended Restart offices fortnightly to conduct ESOL assessments, screening up to 40 

participants per day to support referrals into appropriate ESOL provision. However, the demand for ESOL 

support locally outweighs its availability, with waiting lists extending to over 300 people at some 

providers.  

Further complicating the support landscape for Restart participants, local ESOL provision would typically 

last around 12 months. Because Restart is a 12-month programme, Maximus felt engaging participants in 

standard provision would not be appropriate. Therefore, Maximus partnered with a local college to 

design a bespoke, short-term support offer. Due to funding challenges experienced by the college, they 

subsequently switched to an Institute for Adult Learning (IAL). 

 
 
7 NOMIS: Labour Market Profile – Bradford. Accessed September 22nd, 2025. 
8 Census: Census maps – Ethnic group. Accessed September 22nd, 2025. 
9 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK labour market: an overview. Accessed September 22nd, 2025. 

https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/reports/lmp/la/1946157124/report.aspx?town=bradford#tabempunemp
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/maps/choropleth/identity/ethnic-group/ethnic-group-tb-6a/asian-asian-british-or-asian-welsh/?lad=E08000032
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migrants-in-the-uk-labour-market-an-overview/
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ESOL courses are 12 months, so we wouldn’t really be able to progress 

participants into employment in 12 months if we referred them to a standard 

college… We needed something outside the box, so that’s what we did 

Maximus 

Overview of the provision 

Maximus initially collaborated with a college to design two ESOL courses lasting between six and nine 

weeks, each focused on increasing participants’ comprehension of English for work. One was targeted at 

participants assessed at Entry Level and Level 1 comprehension, and the other for participants assessed 

at Level 2 and Level 3 comprehension.  

Courses were designed specifically for Restart participants, therefore providers determined individual’s 

ESOL levels using assessments already conducted by Bradford Council in Restart offices rather than using 

their own assessment tools. Feedback from the provider indicated that generally, comprehension at the 

outset of the courses was higher than anticipated. 

“The aim of the course wasn’t to teach them English, it was to prepare them for 

work. It was tailored around vocabulary used in a work environment – doing a 

CV, interview skills and that – to fast track them to be able to at least have a 

conversation with an employer” 

Maximus 

To better support learners with lower levels of English, the course targeting pre-Entry Level and Entry 1 

were more intensive at five hours per day across four days each week for six weeks. Conversely, 

reflecting a higher level of comprehension, courses for those assessed at Entry 2 and Entry 3 were less 

intensive at five hours per day across two days each week for nine weeks. 

Several measures were in place to encourage initial and sustained engagement in classes. For example, a 

maximum class size was set at 15 learners to ensure learner comfort, and that tutors were able to 

provide learners with adequate support. However, attendance was often closer to 10 to 12 participants 

in each lesson. Additionally, courses were delivered in a community venue rather than at the Restart site 

to offer a less formal environment for learners. Further, reflecting the target demographic of the courses 

– often individuals with caring responsibilities – classes were scheduled to fit around school timetables. 

The venues were local to us, and to our participants, which made a massive 

difference. What we find is that people want provision on their doorstep 

otherwise they struggle to get to courses. Both colleges delivered at local, 

community venues. 

Maximus 
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These design features were mirrored for delivery at the IAL, which began after completion of the first 

courses at the college. 

Successes of the course 

Several key successes were drawn from the courses by both Maximus and the education provider. Most 

importantly, stakeholders noted that the courses offered participants opportunities to engage in new 

social circles outside of their families and communities that they otherwise would not have crossed paths 

with. This contributed to general wellbeing outcomes and improved confidence. Additionally, English was 

often a common language in classes made up of learners from several ethnicities, providing another 

opportunity for language practice. This was further enhanced by mixed abilities within classes. For 

example, learners at Level 3 were able to provide support to learners assessed at Level 2, supporting peer 

learning. 

They made a nice little social circle, so they’ve been able to make new friends 

and build their confidence. And it worked really well having the mixed groups. 

They bounced off of each other, so the higher levels supported the lower levels 

and it brought them together 

Maximus 

Improved confidence was not limited to confidence in using the English language. Learners were often 

introduced to a UK learning environment for the first time. For some, this provided an insight into the 

learning opportunities available to them and reduced their anxieties around entering new environments, 

including progressing to other ESOL courses. 

Challenges 

Stakeholders involved in the organisation of the courses identified several challenges and lessons to carry 

into future bespoke provision for participants of employability support programmes. 

Firstly, shortly before the college began delivering the first courses, they experienced funding challenges 

and were required to extend the overall length of the course. As courses fell below the required number 

of guided learning hours for the type of provision, they increased the length of the course to 13 weeks. 

This caused some participants to disengage from the course before it started, or not complete the 

course. Consequently, Maximus chose not to continue delivering in partnership with the college, and 

instead engaged with the IAL to deliver the same courses. 

We agreed a short intensive course with the college, but it was changed literally 

a few days before the course was due to start. They had an issue trying to fit the 

right number of guided learning hours into the short timeframe of the course, so 

they ended up extending it. It wasn’t a huge issue, but some people did drop out. 
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Maximus 

Staffing changes at the IAL during the inception and early stages of the course caused changes in 

communication between the IAL and Maximus. Consequently, attendance figures were not regularly 

shared with Maximus, and employment advisers were not able to target participants who were not 

engaging. Both Maximus and the provider described this as a priority for future courses to ensure courses 

were well attended. 

Finally, stakeholders shared that while community learning environments support engagement for some 

learners, it was felt that the more informal environment caused some learners to separate the learning 

environment from their Restart support. This led to a perception that the support was optional and was 

attributed to lower than anticipated attendance. Moving forward, providers will deliver courses in their 

main campuses to encourage higher attendance. 

Going forwards we’ll deliver in a college. Taking it out of a community setting 

feels like robbing Peter to pay Paul, but it will help ensure classes are well 

attended and worthwhile for learners 

Educational institution 

Next steps 

Following from the success of the courses, Maximus and the IAL have agreed to deliver another round of 

each course at the IAL. These will be delivered in the IAL’s main site to facilitate a slightly more formal 

environment. It is felt that this will create a better connection between participants’ Restart and ESOL 

support and encourage higher participation. 

Additionally, Maximus locally were successful in their bid to receive Adult Skills Fund funding to deliver 

their own ESOL provision in-house. Work is underway to identify the target groups and content of these 

courses, however, it is anticipated that these will largely mirror the provision delivered in partnership 

with the IAL. 
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Maximus and the dedicated ESOL advisor 

Maximus have introduced a dedicated ESOL advisor to better support participants with ESOL 

needs. The advisers speaks multiple languages and can support individuals on either a one-

to-one and group basis. This support has been effective in helping participants develop their 

language skills and confidence communicating in English by enabling them to practice. The 

advisor highlighted a tailored approach as fundamental to this success. 

Maximus deliver Restart in West Yorkshire where they found many participants joined Restart with 

limited or no understanding of English. Maximus tried inviting English for Speakers of Other Languages 

(ESOL) teachers from a local college and other providers to run weekly participant sessions. However, the 

diversity of participants with different native languages, backgrounds, and level of spoken and written 

English, meant the sessions did not support participants to engage and progress as well as had been 

hoped. Maximus therefore innovated and introduced a dedicated ESOL employment advisor’ who spoke 

multiple languages to offer support on both a one-to-one and group basis to ESOL participants. The 

adviser does not have a wider caseload. 

Participants were positive about interacting with the multi-lingual adviser, who is over-subscribed. 

Referred participants must have a minimum level of reading and writing, with some understanding of 

basic technology. These skills underpin the English language support and wider job search. Participants 

without these skills are referred to other support, including to various community groups to build 

language and other skills. The ESOL advisor also refers participants to college courses to improve their 

English and gain qualifications as appropriate.  

One-to-one sessions with the ESOL adviser have clear goals. They are used to understand a participant’s 

background and provide holistic support, as well as to build English skills and language development. In 

some cases, the advisor uses online translation to communicate. Initially using the language most 

comfortable to the participant maintains engagement and helps to build a good working relationship with 

the ESOL adviser. This also provides the opportunity for participants to build their confidence in using 

technology, including as a tool for job searching. However, overall, the ESOL advisor has had to provide 

more support to develop participant’s digital skills than expected.  

ESOL participants interact with each other during group sessions which involve CV building, and mental 

strength training to help prepare individuals for their next steps into work. Working with the ESOL advisor 

and in group settings with peers improves participants English language ability, and confidence. This 

creates a positive cycle and encourages participants to use and practice English in other settings. Success 

in the implementation of the dedicated ESOL adviser has resulted in participants improving their 

understanding and application of English, their confidence in interacting with others and being able to 

move into work or further college courses. 


