Funding cuts threaten English lessons
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LONDON: Lumnije Bajrami was stunned when told she may have to abandon her dreams of a better job and of a university place because of new coalition government funding rules for adult education. 
The single mother of an autistic child arrived in the UK from Kosovo in 2005, speaking no English, but determined to make a new life. After three years` struggle, she joined City and Islington College, north London, for the most basic course in English for speakers of other languages (Esol).

She excelled: “It was the turning point in my life and I soon saw real possibilities.” The course offered much more than English; it was a focal point for the community and offered work training. By this year, Bajrami was at pre-GCSE level and, while still struggling with English, had become a British citizen with eyes on a pre-access course for her distant goal of university.

But new regulations for Esol courses threaten all that. Under the government strategy on skills, the only people eligible for full funding are those on “active benefits” — jobseeker`s allowance (JSA) or employment support allowance (ESA). Those on support described as “non-active benefits” such as income support or on low incomes, including spouses, will not be eligible, nor will asylum seekers, migrant workers and refugees. Even where there is other support, individuals must pay at least half the full cost of the course under a system of co-funding to share the costs between government, employers and individuals.

Bajrami is one of 1,400 students at City and Islington in the same boat, which has left Elizabeth Knight, deputy director of the centre for lifelong learning at the college, fuming. “In terms of Esol, 60-70 per cent of our 2,000 learners will become ineligible,” she says. “These people are still on low pay and are here trying to benefit the country, and improve their education and employment skills.”

The irony, says Knight, is that the college was chosen, as were many, as the route to British citizenship by the UK Border Agency, which gave it the mandate through Esol for low-level English tests. “That will have gone unless students are on jobseeker`s allowance or pay themselves.”

Of the 195,000 people on college and community group Esol courses in England, an estimated 100,000 will lose out, initial findings of an Association of Colleges survey suggests. Most are women in domestic isolation, caring for children, or in low-paid jobs and seeking to improve themselves. The government insists that a required impact assessment was completed before the skills strategy was published. But Joy Mercer, director of education at the AoC, doubts this: “If they had done a detailed assessment, these policies would never have got through, given the impact on women.”

Roushon Choudhury, a mother of three from Bangladesh who is now at Tower Hamlets College in east London, summed up the feelings of desperation of many on the breadline. “I went for a job interview last year. But they said my English wasn`t good enough. They advised me to improve it. My husband gets very little money. How can I study if I have to pay for it? And if I can`t improve my English, how can I get a job?”

Mercer sees a deeper issue here that could cost the country far more than it saves: a fragmented approach to benefits reform and support for Esol and wider post-19 adult education funding. “There is a lack of joined-up thinking and funding here that won`t help the `big society`. There is strong evidence that people doing Esol want to volunteer, to join governing bodies, participate in their children`s education — a lack of language is a big barrier to all these. But the loss of opportunities can be seen in every college we turn to.”

So, too, are contradictory policies, says Selina Stewart, assistant principal at Joseph Chamberlain sixth-form (16-18 year-olds) college in Birmingham, where only 10 to 20 out of 700 students qualify under new regulations. She points to “a failure of policies to connect up”. “A learner on JSA told me she was called up for the three months` mandatory training and couldn`t attend Esol. When I appealed, they refused to listen. So she is going on a course she cannot understand instead of staying with Esol, which is preparing her for work.”

Several courses, such as the Workers` Education Association community health education project in the West Midlands, which were praised by John Hayes, minister for FE and skills, for their Esol provision, are in doubt as local businesses and charities are forced to make cuts. Peter Caldwell, WEA regional director, says: “It will take some quick thinking to stop provision just withering on the vine.”

A campaign for the restoration of key areas of publicly funded Esol was launched last week, led by the National Association for Teaching English and Community Languages to Adults and drawing in the Refugee Council, University and College Union and other professional associations.

The new government measures are based on two closely related notions: that those who benefit must pay (unless need under new criteria is proven) and that employers should not expect state handouts for workers they choose to recruit. The latter point stems in part from abuse by gangmasters who recruited eastern Europeans as cheap farm labour with the promise of free English lessons on the state.

At one level, organisations such as Niace, the national organisation for adult learning, do not argue with this. Alan Tuckett, director of Niace, says: “It is difficult to argue for employer subsidies when low-paid people in local communities are being refused free or subsidised language classes at their local college.”

It is an issue argued by John Hayes, who has tackled gangmasters in his Lincolnshire constituency: “The employer subsidy does not seem to be ethical and we aren`t going to fund it any longer.” Initially, he recommended directing funds at “settled communities” and narrowing eligibility. But the word “settled” proved too vague. It appears nowhere in the government`s final technical guidance report, where the stress is on “eligibility”.

But Nick Linford, author of the Hands-on Guide to Post-16 Funding, who has monitored Esol developments closely, says: “They have done it the lazy way and not thought through the consequences, so targeting those courses that attract some of the most vulnerable adult learners.”

A GBP4.3m Learner Support Fund that gave colleges discretion to help pay fees has been scrapped, as has the funding “uplift” that gave Esol courses 20% extra compared with other subjects. The cuts being introduced through co-funding will erode things further from around GBP3,000 to GBP1,300 per student, which, they argue, will not cover the costs of courses, room hire and teaching. —Dawn/Guardian News Service

A spokesperson for the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills said the government was prioritising funding where it is “most needed”. “FE colleges and training organisations are responsible for identifying and meeting the learning needs of their local communities and retain the flexibility to set their fees policies accordingly.”

