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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Introduction
This study aims to uncover the stories of Ukrainian refugee learners of English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) as they settle into life in Mid Wales.  By examining their stories, this study will document their educational experiences of learning English, and consider the impact of ESOL on their lives.  

This introductory chapter provides a background to this study, identifying the purpose of the research and its aims.  It begins by providing a rationale and context.

1.2 Background and Rationale 
ESOL has been defined as the provision of English language skills for adults whose first language is not English (Burns, 2022; Foreman, 2017).  The purpose of this study is to narrate the learning experiences of adult Ukrainian refugee students attending ESOL classes provided by a local county council in collaboration with an FE provider in Mid Wales.  It will uncover their first-hand experiences, providing a platform for their stories to be told.  The learners have a good understanding of the English language and have been assessed as A2 and B1, intermediate independent learners according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR).  This framework defines levels of language proficiency, allowing learner progress in any European language to be measured (Education First, 2022).

ESOL classes support learners to improve their proficiency in speaking and listening, reading and writing the English language.  Moving to a new country can present many new challenges, such as accessing services for housing, health and education, made more difficult when language is a barrier (Batalova and Fix, 2015).  The Casey Report (2016) identified that a shared language is fundamental to integrated societies.  The ESOL classes provide a gateway for learners wanting to live in the UK, they provide support and advice, not just for understanding cultural norms and values, but also for other aspects of their lives such as knowing where to buy specific foods, where the dentist or doctors is, or how to read a bus or train timetable.  

An investigation of relevant literature has identified that there is much research on teaching language and ESOL provision.  However, there is very little research considering the stories of the learners themselves.  Most research focuses on curriculum (Foreman, 2017; Cervatiuc, & Ricento, 2012; White, 2021), teaching strategies (Auerbach, 1992; Kessler, 2013; Roberts and Cooke, 2009) or the perspectives of providers (Cooke, 2006; Waksman, 2018).  Although Burns (2022) has conducted a similar study examining the voices of ESOL learners in Ireland, this is based on multinational learners and there does not appear to be any current research into the stories of Ukrainian ESOL learners with refugee status in Wales.


1.3 Context
Since the invasion of Ukraine by Russian military forces in February 2022, the UK government has pledged its support by providing a range of economic, humanitarian, and military assistance.  The UK has also changed its immigration system so that Ukrainian citizens can live in the UK, including those with no family ties here (gov.uk, 2022).  The influx of Ukrainian refugees across the UK has resulted in increased demand for ESOL classes.

I will be an active participant in my research as it is based in my workplace, my context.  The participants are my students and so I will be an interested, inside researcher which may impact on the way they behave (Thomas, 2017; Cohen et al., 2018).  Consequently, this may cause the participants to act differently with me and so it is possible that another researcher may produce different findings (Cohen et al., 2018).  However, the outcomes of this narrative inquiry should provide valuable insights into the experiences of these learners and the values they place upon the ESOL classes.

1.4	Purpose of the research
[bookmark: _Hlk122683681]This study aims to uncover the educational experiences of ESOL learners as they settle into life in Mid Wales.  The study strives to uncover the Ukrainian refugee learners’ recollections about their experiences and motivations for studying the English language.  It provides the opportunity for their stories to be heard and documented.  The study also aims to investigate the challenges these learners may encounter and considers the value of the ESOL learning experience.


Aim: 
To document the learning experiences of adult Ukrainian students with refugee status attending ESOL classes in adult community learning in Mid Wales.

Objectives:
1. To uncover what motivates the learners to join ESOL classes.
2. To investigate the learners’ perceptions of the ESOL classes and narrate their educational experiences.

1.5	Summary
This chapter has provided an outline for this study which aims to uncover the stories of Ukrainian ESOL learners with refugee status.  It considers the background and rationale for the study, describing my reasons for undertaking it.  It examines the purpose of the study, detailing the research aim and objective.  The research methodology will be narrative inquiry because it will enable me to record the experiences of learners from their perspectives.  

The next chapter will consider relevant literature on the history of ESOL, English language teaching, and barriers to learning.  It will also provide the research question.


Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 Introduction
This chapter will provide a background for the research question by considering relevant literature relating to ESOL and language teaching.  It will briefly consider the history of ESOL, define the learners and language teaching, as well as considering barriers to ESOL learners and their learning journeys.

2.2 History of ESOL
Historically, the UK has traded throughout the world and in doing so has attempted to colonise many of the nations it traded with.  The rise of the British Empire in the late 15th century led to a need for English to be taught to non-native speakers so that they could communicate with those they were trading with (Richards and Rogers, 2001).  Over the next 200 years, as the British Empire grew, teachers were sent overseas to educate colonists and local government officials, not just in the English language but also in British ideas and culture (Burns, 2022).  This led to a bilingual system of education, where the locals kept their own language but also learned English, resulting in English as a second language (ESL) spreading quickly throughout the world.  In addition, the English language grew as words from foreign cultures were added to the vocabulary, the English lexicon, and English became a dominant ‘lingua franca,’ a common unifying language (Crystal, 2006).  

In the 16th and 17th centuries the Huguenots fled to Britain from Europe, describing themselves as “refugiate in a strange country” (Howatt and Widdowson, 2004, p. 18).  This has given rise to the term refugee that we use today (Rosenberg, 2007).  From the 1800’s onwards, Britain saw an influx of second-language speakers in the form of refugees and immigrants.  Continuing into the present day, this has resulted in a multinational and multilingual British society.  In fact, more than 300 languages are now spoken in the UK (British Council, 2023).

Historically, global languages have gained in prominence largely because of the power of the native speakers of the language in question, such as political, military, cultural or economic power.  The increase in power of the British due to the growth of the Empire and industrial growth from the 17th to 20th century, helped to spread English around the world (Crystal, 2006; Rosenberg, 2007). During this time, English was also the prominent language of science.  Similarly, the economic and cultural rise of the US in the 20th century also helped cement the global prominence of English (Crystal, 2006).  Crystal (2006) identified that English has established itself and grown as a global language over the past 400 years because the language somehow always managed to show up in the right place at the right time.  

English is now widely used as the de facto lingua franca in academia, business, technology, diplomatic relations, and entertainment (Crystal, 2006).  Different lingua francas (for example, Latin and French) have existed at other times in history, but English is currently the most dominant global language (UCL, 2023).  Consequently, English is a highly desirable language for non-native speakers to learn (Crystal, 2006).  The function of English as a lingua franca means that English is not only a language spoken between native English speakers and non-native English speakers, but it is also used by people with different first languages to communicate with each other.  In ESOL classes, students of many different nationalities all converse with each other in English.
Traditionally, the British took English out to other countries and any domestic provision was short-term, provided to individuals it was assumed would “go home” (Rosenberg, 2007, p. 260).  However, the global movement of people, whether refugees, economic migrants or asylum seekers, has accelerated throughout the developed world over the last century.  Consequently, the importance of ESOL in contributing to social cohesion and citizenship has become more apparent.  Rosenberg (2007, p. 261) suggests, “the benefits to the individual, to the economy and to society of making adequate ESOL provision would outweigh the immediate costs involved.”  However, if ESOL provision remains uncoordinated and underfunded, it will fail not only individual learners and minority communities, but also wider British society and the economy (Rosenberg, 2007).

The next section will consider the learners and ESOL provision in Wales.

2.3 ESOL learners
This study focuses on the experiences of adult Ukrainian learners with refugee status attending ESOL classes in Mid Wales.  Whilst there is much research focusing on the ESOL curriculum and teaching strategies (Matthews-Aydinili, 2008; Ro and Ryu, 2013; Roberts and Cooke, 2011) adult learners in non-academic ESOL programmes are underrepresented in much of the academic research (Bunning, 2016; Burns, 2022).  ESOL learners come from a wide variety of backgrounds with differing educational experiences.  Some have had very little education in their own country, with some learners unable to read or write in their native language.  Others, such as my cohort of Ukrainian refugees, are qualified professionals who already have a good understanding of English.  All learners however, need to improve their English if they are to achieve their hopes and aspirations and succeed in UK society.  There is a pressing need for “a programme with specialist language teachers and enough class time to develop all their language skills effectively” (Osmaston, 2020, p. 1).  In Wales, as in the rest of the UK, the demand for ESOL is rapidly increasing (Statista, 2022).  As more people seek refuge it is important that ESOL provision adapts to meet the diverse needs of these learners.  

[bookmark: _Hlk138080757]The ESOL Policy for Wales (2019, p. 1) sets out “the long-term aim for Wales to be a true Nation of Sanctuary for refugees and asylum seekers.”  This policy acknowledges the Welsh Government’s commitment to promoting integration and supporting migrants to participate fully in the communities in which they are now living.  ESOL is central to the process of supporting and settling refugees and migrants, “being able to communicate with confidence is essential if they are to utilise the skillset which they bring with them” (ESOL Policy, 2019, p. 1).  Refugees have valuable skills and experience which can benefit Welsh society and the economy.  “Increased awareness of this could help to change public perceptions, foster community cohesion and aid integration” (Kirk, 2004, p. 23).  Gaining English language acquisition will help the Ukrainian refugees to voice their stories and settle in their Welsh communities.  

This research will consider the learners’ experiences of ESOL classes and how this has changed and developed whilst they have been living in Mid Wales.  One year on since Ukrainian refugees first arrived in Wales, they have settled into communities as neighbours, parents, students, friends and colleagues.  Developing English literacy skills supports the refugees to find work and access services, such as education, health and housing (Batalova and Fix, 2015).  Additional benefits include a sense of personal fulfilment and belonging to a community (Bunning, 2016).  The learners attending the ESOL classes all have stories to tell based on their life experiences, whether that is work, education, surviving or thriving.  These experiences shape their future, “the prior experiences of a student are directly related to their future capacity to learn” (Roberts, 2003, p. 7).  This research aims to provide a platform for these stories to be heard.

The next section will provide an overview of English language teaching and models of English as a Second Language (ESL) teaching.

2.4 English language teaching
[bookmark: _Hlk123829527]The English language is unique in that it is a global lingua franca (Crystal, 2006).  Historically, it has enabled communication across cultural and linguistic barriers between people who do not share the same first language.  English is currently the dominant language of international diplomacy, business, science, popular culture, technology and aviation, making it the most widely spoken language in the world today (UCL, 2023).  Currently, there are around 1.5 billion people worldwide who speak English (Statista, 2022).  Of these, over 1 billion speak English as a second language (UCL, 2023) meaning that less than 400 million people now speak English as a first language (Breen, 2019).  Richards and Rogers (2001, p. 3) indicate that 60% of the world’s population is “multilingual from both a contemporary and historical perspective, bilingualism or multilingualism is the norm rather than the exception.”  Moreover, we now live in multicultural societies which has increased the need for ESOL classes.  Ultimately, ESOL classes are vitally important to help the Ukrainian refugees navigate their daily lives and integrate into their Welsh communities.

Cooke (2006, p. 57) identifies the importance of “knowing more about learners and their various worlds and experiences” so that we can better understand the factors that influence their English language learning and the “kinds of syllabus and pedagogical approach” which might be most suitable for them.  Similarly, Bunning (2016, p. 3) suggests, “when educators understand learners’ life and learning experiences, they are able to better support them in their language, personal, and professional development.”  Learning a second language is a lengthy and complicated process for any learner.  However, for refugees, it is further compounded by their circumstances, their responsibilities and other demands on their time and resources (Bunning, 2016).  

[bookmark: _Hlk125722165]The importance of supporting learners is apparent in the ideas of Freire (1970).  Freire criticised what he saw as the traditional “banking” model of education, in which the students are the depositories, and the teacher is the depositor (Freire, 1970, p. 72).  Freire was convinced that this paternalistic teacher-student relationship could be overcome by providing students with the tools to look “critically at the world in a dialogical encounter with others” (Shaull, 2005, p. 32).  Freire proposed the idea of problem-posing education, where teachers and learners work collaboratively, in a democratic classroom on a journey of discovery with the student voice at the centre.  Freire believed that as men and women develop their power to critically perceive the world in which they exist, they begin to see the world, “not as a static reality but as a reality in the process of transformation” (Freire, 1970, p. 83).  Freire’s work is about overcoming oppression by using education to find a cultural voice.  

Influenced by Freirian thinking, Auerbach (1992) proposed the participatory ESL curriculum model.  Auerbach considered that traditional curriculum “perpetuates the marginalisation of learners and the perpetuation of existing social structures” (Cervatiuc and Ricento, 2012, p. 20).  The participatory ESL model considers education to be a tool for positive change and the empowerment of learners, where curriculum is directly related to learners’ lives, issues or concerns (Auerbach, 1992).  Auerbach (1992, p. 16) suggested that teaching literacy “as a collection of decontextualised, meaningless skills, starting with letters and sounds divorced from any significance in learners’ lives” results in learners becoming “objects of instruction” and does little more than prepare them for submissive roles in society.  

Therefore, the aim of the participatory ESL model is to ensure that students’ interests, and problems that impact on their daily lives should be the primary content of ESL classes (Mallows, 2012).  This ensures that the curriculum meets their needs and enables the learners to use the skills learnt in the classroom in their lives outside of the classroom (Burns, 2022).  This approach is based on the premise that “learning will be enhanced if control over and responsibility for learning is concentrated in the hands of learners, or at least shared between learners and resource people” (Burnaby, 2001, p. 307).  Similarly, Cervatiuc and Ricento (2012, p. 29) identify that “an adult ESL curriculum rooted in participatory transformation ideology should address the real issues and challenges that immigrants and refugees face in their first years in a new country.”  The overarching concept here is that educators should support ESL learners to understand that their opinions count and that their voices are important.  

[bookmark: _Hlk125723988]Cervatiuc and Ricento (2012) acknowledged that a participatory transformation curriculum is more suited to adult ESL learners than the traditional transaction pedagogy.  They reported that a participatory ESL curriculum is most effective in teaching “students skills and knowledge that promote personal and social transformation” (Cervatiuc and Ricento, 2012, p. 20).  They suggest that this approach is more suitable for adult ESL learners because it is based on andragogical principles which promote integration and the development of a critical consciousness.  

These ideas are reflected in Freire’s (1970) concept of conscientisation which considers the ways in which learners develop a critical understanding of their social reality.  According to Freire, conscientisation replaces disengagement from existence with almost total engagement.  Adopting a participatory transformation curriculum is the most practical and useful for adult language learners because “it is relevant to their issues and socio-economic needs and interests and it impacts their lives beyond the classroom” (Cervatiuc and Ricento, 2012, p. 29).  

The ESOL classes attended by the Ukrainian refugees here in Wales, focus on developing skills in reading, writing and speaking the English language as well as providing the learners with an understanding of Welsh culture and society.  The ESOL classes attempt to engage learners in meaningful activities that are relevant to their goals and aspirations and encourage language development (Bunning, 2016).  This research will uncover the Ukrainian refugee’s experiences of ESOL classes and how their learning experiences have changed and developed over their time studying here.  
The next section will consider barriers to learning as well as learning persistence.  
2.5 Barriers to ESOL learners
For the Ukrainian refugees attending ESOL classes, many are overcoming not just barriers to learning, but also overcoming obstacles to living and surviving in a foreign country with an unfamiliar language.  Although the Ukrainian refugees have largely been welcomed into the UK and are hosted by local families, they are having to navigate the demands of a different culture and an alien society.  As the Ukrainian refugees continue to attend ESOL classes, they may need to overcome many barriers.  

The commitment to learning the English language as a refugee brings with it many challenges, “learners face a complex network of institutional, situational, and dispositional challenges that influence their ability to persist in their education” (Waksman, 2018, p. 44).  Adult ESOL learners all have diverse experiences and are susceptible to different influences and constraints.  McGivney’s (2004) research identifies that there is usually a combination of interacting reasons that cause learners to drop out of their studies.  Constraints include those arising from work, or domestic and financial commitments, which often lead to learners studying part-time and can result in them taking much longer to achieve their qualification goals.  In addition, adult learners are more likely to attend an institution closest to their home, or workplace, which may not provide the best course to meet their needs (McGivney, 2004).  Cooke (2006, p. 56) highlights the importance of understanding the real-life experiences of ESOL learners, suggesting that, “the activities and practices of ESOL classrooms, while fulfilling some needs such as the affective and social, often fail to equip migrants to realise their full potential as users of English, members of the work force and future citizens.”  

Furthermore, Cooke (2006, p. 69) acknowledges that “high levels of motivation, family support and access to ESOL classes are important factors in successful second language acquisition.”  Access to target language and aspirations for the future also play a role in persistence of learning (Cooke, 2006).  ESOL providers can promote student persistence in learning through, “student participation in the classroom, investment in structured curricula, full-time and experienced staff, and client support services,” other ways to support learners include “working with students to manage outside forces that inhibit persistence, increasing a sense of self-efficacy, establishing goals, and measuring progress” (Waksman, 2018, p. 10).  Consequently, ESOL providers need to ensure that specific barriers to learning are identified, and support put in place to ensure that learners can persist in their studies and achieve their full potential.  

Bunning (2016, p. 5) highlights the importance of telling the stories of ESOL learners, suggesting that a “language barrier can silence second language speakers.”  Bunning advocates adopting a strength-based perspective to draw attention to the accomplishments of these learners in using English and when narrating their interactions.  Similarly, Blommaert, et al. (2005) acknowledge that lower-income immigrant language learners are often surrounded by silence and invisibility.  When language barriers silence second language speakers, “telling their personal stories is a means for exercising their voices,” it supports them in becoming noticed, enabling them to advocate for themselves and their communities (Bunning, 2016, p. 5).  My learners have important stories to tell, and my aim is to give them a platform to do so.

The next section will define the purpose of this study and identify the research question.

2.6 Research Question
The purpose of this study is to narrate the learning experiences of adult Ukrainian refugee students attending ESOL classes in adult community learning in Mid Wales.  In doing so it will attempt to address the following question:

Research Question 1: What are the educational experiences of adult Ukrainian refugee learners attending adult community ESOL classes in Mid Wales?

This question will shed light on the personal experiences of Ukrainian refugees attending ESOL classes, providing a platform for their voices to be heard.

2.7 Summary
A review of the current literature has identified many international studies relating to the experiences of ESOL learners, suggested curriculums and learning strategies (Auerbach, 1992; Burnaby, 2001; Cooke, 2006; Roberts and Cooke, 2011; Cervativc and Ricento, 2012).  However, it also acknowledges that there is limited research regarding the perspectives ESOL learners attending ESL classes (Bunning, 2016; Burns, 2022).  

The research also highlights concerns relating to barriers to learning and considers persistence in learning (Waksman, 2018).  All these topics impact on the lives of students and so educators should evaluate how ESOL learners can be fully supported along their learning journeys, enabling them to thrive in Welsh society.  The next section will discuss the methodology and the research strategies used to investigate my research question.


Chapter 3: Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines and explains the research methodology for this study.  This qualitative study will adopt a narrative approach involving inquiry directed at narratives of human experience (Butina, 2015).  It seeks to uncover the experiences of these learners and expose their stories, generating meaningful insights into their opinions and beliefs (Clandinin, 2006).

Initially, I will define the pragmatic position upon which this research is based and consider how this informs my research rationale.  I will discuss why I have chosen narrative inquiry and why I consider it to be the most appropriate method for this study.  

Following on, I will identify my research positionality and the theoretical framework which guides and supports this study.  Finally, I will discuss participant selection, data generation and analysis, and the ethical considerations which influenced this study.

3.2 Pragmatic Positioning
My research philosophy defines how I think about the world.  How my beliefs and assumptions impact on my research and the development of knowledge (Saunders et al., 2009; Punch and Oancea, 2014; Thomas, 2017).  We make assumptions about “human knowledge (epistemological assumptions), about the realities you encounter in your research (ontological assumptions) and the extent and ways your own values influence your research process (axiological assumptions)” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 124).  My beliefs and assumptions will also have a direct influence my research design, my methodology and the data generation methods chosen.  

This research aims to make sense of how my learners construct their social realities and describe what those realities entail by providing a platform for them to tell their stories.  This study was therefore captured through the window of interpretivism.  The predominant aim of the interpretivist paradigm is to “understand the subjective world of human experience” (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017, p. 33).  I want to uncover the stories of my learners through their interactions with others in their context.  Burns (2022, p. 44) identifies that “knowledge and truth are subjective, based on an individual’s experience and how they have come to understand it.”  I also believe knowledge is subjective, that reality can be interpreted and used to uncover meaning.  

I aim to tell the stories of my learners and their experiences of learning the English language.  I therefore consider that an interpretivist paradigm is appropriate for this research in conjunction with a narrative methodology.  As befits an interpretivist research paradigm, I am interested in people and how they interrelate (Denscombe, 2010).  I am interested in the stories of my learners, I want to uncover the understandings that they have about their world so that I, in turn, can attempt to understand them (Thomas, 2017).  There is a need to understand the individual rather than universal laws (Kivunja and Kyini, 2017).  For the interpretivist, it is through interpreting the world that we can begin to understand it (Thomas, 2017; Punch and Oancea, 2014; Denscombe, 2010).  

This interpretivist epistemological perspective aligns with a constructionist ontology (Denscombe, 2010; Gill and Johnson, 2002).  This ontological position is about understanding that the reality a person experiences is personal to everyone.  My learners all attend ESOL intermediate classes, however each learner will have different experiences of learning English and their overall learning journeys will also differ.  My aim is to make sense of these experiences by narrating their stories.  I believe that reality is constructed through my learners’ perceptions and reinforced by their interactions with each other (Denscombe, 2010; Thomas, 2017; Gill and Johnson, 2002). 

As the learners attend ESOL classes and settle into life in Mid Wales, their knowledge is being constructed and created.  My aim is to uncover the stories of their experiences of learning the English language and how these impact on their future hopes and aspirations.  The purpose of this study is to make sense of how social reality is constructed by the study participants and narrate what those realities involve (Denscombe, 2010).  The ontological and epistemological foundations of this study support the methodology of narrative inquiry.  

The next section will present an overview of the research rationale.

3.3 Research Rational – Narrative Inquiry
The methodological approach of narrative inquiry fits with a qualitative framework.  In aiming to uncover the experiences of my learners and provide a platform for their voices to be heard, narrative inquiry was considered to be appropriate because it enabled the generation of meaningful insights into their opinions and beliefs.  A narrative approach involves inquiry directed at narratives of human experience (Butina, 2015).  
The main claim for the use of narrative in educational research is that humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied lives. The study of narrative, therefore, is the study of the ways humans experience the world. This general notion translates into the view that education is the construction and reconstruction of personal and social stories; teachers and learners are storytellers and characters in their own and other's stories.
(Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, p. 2)

Thus, narrative inquiry is a form of qualitative research in which the stories themselves become the raw data (Bleakley, 2005).  Narrative can describe the phenomenon to be studied, the experience, as well as the pattern of inquiry for its study (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990).  This study involves inquiry that produces data in narrative form to solicit the stories of the Ukrainian refugees and recount their oral histories.  “The principal attraction of narrative as a method is its capacity to render life experiences, both personal and social, in relevant and meaningful ways” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, p. 10).  

Narrative inquiry is therefore fitting as it will provide ‘thick descriptions’, participants usually reveal themselves in their stories and so gathering in-depth data is more easily accomplished (Savin-Baden and Van Niekerk, 2007, p.466).  Consequently, the value of narrative inquiry is in its quality as subject matter (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990; Butina, 2015; Bleakley, 2005).  

Narrative inquiry is not without its limitations.  It is not appropriate for “studies of large numbers of nameless and faceless subjects” nor is it suitable for investigators who seek an easy and unobstructed view of subjects’ lives (Reissman, 2005, p.6).  Analysis can be slow and meticulous because the researcher has to collect extensive information about the participant in order to fully understand the context of the individual (Butina, 2005).  In addition, anonymity may also become an issue as some participants may not want their anonymity protected as they want their stories to be shared (Butler-Kisber, 2010).

Connelly and Clandinin (1990, p. 10) warn that when dealing with subject matter, “falsehood may be substituted for meaning and narrative truth by using the same criteria that give rise to significance, value, and intention.”  They suggest that it is as easy to use the data to tell a deception as it is to tell the truth, to write fiction and “fake the data” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, p. 10).  Therefore, when writing up my findings I was open and transparent about what was included and why.

Similarly, Cirell and Sweet (2020) consider problems associated with ‘narrative smoothing’ during data collection and writing.  They identify that the smoothing contained in the narrative should be balanced with what’s concealed in smoothing for narrative purposes, acknowledging the stories not being told.  Kermode (1981, p. 85) refers to untold stories as narrative “secrets.”  Kermode recommends viewing the limitations of a study from a critical perspective and openly discussing the selections made along with possible alternatives.  “People’s norms and values, including our own, are always evident in the way data are presented and portrayed. Yet such negotiation remains a difficult, complex and time-consuming task” (Savin-Baden and Van Niekerk, 2007, p.467).  Therefore, it was important for me as a novice researcher to ensure that rigor was addressed with honesty in this narrative inquiry.  I have tried to ensure that my research is valid and credible, and my interpretation of the findings has been presented truthfully. 

The next section will explain my positionality and reflexivity.

3.4 Research Positionality and Reflexivity
I will be an interested, insider in my research and so my position is likely to affect my positionality.  The students attend classes at the further education college where I work.  The concern of power dynamic is present because I teach these learners, so I need to ensure that they do not feel pressurised into participating.  

When I first started teaching the Ukrainian refugees and hearing their stories, I was struck by the enormity of it all.  For me, living in the relative safety of rural Mid Wales it was almost incomprehensible to try to understand how their lives had been torn apart.  Many are here with their children, having had to leave their husbands and families behind.  Consequently, I found their stories incredibly moving.  

Therefore, I thought carefully about my own judgements, practices and belief systems during the data generation process.  My intent was to identify any personal beliefs that may have incidentally affected the research.  The participants are my students, I am touched by their stories, so it was important that I acknowledged my own beliefs and biases, remaining objective and questioning my assumptions.  As an interested inside researcher, I was part of the process, my presence had an unavoidable influence on the outcome of the study.
The next section will present the theoretical frameworks which supports this study.
3.5 Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework which guides and supports this research together with narrative inquiry of the learning journeys of ESOL learners is Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning.  “Transformative learning is now embedded in adult education, higher education, professional development, and health and social activism” (Aubrey and Riley, 2021, p. 303).  Mezirow’s ideas were influenced by Freire’s concept of conscientisation and the need for critical reflection, discourse and problem-posing learning.  They build on Dewey’s (1916) concept of democratic pedagogy and a drive for social activism (Aubrey and Riley, 2021).  Furthermore, at the heart of transformative learning is emancipatory education with its emphasis on becoming critically aware of how cultural assumptions constrain the way we see ourselves, and reconstructing education to make it more inclusive (Kitchenham, 2008).

Mezirow (2000) viewed transformative learning as constructivist in nature.  He considered it to be an orientation whereby learners interpret and reinterpret their experiences making it central to constructing meaning and therefore learning.  Transformative learning theory therefore offers an appropriate framework from which to explore the adult ESL learning experience.  “This framework highlights a process of critical reflection and self-examination that leads to personal development and change” (King, 2000, p. 69).  

Transformative learning is regarded by Mezirow (1997) as emphasising a transformation of the learner’s frame of reference in order to effect personal change.  Frames of reference are defined as, “the structures of assumptions through which we understand our experiences.  They selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, cognition, and feelings.  They set our line of action” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5).  Mezirow considered that a frame of reference involves both a habit of mind and a point of view, essentially it is a way of knowing.  

The start of the transformative learning process begins by challenging preconceptions and assumptions by critically reflecting on experiences (Aubrey and Riley, 2021).  Mezirow’s theory has been critiqued, tested, revised, retested and developed over the years (Kitchenham, 2008).  However, transformations in learning can bring about dramatic and fundamental change in the way learners see themselves and the world in which they live (Hutchings, 2013).  In his seminal work (1978) Mezirow identified 10 phases of transformative learning, which have been summarised into the following diagram:

Figure 1: Mezirow’s 10 phases of transformative learning as adapted by Desmarais (2021).
[image: Transformation Learning - Theory to Practice]

This diagram attempts to illustrate how adults learn from their experiences.  When learners experience a disorientating dilemma, they face experiences which don’t fit with their existing beliefs.  This forces them to reconsider their beliefs so that the new experience fits into their worldview.  Critical reflection enables learners to do this, usually through discourse with others.  Consequently, the value of transformative learning is in supporting learners, “to see the world, an aspect of their world, or even a single concept differently through the lens of the transformative learning experience” (Desmarais, 2021, p. 1).  The transformative learning process supports learners to think for themselves.  Within an ESOL class, it encourages greater learning as the consideration of different perspectives broadens the frames of reference.  This helps learners to recognise the benefits of diversity and supports them to be more accepting to other points of view.  

The next section explains the sampling strategy.

3.6 The Data Set
For the purposes of this study, the participant group was purposefully selected on the basis that they are information rich cases.  In addition, the criterion for inclusion was students attending ESOL classes at college, who are adult, Ukrainian and have refugee status.  All learners meeting the criteria were invited to opt-in to the study.  Qualitative sampling typically uses small sample sizes (Flick, 2018).  Two focus groups were held, the first with four participants and the second with five. The small sizes of the focus groups made them easier to manage and ensured that all participants’ voices were heard.  

Purposive sampling is an appropriate choice for this study because it enabled me to exercise a degree of judgement about who will provide the best perspectives on the phenomenon under study (Gray, 2018).  I was careful to guard against subconscious bias or inadvertently omitting a vital characteristic when selecting the data set (Gray, 2018).  However, purposive sampling cannot be considered as statistically representative of the total population (Saunders et al., 2009), and so this was made clear when reporting my findings.  

The next section will discuss the data generation method of focus groups.

3.7 Data Generation Methods: Focus Groups
Focus groups were beneficial in gathering the perspectives of participants.  They are an appropriate method because they are inexpensive and provide rich data.  In addition, they were flexible and stimulating for the participants, aiding the participants’ recall and supporting them to elaborate on their ideas (Punch and Oancea, 2014).  I was able to facilitate discussion amongst the participants which assisted in bringing to light aspects of the study which might not otherwise be exposed (Punch and Oancea, 2014).

Focus groups were chosen because my ESOL class is classified as monolingual, according to the TEFL framework, because all learners speak the same language.  If the class included learners of other nationalities, then the class would be categorised as multilingual.  All learners speak Ukrainian, consequently they help and support each other.  Some learners are more advanced in English than others and so translate and explain in their native language.  Moreover, these learners have been working together since September (2022) and have built a strong friendship group.  I believe it is less intimidating for them to take part as a group as they may feel more confident to voice their stories.

There can be problems associated with culture and group dynamics and in achieving balance in group interaction (Fontana and Frey, 1994).  To be effective, participants need to contribute openly, putting forward their opinions and experience (Flick, 2018).  I am an interested inside researcher and am in a position of power and authority.  Consequently, the learners may not answer honestly, they may say what they think I want to hear, or they may just not voice their opinions.  People behave differently in groups, some may become more talkative, or less talkative; some may lead and others follow (Fontana and Frey, 1994).  

Furthermore, there is a risk of the group being dominated by one or two voices which may not be representative of the general opinion.  In addition, the issue of risky shift phenomenon may also be present, where a group is more likely to make a riskier decision than an individual (Morgan and Beatty, 1976).  Therefore, when facilitating the focus groups, I tried to carefully balance formality and informality, to minimise unnecessary chat, and anecdotes not relevant to the study were discouraged.  This helped to ensure that data collected was relevant (Flick, 2018).  I tried to manage the focus groups carefully and ensure all participants had the opportunity for their voices to be heard.  I am a novice researcher so I conducted a pilot focus group to develop my skills and test the recording equipment.

The next section will discuss the method used to analyse the data.

3.8 Data Analysis
Data was analysed adhering to the 6 steps of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis model.  Thematic analysis was considered to be an appropriate method of analysing and coding my data because it enabled me to identify, organise and familiarise myself with the data and draw out trends and themes. 

[image: Phases of Thematic Analysis. Adapted from Braun & Clarke, 2006, p 87. |  Download Scientific Diagram]Figure 2: Phases of Thematic Analysis, adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006) (Gallardo-Echenique, 2014).

Themes were identified using an inductive ‘bottom up’ approach, this was data driven and data was coded without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame (Braun and Clarke, 2006) or based on my interest in the topic – my analytical perceptions.  It also enabled themes to develop that were not directly related to the focus group questions.  In addition, I used NVivo software to code themes.  Although it took time to become familiar with the software, it was beneficial in enabling me to code overarching themes and also in identifying anything I may have missed.

The next section will detail ethical considerations. 

3.9 Ethical Considerations
I have a duty of care to my participants and am responsible for their well-being.  My main concern is that participants have English as a second language and are not fluent English speakers.  Therefore, their understanding may be limited resulting in them agreeing to something they may not fully understand.  The concern of power dynamic is present because I teach these learners, so I need to ensure that they don’t feel pressurised into participating.  Gaining informed consent can lead to more equal relationships between myself and the participants, as does ensuring that the participants are aware of the right to refuse to participate and right to withdraw at any time.  Before commencing the research or discussing it with the learners, gatekeeper permission was sought and provided.  

In accordance with BPS (2021) and BERA (2018) ethical guidelines, valid consent was obtained prior to the focus group taking place.  An initial discussion took place with potential participants, where the purpose of the research was fully explained, and a plain English statement provided (Appendix I and II).  Participants were given time to consider and make an informed decision on whether to take part.  All participants were informed that they do not have to take part in focus group discussions, that they can opt out at any time, without giving reason or incurring penalty.  

On-going consent was initiated during focus groups through a traffic light system, as detailed in the ethics form (Appendix IV).  The purpose of this system was that learners did not have to rely on their English languages skills in order to withdraw.

A major risk of focus groups is that it can be difficult to protect the confidentiality of participants. To minimise this, the privacy and confidentiality risks to potential participants were fully disclosed before the study commenced.  This was also clearly identified in the consent form (Appendix III) and discussed with the participants.  In addition, a set of ground rules were negotiated with the participants prior to starting the focus group discussions.  The public nature of a focus group was emphasised, and the need for confidentiality and anonymity was stressed.  The aim of agreeing ground rules with participants was to enable participants’ expectations to be managed and help to minimise the risk of a breach of confidentiality and anonymity.  Research design safeguards to help protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants included anonymising information, storing de-identified data separately from coding lists, shredding any and all hard copies as soon as possible.  Full details of the ethical considerations are in the Ethics form (Appendix IV).

3.10 Summary
This chapter outlined the methodology used in the study and included the rationale for narrative inquiry, which was informed by Connelly and Clandinin (1990) and Butina (2015).  Data was generated through focus groups and was analysed according Braun and Clarke’s (2006) model of thematic analysis and using NVivo software.  Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning guided and supported this study.  Ethical considerations were strictly adhered to and ongoing, informed consent was determined at every stage.  

The next chapter will introduce the findings and consider data analysis.

Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion
4.1 Introduction
This chapter identifies the stories of the participants’ learning journeys, documenting their experiences of learning English as a second language.  It outlines their motivations for engaging in learning English and uncovers their learning journeys.  All participants recount positive experiences of their ESOL classes but some also identified difficulties and barriers to learning.  To protect anonymity, all participants were given a pseudonym. 

The participants’ stories have been collected and analysed to address the research question and uncover their experiences of learning English.  The data was initially analysed manually, and many themes generated, which enabled the data to be coded using NVivo software.  Ultimately, three overarching themes were constructed, and are discussed in the following section.


4.2 Data Analysis – Overview of themes
	Theme 1
	Theme 2
	Theme 3

	“A language of opportunity”
	“Coming together”
	“The future”



Theme 1: A language of opportunity
This first theme identifies the perceived opportunities that learning English can provide for the participants.  Participants shared their desires to improve their English, so that they can understand and communicate with local people.  The participants talked of ‘speaking like a native’ and improving fluency.  This theme developed organically from the focus group discussions.

Theme 2: Coming together 
This second theme exposes the relationships that have developed between the participants, the college and their communities.  It recognises the help and support they receive and details how they have embraced Welsh culture.  This theme links to different ESL teaching strategies that facilitate their learning, supporting them to improve their English language abilities.

Theme 3: The future
This final theme considers the participants hopes and aspirations for the future.  All learners expressed a desire to stay at college and to continue learning English, but many face barriers, such as with transport and finances, which impacts on their attendance.  Some participants also identified how they struggle to find time for studying once they start working.  

4.3 Themes
4.3.1 Theme 1: “A Language of Opportunity”
[image: ]Figure 3: Most frequently occurring words in the “A Language of Opportunity” theme, created in NVivo.

In this theme I will discuss the opportunities that learning the English language can provide for ESOL learners.  The participants described their motivations for attending ESOL classes and identified how the classes have helped and supported them.  During the two focus groups, the nine participants expressed similar motivations for wanting to learn English.  What became apparent was the desire not just to improve their English but to become more fluent, to understand and be understood by native speakers.  Although coming to the UK for these ESOL learners was forced by war, many see it as an opportunity.  They want to do more than just survive, they want to be able to function effectively, to get good jobs and create lives for themselves and their families here in the UK.

All participants are completing Level 1 ESOL units in speaking and listening, reading and writing and cultural awareness.  Their level of language proficiency is currently classed as A2 (pre-intermediate) or B1 (intermediate) independent learners on the common European framework (CEFR).  Zena and April both have very good writing skills but are less confident in speaking.  Zena talked of ESOL classes, “opening the door for us, we can ask about everything .....and everyone can try to help us.”  Adding, “I really like the classes and I want to learn.”  Both learners expressed the desire to improve their English language skills.  
(Zena) When I first came here I realised that my English was very, very bad.  I study English in college and my English has improved because I can speak with different people, different students, and my teacher.

(April) For me ESOL classes are really a big value because with your classes I start to understand the speech of local people.  I can speak with them, and of course I understand them. [But] I can't understand all.

Issy’s spoken and written English is very good, and she has an excellent knowledge of English grammar.  Issy had considered living in the UK previously and saw the current situation in Ukraine as providing a “big opportunity”.  
(Issy) You have to learn and improve yourself first, improve your English.  I knew some English before I came to the UK but it's not enough to communicate with local people.  Especially here when you have a conversation with local people.  It was really difficult to understand local people at first.  I have been studying at the college since September and now I realise that I can understand more.  I can understand sentences and I can also reply.

Sally also has good levels of reading and writing English, having studied English, “   all my life, I studied in school and university.”  Sally acknowledged the opportunities that language proficiency could provide, “I would like to travel and I need to speak English.”  

As discussed in the literature, English is now spoken more widely than any other language worldwide (UCL, 2023).  This makes it a highly desirable language for non-native speakers to learn and provides them with a means to communicate with many other nationalities (Crystal, 2006).  Achieving language proficiency, and being able to understand and be understood, was expressed by all participants as being important.  
(Mina) I want to learn to speak without mistakes, to speak fluently and correctly.  Now I go to the lessons in two colleges and I also attend classes in the evenings.  

Progressing within the workplace was a key motivating factor for participants wanting to improve their language proficiency.  April discussed her disappointment at not being able to secure a job on the same level as she had in Ukraine due to her lack of language proficiency.  April is currently working in housekeeping in a residential care home despite her medical qualifications, she speaks of the opportunities that learning English can provide:  
(April) I want to find a good job, to find better work than I have now and I understand that to do that I must not only learn to speak English but I also need to be able to understand people here.  Because for me now, it's very difficult because when I work, some people don't understand each other. English, British people, don't understand each other, so how can I understand them?  My motivation to be here is to be able to speak English well and also to be able to understand people.

The ESOL Policy for Wales (2019, p.6) recognises these issues, “Where language is a barrier preventing an individual from competing for work using their existing skills and experience, then it makes sense for us to help them to gain those language skills.”  The aim of the policy is to ensure that individuals are able to live independently, and access work and educational opportunities.  ESOL classes are funded for Ukrainian refugees to help and support second language speakers to fulfil their potential.  As April explained, “It's not only my English speaking, it's understanding what people say.  I understand what I must do, I go to courses but I don't do homework but I must do it. You know, it's my life and I must do it for myself.”

Olivia, a bank manager in Ukraine but now working in a café, explained “I study at college because I want to understand.  It is wonderful to understand people and to speak to them.”  Work prospects were also a key motivator for Yasmin, “I think it is very important to study in college, because if you want continue study, you can choose another profession in this country.”

Little (2007, p.15) identified that the “development of learner autonomy and the growth of target language proficiency are not only mutually supporting but fully integrated with each other”.  The essence of learner autonomy is in being able to take control of one’s own learning (Little, 2007).  The ESOL classes provide a mechanism for promoting self-awareness and liberation in learners.  By ensuring that the ESL curriculum is based on participatory transformation ideology (Auerbach, 1992), learners can be supported to overcome the many issues and challenges faced, enabling them to grasp opportunities as they arise.  
(April) It is the first time I’ve been to the UK and I found it difficult to speak English with the local population, but now my English is better.  I try speaking English a lot more.

This concept of self-improvement was central to much of the focus group discussion.  Language proficiency develops when learners recognise that they are doing it for themselves and their own benefit (Little, 2007).  Improving proficiency was important to Sally, “And maybe we will stay here in England and I need to speak like a native.”  

The influences and motivations for the participants wanting to improve their proficiency in the English language are fully supported by Mezirow’ s (2000) theoretical framework of transformative learning which guides and supports this study.  Transformative learning involves, “experience, critical reflection and change” (Aubrey & Riley, 2021, p. 290).  The participants, refugees fleeing war, have all experienced a disorientating dilemma.  Their experiences will have forced them to examine their existing beliefs so that they can fit their new experiences into their worldview.  Whilst learning English, the participants have critically reflected on their experiences, discussing this with others.  The ESOL classes have supported them to acquire new knowledge, enabling them to plan a course of action.  

Central to the concept of transformative learning is the emphasis on learner self-actualisation through liberation and freedom (Dirkx, 1998).  For the ESOL learners, improving their English proficiency and fluency will be liberating.  It will enable them to have conversations, to understand other people and be understood.  As Issy explains:
(Issy) English lessons help me to communicate with people and now I am trying to find work.  When I first came to the UK, I thought I knew some English, but when I came here and spoke with people who live here, native speakers, I could not understand the people here.

At the heart of transformative learning is the “need for both personal and social change as a means of enhancing freedom within our lives” (Dirkx, 1998, p. 9).  English proficiency will give ESOL learners the freedom to gain more meaningful and better paid employment, giving them options and opportunities.  Sally spoke of the freedom learning English had given her, “On my last holiday with my kids we went to Spain and in Spain I speak very easily.  I understand, my practice in English was very nice because in another country I was free.  Oh yes, it's nice to feel free.”  

Utilising a transformative ESL curriculum will help to promote learner independence and support them to do things for themselves.  As Julia explains, “I study English during my life and it's my dream to speak fluently, but when I was in Ukraine it was not.  For me too, it’s very important.  We want to communicate and get employment.”

All nine participants clearly described their motivations for learning and improving their English language proficiency.  Their passion for the ESOL classes and determination to improve is evident in the findings and resulting discussion.  Although there are similarities in the learning experiences, there are notable differences.  Some participants record that their English has improved and they are now able to hold meaningful conversations.  Others talk of not understanding and the need to do homework and work harder.  Some related ESOL classes to opening doors, and others acknowledged that improving their English proficiency would improve their employment prospects or enable them to get better jobs.  All learners recognised that English was “A language of opportunity” and acknowledged the possibilities that English language proficiency could lead to.


4.3.2 Theme 2: “Coming Together”
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Figure 4: Most frequently occurring words in the “Coming Together” theme, created in NVivo.

In this theme of “Coming Together” I will discuss the relationships that have developed between the learners, the college and their communities.  It also considers ESL teaching strategies that support English language acquisition.

Supporting each other was important to all the participants, as was being supported by the college.  As Zena noted, “I like our community here, it’s supporting, and many learning materials provided.”  When discussing access to ESOL provision, Julia explained, “I can choose days when I come to college, because sometimes I work too.  I'm busy.”  Similarly, Issy spoke of the support provided, “I like that I come here to college.  British people who can help and advice something.”  

Issy initially attended three ESOL classes a week, but as her English has improved her attendance is less, sometimes only attending once a week.  For Issy, helping each other was important, “I know sometimes we are mainly speaking in Russia or Ukrainian. If topics are difficult we try to help each other and if someone finds some important information we tell each other.”  
Sally showed enthusiasm for engaging with her ESOL classes, “The value of ESOL for me, it is very important to have near me very kind people who can support me.  Because I'm feeling safe here.  If I make mistakes, it's not a problem, I’m not so hard on myself.”  Yasmin also acknowledged differences in teaching strategies, “Because in Ukraine we have different education.  If you do wrong, you are a loser.  It's not very good.  It's gives us low esteem.”  Similarly, Julia also recognised the differences, “Education here is not like in Ukraine. It's very different.  The people [here] are very polite and listen, then [I] understand.”  

Furthermore, developing proficiency in English language skills can provide a sense of personal fulfilment and belonging (Bunning, 2016).  Hannah explained, “And here I'm safe. And if I don't know something my friends can help me to translate, or some help me to remember a word.  For example, if I say something very badly, or not correct, my teacher will explain to me how I can use this, what the meaning is.” 

The college ESOL curriculum strives to meet learner needs and support them to use the skills learnt in the classroom outside of it.  The aim is to enhance learning by supporting learners to take ownership of their learning (Burnaby, 2001).  By utilising a participatory ESL model, tutors can empower learners to make positive changes in their lives (Auerbach, 1992).  Ultimately, learning English can help the Ukrainian refugees to make positive changes in their personal lives, in their new communities and in society (Cervatiuc and Ricento, 2012).

However, learning a second language can be a difficult and lengthy process for any learner.  For the refugees, it is made more difficult by their circumstances and responsibilities (Bunning, 2016).  Zena spoke of the difficulties faced, “I started here on September 12th this was very difficult for me, there were many new people and many difficult questions.”  Cooke (2006) identified that successful second language acquisition is dependent upon high levels of support, individual motivation and access to ESOL classes.  Hannah explained, “I like college, but sometimes it's difficult for me. Sometimes I don't understand something and maybe I misunderstand.”  Hannah’s English proficiency can be classed as A2 (CEFR), she is attending five classes a week and is determined to improve her English, stating “But when I have more practice, I can understand more.”  Zena also talked of improvements, “But step by step my English is getting better.  Now my English is much better because I got help from my teacher.  Now I can understand what you say and then I have to think about how to reply.”  

Moving to a new country and accessing services is challenging, especially when language is a barrier (Batalova and Fix, 2015).  English language acquisition is essential if the refugees are to integrate into the societies in which they are now living (The Casey Report, 2016), the ESOL classes support the learners to do this.  Settling into life in Mid Wales has been a challenge for the learners but one they have embraced.  
(Mina) You give us information about Welsh people and it's really useful and important for us.  And so it’s learning about the Welsh culture. Especially because we don't have time to read about this topic of Welsh culture, but you open for all this and it's really interesting.

Issy also expressed her enjoyment of living in Wales, “It's interesting to discover for yourself, the culture of another country, I know we are all different. But for me it's really like experience. And now I know I will be read History.”  Zena has also enjoyed learning about Welsh culture and customs and has shared the information with her sponsor, “It's really a lot of information of about Welsh celebrations and my sponsor don't know about this information and I told them about it.  It's all my information from college in this house. Yes, I know about the culture and traditions of Welsh people and this is very interesting.”

As the Ukrainian refugees continue to juggle two different cultures (Macedo, 2005), the ESOL classes provide safety and support so that they can continue their learning journeys.  Transformative learning aims to foster the self-actualisation of the individual (Dirkx, 1998).  The literature suggests that transformational learning can contribute to new ways of seeing and understanding experiences (Desmarais, 2021; Mezirow,2000).  These findings have identified that personal change can be a means of enhancing freedom within learners’ lives.  The participants acknowledge the support provided by the college, their communities and each other, empowers them in “Coming together” to achieve their learning goals.


4.3.3 Theme 3: “The Future”
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Figure 5: Most frequently occurring words in “The Future” theme, created in NVivo.

This final theme will discuss the participants’ future aspirations, documenting their hopes as well as the challenges faced.  Yasmin is a qualified professional in Ukraine with her own private practice.  Yasmin also has a good standard of written and spoken English and has discussed the prospect of staying in the UK.  Yasmin would like to open a practice locally, she accepts, “I need to learn English for my future job because I never learn English before.  But now I am learning such lot.”  Considering the difficulties, Yasmin admitted, “It's not very easy for us, but we have support here. It's very important, we can support each other.”

During the discussion, participants considered remaining in the UK.  Zena talked about the future, “We can find job, think about future. But for me for example my daughter is very happy here. The schools and education and her teacher is very good.  If I have opportunities to live here, we think about staying here.”  April had similar thoughts, “For future, my son and I don’t have husband in Ukraine, I'm single and I can live here. Yes, I have parents in Ukraine but I can see them.”  

Participants also spoke of the uncertainty of the current situation in Ukraine and the impact this is having on their lives:
(April) We think about staying here and I know what I must do and what my son needs. And then we will see, I don't know, we don’t have plans.  I have planned for all my life until 24th of February, but this war changed all my life. And I must see then without plan.  

(Issy) But when the war stops there is a lot of work needed in Ukraine, lots of building.  And when I understand that my daughter safe in my country. Yes, I can go back. But now it's not safe. 

(Mina) Yes, I agree. Russian's soldiers near our village. It's only a mile or two miles and they step by step getting closer.  So how can you go in your garden and with daughter?  It’s very difficult.

The literature discussed the factors faced by the learners, such as work, family or financial commitments, which impact on their ability to achieve their learning goals (McGivney, 2004).  In addition, those studying in rural Mid Wales also face the issues that living in a rural area bring.  Issy explains, “The main issues for me are I live so far from here and my area is without local transport.  I have a car and for me it's useful because I can go to college and join your classes.”  

The challenges faced by the refugees are complex and impact on their ability to persist in ESOL classes (Waksman, 2018).  Literature focusing on learner persistence identifies that many students encounter difficulties engaging with adult education (Comings, 2007; Crowther et al., 2010).  April acknowledged issues faced, “We try to make time for learning but all of us have children, and some of us work.  We have to find free time for learning, we have other problems in life, so we need to think about money, about what to cook.”  Mina agreed, “I think for other people it's like they have to work. That's why they miss some lessons.”

Finances were a concern for many participants.  Mina expressed concerns about being able to pay for transport, “I think about the future a lot.  But we have so much support now, free courses, free buses, free houses, many help from people who want to help with documents and things like tables, sofas, chairs, like everything you want.  Now I go to the lessons free on the bus. But only this last month. Next month, not free.  I don't know how many I pay for this.”  

Similarly, Olivia worried about the future, “Now it's OK, but in the future I don't know if I can pay for house. It's difficult, but this very interesting experience for me.”  Sally also had concerns for the future, “I like this country, but I don't understand how we can be here in future.  If I can do it, if I have a good job I can stay.”  These feelings also resonated with Julia and Hannah:
(Julia) Yes, it's nice place and maybe we'll stay here, but if I cannot find nice job. I cannot rent apartment and we must live on street. I don't know. Yes, we will have to go.
(Hannah) I need to find a job. After this I can stay here. But if I can't find a job here I won’t be able to stay and will need to go back to Ukraine.
Persisting with learning can be challenging especially when the demands of life, family and work commitments get in the way.  For some participants improving their English has led to a dichotomy, better English has led to work but then this impacts on their time and ability to attend college.  Many need money to provide for their families and so chose work over learning.  Freire argued that education should foster freedom among learners by enabling them to reflect on their world and change it (Dirkx, 1998).  Transformative learning can be emancipating and liberating for learners at a personal and social level, providing learners with a voice and the ability to construct meaning of the world (Dirkx, 1998).  However, the findings suggest that this can be a double-edged sword for the learners.  As their English improves, they have found work but risk being trapped in lower paid jobs.  “The Future” is currently a very uncertain place for these learners.

4.4 Summary
This chapter provided the findings and discussions of nine participants, detailing their individual stories regarding their motivations to study the English language.  It also revealed their educational experiences and the challenges faced along the way.  Their stories were analysed and combined to create relevant themes of “A language of Opportunity,”, “Coming Together” and “The Future.”  The themes narrated the stories of their learning journeys and considered their plans and concerns for the future.  Overall, the participants spoke of their determination to improve their English proficiency, enabling them to understand and be understood and opening up “A language of opportunity” for “The future.””  

The next chapter will discuss these themes further in order to address the research question and draw conclusions.

Chapter 5: Conclusions
5.1 Introduction
This section aims to draw conclusions based on the findings discussed in Chapter 4.  Data generated from the focus groups and results of thematic analysis, will be used to respond to the research question.  In addition, information from the other chapters of this report, is considered with regard to answering the research question and its themes so that conclusions can be drawn.

5.2 Conclusions

5.2.1 Research question 1: What are the educational experiences of adult Ukrainian refugee learners attending adult community ESOL classes in Mid Wales?
The results of this study make clear that the participant group perceive the ESOL classes to have a positive effect on their learning journeys.  To answer this question from a holistic perspective, the focus groups included discussion about motivation, language proficiency, barriers to learning and future plans.  

Evidence generated by the findings acknowledges that motivations to study are individual and complex.  They include emotional factors as well as the attitudes of the learners (Little, 2007) as described by the study participants in Chapter 4.  What came through most strongly, was the need to communicate with local people, to understand them and be understood.  
(Zena) I try to learn and understand, that’s my motivation to study English.
(Olivia) I want to understand another people for my work now.
Key to communicating was improving their English language proficiency and fluency.  The literature review highlighted that a language barrier can silence second language speakers (Bunning, 2016), consequently it is important to tell their stories.  Issy explained, “My motivation to learn English is to be able to speak English much better.  To understand the speech of local people so I can speak to them and try to make conversation.  I can discuss different topics with local people and listen to them.”  

Participants also expressed motivations driven by the desire to find work.  Zena spoke of a “need” to learn English so she can “find a good job.”  Similarly, as April explained, “I want to find a good job, to find better work than I have now.”  Julia added, “it's my dream to speak fluently.  For me too, it's very important. We want to communicate and get employment.”  These motivations can be linked to Theme 1 “A language of opportunity”, the requirement to improve their English language proficiency is backed by the strong motivation to be able to communicate in their local communities, to find work and be independent.

The findings are supportive of Mezirow’s (1997) theory of transformative learning used in this study as they show that personal development and change can result from a process of critical reflection and self-examination (King, 2000).  The participant group reported fundamental change in their world and the way they see themselves.  Within their ESOL classes, the transformative learning process encourages the learners to think for themselves, leading to the consideration of different perspectives and greater learning (Hutchings, 2013).  

The participants noted in the findings, that their English language acquisition had improved since attending ESOL classes.  They talked of the support provided by each other, their teacher, the college and their communities.  This links to Theme 2 “Coming together”, the participants were in agreement that provision is ample with participants initially attending three classes a week, equating to 7.5 hours of study.  Some participants also attended two additional sessions a week plus evening classes.  This boosted their self-confidence, both inside and outside of the classroom, promoting their independence and enabling them to navigate their lives within their Welsh communities.  
(Zena) I very like our community here, it’s supporting, and many learning materials provided.
	(Mina) I like the teaching, and I like having lessons all week.

The educational experiences gained from attending ESOL classes, have enabled the learners the freedom to consider a future in Wales.  For Yasmin, it has given her the freedom to look to the future, “I want to prepare to pass English international test and I hope it will happen.  This is very important for me.”  Linking to Theme 3 “The future”, the findings show that it is important for all participants to be able to function independently in the UK.  Their educational experiences are positive but as the learners have found work this has impacted on their attendance and consequently on learning English.  The need to improve English proficiency is linked to finding employment and providing for their families but the participants run the risk of being trapped in lower-paid jobs if their English does not improve to the standard required by employers.

The challenges faced by the participant group have been discussed in the literature (Chapter 2) and were also generated in the findings (Chapter 4).  The results show that the Ukrainian refugees are overcoming many challenges, not just in education, but also the challenges of surviving in a foreign country as second language speakers.  Constraints are a combination of interacting reasons, including include those arising from family, work and financial commitments (McGivney, 2004).  The findings emphasise that the Ukrainian refugees are safely settled in Wales and are embracing life and the opportunities that arise.  Although their future is still very uncertain, they possess the drive and determination to succeed in their English language acquisition.  Although it will take a lot more than just learning English to overcome the significant challenges that they face, improving their proficiency and fluency will greatly improve their independency and give them the freedom to grasp opportunities.

5.3 Limitations of the study 
This study involved one group of Ukrainian refugee ESOL learners from one Further Education provider in Mid Wales.  Similar studies have not been undertaken with Ukrainian refugees to date and so this study cannot claim statistical probabilistic generalisability (Denscombe, 2010).  Nevertheless, the context within which the refugees were located does share characteristics with other groups of refugees and other training providers across the UK.  Therefore, it may be possible to establish a relevance in terms of the findings of this study to similar groups in other colleges.

In addition, this study is based on the perceptions of the Ukrainian refugee ESOL learners.  It narrates their individual experiences, both positive and negative, with one group and one teacher.  Therefore, it is not possible to certify that the views reported are accurate and objective accounts of the experiences of these learners as their perceptions could be clouded by a wide range of factors.  However, it is hoped that the stories narrated in this study provide a useful overview of their learning journeys in order to consider possible improvements to future ESOL provision in terms of teaching strategies and overcoming barriers to learning.

A further limitation to this study was focus groups as the data generation method.  The advantages of this method have been outlined in Chapter 3.7, and although these did generate relevant data I believe there are unanswered questions.  As the study progressed I felt that individual interviews would have been a more appropriate method as they would have enabled more in-depth investigation of the phenomenon and allow me to focus on capturing rich data and the individual complexities of the participants.

All learners in the study were female which provides a gender imbalance.  Although males were invited to participate in the study, they either did not choose to do so or were unavailable when the focus groups took place.  There are more females in this cohort than males (5:1).  Due to the war in Ukraine it is far more difficult for the males to seek refuge in another country so the refugees are predominantly females and their children. 

Finally, I need to acknowledge my own bias about working in the college and teaching these learners.  In an attempt to avoid my own views being reflected in the study I discussed my progress and findings with a colleague and critical friend.  My position of power with the participants was also eliminated as much as possible by gaining informed consent and ensuring that the participants were aware that they had the right to withdraw at any time.  This has been discussed more fully in Chapter 3.9.

5.4 Contributions to the field
This chapter identifies the autobiographical stories of Ukrainian refugee learners as they navigate their way through their ESOL classes in Mid Wales.  “When words are assembled into stories they have power and meaning” (Burns, 2022, p. 65).  These stories showcase the learning journeys of the ESOL students and attempt to uncover the value of ESOL and the impact it has upon their lives.  

Although this study is small, and limited in that it focuses on one group of learners in one college.  It is hoped that it sheds light on the learning journeys of the Ukrainian refugees and the challenges they face as they settle into life in Mid Wales.  Uncovering the education experiences of these learners is significant to the area of ESOL research and beneficial in the role of informing professional practice and organisational policy.  This research will provide opportunities for further research into the educational experiences of adult ESOL learners and the impact that ESOL has on their lives.  It acknowledges the value of ESOL as a “A language of opportunity.”



Chapter 6: Recommendations

6.1 Introduction
This narrative inquiry has shared the stories of Ukrainian refugees as they begin their learning journeys in Mid Wales.  The literature acknowledges that language barriers can silence second language speakers (Bunning, 2016), and so adequate ESOL provision is essential to support refugees with settling into their Welsh communities (ESOL Policy, 2019).  This study represents nine female Ukrainian ESOL learners and is not representative of the learning experiences of other ESOL learners attending classes nationally.  

6.1.1 Recommendation 1
As the demand for ESOL classes is increasing, it is important that the ESOL curriculum is student centred and meets diversified learner needs.  Embracing a participatory ESL model can empower learners and support them to make positive changes in their lives (Auerbach, 1992).  ESOL classes need to equip learners with the skills to realise their full potential and achieve their learning and employment goals (Cooke, 2006).  If control over learning is given back to the learners, the learning will be enhanced (Burnaby, 2001).  

6.1.2 Recommendation 2
The ESOL curriculum should address the issues and challenges learners face, supporting them to understand that their opinions count, and their voices are important (Cervatiuc and Ricento, 2012).  Where the curriculum directly relates to learners’ lives, it can empower learners and lead to positive change (Auerbach, 1992).  It is important to ensure that the ESL curriculum meets learner needs and supports them to use their skills outside of the classroom.  Consequently, the primary content of ESL classes should focus on the interests and problems that impact on students’ lives (Mallows, 2012).  

6.2 Final reflections
The aim of this narrative inquiry was to uncover the learning experiences of Ukrainian refugees as they engage with ESOL classes and navigate life in Mid Wales.  The learner stories were thematically analysed and organised into three overarching themes, permitting their stories to be told.  Uncovering the learning experiences of the Ukrainian refugees and telling their stories was central to this research and it is hoped that these will be beneficial to inform professional practice and organisational policy in the field of ESOL education.  The findings and conclusions (Chapters 4 and 5) uncovered the impact of ESOL on all elements of the refugees’ lives, not just in education but in everything to do living in a new country with a new language.  Ultimately, the value of ESOL is in supporting these learners to not only survive, but to thrive in their new communities.  By highlighting the learning experiences, this research has identified pathways for future research into ESOL, and in doing so has a recognised the value of ESOL in transforming lives and providing a “Language of Opportunity.”
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Appendices
Appendix I: Participant information sheet 
INFORMATION sheet
PROJECT TITLE: The Value of ESOL

My name is Linda Kelly and I am studying for an EdD qualification at Yr Athrofa, University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD).  I am an ESOL tutor at Brecon Beacons College.  

I would like to invite you participate in my research project. The title of the project is The Value of ESOL and I aim to uncover the learning experiences of students attending ESOL classes here in Mid Wales.  Through your participation, I hope to document your journey with education and learning the English language, considering the impact of ESOL on your lives.

If you are interested in taking part, please read the following information:

1. Research Study: The value of ESOL
The purpose of this study is to narrate the learning experiences of adult Ukrainian refugee students attending ESOL classes in adult community learning in Mid Wales.  I want to uncover your first-hand experiences and tell your stories.

2. Why I am doing this research. 
It is very important that educators understand the experiences of students attending ESOL classes.  Wales is a multicultural society and so the numbers of students attending ESOL classes is increasing.  It is important that we hear stories of ESOL learners and document their learning journeys.  There is currently very little research about students attending ESOL classes in Mid Wales or their learning experiences.  I am interested in hearing about your experience of learning the English language and finding out about your future plans.

3. What will be included. 
This study aims to document your journey with education and learning the English language, considering the impact of ESOL on your lives.  The study will also investigate barriers to learning and the impact of these on your learning journey.

4. Your part in this study. 
If you wish to take part in this study, we will have a meeting where I will talk about the project and how you can provide informed consent.

If you are happy to continue, you will take part in one focus group discussion which will last about an hour.  In a group, you will talk about your experience of attending ESOL classes and learning the English language.  The discussion will look at 3 main topics:
i. The reasons why are you are attending ESOL classes and learning English.
ii. What you think about the ESOL classes and your experience of learning.
iii. The key challenges you face whilst attending ESOL classes and living in Mid Wales.
The meeting will be recorded, and a digital transcript of the conversation will be produced.  This will be shared with you so you can review the information if you wish to.
5. Informed, ongoing consent.
The decision to take part in this study is entirely voluntary, this is known as consent.  You are free to refuse to participate and can withdraw at any time, without fear of adverse consequences.  Informed consent will be ongoing and sought throughout the duration of this study.  This will be confirmed verbally as the research progresses.

On-going consent will be determined using traffic light smiley faces, red, amber, green – green meaning you are happy to continue, red meaning you wish to withdraw.  An amber, neutral face means you are not sure, at which point the discussion will cease and you will be given time to consider how you feel, and whether you want to continue.

6. Confidentiality 
Every effort will be made to protect the confidentiality of your data and your anonymity.  The data collected will be analysed by Linda Kelly, the researcher and no one else will have access to the raw data.  Your actual names will be protected, and you will be referred to by a code number.  The data and focus group transcript will be stored securely on the university’s OneDrive.
The researcher will respect the confidentiality of all participant’s information.  Although it cannot be guaranteed that all participants will do the same, all participants in this study are respectfully asked not to share or disclose anything mentioned in the focus groups with others.

7. The results
After careful and precise analysis of the data obtained from the focus group, I would be happy to provide you with a copy of the findings at your request. The results of the research will be discussed in a university assignment that will contribute to my EdD course.  The results of this study will be stored in the university’s OneDrive and all raw data will be destroyed once the assessment has been marked. 

8. Support
I have a responsibility and duty of care to my participants and I need to ensure your well-being.  Although focus group discussions will be conducted sensitively, and questions framed in a sensitive manner, you may find expressing your feelings and experiences distressing.  If this happens the names of people and organisations that you can go to for support will be provided.  You can also be referred to the counselling service if requested.

I thank you in advance for your time. If you have any questions, please contact me at your convenience.  Alternatively, you may also talk to Jacqui Griffiths, who is not involved in this study and is impartial, if you have any concerns.

Thank you.

Linda Kelly
2007684@student.uwtsd.ac.uk
Or you can contact me via the WhatsApp group or message me privately.

Appendix II: Presentation to accompany information sheet
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Appendix III: Participant consent form
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
PROJECT TITLE: The Value of ESOL

Name of Researcher:	Linda Kelly

Please initial boxes if you agree with the statements:

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet attached for the above study.

2. I know what the research project is about and how I will contribute to this study.

3. I have been given an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study with Linda and/or Jacqui. 

4. I understand that my actual name and personal details will not be included in this study and that a unique code number will be given to me.  

5. I understand that the researcher will make every effort to protect the confidentiality of my data and keep my identity anonymous. 

6. I understand I should not share or disclose anything mentioned in the focus groups with others.  This is to protect the confidentiality and anonymity of the other participants. 

7. I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without giving any reason.

8. I understand that the information I give will be used in a university assignment.

9.	I am happy to take part in the above study.



_____________________        _____________________________       __________
Participants signature               Print name                                                Date

When completed, please return to Linda Kelly by 27/02/2023


Thank you.


Appendix IV: Ethics Form

https://groupnptc-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/lkelly10_nptcgroup_ac_uk/EXmY2Uhl0k1PrbbakKUqaq0B-CyGZXkuYMis9bYmVAuCIA?e=w97M1y 
image2.png
Building
Competence &
Confidence

Provisional
Trying of Roles

Reintegration

Knowledge &
Skill
Acquisition

Disorienting
Dilemma

Mezirow’s
10
Phases

Planning

Self
examination

Exploration

Critical
Assessment

Recognition





image3.png
Transcribing cata
Familarizng yourseliwih your data | Reating and re-eading he dita

/ Noting down iniil dess

/ Codingineresing features cfthe dafa
Generating niial codes o el SRR
R Collating data relevant to each coce

eareningtort Checkingif he themes work inrelationto the coded extracts
earhingforthemes
Phases of Themaiic Analysi {__Generating a thematic ‘map’ ofthe analysis

\ S Crecking hemes
eviewingthomes o e
|\ SR rating s hemate map

A\ Ongoing anzlysis to refne the specifics of each theme

Defining ananaming emes

{_Generating cefmitors and names for each theme

Final analsis

\_Producngthe report
—Producingthe report = icing @ scholariy report




image4.png
language another
country

friends month SOmetimes tense

Iessorzs also Speaking Want think

use NoW really

e S oip UNAerstandsert v

need v

avle learn english like local s

diffiCUIt I WOI‘k fr::'z’t vean
= study PEOPTE college
™ come better khow «

past must Classes came simple

practice




image5.png
something everyone problem
children good beautiful .. 4

interesting community ,kraine
free ;4 INfOrmation live

help ¢j
support o |.me
dittieuts WEISH like people give e

make 000 really knOW think feel life

part find

culture |earning friends muen

education

maybe different c|qgsg english useful

lot . . man
safe jmportant amazing ™"
husband open

understand




image6.png
everything
people
letter plan month

work must Ukr.ame life difficult
many good free think daughter

interesting see 4 ouse
english yes Ilke now back :sol

changed StAY KNOW live country

local future car jOb need find day

war lessons
cetting  COllege

use help come
want
understand lot ¢ aneport
education




image7.png
O | B The voices of ESOLpett X | B Presentationpd x |+ - 2 x

C w (@ File | D:/EAD-PostGraduate/Year%203/Focus%20Group/Presentation.pdf 5 &= .
1 o2 Q — 4+ @ @ | (D Pageview | A Readaloud Addtet | 'V Draw v 'F Highight v & Erase | © Bl & " q
+
hing °
edlien T L @
+

What il e nchuded
WHAT IS YOUR STORY?
)| o @O0
A @
s .

58 A D) # NG

09/02/




image8.png
O | B The voices of ESOLpett X | B Presentationpd x |+ - 2 x

C w (@ File | D:/EAD-PostGraduate/Year%203/Focus%20Group/Presentation.pdf &= .
= | 2 |o2 Q — 4+ @ @ | (D Pageview | A Readaloud Addtet | 'V Draw v 'F Highight v & Erase | © Bl & " q
1 +
(-]
09/02/2023 ]
+

H P Type here to search




image1.png




