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Supporting second language learners in vocational 

courses 

Oldham College 

SUMMARY 

This project brought vocational and ESOL tutors together to collaborate on embedding language 

learning in vocational programmes. Through regular consultation with learners, we developed 

responsive strategies and helped learners use vocational vocabulary more confidently. We have 

identified digital and spoken skills as our next areas for development. 

RATIONALE 

ESOL and vocational tutors often have few opportunities to learn from each other and plan 

collaboratively. At Oldham College we have run ESOL vocational programmes for several years, but 

the vocational and ESOL elements have been planned and delivered separately by the respective 

specialist tutors.  

Vocabulary and self-expression can be major barriers to progression for both ESOL learners and 

other learners on vocational programmes. Research shows that embedding language into 

vocational teaching can boost motivation, retention and achievement (Casey et al, 2006). This 

project aimed to bring vocational and ESOL tutors together to identify teaching and learning 

approaches that could help to bridge the gap between ESOL and vocational courses. 

 

Other Contextual Information 

This research took place at The Oldham College, a general FE college. We offer a wide range of 

vocational programmes of study, as well as ESOL classes from Starter level up to Level 2. ESOL 

learners who are working towards Level 1 have the option of choosing a vocational pathway to study 

alongside their language classes.  

For this project we worked with a 16-19 ESOL business group, and two adult ESOL vocational 

groups, one studying Health and Social Care and the other Beauty. Both ESOL and vocational 

tutors were involved in developing and trialling teaching strategies. 

APPROACH 

Teachers were recruited via an internal college bulletin email and by direct invitation to those 

teaching on ESOL vocational programmes. Participants had an initial conversation with the project 

lead to discuss the aims and methods of the research.  

Both ESOL and vocational tutors used observation and class discussion to identify where learners 

felt they required support with language for vocational learning. Learners identified work-specific 

vocabulary and understanding the spoken language of vocational tutors as areas for development. 

The Beauty tutor also noted that lack of digital skills was a barrier for adult learners who had very 

low engagement in online coursework activities.  
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Tutors subsequently met to discuss possible interventions from a range of ESOL and vocabulary 

teaching strategies. Frayer models and similar vocabulary recording methods (Appendix 3) were 

chosen as a simple and time-effective way of teaching and recording vocational terms. One ESOL 

tutor decided to use authentic vocational texts to reinforce vocabulary in ESOL lessons (Appendix 

5).  

From December, tutors began using a range of vocabulary activities in classes and recorded 

reflections, observations and learner comments on a visual template (Appendix 6). Examples of 

learner work were also collected as evidence of engagement and understanding (Appendix 4). 

Teachers met regularly with the project lead to discuss progress and further areas for development.  

In order to address the digital skills gap identified with the Beauty group, the ESOL tutor planned an 

induction to Google Classroom. Learners took part in a group discussion about access to digital 

resources and it emerged that mobile compatibility was a key issue. The ESOL tutor planned a 

three-week programme of ESOL work on Google classroom to build digital skills and confidence. 

Learners were shown how to access and submit work on mobile phones. This strand of the work 

was then linked to vocabulary building through the use of Wordwall matching activities (Appendix 8). 

Engagement with resources was monitored, and learners were interviewed at the end of the 

programme to evaluate impact.  

Throughout the project, visual templates were used to aid communication between teachers, 

students and researchers. In January, interviews were conducted with learners using a visual 

capture sheet. The template used the metaphor of a hot air balloon and a mountain to promote 

reflection about what supported their learning goals and what barriers still existed (Appendix 7). 

Several themes emerged from these interviews. One commonly mentioned issue was a lack of 

confidence in spoken English and the desire for more opportunities to practise speaking. This will 

inform future discussions with vocational tutors to identify opportunities to embed oracy into lessons. 

OUTCOMES AND IMPACT 

Teaching, Learning and Assessment 

The biggest impact of this project is that it has increased collaboration between ESOL and 

vocational tutors, raising awareness of the specific needs of ESOL learners. Vocational tutors have 

tried a range of vocabulary strategies and reflected on their impact. This has led to further 

development of resources such as a vocabulary dictionary and matching activities (Appendix 9). 

Learners have engaged with the activities and demonstrated a better understanding of vocational 

terminology. In Business classes, learners have used technical language more accurately and 

frequently. Observations and discussions with learners in Beauty demonstrate that learners feel 

more confident in their understanding of subject-specific vocabulary. Learners commented on the 

value of using pictures and having support from the tutor with spelling. Learners have also been 

able to make links between their vocational and ESOL learning, commenting on the value of 

repeating learning across the different strands of their programme.  

On the Beauty programme, engagement with online learning has increased. Learners have 

submitted online assignments and used uploaded slides to prepare for vocational lessons. They 

have also learned to create their own slides to make presentations. In interviews learners have said 

that they particularly value online quizzes due to their ease of access, instant feedback and 

repeatability. Consequently the project lead is now working with vocational tutors to plan further 

online vocabulary activities to support the work done in classrooms.  

https://wordwall.net/
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As a result of the research, there 

has been increased dialogue with 

learners leading to a better 

understanding of what they value 

in their learning and the barriers 

they perceive. One finding has 

been that many learners find that 

Level 1 vocational learning 

doesn’t meet their expectations. 

For example, learners on the 

Beauty course wanted to learn a 

range of techniques for make-up 

and hair and found that the 

content was too generic. In the 

early stages of the project a 

Beauty tutor queried why learners 

were limited to Level 1 when they were capable of a Level 2 qualification. This raises issues about 

entry requirements and perceptions of ESOL learners’ capabilities, providing valuable data to inform 

planning for next year’s programmes, including discussions about which qualifications should be 

offered. 

 

Organisational Development 

The project has enhanced cross-departmental relationships and communication. This has led to a 

more coherent study programme for learners on ESOL vocational courses. Feedback from learners 

and conversations between different subject specialists have identified areas where programme 

design could be improved to meet learner needs and expectations. The project has highlighted the 

importance of taking time to consult all stakeholders when planning a programme of study and 

ensuring that tutors working with the same group of learners are allocated time to meet, plan and 

problem-solve collaboratively.  

The college is now planning a further piece of work looking at embedding maths and English into 

vocational courses. Learning from this project will help to inform next steps, which will include 

creating opportunities to bring vocational tutors together with English and maths specialists.  

One of the outcomes of the project was the creation of a short digital induction for adult ESOL 

learners, providing an introduction to the college’s main learning platform. The Quality Department 

are now in the process of creating a digital strategy document and considering the introduction of a 

learner entitlement around access to digital skills and resources. Resources created for this project 

and feedback from learners will help us plan a digital induction programme. 
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Professional Development 

 

Professional Standard How our project outcomes demonstrate this standard 

 

6. Build positive and 

collaborative relationships 

with colleagues and 

learners. 

 

The most important outcome of the project has been the improved 

communication between teachers from different areas and learners. 

Vocational and ESOL tutors have met regularly, leading to a better 

understanding of each other’s subject areas and collaborative 

problem solving. For example, in Beauty we were able to identify 

digital skills as a barrier to progression in the vocational course and 

work together to improve learner access to their online coursework. 

Learners have been consulted regularly about their perspective, 

leading to a greater understanding of their needs. While the project 

initially focussed on vocabulary learning, open conversations with 

learners generated a more nuanced view of the challenges of 

studying a vocational subject as an ESOL learner. This is leading to 

further work around the embedding of oracy in vocational learning.  

 

 

10. Evaluate your practice 

with others and assess its 

impact on learning. 

 

The use of a visual template to record reflections has allowed 

teachers to quickly note the impact of new teaching strategies. 

Teachers have identified the most helpful resources for vocabulary 

building and refined their approaches based on learner responses and 

their own reflections. There have also been opportunities to meet with 

other tutors and share techniques. Tutors have invited learners to try 

a range of templates for recording vocabulary and choose which ones 

they find most useful. Impact has been assessed through observation 

of learners in class and through learner evaluations.  

 

 

16. Address the 

mathematics and English 

needs of learners and 

work creatively to 

overcome individual 

barriers to learning. 

 

The project has focused on the English needs of learners. By 

consulting learners from the early stages of the project, we identified a 

range of barriers. Working collaboratively has brought a range of 

perspectives to the task of addressing learning needs. Tutors have 

shared and adapted templates and experimented with new ways to 

teach and practice vocational vocabulary. Methods have been 

adapted to suit different subject specialisms. For example, in Beauty 

there is a lot of technical vocabulary which can be explained through 

pictures and diagrams. We therefore used online matching activities 

to help learners understand and practise the terminology.  
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LEARNING FROM THIS PROJECT 

Some of the most useful learning from the project came from the process of conducting action 

research. Taking an exploratory approach has helped us to work more responsively, adapting and 

refining strategies to meet learner needs. While vocational tutors initially chose the Frayer model 

(Appendix 3) to teach vocabulary, they quickly found that different activities were better suited to 

their learners and vocational areas. In Business, the written glossary (Appendix 9) was a jumping off 

point for encouraging learners to use subject-specific language in their spoken and written work. 

The glossary allowed the tutor to set expectations about use of language in class. In Beauty, a 

different approach was needed due to the high number of technical terms. Pictures and repetition 

were important to help learners acquire and retain the unfamiliar vocabulary.  

Vocational tutors were already confident about teaching vocabulary as this was seen as a key part 

of vocational learning for all learners. However, the project has prompted a renewed focus on 

providing different ways for learners to practise. Increased consultation with learners has led us to 

explore different avenues such as planning speaking activities with a vocabulary focus. Learners 

have said that they appreciate regular practice and consistency of approaches between vocational 

and ESOL tutors. One vocational tutor introduced regular spelling tests as a result of the project and 

found that it motivated the group and helped them to retain knowledge: “I wish I’d done it from the 

start”.  

The success of visual templates to guide learner discussion and tutor reflections was another 

learning outcome from the project. One group of learners was given a picture of a mountain and a 

hot-air balloon (Appendix 9), representing challenges they face and what supports them to progress. 

In the absence of specific questions that might be asked in a focus group or survey, learners were 

free to have wide-ranging conversations which identified many issues beyond the scope of the 

project. These included pastoral issues and expectations about their programme as well as 

concerns about language proficiency. For tutors, a visual template provided a focus for reflective 

practice (Appendix 6) without over-burdening participants with paperwork. Tutors made short notes 

which efficiently captured key learning points and next steps.  

Next steps 

One area for further work is the practicalities of releasing tutor time for collaborative work. Although 

funding was available, the constraints of timetabling and staffing difficulties meant that we have so 

far been unable to organise peer observations as initially hoped. There are ongoing conversations 

between Quality and Heads of Faculty about how to enable staff to collaborate more effectively, and 

where there could be more flexibility in timetabling. The college is considering ring-fencing more 

time for continuous professional development (CPD), which may create more opportunities for this 

kind of work.  

While learners did express concerns about vocational vocabulary at the beginning of their 

programme, more in-depth interviews in January revealed that spoken English was now their 

primary concern. It has been relatively easy to address vocabulary learning through resource 

development, whereas it may be more complex to agree on interventions to address oracy. 

Developing speaking requires time, teaching expertise and changes to the way lessons are planned 

and delivered.  

Our next steps will be to arrange peer observations and further discussions between ESOL and 

vocational tutors to shape strategies for developing speaking in vocational classes. As we begin to 
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plan next year’s programmes, we intend to undertake a language audit with vocational tutors to 

analyse the functions and lexis needed for specific subject specialisms (Colquhoun & Delaney, 

2009). Both ESOL and vocational tutors will then be better equipped to embed bespoke language 

learning in vocational programmes. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: The Project Team 

 

Project 
Role 

Name Job Role Contact 

Project 
Lead 

Eve Sheppard Advanced Practitioner and 
ESOL Tutor 

Eve.Sheppard@Oldham.ac.uk 
 

Project 
Deputy 

Matt Corbett Head of Faculty, ESOL Matt.Corbett@Oldham.ac.uk 
 

Project 
Team 

Rebecca 
Eddison 

 Beauty Tutor rebecca.eddison@oldham.ac.uk 
 

Project 
Team 

Sam Shepley Business Tutor sam.shepley@oldham.ac.uk 
 

Project 
Team 

Nerissa Roberts Adult ESOL Curriculum 
Leader 

nerissa.roberts@oldham.ac.uk 
 

Project 
Team 

Kasim Iqbal 16-19 ESOL Tutor kasim.iqbal@oldham.ac.uk 
 

Mentor Emily Bryson ELT Specialist EmilyBryson@Outlook.com 
 

Research 
Group 
Lead 

Rachel Öner English Specialist rachel.oner@btinternet.com 
 

 

  

mailto:Eve.Sheppard@Oldham.ac.uk
mailto:Matt.Corbett@Oldham.ac.uk
mailto:rebecca.eddison@oldham.ac.uk
mailto:sam.shepley@oldham.ac.uk
mailto:nerissa.roberts@oldham.ac.uk
mailto:kasim.iqbal@oldham.ac.uk
mailto:EmilyBryson@Outlook.com
mailto:rachel.oner@btinternet.com
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Appendix 2: Learner Case Studies 

 

Case study 1 – Adult student on ESOL Beauty programme 

I talked to one adult student about the impact of the project on her learning. Hafsa* started by saying 

that she had learned a lot of new words and reeled off a list of technical beauty terms. She talked 

about the importance of pictures to understand vocational vocabulary and stated a preference for 

resources that included images. She noted that the vocabulary recording templates used in 

vocational classes reflected a similar resource used by her ESOL teacher. The use of a template 

with spaces for a definition, synonym and an example sentence helped students to engage with 

vocabulary learning and promoted discussion:  

“We are very curious about this thing, …oh tomorrow, six more words! And when we find… 

and use the dictionaries and speaking with our friends: ‘Do you find the meaning of this one? 

What is the synonym of this one?’” 

Hafsa also talked about the impact of digital resources. Prior to the digital induction given in January 

she used Google Classroom to view resources but didn’t know how to create and submit 

assessment work. During the three week digital induction she learned to create slides, add pictures 

and save and submit work to the teacher.  

She talked about the difficulty of completing online work independently due to lack of access to a 

laptop at home. Using Chromebooks in class allowed her to develop digital skills and she said she 

would like to use them regularly to support classroom learning.  

In terms of what had worked at home, she mentioned that the Beauty tutor regularly shared 

materials in Google Classroom in advance of lessons. This allowed Hafsa to preview vocabulary 

and prepare for new learning. Again she talked about the value of seeing pictures online both to aid 

understanding and as a prompt for writing:  

“only you see one picture and we can imagine, with our imagination, we can write down our 

story, or … whatever we want to write”.  

She also mentioned WordWall, an activity that works well on mobile devices. She valued the instant 

feedback it offered and the scaffolding provided by having a choice of options rather than open 

questions.  

 

Case study 2 – 16-19 student on ESOL Business programme 

I interviewed one of our 16-19 ESOL students. Denisa* said with emphasis that she had improved 

her English ‘a lot’. However, she did not feel that vocabulary learning was a big part of her English 

learning on the Business course:  

“We’re not using big, big words… because we are Level 1. Mostly we know all of those 

words”.  

New vocabulary was sometimes encountered in reading texts and could often be understood from 

context. What Denisa felt had been most useful was a group project where students had set up their 

own business selling plants in college. This had involved team work and planning how to speak with 

customers, with support from the vocational tutor. Denisa said “We have learned how to talk with 
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confidence” and this was reflected in feedback from other learners who mentioned presentations 

and debate as some of the most valuable parts of their vocational learning.  

Denisa placed a high value on the ESOL classes and felt that her language skills had improved 

greatly, allowing her to bring those skills into vocational classes:  

“I don't think we need to [learn English in our vocational class] because … Kasim already 

taught us something … I don't know, it comes from us”.  

For Denisa, the vocational tutor’s role in language development was to provide opportunities to 

speak, to offer encouragement and build confidence.  

This case study brought a different perspective to the idea of embedding language learning into 

vocational programmes. Rather than teaching language skills, the vocational class had provided an 

opportunity to use the skills learned in ESOL classes by providing an authentic context for speaking.  

  

*Names changed 
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Appendix 3: Vocabulary Recording Templates 

These templates were used with ESOL Beauty students to record vocational vocabulary. 
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Appendix 4: Examples of Student Work 

Vocabulary sheets completed by students. 
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Appendix 5: Vocational Authentic Texts  

Examples of authentic texts used in ESOL classes to develop learners’ reading and writing skills in a 

vocational context.  

 

 

Appendix 6: Tutor Reflections on Visual Template 

Completed visual capture sheets with tutors’ reflections on teaching strategies trialled during the 

project.  
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Appendix 7: Student Reflections on Balloon Visual Template 

Two examples of the visual template used to elicit learner reflections and a summary of all the 

responses.  
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Summary of balloon and mountain visual capture sheet/discussions 
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Appendix 8: Online Resources: Wordwall 

Screenshots of two matching activities used for Beauty vocabulary, with links to the Wordwall 

activities on beauty vocabulary and contra-indications.  

 
 

 
 

https://wordwall.net/resource/29625555/nail-and-hand-anatomy
https://wordwall.net/resource/31679050/contra-indications
https://wordwall.net/resource/29625555/nail-and-hand-anatomy
https://wordwall.net/resource/31679050/contra-indications
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Appendix 9: Additional Resources Developed for ESOL Vocational Classes 
 
A selection of resources used in ESOL Business classes, including key words glossary. 

Language development resources used in Vocational Business classes 
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Appendix 10: Participants and Stakeholders 

 

No of learners? 30 No of staff? 8 
No of organisations? 1 No of employers/ stakeholders? 1 

 

 

Appendix 11: Research/ Evaluation Approach 

 

Participant/observer (e.g. practitioner 
reflective accounts, logs) 

x Interview/survey (e.g. polls, 
questionnaires, learner 
interviews) 

x 

Observation of practice (in person, 
video, observation notes) 

x Document analysis (e.g. 
learner work, session plans, 
annotated resources, policies) 

x 

Custom test/assessment (of 
knowledge, skill, attitude, participation) 
for your ‘intervention’ 

 High-stakes learner 
assessment (e.g. A Level 
results, End Point Assessment, 
BTECs 

 

Before/after assessment (e.g. 
measures of progress or change in 
attainment, participation) 

 Comparative trial (e.g. 
comparing participants’ 
outcomes against a ‘control’ 
group  

 

Other (specify): 
 
 

Action Research. 
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