








Case Study
My Route to ESOL Level 3

For those of us who are either practising ESOL teachers or training to be so, I’m sure our personal stories of how we’ve arrived at this point are as varied and individual as we are.  I am told that others may be interested to hear why I have chosen ESOL as a new career path (!), so here’s my story – so far.

Since September last year I’ve been studying for the Level 3 Certificate in ESOL Subject Support.  Classes are held one evening a week (5.30pm – 8.30pm) at Derby College.  During the day I work part-time as a legal secretary for an education trade union, so evening classes are the perfect solution for someone like myself who wants to retrain but can’t afford to give up the day job. 

I’ve always worked in the education field in some form or another, but my first experience of working with foreign students began 30 years ago.  

To say that I worked with foreign students is not strictly accurate, because I was the foreigner.  In 1977, after finishing my A-levels at school, I left England and went on a gap year to Kenya to teach in a secondary school.  The school was located in a beautiful village called Kikambala on the Kenyan coast, just a few miles north of Mombasa island.  My pupils were local Giriama (a coastal tribe) children from the village.  I was supposed to teach my A-level subjects (English, History and French) but the reality was that I had to teach a bit of everything – maths, biology, geography – because of the shortage of local teachers.  Being a ‘bush’ school the pay was very low and consequently an unattractive prospect for suitably qualified Kenyan teachers.  The fantastic weather, scenery and children made my experience one I shall never forget and always treasure.  In fact I extended my stay for a further 4 years, during which time I married.      
In 1983, realising that career opportunities would be so much better in England and that the family we hoped to start within the next few years would not come cheap, my husband and I left Kenya to set up home here.  I had taken a secretarial course in Mombasa and so, having no formal teaching qualifications, I worked as a secretary for various different companies in Derby over the next 24 years.  
In 2003, when our daughter moved into the sixth form at school, I could see that very soon there would be something of a shift in my family commitments and I started to think about the possibility of a career change.  Over the previous two decades the thought of teaching ESOL students again had crossed my mind on more than a few occasions, so I decided that I’d follow this up in a couple of years’ time, when our daughter had completely finished school.  

So in the autumn of 2005 I decided to find out what ESOL teacher training provision there was in Derby.  I can’t remember exactly where I started to look for information about ESOL courses, but someone I contacted gave me the ‘phone number of the Learning and Skills Council and I ended up speaking to Annette Lowe.  She was very encouraging and gave me various names and ‘phone numbers at Derby College to try.  Bianca von Ellis from the College told me about the Link Up programme for literacy, numeracy and ESOL and said they were about to start a new course.  I enrolled and in January 2006 I finally began my ESOL training course.  This was the Level 2 Adult Learner Support qualification.  It consisted of 12 modules (totalling 36 learning hours, plus a 9-hour teaching placement).  The early stages of the course ran at Derby College on Saturdays and later modules ran at the St James Centre in the evenings, making it a very accessible course.  
The Level 2 course is thorough and gave me a very good idea of what ESOL teaching involves.  Having completed the course in summer 2006, and having thoroughly enjoyed it, I knew that this was definitely the new career direction I wanted to follow.  So in September 2006 I embarked on the next stage – Level 3.  My aim is to successfully complete Level 3 at the end of this academic year and then progress onto the Level 4 Subject Specialist qualification in the autumn term.     

Thinking back to my time as a teacher in Kenya in the 1970s, the only experience I had had of teaching up to that point was being TAUGHT, so I’m not sure how effective I was as a teacher!  When I think of how difficult it must have been for the parents of the children I taught to afford the school fees I wonder whether they got value for money from me as their children’s teenage teacher.  So I think, to a great extent, my decision to gain ESOL qualifications is a wish to do it properly this time and to deliver high quality teaching, which every student has a right to expect.

Alison Mirza
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