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Executive summary
For the ladies over 60 years old involved in the City Bridge-funded programme, the
non-traditional ESOL classes on Fridays are valued social activities, a way of ‘getting
out of the house’ and doing something meaningful and stress-free. Many ladies
encounter challenges when wanting to practice English outside the classroom – for
some, practicing English is not encouraged or possible at home, for others it is difficult
to find people in Newham to speak English to, and in other cases lack of confidence
prevents them from speaking. The particular demographics of Newham perhaps result
in fewer chances to practice than if the ladies lived in an area with a higher percentage
of English speakers.
The non-traditional character of the Renewal Programme’s ESOL classes for ladies
over 60 seems to be an enabler of their willingness to practice English outside the
classroom. The classes generally help participants to feel more at ease when carrying
out their daily activities. The non-traditional ESOL programme also seems to have a
positive impact on their social engagement with their communities in Newham. While
classes are generally well attended, health issues constitute one significant barrier to
practicing English both inside and outside the classroom. However, overall, the classes
are an essential part of the ladies’ lives, offering them not only an opportunity to
practice, but also a much-needed supportive social space in which they feel
comfortable.
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A brief reading guide
This report serves as a guide to the evaluation we conducted between September
2017 and February 2018. As such, we describe the steps that we took from the
programme’s inception, through the development of the methodology and
conceptualisation of our Theory of Change (ToC) framework through to the analysis
of our findings. At the same time, we wrote this report in a way that it can easily be
used as a tool for anyone wanting to replicate the same, or a similar, evaluation. For
this reason, we attached our topic guide - and a guide to how to use it – in the
appendices (Appendix 2). Appendices also hold an updated version of our Theory of
Change framework (Appendix 1), which we amended after conducting interviews and
analysing the data. To understand how it changed and how we arrived at these
changes, read the brief explanation in Appendix 1 and the Themes section (Section 3).
As you will notice when reading the themes section, each subsection starts with the
list of Theory of Change assumptions we formulated at the beginning. At the end of
each subsection you will find the updated assumptions. This before-and-after is
reflected in the initial and final theory of change frameworks in this report (Figure 1
and Appendix 1).
If you are looking to conduct the same or a similar project, we recommend you read
through the report, as it will provide you with helpful background information and
insights into how we conducted our research. The introduction offers demographic
information about Newham, where this research was conducted. It also describes the
non-traditional ESOL classes which were the subject of our evaluation and the
Renewal Programme, which organises them. Our methodology section (Section 2) is
an essential read, as it is a useful guide on how we approached this evaluation, what
methodological and theoretical problems we encountered and how we sought to
circumvent those. In our themes section (Section 3), you will be able to familiarise
yourself with the main themes of our analysis, but also the detailed findings. Together
with our Theory of Change framework, these themes constitute the core of our
analysis and evaluation.
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Introduction
English as a Second/Other Language and UK Policy
National conversations around culture and social policy have often focused on ESOL
as an ‘immigration’ issue, which is reflective of the history and funding of such
services. Britain has long served as home to bi-lingual speaking residents from various
countries of origin. Patterns of migration are historically tied to the UK’s role in
colonialism, active recruitment drives of the 1950s and international political events.
ESOL (English as Second/Other Language) classes have been widely available across
the UK since the 1960s and were originally introduced as a response to the first
Immigration Act to address the needs of new immigrants (usually from
Commonwealth countries). Funding has been variable, from Local Authorities to the
European Union, and political support even more so; ESOL is now guided by a separate
core curriculum under Skills for Life and falls under the remit of the Adult Literacy and
Basic Skills Unit (ALBSU), which has been challenged for its ‘minimal effective national
or political co-ordination’.
However, we recognise the role of ESOL as an ‘education’ issue and consider
implications for reach and impact. An estimated 4.2 million residents in the UK (8% of
usual residents aged 3 and over) do not speak English as their main language (2011
census). Whilst ability to speak English has implications for ease of daily activities, it is
an important predictor of general health. The 2011 Census found that of all people
with a different first language to English, those that could not speak English ‘well’ or
‘at all’ reported lower ‘good’ general health (65%) compared to those with English as
a first language (80%) or those who spoke English as a second language ‘well’ or ‘very
well’ (88%).
Today, ESOL sits at the heart of complex discussions around social policy and funding
decisions. Services are often driven by demand, volunteer-led and teachers are now
required to undertake teaching qualifications. Classes are structured to help learners
develop listening, reading, writing and speaking skills in English. Yet, there are many
regulated and unregulated classes available across the UK, offering varying standards
and quality of teaching. ESOL classes, have the potential to (and often do) provide
much more holistic support to new immigrants. The challenge faced by such services,
as with other community organisations, is the how to measure and demonstrate the
broader individual or social impact.
The Renewal Programme
The Renewal Programme started as an initiative some forty years ago. Much has
changed since the 1970s but the mission of the Programme stayed the same: ‘to stand
alongside marginalised people, and help them to have better lives’, as Louise Vera,
Director of Training, Education, and Youth Service at the Renewal Programme,
describes.
The organisation is situated in The London Borough of Newham, where most ladies
who come to the Renewal Programme live. It is one of the few places where the ethnic
6

category ‘white British’ is in a small minority: according to the 2011 census in East
Ham, the UK Parliamentary constituency which Newham is part of, only 44.5% were
born in the UK; only 23.1% described their ethic group as white, compared to a
majority of 53.8% describing themselves as Asian or Asian British. 34.7% of East Ham’s
constituents are Muslim and 12.5% Hindu, compared to the England & Wales’s
average of 4.8%, and 1.5% respectively.
Volunteers at the Renewal Programme offer a non-traditional style of ESOL class,
which includes an extra volunteer-led English class for ladies over 60. This class is
funded by the City Bridge Trust. It is regarded as a non-traditional programme because
of the following reasons:
• It focuses more on participants’ personal interests to encourage participation,
e.g. speaking about the royal family;
• It goes further than ‘basic skills’, encouraging interest in UK culture and
society;
• It organises days out, e.g. visits to Buckingham Palace;
• The volunteers are not necessarily trained. Minimum Level 1 English, but no
other formal qualifications are required;
• There is an expectation of good attendance, but it is not formally recorded,
and low attendance is not penalised;
• Participants are allowed to bring family and friends on Fridays (but not during
class);
• The classes also involve discussing difficult topics, such as mental health.
The ‘ladies over 60’s’ classes started after staff observed that participants struggled
with achievements and retentions. Feedback revealed that these ladies preferred a
ladies only class. Thus, weekly volunteer-led classes were introduced on Fridays,
starting in September 2016. They have been well attended by the ladies since. More
details about what happens inside these classes, based on interviews with the
participants, are provided in Section 4.1, ‘Inside the Renewal Programme’. Further
information
about
the
programme
can
be
found
here:
https://www.renewalprogramme.org.uk/.

Scope of this evaluation
Over the past six months, The Renewal Programme has worked with a team of four
researchers from University College London (UCL), on an Evaluation Exchange project
supported by UCL Public Engagement Unit and Aston-Mansfield
(https://www.ucl.ac.uk/culture/projects/evaluation-exchange).
The purpose of the Evaluation Exchange was to connect researchers with voluntary
sector organisations and exchange evaluation skills and knowledge. We spoke to the
programme participants and other stakeholders, trying to answer the following
question: what impact do the non-traditional ESOL classes have on the ladies’ lives?
We sought to understand how knowledge gained in class might benefit participants
outside the classroom, especially in a context such as Newham, where participants are

7

commonly able to speak their native language on a daily basis. For further details of
the methodology, please see Section 1.
The results reflect participants’ experiences both within and outside the ESOL class,
with an aim to demonstrate the wider impact that these classes have on participants.
We identified key facilitators and barriers to attendance and engagement within the
programme. In addition, practicing English outside the classroom is not always
straightforward, and Section 4.2, based on interviews with participants, will show
some of the ways in which the learners approach practicing English ‘outside the
Renewal Programme’.

1. Methodology
1.1 Participatory approach
An initial meeting was held in September 2017 between the Renewal Programme
ESOL classes manager and UCL Researchers, to refine the programme’s needs and
establish the aim of this evaluation:
What impact does the non-traditional Renewal Programme ESOL class for women
over 60 have on the lives of its participants?
UCL researchers undertook a scoping review of four key domains in October 2017:
barriers and enablers in English language learning, self-efficacy, evaluation tools for
ESOL settings and migrant/ethnic minority integration. These domains were sensechecked during conversations with stakeholders from The Renewal Programme and
used to inform a mixed methods evaluation approach and the content of the tools we
used. A PESTLE analysis was used to identify the internal and external political,
economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal factors that influence the
Renewal Programme. Alongside this, stakeholder mapping was carried out with the
Renewal Programme ESOL classes manager to gain a baseline understanding to
develop the research plan. Based on these discussions and mapping exercises, we
developed an initial Theory of Change framework, focussing on the non-traditional
classes for ladies of 60, as presented in Figure 1.
We then held a participatory workshop with most ladies attending a weekly Friday
class in November 2017. This was to gain consent from participants to be involved in
the evaluation (and later partake in group interviews), and also to begin to test out
initial concepts, which formed the assumptions of the Theory of Change. Group
consensus exercises were performed using photo cards. This was followed up with
group questions, which were answered through the assistance of translators and
volunteers. The group discussion explored experiences in the key domains of: shops
and services, community, friends, family and partners.
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1.2 Tool development
Following the results and feedback of this session, a combination of qualitative and
quantitative methods were selected for the next phase of data collection to provide a
more comprehensive understanding.
• A quantitative instrument was developed to collect demographic
characteristics and data around engagement with the class. Self-efficacy items
were adapted from existing evaluation tools to explore self-efficacy or
confidence when practicing English in different settings.
• Qualitative semi-structured topic guides were developed to inform our
understanding of experiences and perceptions in the classroom and outside
the classroom. Separate topic guides were developed for Renewal Programme
participants and staff.
1.3 Recruitment and interviews
The quantitative and qualitative tools were piloted with the manager and two
participants in December 2017. Following this, both tools were refined, and slight
modifications were made to improve usability. Participants were purposively sampled
and recruited by volunteers and programme staff. The majority of the group
interviews with participants of The Renewal Programme took place in January 2018.
Overall, 19 participants and the manager of the non-traditional ESOL programme were
interviewed in a range of single semi-structured interviews and group interviews. We
also had briefer, informal conversations with volunteers. The quantitative tools were
incorporated into the interviews. Although the tools were collecting separate items of
data, there was some overlap – and information from one tool was often used to assist
data collection of another aspect of the tool in some cases.
The majority of the interviews were conducted in English, with two group interviews
conducted in a mix of English and Bengali. Data from the interviews were transcribed
according to themes by the researchers, and in some cases translation from Bengali
to English was also undertaken. Demographic data and scaled responses to itemised
quantitative questions were entered into Excel and proportions calculated. Selfefficacy items were compared to the literature to allow for comparisons.
1.4 Analysis
Thematic analysis was undertaken in February 2018 – whereby all information from
transcripts was charted into a matrix (see Appendix 3 for a blank spreadsheet), and
then categorised into themes and overarching themes.
Once themes and early findings had been generated, these were then reported back
to the manager of the Renewal Programme ESOL classes, for member validation.
Consensus and areas of interest were discussed, and appropriate adjustments to the
final tool were made.
1.5 Limitations of methods
We initially planned to conduct a majority of interviews in the presence of translators
to bridge the language gap. In the end, we conducted all interviews without
translators, although three out of seven interviews were conducted by Sarah in
9

Bengali and subsequently translated by her. The remainder of the interviews were
conducted in English with participants showing varying levels of speaking skills. This
impacted both the way in which we were able to conduct interviews as well as our
analysis. An example is a question we formulated about degrees of integration into
the British society. Participants struggled to understand both the terms ‘integration’
and ‘British community’ and we had difficulties translating these concepts into terms
that would have been easier to understand.
In groups, especially when interviewing more than one participant at a time,
interviewees' opinions seemed to converge. This phenomenon is not solely related to
limited English speaking skills but was potentially amplified by it. In some interviews,
some participants were much more vocal than other participants, going as far as
answering questions on their behalf.
At times, interviewees answered a question with a simple ‘yes’, which could either
express understanding of the question we asked or be an answer to the question itself.
At other times, especially when using Likert scales, interviewees would choose the
numbers 1, 3 or 5, signifying total disagreement, complete agreement and neutrality.
They did not make use of the full scale, which led us to abandon it in subsequent
interviews and focus on qualitative methods and descriptions. Even after explaining
the way the scale works, participants often chose to express their opinion in
descriptive form rather than giving us the corresponding number.
In some interviews, the ladies spoke at length about their classes and teachers. They
especially seemed to focus on one or two teachers who part of the Friday morning
volunteer group are not, which led us to question whether it was made sufficiently
clear that our interviews were focused on the Friday morning sessions. Often
interviewees talked about the Renewal Programme as a whole.
All women expressed repeatedly how much they liked their teachers and the Renewal
Programme. During the initial group participation session, we asked the women to
express, through little pre-cut images in which areas they feel comfortable practicing
English. The overwhelming majority expressed that they felt comfortable practicing
English in all areas we had pre-selected for them. As a follow-up, we only interviewed
those that wanted to be interviewed, which could mean that we naturally only spoke
to those who felt comfortable speaking to us about the Renewal Programme and their
lives.
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1.6 Developing a Theory of Change framework (ToC)
During our meetings with the Renewal Programme, it became clear that staff and
volunteers saw the benefits of the programme beyond pure ESOL skills. In order to
capture the potential advantages of regular social contact, impact on confidence and
empowerment of participating ladies, we reframed the ultimate aim for ‘Community
Centred Social Integration’. This aim reflects a greater willingness or confidence to
engage with the immediate community of Newham since attending the Renewal
Programme classes. In addition, it refers to the social impact that stakeholders might
expect as a result of this service, through active engagement with shops and services,
including banks, GPs and Job Centres. A number of assumptions have been made, as
summarised in Figure 1.
The regular activity expecting to generate this change is a weekly (Friday) nontraditional ESOL class for ladies over 60 years old. The class is open to ladies from any
country of origin, although it is primarily made up of Bangladeshi and Pakistani
participants. We also interviewed one Egyptian and one Angolan lady.
Figure 1 identifies the three key outputs that we expect the non-traditional ESOL
classes to generate, leading to the desired aims:
1. Increased willingness to practice English outside of the classroom;
2. Finding daily activities easier;
3. A higher ability to engage with local communities in their free time.
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2. Theory of Change framework
Political
Reduced VSO funding
RP is an umbrella for other programmes

Renewal Programme Theory of Change
Activities

PESTLE analysis

Economical
Very limited resources
Recent funding from City Bridge Project
Volunteer led

Weekly classes
and nontraditional ESOL
style

Social
Ethnic minority learners
High % of non-English speakers in Newham
Celebrations are important to participants
Technological
PCs available
Technology has been stolen in the past
Limited technological skills
Apps are available for ESOL
Legal
UK rules and regulations
Subject to audits
Environmental
Parking limited but good public transport
Wheelchair accessible
Secure facility – locked reception
Female only based environment (Friday)

Outputs

Attending one class
per week for 36 weeks
Improved ESOL
skills

Outcomes

Aim

Increased willingness to
practice English outside
of the classroom
Finding daily activities
easier
More able to engage with
community in free time

Communitycentred
social
integration

Assumptions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Women can attend all classes / no barriers to attendance
Being in the classroom improves ESOL skills irrespective of level of engagement
Non-traditional model of ESOL facilitates more social connection and engagement
Attending an ESOL class helps to empower participants outside the classroom
See learning English as a valuable skill

Figure 1: Initial Theory of Change
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3. Participant demographics
We spoke to 19 participants over 60 years old.

Bangladeshi
Pakistani
Egyptian
Angolan

Figure 2: Demographic data
Participants have been living in the UK between as little as 4 months and as long as
49 years. They have been enrolled in the ESOL class between 6 and 36 months. Most
lived with a husband, 11 had children (either living with them or elsewhere) and two
lived alone.
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4. Key themes
Interviews, group discussions, and survey questions were structured to evaluate the
hypothesised outcomes of the theory of change framework and to challenge the
assumptions made within the framework. Results were categorised into three
overarching themes:
•
•
•

Inside the Renewal Programme
Outside the Renewal Programme
Attendance

The following is a discussion of factors facilitating engagement inside the classroom
and retention within the programme.
4.1 Inside the Renewal Programme
ToC assumptions that address ‘Inside the RP’ section
• Being in the classroom improves ESOL skills irrespective of level of engagement;
• Non-traditional model of ESOL facilitates more social connection and engagement.

Learning and making progress is motivating
The participants generally report that attending the class helps them improve in the
different components of ESOL, namely reading, writing, speaking, and listening. At the
same time, they reported different strengths in different areas, with some participants
performing better in speaking, whereas others found it easier to write. Several
participants told us that writing was a challenge. This could be due to the fact that a
majority of them did not grow up learning the Latin alphabet.
At the same time, a few of the respondents spoke about feeling shy or, as some put
it, ‘tongue-shy’, referring to their hesitation to speak English and relying more on
visual cues and written text for orientation. All participants demonstrate the
willingness to improve their reading, writing, listening, and speaking through
continuous learning within the Renewal Programme. One participant jokingly said she
will stop attending the class only when she turned 70.
Memory as a barrier; patience of volunteers as a facilitator
Often participants referred to their ‘poor memory’ for English when in the classroom.
The patience demonstrated by volunteers is an important facilitator to the comfort
and engagement of participants in the classroom. In this context, participants
stressed the importance of repetition. Learners appreciated that teachers do not limit
themselves to grammar and vocabulary but explain the learning and teaching process
to them.
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Participants talked about the patience proven by teachers and volunteers, their
teaching style, and how it helped them learn and improve their skills despite the
added challenges related to age and health. Indeed, at least one lady linked their bad
memory directly to their poor health, stating that their memory was not good,
because they were depressed.
Health in the classroom
Many women who participate in the Renewal Programme’s ESOL lessons reported
suffering from health problems. From high blood pressure to headaches, asthma, bad
eyes and legs, the women’s health constitutes an important factor in whether or not
they are able to attend classes and whether they can focus on what they are being
taught. As such, poor health can prove a barrier to learning in the classroom. Classes
on at least one occasion needed to be interrupted because an ambulance was called
to tend to one of the participants. Another participant reported that one of the
women is quite forgetful and will forget the English she has learnt by the following
week.
At the same time that health is an impediment to continuous and effective learning,
participants appreciated the patience and care that they received from both
volunteers and teachers with regards to taking their health and age into account in
the classroom. Participants also talked about depression or feeling depressed. They
described attending classes as a way to manage feelings of depression and loneliness,
and an alternative to being at home.
Benefits of a non-traditional learning style
Many participants have not learnt to read and write in their native languages. Thus,
learning English presents an added challenge as they not only need to learn a new
language, but they need to familiarise themselves with learning to read and write in a
language in the first place. Given that this is the first time when some participants are
learning either of the above skills, creating a supportive and patient environment
becomes crucial. This is especially so, due to the fact that the women (aged 60 and
above) come to learning English at a late stage in their lives.
Participants talked about how the particular non-traditional setting of the Renewal
Programme (women only weekly classes plus Friday morning conversation sessions)
created an environment in which they felt empowered to learn to speak, read, listen,
and write. Non-traditional activities in the past have included days out in London and
celebrations or parties. Participants attested to their failure of improving their English
skills in earlier, traditional-style programmes. Staff from the Renewal Programme also
mentioned how this particular demographic of learners will choose not to attend the
English classes offered by local colleges as it is not a comfortable environment for
them.
The structure of the class encourages open discussion on more challenging topics such
as ‘what makes you feel British’ or about mental health. It was apparent to the
research team that participants were open to discussing some aspects of depression
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or low confidence in this environment. Secondary accounts from staff also revealed
that the participants often do not feel like they belong to the British community.
A feature that they specifically described as contributing to increased classroom
engagement and progress with regards to their ESOL skills is the speed of learning.
Given participants in this class are aged 60 and above, they stressed that learning
slowly helped them understand and speak better than if they were being taught at a
faster pace. A number of them mentioned ‘memory problems’ to which slow-paced,
repetitive learning seems to be an effective solution.
Because a majority of participants did not speak any or spoke very little English before
coming to this class, the Renewal Programme’s non-traditional approach, which
focuses on creating an empowering environment coupled with slow-paced practical
skills, seems to resonate well with participants. Not only do participants increase their
English skills, but they leave with a renewed confidence in themselves and their ability
to navigate their daily lives, attend GP appointments and do their shopping in an
English-speaking environment. This confidence is not only useful in their daily lives,
but it also encourages them to pursue studying English even when it is difficult.
ToC assumptions added to ‘Inside the RP’ section
• Health is a facilitating factor or barrier to engagement within the classroom;
• Non-traditional styles support learning in the classroom;
• Teachers are a key source of motivation and engagement within the classroom;
• Participants are motivated to attend classes as a social activity and in some cases
overcome instances of isolation or depression.
The next section addresses in more detail how the classes at the Renewal Programme
influence the women's activities outside the classroom.
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4.2 Outside the Renewal Programme
ToC assumptions that address ‘Outside the RP’ section
• Non-traditional model of ESOL facilitates more social connection and
engagement;
• Attending ESOL classes helps to empower participants outside the classroom;
• See learning English as a valuable skill.

We spoke to participants about their experiences of speaking English outside of the
classroom. They were asked to put the following responses on a scale of 1 to 5, where
1 is feeling the least confident compared to 5, which is extremely confident in that
situation. All responses were out of 16.

Figure 3: Quantitative data (1)
Results show that participants like and enjoy the opportunity to interact with people
in English. However, participants report feeling anxious when going into English
speaking situations and this anxiety remains to a certain extent, even after attending
ESOL classes. One woman also mentioned feeling depressed as a barrier to practicing
English. This finding is important to highlight the role of mental health in and outside
of the classroom for ESOL participants. The Renewal Programme’s non-traditional
ESOL classes aim to address mental health as a topic of discussion. However, it needs
to be considered that ESOL classes in isolation cannot overcome such barriers.
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Social connection and engagement
Participants were asked to describe how they used their time prior to coming to the
Renewal Programme and whether they have experienced any changes since
attending. The researchers received a range of responses – such as spending time with
family, shopping, and watching TV, but participants were not able to clearly articulate
how these uses of free time have changed since participating in the Renewal
Programme. When asked, the majority of participants said that they were now able
to do more things on their own since joining the ESOL class. However, only one
participant said they started new activities since being a part of the class.
Participants used phrases such as ‘worried’ and ‘scared’ in the context of social
engagement when they first came to the UK – due to not possessing adequate English
skills. They described how their social connections had improved as a result of learning
English, such as being able to communicate better with GPs. One participant in
particular rejoiced at how she did not need to only visit a doctor that spoke her first
language, and now was able to choose to see any doctors. Another participant
similarly described how she feels more comfortable speaking to GPs – but she
nevertheless asks for specific practitioners that speak slowly.
There was some agreement amongst participants that they were able to feel more a
part of the local community since attending The Renewal Programme. Having
increased understanding and improved speaking skills (outside their first language)
were offered as a possible explanation for feeling more integrated. Some participants
thought it was easier to mix with other members of the community. Examples such as
attending or teaching at the local Mosque, going to the market, travelling on the bus,
communicating with children's schools, speaking to their children and shopping were
also given as areas of social engagement by participants.
One participant made the distinction that she speaks English to people outside her
cultural group, but still continues to speak her first language to those inside her
cultural group. Other participants described how members of the local community
such as fishmongers and doctors were all from the same cultural group.
Opportunity to practice
In a diverse, high migration area such as Newham, it can often be difficult to find native
English speakers to practice with. The women described varying levels of
‘engagement’ practicing English within their local community. Most explained that the
high proportion of South Asian residents in the area meant that it could be easier to
avoid speaking English if preferred.
The programme manager also noted that, although the women are asked to try to
speak English every day, for some women the class is the only time they actually speak
English, as they tend to surround themselves with people from a similar cultural
group. She also noted how the classroom consists of a majority of Bengali speakers,
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so sometimes it is easier for non-Bengali speakers to make progress in learning
English, as there is no way but to speak English in class.
Some note how they listen to English outside the classroom, such as TV channels in
English, but when it comes to speaking they feel ‘tongue shy’. Watching TV is often a
comfortable way to practice English listening skills: one woman said she started to
watch more English TV at home to help practice and another watched the news in
English, whilst a third said that English TV helped because her husband does not speak
English.
Outside the classroom, the household is usually the first opportunity to practice. The
family's attitude can serve as either enabler or barrier to practising ESOL skills. While
some women were introduced to the Renewal Programme by family members who
were keen for them to learn English (and happy to practice with them at home), other
relatives or partners do not encourage the women to practice English in the home
sphere, either because they do not speak English themselves, or for other reasons. In
households where multiple languages are spoken, the women tend to have more
opportunity to practice. In addition, children can be a factor in how often the women
practice English outside the classroom. Mothers of young children are able to practice
with them through daily activities, such as school homework.
Participants noted how they voluntarily use two or more languages, including English,
or a 'mix' of languages, in their daily activities outside the Renewal Programme. Those
who do practice outside the class generally note positive experiences speaking English
in London. They refer to Londoners being friendly and helpful, repeating the words if
not initially understood. Participants are positive about the United Kingdom as a
country, appreciating what they see as a welcoming culture. Only a few mention issues
engaging when others speak too fast. There are also some women who need to, rather
than voluntarily practice English in their free time. For instance, one woman, who was
living alone, without a husband, noted how she needs to speak English when using
public services or when going shopping.
Ease of daily activities
Daily activities can be both a barrier and an enabler to the practice of ESOL skills
outside the classroom. ESOL skills can facilitate the daily activities of participants
outside the classroom. We discussed activities like grocery shopping, going to the GP
or hospital appointments, going to the bank and going to their children’s school. Both
confidence in one’s English skills and the necessity to apply those skills factored into
explanations as to whether a woman would speak in English herself or take a family
member to translate on her behalf.
Daily activities can feel like a barrier to practising English outside the classroom. Some
describe struggling to remember English words previously learnt, particularly in the
context of caring for household and family members. Some of the participants
confessed to feeling overwhelmed by daily chores and having to practice and
remember English throughout their daily lives.
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Health services were discussed as important and frequently visited community
settings. Whilst some found going to the doctor and hospital appointments as a barrier
to attending classes, GP appointments provided a good ‘real-world’ opportunity to
practice speaking English. Given the perceived complexity of medical language, some
still preferred to bring a family member to appointments to translate.
Learners underlined how if they feel comfortable in their environment, they are more
willing to practice English and that this helps with daily activities. For example, when
asked how the class at the Renewal Programme has impacted their daily life, one
woman claimed:
Before, when I used to go to the shops, I would speak Bengali, Urdu or Hindi – now our teacher
has told us it’s not good for you. If you speak, then you improve a little bit, so this has changed.

The willingness to apply ESOL skills in their daily lives could be linked to participants’
opportunity to rely on family members and friends. Those students whose children
either lived far away, or who did not have any children or a partner nearby, displayed
far less nervousness around navigating their daily lives in English. However, one
participant mentioned that neither of her children or her husband can assist her in
daily life activities, therefore she needs to do everything alone. She said that she
wasn’t nervous about this.
The same participant described in detail how she would go to the bank, emphasising
what she would say to the bank clerk to obtain her allowance. She knew both the
vocabulary and the sequence in which she had to say it by heart in order to make
herself understood and recited it to us during the interview. This indicates that she
learnt both the processes and language necessary to navigate her daily activities with
relative ease.
Leaving the house was described as a way to engage with the neighbourhood and
maintain social connections. Some of the participants said they generally felt more at
ease to leave the house and engage in daily activities if they could do so in their native
languages or in a language they were more familiar with or felt more comfortable in,
i.e. not English.
Renewal Programme language classes impact women’s ability to navigate their daily
lives differently. As alluded to above, some women displayed more ease in conducting
the tasks of everyday life than others. Some of the women could rely on friends and
relatives. But for these women attending to their daily activities in English and by
themselves seemed to be a desirable goal linked to higher social inclusion into their
neighbourhoods. At the same time, it seemed to be linked to a sense of pride and
independence, allowing the women to speak for themselves. One participant
described being able to go to the doctor and explain and say things to the doctor
herself despite her husband being present.
This is in contrast to what many participants said about grocery shopping, which is
that they did not have to rely on speech but could simply look at the packaging and
the prices to do their shopping. Thus, shyness and/or lack of confidence or skills seem
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to lead to a reliance on reading rather than speaking (or when they are unable to read,
they rely on visuals). In the workshop we conducted at the beginning of our evaluation
during a Friday morning session, some women spoke about grocery shopping. They all
agreed that shopping felt mostly fine, but that the real difficulty came in having to
return something - an action which did require more spontaneous forms of speech
and confidence.
Seeing English as a valuable skill
The consensus among women seemed to be that you can get along in Newham
without speaking, reading, writing, and listening to English, but this is seen as
undesirable and isolating. The class gives them the tools and the confidence to ask
questions, to do more things by themselves, and not to always rely on family
members, but instead master their daily activities with increasing levels of ease.
English was seen as a valuable skill and the key motivation to keep women returning
to class. Participants said that they considered English important to learn and that
they enjoyed learning the language. When prompted, the women discussed that, even
as ladies over 60, English was an important skill to learn when living in the UK, and for
friends and families to be able to work in the UK:
We need English everywhere, we need English, yeah. One day my friend went to the interview,
then when she got there she said I can’t speak English, the man at the interview say, why are
you not speaking English?

ToC assumptions added to ‘Outside the RP’ section
• Women have the opportunity to practice English in the community;
• Family supports the practice of ESOL skills in and outside the home;
• Daily activities can be both an opportunity and a barrier to practice.
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4.3 Attendance
ToC assumptions that address ‘Attendance’ section
• Women can attend all classes/no barriers to attendance;
• Attending an ESOL class helps to empower participants outside the classroom.
The following summary on attendance is derived from attendance data provided by
the Renewal Programme covering the period between September and December
2017 (see Appendix 5).
•
•
•

All 36 participants attended more than 7 sessions in the first term of the
Renewal Programme, between 11 September and 4 December 2017;
A sixth of participants had 100% attendance, attending all 12 sessions;
72% of participants attended 10 or more sessions.

Facilitators to attendance
Some participants who had previously attended other ESOL classes offered three main
reasons of why they preferred The Renewal Programme: the all-female environment,
the ease of travel to the class location, and the classroom/non-traditional
environment itself.
All participants offered the following three reasons as to why they attend this class
and not another class:
1. Quality of teaching;
2. All female environment;
3. The class as a (local) social activity.
1. Quality of teaching and volunteer staff
All participants reported their positive engagement in the classroom and nontraditional environments and feeling motivated to attend classes, thanks to the ‘great’
teachers. An emphasis was placed upon the patience and kindness of the volunteers
and centre manager as encouraging participants’ positive engagement. Participants
perceive staff and volunteers as extremely helpful and flexible on attendance. Ladies
call ahead of class if they experience any issues: ‘If I can’t come I call the reception,
today I can’t come, sorry.’ They mention the reasons for non-attendance:

Sometimes it is not possible to come because of my leg. Then they say it’s ok no problem, but
next week I am coming. If no come next week, your attendance cutting.

Teachers are seen as flexible, nice, and helpful. In particular, participants really
enjoyed the accompanying actions (hand/body language) given by the teachers in
their explanations and the patience to speak slowly or to stop and help them
understand.
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2. The all-female environment
Overall, it appears the Renewal Programme has created a cohesive group of
participants who have developed social connections with one another. It appears to
be a ‘safe’ learning environment where participants are continuously encouraged and
motivated to learn English in a non-traditional setting, with many participants
highlighting in their interviews that they try very hard to not miss classes (i.e.
negotiate with their GPs for appointments or try to at least make the beginning or end
of the class). Women emphasised that they liked the people in their class, that they
made friends in the class and, in one participant’s words, ‘all are nice people in the
class. Co-operative’.
3. ESOL classes as a social activity
The isolation that some participants described in their daily lives is also addressed
through attendance of English classes at the Renewal Programme. Thus, further to
providing ESOL classes, the Renewal Programme Friday morning sessions are a form
of social engagement. The classroom on Friday mornings becomes an escape from
other pressures of life. It equips learners with the language skills to not only interact
in class but to empower them to interact with the outside community as well. There
was a consensus that it is ‘good to get out’ i.e. of the household sphere. For different
women, this could mean that attending class was part of an active social life inbetween visiting friends and family and engaging with the local community or that
they enjoyed spending time with the women in the class. For others, the class could
be the only - or one of the very few- social activities they engage in. Key to attendance
is that the Renewal Programme is located nearby their homes, so walking or a short
bus ride are possible.
Barriers to attendance
Whilst women were motivated to attend classes, two key barriers to attendance were
reported as poor health, involving GP and hospital appointments, and existing
commitments at home.
Poor health
Women reported a range of physical and mental health concerns from leg problems,
blood pressure, sickness, cough, asthma, pneumonia, and depression which can all
present barriers to attendance to the class. A flexible approach from the programme
staff is therefore needed. Despite periods of poor health, women further explained
that they tried not to let that stop their learning. One lady reported negotiating with
her GP to try and avoid an appointment clash with her lesson.
I like it! That time [before joining this ESOL class] the appointment, I go, speaking no. This time
the appointment, I quickly come here. In 2007 came to class first time, teacher was so nice.
Sometimes bus problems, husband is sick. I cannot come.

Women did describe some anxiety surrounding their ability in class. Although this may
be perceived as a barrier, it does not reportedly prevent attendance, as women were
motivated to learn:

I get very nervous ‘tension’ before coming to school – thinking will I be able to write? I really
want to learn, but sometimes my whole body feels nervous.
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It is noteworthy that women do attend during Ramadan, even whilst fasting. This is a
testament to the programme that women are motivated to attend. Ladies report
regular attendance and a willingness to come to class:

We only don’t come to class if we have a hospital, doctor’s appointment, we tell them in
advance. If possible, we come a bit early, a bit later to the class. We try not to miss the class
at all.

Even where there are barriers, the ladies try to make at least some of the class and
prefer not to miss at all.
Commitments at home
Some women have children or husbands at home and report caregiving duties that
can sometimes remove time for these learning activities. In addition, women may also
need to seek healthcare for themselves, from GPs and hospitals. On other occasions,
women may remain at home when guests are visiting. However, these did not present
as significant barriers thanks to the flexibility of the programme staff.
Feeling more confident
The final assumption of our framework is that attending an ESOL class helps to
empower participants outside the classroom. Women described feeling more
confident since attending the ESOL classes. They attributed this confidence to support
from their teachers and to practising outside the class. They reflected on feeling older
and still learning a new language as a positive thing:
[if feeling more confident] Little bit. Before I used to worry about how it would sound, what I
would say. Our teacher told us not to worry about what is wrong or right. If you can talk – you
can talk.

Confidence varies by person and personality. Each woman had times of feeling less or
more confident. Making a consistent effort to try was important to some women,
despite feeling ‘shy’ or ‘embarrassed’. The cumulative effect of supportive teachers
and a supportive environment outside the class, teamed with an interest in learning,
helped to distinguish the confidence of some learners apart from others as some were
willing to engage with different people in different day-to-day settings irrespective of
ability:

People are different levels. She [friend in class] is really engaged with trying... ‘my mind is
writing’ mind is endlessly studying. Likes to do homework. Always listening. Sometimes it’s
difficult. Sometimes husband was unwell and so she could not attend but the class was very
understanding. Work time, appointment time, I’m waiting for husband... so I talk. I talk to
them. Slowly slowly. My neighbour is English, class join English.. too much English. And this
time I go to GP, no problem. I try.

Not all women felt so confident and some showed that even when practising with
children at home, it was still easy to feel shy or embarrassed. Those feeling isolated or
experiencing anxiety or depression can further struggle to practice outside the
classroom, which is where the supportive classroom environment has clearly
impacted.
As illustrated in Figure 4 below, shops were the environment in which women overall
felt the least confident to practice and speak English. When analysing this result, one
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needs to take into account that there are very few English-speaking shops in the area,
which minimised the women’s opportunity to test their English skills when grocery
shopping and be more confident. At the other end of the spectrum, women overall
felt very confident practicing in the classroom.

Other services
Shops

1
2

Home

3
4

Social

5

Classroom
Not fine at all ---------------------------------------- Very fine

Figure 4: Quantitative data (2)
Life after ESOL
100% of respondents answered ‘yes’ to the following statements: ‘I would like to
recommend the Renewal Programme to others’ and ‘I would like to participate in
future Renewal Programme activities’.
ToC assumptions revised from the ‘Attendance’ section
• Women experience barriers to attendance, but these are overcome through
the support and flexibility of class teachers;
• Attending an ESOL class helps to empower some, but not all, participants
outside the classroom.
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Conclusion
Within the scope of our evaluation exchange project we found that the Renewal
Programme’s non-traditional Friday morning classes have an overwhelmingly positive
impact on participants’ lives. The women over 60 who took part in our evaluation
reported that the benefits of attending the non-traditional class went beyond
improved vocabulary and better reading, listening, speaking, and writing skills. Indeed,
the non-traditional ESOL classes seem to improve participants’ lives, by increasing
their confidence to navigate daily activities. They seem to contribute to the women’s
social engagement and even have a positive effect on their mental health at times.
Health can occasionally be a barrier to practicing ESOL skills both inside and outside
the classroom. The Renewal Programme’s non-traditional classes take their
participants’ mental and physical health into account, adapting both the class
structure and taught content. This makes the Renewal Programme’s approach
innovative and suited to the context. The programme staff acknowledge that the
demographic from which the participants are drawn faces multiple socio-economic
and political challenges, which impact their capacity to attend, participate in, and
benefit from language courses.
This willingness to shape ESOL classes to fit participants’ lives, differentiates this ESOL
class from those offered by other providers in the borough. In this context, integration
is not merely understood as the mastery of English, but as a comprehensive social and
personal endeavour that takes into account participants’ backgrounds, personal
histories, and specific needs.

26

Appendices
Appendix 1: Final Renewal Programme Theory of Change Framework
Final Renewal Programme Theory of Change Framework
When we first sat down to devise our Theory of Change framework, we did not have
the same knowledge than after having multiple conversations with participants,
volunteers, and programme staff. After conducting interviews and analysing the
qualitative and quantitative data we obtained, we adjusted the assumptions behind
our Theory of Change. To illustrate the process, we updated our Theory of Change
framework, which you can see in Figure 5 below. Some assumptions remained the
same, some were slightly modified. The next paragraphs explain how and why our
assumptions changed.
Assumption 1: Based on the PESTLE analysis and initial visits to the Renewal
Programme, we assumed that there were no barriers to attendance, i.e. women can
attend all classes. After our evaluation, we would reformulate this assumption to state
that while some barriers exist, these are largely overcome through the support and
flexibility of staff and volunteers at the Renewal Programme.
Assumption 4: Initially, we assumed that attending an ESOL class helps to empower
participants outside the classroom. After conducting interviews, we realised that
some women were indeed empowered and used their newfound confidence outside
the classroom. However, this was not the case for all participants. Assessing why and
how some participants are more empowered than others would require more indepth knowledge about their personal and social circumstances.
Assumptions 2, 3, and 5 remained the same. Nevertheless, we became aware of some
new assumptions, numbered 6-10 in the figure. These assumptions are mostly based
on the data we obtained through interviews.
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Figure 5: Revised Theory of Change
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Appendix 2 – Updated topic guide
We would advise that when joining the Renewal Programme, participants are asked
the quantitative questions to gain an initial understanding of their confidence
regarding ESOL skills. After attending for a year (or longer), quantitative follow-up
questions could be used to monitor any changes. Especially for baseline, and perhaps
for follow-up as well, it is advised that these questions are verbally asked to
participants with explanations and examples, to assist participants’ understanding of
what is being asked of them, and to ensure accuracy of information reported.
It is advised that a qualitative tool is used in an interview (or group-interview) setting,
with translators. This tool is ideally suitable after a few terms or even a year of
attendance, in order to assess the impact the Renewal Programme has had on the
participants’ lives. Examples and prompts could also be helpful to assist
understanding.
Quantitative
Demographics
1. Please describe your ethnicity:
a. Bangladeshi
b. Indian
c. Pakistani
d. Asian other
e. Other (please specify) _____________________
2. When did you arrive to the UK? __________________
3. How long have you lived in Newham? ___________
4. Whom do you live with?
a. Husband
b. Children (If so, how many?)
5. How many months have you attended the Renewal Programme? __________
a. Continuous
b. With breaks (please specify)
Baseline Specific ESOL Self efficacy scale: (1 = Not at all, 2 = Somewhat, 3 = Neutral,
4 = Mostly, 5 = Definitely)
§ I feel fine speaking English in the classroom
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English in social situations (with friends, at celebrations)
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English at home
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English when buying something in shops
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English when using other services (e.g. at the doctor, at
the bank)
1
2
3
4
5
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Follow up Specific ESOL Self efficacy scale: (1 = Not at all, 2 = Somewhat, 3 =
Neutral, 4 = Mostly, 5 = Definitely)
§ I feel fine speaking English in the classroom
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English in social situations (with friends, at celebrations)
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English at home
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English when buying something in shops
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel fine speaking English when using other services (e.g. at the doctor, at
the bank)
1
2
3
4
5
Baseline perceived value: (1 = Not at all, 2 = Somewhat, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Mostly, 5 =
Definitely)
§ I feel anxious about going into English speaking situations
1
2
3
4
5
§ I like interacting with people in English
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel part of the local community
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel anxious practicing English now
1
2
3
4
5
Follow-up Perceived value: (1 = Not at all, 2 = Somewhat, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Mostly, 5
= Definitely)
§ I used to feel anxious about going into English speaking situations
1
2
3
4
5
§ I like interacting with people in English
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel more a part of the local community
1
2
3
4
5
§ I feel less anxious practicing English now
1
2
3
4
5
Life after ESOL (1 = Not at all, 2 = Somewhat, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Mostly, 5 = Definitely)
§ I can do more things on my own
1
2
3
4
5
§ I participate in more activities outside of this class, since joining
1
2
3
4
5
§ I would like to recommend the Renewal Programme to other students
1
2
3
4
5
§ I would like to participate in future Renewal Programme activities
1
2
3
4
5
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Qualitative
1. What do you like about this class?
Probe: Why this class and not another? (compare with other classes if
relevant)
What helps you attend? (other learners? Only women of a
certain age/background?)
Thoughts on activities
What have you learned?
2. Is there anything that helps or stops you from coming to class?
Probe: Family, transport, health
3. How do you feel about yourself as an English student?
Probe: Reading, speaking, listening, and writing
Probe: How did you find practicing in the past week?
4. What did you do in your free time before joining this class?
Probe: TV, caregiving, community activities, spending time with
friends
Probe: in which language?
5. How has joining this class impacted your daily life?
Probe: Daily activities such as asking for directions, navigating,
buying easier?
Easier to make friends?
Has anything changed? i.e. have you tried other new activities,
new recipes
6. How confident do you feel practicing English outside of the class?
Probe: how do you choose where to practice?
7. Has the way you feel towards the local community changed as a result of
participation in the Renewal Programme?
Probe: If so, who, or where, or how?
8. Do you want to keep practicing English in this class? Why?
Probe: Are there any other benefits of the class that you feel we have
not discussed?
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Comments

Other

Why they like this class

Seeing English as a
valuable skill

Feeling empowered

Social
connection/engagement

Engagement in the
classroom

Barriers to attendance

Engaging with
surrounding communities

Ease of daily activities

Willingness to practice
English outside the
classroom

Number of participants

Language

Interviewer

Transcript Lead

Appendix 3: Thematic Analysis Sheet

Data we collected from interviews was transcribed and then thematically organised into this table. The table categories were derived from our
Theory of Change framework.

Alex

Sarah

Lorna

Lioba
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Appendix 4: Some quick reflections by researchers for researchers
Dr Sarah Jasim, Institute of Epidemiology & Health, UCL: I’ve thoroughly enjoyed
undertaking research for the Renewal Programme. One of the most surprising and rewarding
moments for me, was when one of the participants, during an interview, recounted how prior
to joining the Renewal Programme – she was restricted to only being able to select GP slots
with Bengali doctors. Since participating in the Renewal Programme, this participant has
experienced improved ESOL skills – which have allowed her to essentially regain some control
in this area of her life, and not be restricted to any particular GP any more. I’ve really enjoyed
gaining insight into a VSO such as the Renewal Programme, as well as integrating research
practices and ideas from others on our UCL research team, who are from different
disciplines.
Lioba Hirsch, Department of Geography, UCL: Working on our evaluation project with the
Renewal Programme has been inspiring and insightful. On days when I felt overwhelmed
with work, talking to the women at the Renewal Programme proved invigorating and fun. I
have learnt how to deliver a piece of commissioned research for a VSO, a skill that I did not
previously have. It also allowed me to rekindle my knowledge and practice of implementing
and monitoring change projects and working to develop a theory of change. Louise was
brilliant to work with, as were Alexandra, Lorna, and Sarah, and I have learnt so much from
each of them. I also really enjoyed working in an environment where we worked with women
exclusively. It was fun and refreshing and something I will remember fondly.
Alexandra Bulat, School of Slavonic and East European Studies, UCL: As a migration
researcher, I am familiar with the theories of integration in the UK and, no matter how you
look at it, being able to communicate in English is key to creating a cohesive community, but
also to improving individuals’ own lives. As a migrant myself, I still remember very well my
first weeks in the UK when I could not understand what my flat mates were speaking about
in the kitchen. If one does not have daily opportunities to practice, one can start feeling
isolated and marginalised. We all need a bit of help sometimes - and this is exactly what the
Renewal Programme has been offering to these ladies we worked with, providing them with
English skills but also a social, friendly space in which they feel comfortable to learn and
practice. Working on this project with a wonderful team has been extremely rewarding both
from a personal and a researcher perspective. I genuinely hope that we will see initiatives like
the Renewal Programme in all UK areas that need them.
Dr Lorna Benton, UCL GOS Institute of Child Health, UCL: My experience of working with
the Renewal Programme has been very inspiring and fulfilling. Professionally, it has been a
treat to apply some of my training to a local and important evaluation need. With a
background of working on a range of Global Health projects in low income settings, it has
been particularly eye-opening to learn about the shared need for effective and appropriate
evaluation amongst many VSOs across East London and difficulties of reflecting true social
impact. Personally, I have been inspired by the courage and humour of the women aged
60years plus, attending ESOL classes for the first time. Their stories are so important to
elucidate why programmes like the Renewal Programme not only deliver education but
provide a kind of physical sanctuary for mental health support and socialising. It has been a
delight to work with the wonderful volunteers, teachers and Louise, all striving for the
improvement and integration or their pupils with ferocity and compassion in equal measure.
Finally, I have loved every minute of working with my wonderful and super-efficient
researcher team; completely different yet complementary, I have learned such different ways
of working that I will continue to use, thanks to you. It’s been a blast!
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Appendix 5: Attendance Data
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