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Abstract 
 

This paper describes national policy for teaching English to adult migrants in England, and asks 
what ESOL teaching can do to overcome the fragmentation and hostility it finds, opening up to 
multilingualism instead.  After a historical sketch of recent national ESOL policy, it turns to 
theories of citizenship, comparing citizenship as legal status with definitions that emphasise 
agency, and it looks at how these can be materialised in ESOL classrooms.  It then considers the 
theoretical and empirical backing provided by sociolinguistic research, along with practical steps 
that universities can take to support an idea of linguistic citizenship that prioritises participation 
and voice. 

 
This paper addresses two questions.  First: what is the national policy for teaching English to 
adult migrants in England?  Second, on finding policy neglect in an inhospitable official 
environment: What can we do in the teaching of English to adult speakers of other 
languages (ESOL) to change this political climate, contesting marginalisation and opening up 
to the productivity that contemporary multilingualism offers?   
 
Our discussion shifts a good deal between the empirical and normative, between 
description and evaluation, ‘is’ and ‘ought’, and rather than providing a comprehensive 
review of the possibilities, our sketch of alternatives draws on our own experiences of 
coordinating regional ESOL provision, teaching and researching in ESOL classes, and/or 
working in applied and sociolinguistics at university.  But the concept of citizenship is central 
to our account, and we build our argument around a contrast between the definition of 
citizenship as legal status prioritised by government, and the creative potential offered by 
theories that tie citizenship to action, participation, dialogue and voice, illustrating the 
latter’s relevance to practice both in ESOL classrooms and at university.   
 
Our account necessarily alternates between a bird’s eye and a worm’s eye view of ESOL 
policy and provision.  At certain points, we invoke the (bird’s eye) distinction between 
macro, meso and micro levels of language policy development and implementation (Baldauf 
2006; Marriott 2006, Zhao & Baldauf 2012).  This can certainly mislead, tempting us to 
imagine a linearity in policy creation and implementation, inviting the idea that at macro-

 
1 This paper was orginally developed for the conference Looking Back to Look Forward, 14-16 September 2022 
at the Institute for Research on Superdiversity, University of Birmingham, and we are grateful to Marilyn 
Martin-Jones for suggesting a collaborative contribution. 
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level, central government formulates a coherent strategy for ESOL that’s written up in 
official documents, that a range of ESOL-providing institutions adopt the plan at the 
intermediate or meso level, and then at the micro, ESOL practitioners and others 
appropriate it on the ground.  But there is now a great deal of work to contest this simple 
image (Tollefson & Pérez-Milans 2018; Martin-Jones & da Costa Cabral 2018).  Far from 
being unified actors, governments and states are themselves fragile and heterogeneous 
assemblages (of people, practices, technologies, texts, discourses etc); policy texts 
encounter countervailing forms of power and agency throughout the networks in which 
they circulate (disrupting their uptake); and rather than envisaging a top-down pyramid, it is 
often better to think, worm-like, of the policy process as a rhizome, a non-hierarchical, root-
like tangle of multiple connections with no discernible beginning or end (Deleuze & Guattari 
1980/2004).   
 
The rhizomatic challenge to macro/micro thinking certainly multiplies the possibilities for 
creative action, and indeed in what follows, it fits with much of our own empirical and 
experiential accounts of ESOL policy and practice.  Even so, despite its idealisation, the 
macro/meso/micro model of policy points to important differences in the resources, 
legislative authority and discursive reach of national, regional and local states and 
institutions in the UK, and because of this, it is still relevant to politics, to questions of 
accountability, and to normative assessments of potentiality, responsibility and blame.  The 
replacement of hierarchical with rhizomatic models of policy is in fact something that small-
state, free-market ideologues might very well welcome, and in our call for greater ESOL 
policy coordination at national level, the rhizome itself is hardly a very helpful model.   
 
So the discussion that follows is loosely structured around the macro/meso/micro 
distinction, which provides an initial orientation to unequal sites of institutional power. We 
begin with a brief characterisation of current national policy arrangements for ESOL (§1) and 
then elaborate on their development (§1.1) and the critical reactions of people and 
organisations affected by the overall lack of central funding and coordination (§1.2).  
Jumping from macro to micro, Section 2 opens with theoretical reflection on citizenship, a 
pivotal concept in the relationship between individuals and the state.  It contrasts 
citizenship-as-legal-status with definitions that emphasise action, dialogue and participation 
(Stroud’s ‘linguistic citizenship’ and Isin’s ‘acts of citizenship’) (§2.1), and then shows how 
these can be materialised in ESOL classrooms, countering the exclusion and subordination 
inscribed in the conception of citizenship and language favoured by the British state (§2.2).  
After that, Section 3 turns to universities, notionally ‘meso’ institutions with more influence 
than ESOL organisations but less than governments.  Sociolinguistic research on 
multilingualism provides useful theoretical and empirical support for the participatory 
citizenship practices we describe in ESOL classrooms (§3.1), and there are a number of 
practical steps that universities can take to support an idea of ESOL citizenship which 
promotes voice and active participation, amidst a diversity of linguistic resources, (§3.2).  
The paper concludes by situating these arguments within broader changes in English society 
(§4). 
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1. Neglect of ESOL in national policy in England 
 
Insistence that migrants have an obligation to use English has been a recurrent trope in 
British political and media discourse for many years, echoing the widely circulating idea that 
for a society to be cohesive and stable its inhabitants must speak one language.  In 2002, UK 
citizenship was itself linked to language in the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act, 
which stated that everyone applying for British citizenship had to show “sufficient 
knowledge of English, Welsh or Scottish Gaelic and life in the United Kingdom”, and in 2007, 
this requirement was extended to all those applying for indefinite leave to remain.  Along 
with other areas of adult education, ESOL has been positioned as a central vehicle for top-
down, government-mandated citizenship education in legislative initiatives like the counter-
terrorism programme (Prevent) as well as in programmes for the promotion of British 
Values, and politicians of all stripes have pointed to multilingualism as a threat to cohesion 
and integration. 
 
Beyond the rhetoric and legislation, however, material policy support for migrants’ learning 
of English has been inconsistent at national level, and follows divergent paths in the 
different countries of the UK, where education policy is devolved.  The governments of 
Wales and Scotland have developed explicit strategies for ESOL and its coordination (Welsh 
Government 2019, Education Scotland 2015), but no such strategy currently exists for 
England. Even in the mainstream Further Education sector, ESOL is somewhat fragmented, 
provided through multiple funding streams, including the shrinking adult education budget 
and other sources which are less stable and more short-term, with access subject to 
complicated rules on eligibility relating to immigration status and income. A considerable 
proportion of ESOL provision lies entirely outside central government education policy, in 
the hands of an array of non-governmental and non-profit-making organizations, including 
voluntary and community groups and charities supported through small grants and project 
funding, as well as the private sector. How did the picture of poor coordination and 
piecemeal funding emerge, within what kinds of discursive legitimation? And what are the 
implications for stakeholders?  
 
1.1 Recent history 
 
ESOL itself emerged as a field of language education in the mid-twentieth century, in 
concert with the arrival in the UK of migrants from former British colonies following World 
War II. The language learning needs of these migrants was typically addressed ad hoc but in 
the late 1970s and 1980s, provision became more organised and better funded, with classes 
in Adult and Further Education colleges and workplaces (Rosenberg 2007, Cooke & Simpson 
2008, Simpson 2015). In reaction to larger numbers of people from across a spectrum of 
places and backgrounds in an era of superdiversity, ESOL grew in the 1990s, achieving a 
central place as an adult basic skill in England’s adult education policy in the early 2000s 
under the New Labour government’s Skills for Life strategy.  
 
Demand rose fast for expanded ESOL provision, particularly after the expansion of the 
European Union in 2004 (Mallows 2006), peaking at 500,000, with funding at £300m in 
2006. From that point, though, government support for ESOL began to decline. In a major 
policy shift, the New Approach to ESOL in 2009 took ESOL out of Skills for Life, and required 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/97976/prevent-strategy-review.pdf
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provision outside Further Education colleges to be coordinated at the level of local 
authorities. The result was that the Government relinquished both immediate responsibility 
for, and control of, much of the field. Then the election of the Conservative-led coalition 
government in 2010 heralded massive cuts to local government funding, leaving ESOL in a 
state of fragmentation (Simpson 2012). Gaps in provision continued to be filled by voluntary 
and community bodies and the private sector, operating outside any formal coordination 
structure. 
 
The effect on the field of ESOL of severe funding cuts coupled with its removal from a 
coordinating policy structure was profound. Soon after the change of government in 2010, 
the incoherence of provision locally and city-wide was highlighted in a study of local ESOL 
provision in Leeds (HENNA, Simpson et al. 2011). For the HENNA project, “an overarching 
conclusion is that the erosion of the cohesive framework afforded by Skills for Life is likely to 
lead to a return to the fragmented picture of ESOL provision of previous times; [and] the 
pattern of multiple funders and combinations of providers and centres is likely to remain 
characteristic of ESOL”. 
 
Since then, mention of English language education for adult migrants in policy in England 
has been associated less with the discourse of skills than with the ideology of linguistic 
homogeneity (Blommaert & Verschueren 1998) that has been evident for many years in 
political rhetoric. Here, multilingualism is regarded as a ‘problem’ and something that must 
be ‘managed’ (Hogan-Brun et al. 2009), the learning of the English language is a prerequisite 
for social cohesion (Blackledge 2006, Cooke & Simpson 2012, Cooke & Peutrell 2019, 
Simpson 2019, 2021), and the failure of a migrant to learn English is an emblem of an 
unwillingness to integrate, a failure to pay the proper ‘debt of hospitality’ (Vigouroux 2017). 
The co-option of ESOL into discourses of homogeneity is associated with a progressive 
hardening of the stance towards migration generally, including the 2014 Immigration Act 
(UK Government 2014) which established the ‘hostile environment’ in legislation.  
 
The notion that knowledge and use of English is the key to integration and social cohesion is 
present in the key documents that have contributed to shaping the current state of ESOL 
policy in England since the advent of Conservative rule.  In 2014 the left-leaning think-tank 
Demos published a report, On Speaking Terms (Paget & Stevenson 2014), which highlighted 
the ‘paradox’ of “an identifiable ESOL need and the withdrawal of state support” (p. 11). 
“Current ESOL policy,” argued the authors, “suffers from fragmentation, a lack of clarity 
about the aims and intended outcomes of learning … and a general tendency to take a 
short-term view” (p. 5). A national ESOL strategy would address the situation, and in calling 
for this, the authors’ argument foregrounded integration and social cohesion: “A coherent 
ESOL policy should be fit to … promote a more integrated and socially cohesive society” (pp. 
9-10).  
 
In the 2015 general election, however, the political scales tipped further to the right, with 
an increased majority for the Conservative Party, and the anti-immigration discourse of the 
hostile environment became more prominent in policy and in the media, not least in the 
campaign of misinformation about migration which was fought by sections of the national 
press in the run-up to the June 2016 Brexit referendum. Following its election, the 
Conservative government commissioned Louise Casey’s Review into Opportunity and 
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Integration (2016). This linked social and economic exclusion to a lack of access to the 
English language, termed the ‘common denominator’ (p. 94). Insufficient competence in 
English was positioned firmly as a social problem connected discursively to crime: “Central 
and local government should develop a list of indicators of a potential breakdown in 
integration. These might include incidences of hate crime or deficiencies in English 
language” (p. 167). Prominent in the Casey Review was the othering of Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi Muslim women, seen as being uniquely challenged and problematic because of 
cultural, religious and social barriers to integration, including their failure to learn English.  
 
In 2017, the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Integration produced a report, 
Integration not Demonisation (2017), which linked English language learning to both human 
rights and aspiration. True to its title, it also invoked integration, which it equated with 
assimilation into an economically productive workforce. The strategy that it proposed would 
not involve top-down coordination by central government, but instead, “a new statutory 
duty on local authorities to co-ordinate and optimise ESOL provision in their areas” (p. 19). 
The APPG report, along with parts of the Demos and Casey reports, informed what remains 
the main policy development relating to ESOL coordination, the Integrated Communities 
Strategy Green Paper published by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government (MHCLG 2018). This Green Paper continued the focus on ‘segregated 
communities’ and the concern for shared ‘British values’ emphasised by Casey. It stated a 
commitment to developing good practice in ESOL, and was accompanied by an Integrated 
Communities Action Plan (MHCLG 2019), which, rather than promising national 
coordination, offered guidance on effective practice in coordinating ESOL locally “to support 
greater join-up of different providers and types of provision” (p. 13).  
 
There are some clear discursive connections across these policy documents. Those created 
at or near the centre of government (the Casey review, the APPG report and the MHCLG 
Green Paper) embed ESOL within a discourse of integration, mentioned 400 times in the 
APPG report and nearly 300 in the Green Paper. The modernist dogma of ‘one nation one 
language’ (Joseph 2006, Piller 2015) persists in these documents, underpinned by a belief 
that in order for society to be strong, stable and cohesive, its population must share a 
common language.  But looking beyond ideology to practical policy measures, neither the 
APPG report nor the MHCLG strategy propose coordination at a national scale (cp. Skills for 
Life) in their recommendations, and a national strategy for ESOL in England shows no sign of 
materialising.  Since the publication of the MHCLG Green Paper, planning for ESOL nationally 
has been led by an independent policy organisation, the Learning & Work Institute (L&WI), 
and in line with the Green Paper’s conclusions, the L&WI’s Framework for ESOL Local 
Coordination (2020), commissioned by the Department of Education, has a firm focus on 
local and regional partnerships.2    
 

 
2 Since 2015, several ESOL-relevant policies have centred on specific groups of forced migrants who are 
allowed to settle in the UK, and these schemes are jointly developed across government departments – the 
plans for recent arrivals from Hong Kong were drawn up by the Home Office, the Department for Levelling Up, 
Housing & Communities, and the Foreign Office, but notably not the Department for Education.  So there is a 
lack of clarity about where responsibility lies for ESOL in England, indicating a lack of appetite centrally for a 
well-supported and over-all approach to adult migrant language education. 
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So a nationally coordinated policy for ESOL no longer exists, and in addition, funding for 
ESOL provision is also scant. National government funding for ESOL is channelled towards 
Further Education (FE) college provision, and this fell from £203 million (2009-10) to £90 
million in 2015-16 (Martin 2017; see also Migration Yorkshire 2021).  Indeed, it continues to 
fall, and even within FE, the demand for accessible, freely available classes consistently far 
outstrips supply.  
 
Against this background, there have been some effective efforts to connect and coordinate 
ESOL provision more locally, as, for example, in Manchester, Nottingham and Bristol, in 
Hackney and Newham in London, and regionally in Yorkshire and the Humber. 3 In the case 
of Yorkshire & Humberside, a number of stakeholders, including Simpson at the University 
Leeds, established a charity called the Migrant English Support Hub – MESH – supported by 
a mix of funders that included Migration Yorkshire and the UK Home Office’s Syrian 
Resettlement Programme.  MESH set up a website (www.learningenglish.org.uk) that aimed 
to list all English language provision for new arrivals in the region, a task that itself involved 
extensive mapping. Page views peaked at over 5000 per month in October 2019, and the 
website plays an important role supporting the region’s 21 Local Authorities as well as an 
array of others working with migrants. It is used by, for instance, the DWP’s jobcentre 
managers to refer people to ESOL classes, and Bradford, Kirklees and York Local Authorities 
have integrated it into their policies and processes of supporting more centralised ESOL 
enrolment and placement (Simpson & Hemmings 2021:22).   
 
In the absence of a coherent national strategy, initiatives like these are the de facto current 
ESOL policy, and their formation certainly looks rhizomatic, with partnerships developing 
when people with a common interest connect, identify (sometimes very modest) sources of 
funding, map provision and make public the results.  But while grassroots, bottom-up 
approaches to coordination are valued by ESOL students, providers and other stakeholders, 
they are typically small-scale and remain precarious, scattered and unconnected.  
Nationwide, most ESOL providers are still working in an isolated and unconnected way, and 
this is clearly a matter of concern to ESOL teaching associations, practitioners, students and 
others. 
 
1.2 Stakeholder perspectives 
 
Activist ESOL teachers have participated in policy discussion for a long time (Rosenberg 
2007), and the post-2010 period was no exception. From the start of the coalition 
government, there was grassroots action in response to cuts to ESOL funding that would 
exclude certain categories of student, including asylum seekers, and the ESOL teachers’ 
organisation, the National Association of Teachers of English and Other Community 
Languages to Adults (NATECLA), instigated the Defend ESOL campaign in 2010.  The 
practitioner-led pressure group, Action for ESOL, published the ESOL Manifesto in 2012, 
calling for greater coordination and stressing the anti-racist and human rights purposes of 
provision. NATECLA itself published the document Towards an ESOL Strategy for England 

 
3 There is a fuller description of ground-up initiatives building on collaboration between Third Sector 
organisations and universities in Rampton & Cooke 2021:§4.   

 
 

http://www.learningenglish.org.uk)t/
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/5056/ESOL-Manifesto/pdf/ESOL_Manifesto.pdf
https://www.natecla.org.uk/content/714/Background-to-the-ESOL-strategy-for-England


 
 

8 

(NATECLA 2016), and practitioner activists and their students (see §2.2) provided evidence 
to inform the report of the APPG on Social Integration’s Integration not Demonisation 
(2017).   
 
Critical perceptions of England’s ESOL policy lacuna also emerged in a recent (2020-2021) 
study of perspectives among practitioners, providers, local, regional & national bodies and 
other interested parties (Simpson & Hunter (forthcoming)).   They agreed on the 
unconnected, uncoordinated complexity of current provision, and shared a sense that ESOL 
providers operate in isolation from each other: 
 

“There is some kind of fragmentation, if I could put it like that. People do their own 
thing”  
 
“People quite often didn’t know what everyone else was doing”  
 
“[ESOL is] very difficult to navigate. If providers and tutors struggle with this, then from a 
learner’s perspective it’s a real challenge”  
 
“There's loads of people doing different stuff but it's also a bit higgledy-piggledy. You'll 
go round the corner and think, how did they even manage to keep that up?”  

 
These stakeholders also took the view that national coordination would help a range of 
people who working outside the ESOL sector itself.  Linda, for example, worked for a 
regional migrant integration organisation and was involved in the UK Government’s 
Vulnerable Person’s Resettlement Scheme (VPRS), which provides Local Authorities with 
funding to support Syrian refugees. She explained how she was tasked with identifying 
services, including ESOL, for new arrivals: 
 

“I started looking at what the Local Authority partners had already got in place for the 
Syrians, and I think a bit naïvely I just assumed that they’d all have stuff in place that 
they’d know who to liaise with, if there were any gaps. It became very clear very quickly 
that […] some of the [Local Authorities] had .pdf documents which some individual 
normally had the burden of trying to compile and update and maybe circulate maybe 
every September, and within a few weeks it would be outdated again. Other places had 
nothing at all. “ 

 
Without knowing what ESOL classes existed, the VPRS funding could not be used effectively.  
 
In contrast, a meaningful ESOL strategy at national scale would support the coordination of 
more local provision and practice, and could increase access to classes, cooperation 
between providers, and knowledge sharing between tutors. It would also support ESOL 
teachers’ involvement in campaigning for the field, as well as efforts to enhance social 
justice for students beyond language learning in, for example, action for affordable housing. 
 

--------- 
 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/themes/570513f1b504f500db000001/attachments/original/1504379228/TC0016_AAPG_Integration_not_Demonisation_Report.pdf?1504379228


 
 

9 

So far, then, we have described a national policy for ESOL in England that is driven by 
homogenist ideas (integration, cohesion and security) while offering little coordination and 
insufficient funding.  A number of local and regional initiatives have produced modest 
increases in the coherence of provision in particular parts of England, but their funding can 
be precarious, and both in public policy arenas and research, a range of people and 
organisations with stakes in ESOL have expressed their concern, lamenting the lack of 
central government support in the current disarray. 
 
But beyond the huge differences in legislative and financial power that a macro/micro 
framing points to, throughout the networks of people and organisations involved with ESOL 
there is still scope for non-submissive agency, as noted in our introduction.  To develop an 
account of this which is cognisant but not submissive to broader political structuring – an 
account that’s mindful of the nation-state’s actual and potential influence without deferring 
to it – it is worth looking at some recent retheorisations of citizenship.  Citizenship is, after 
all, itself a pivotal concept in the relationship between individuals and the state, but it can 
be formulated in ways that take us beyond the idea that ESOL teachers, as instruments of 
policy, take their students through procedures that lead to the award of legal citizenship 
status if the latter wait patiently and meet the requirements (important though legal status 
indubitably is).  We will first review these reconceptualisations of citizenship and then move 
to their significance in classrooms.  
 
 
2. Citizenship in ESOL classroom practice  
 
ESOL provision has been explicitly linked to British citizenship since the turn of the 
millenium, positioning ESOL teachers as actors within policies about immigration, security 
and nationality (§1 above; Cooke & Simpson 2008, Khan 2014, Rosenberg 2007).  But as 
argued at length in the book Brokering Britain, Educating Citizens: Exploring ESOL and 
Citizenship (Cooke and Peutrell, 2019), teachers do much more than simply implement 
policy mandates.  Instead, they act as ‘brokers’ or mediators between top-down ideas of 
citizenship and students’ own experiences of citizenship as these emerge in the classroom. 
‘Brokering’ is a complex process, involving more than simply explaining or interpreting 
prescribed ideas to students.  It involves reflexively negotiating different expectations, 
practices, experiences and ideologies, including (importantly) teachers’ own viewpoints and 
often tacit beliefs. From this perspective, ESOL is more than a site for transmitting 
mandated ideas of citizenship, or what Luke described as a ‘technology for domesticating 
the Other’ into an imposed idea of nation (2004: 28). Rather, ESOL can, at least potentially, 
be a space for formulating and practising new modes and configurations of citizenship. 
 
To clarify and potentially facilitate this, it is first worth briefly reviewing theories that reach 
beyond citizenship as a legal status, before turning to Stroud’s ‘linguistic citizenship’ and 
Isin’s ‘acts of citizenship’.  
 
2.1 Theorising citizenship  
 
First, there is a well-established distinction between citizenship as status and citizenship as 
practice. As status, citizenship is legally based, state-dependent and exclusive by definition: 
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some have it, some don’t. But if citizenship is a practice, i.e. something we do, then people 
without legal citizenship status can still act as – and therefore be – citizens, albeit de facto if 
not in law. This distinction opens up the possibility of non-state-centric, non-mandated 
forms of citizenship – citizenship as a democratic, dialogic, participatory process. Second, 
the notion of dis-citizenship (Pothier and Devlin, 2006; Ramanathan 2013) draws attention 
to the ways in which our capacity for citizenship can be stripped away by non-recognition, 
stigmatization or discrimination, resulting in second-class citizenship or straightforward 
exclusion – indeed, attitudes towards many migrant speakers of languages other than 
English in the UK are often a case in point.  
 
We can move closer to language itself with the concept of linguistic citizenship developed by 
Christopher Stroud and colleagues in post-apartheid South Africa (Stroud, 2001, 2018; 
Stroud & Heugh 2004; Williams & Stroud 2015).  This was first developed as an alternative 
to the ‘Linguistic Human Rights’ approach to linguistic emancipation (LHR), which took a 
traditional, top-down conception of political structure as its central reference point.  The 
LHR approach calls for greater support to be given to designated language groups, usually 
designed to overcome historical disadvantage.  It argues that the group’s distinctive 
language should be incorporated as an entitlement in institutional activity, and that this 
should be granted and monitored by the courts and other bodies overseeing the nation 
state (Stroud 2001: 349).  This perspective underpinned the establishment of 11 official 
languages in South Africa after apartheid and it is a common framework for struggles 
around minority language rights in many other parts of the world – indeed, fighting for 
these rights is seen by many to be an important form of citizenship struggle.  Stroud, 
however, points to several limitations in this perspective: (a) it marginalizes people who use 
non-standard versions of the group’s language, generating new sociolinguistic inequalities; 
(b) it promotes an arbitrary and essentialist view of language and ethnicity because it 
creates artificial boundaries between ways of speaking that are continuous, overlooking 
mixing and hybridity; (c) it presupposes membership of a single state, neglecting population 
mobility; and (d) it appeals to a top-down managerial politics. 
 
By way of alternative, Stroud et al’s notion of linguistic citizenship: (i) puts democratic 
participation first, emphasizing cultural and political voice and agency rather than just 
language on its own; (ii) it sees a variety of linguistic practices – including those seen as 
mixed, low status or transgressive – as potentially relevant to social and economic 
wellbeing; and (iii) its stresses the importance of grassroots activity on the ground, often on 
the margins of state control, outside formal institutions. Stroud and colleagues also contend 
(iv) that “an enhanced understanding of sociolinguistic processes should be central to 
emancipatory politics” (Stroud and Heugh 2004: 192). As the conclusion to Stroud’s 2001 
paper states: “the concept of linguistic citizenship permits multiple (democratic 
participatory) approaches to citizenship issues based on an idea of language as a political 
and economic site of struggle, on respect for language diversity and difference and on the 
deconstruction of essentialist understandings of language and identity” (p. 353). 
 
Admittedly, Stroud describes Linguistic Citizenship as “a Southern and de-colonial concept” 
(2018:18) and this potentially raises a question about its applicability in countries in the 
global North like England.  But as de Sousa Santos (2012: 51) comments, treating the terms 
North and South metaphorically, “a South… also exists in the global North, in the form of 
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excluded, silenced and marginalized populations”, many of whom, it can be added, come to 
ESOL classes.  More generally, despite large differences, both South Africa and the UK are 
superdiverse, highly multilingual societies, and a substantial body of research shows that a 
large number of its citizens have language repertoires with the kind of variety and mixing 
that Stroud describes (see §3.1 below). So this conception of linguistic citizenship is rather 
well suited to the multilingualism of everyday urban life in the UK.    
 
Stroud’s account of Linguistic Citizenship also draws on Engin Isin’s theorisation of ‘acts of 
citizenship’ (2008), which takes us closer to practical action as well.  By acts of citizenship, 
Isin refers to public acts through which individuals or groups contest their exclusion and 
claim new, as yet unrecognised citizenship rights and recognition.  This can refer, for 
example, to the struggles of refugee and migrant groups and their allies in campaigns that 
challenge the right of states to exclude refugees or ‘irregular’ migrants from welfare or legal 
protections or, through deportation, from the country itself. According to Isin and 
colleagues, acts of citizenship can be overtly political and ‘activist’, or they can take place in 
interactions in everyday settings such as public transport, enacted in ordinary ways such as 
talking back in response to an insult or other offence. Communication – and the ability to 
impose reception, as Bourdieu put it (1977: 648) – is obviously central to the capacity for 
individuals and groups to carry out acts of citizenship of both types, along with a sense of 
identity, value and agency. Not all acts of citizenship succeed – certainly not immediately – 
but ESOL clearly has a role in assisting its students to develop the capacities that these acts 
require. 
 
In contrast to the formal, top down, statist conceptions entailed in, for example, the UK 
government’s Life in the UK citizenship test, all these theories approach citizenship as a 
dialogic and participatory process, and they can work as useful heuristics in ESOL and other 
types of language education. Cooke and Peutrell’s Brokering Britain, Educating Citizens: 
Exploring ESOL and Citizenship is a collection of case studies of ESOL educators trying to 
foster the development of active – sometimes activist – diasporic citizens capable of 
resisting dis-citizenship and engaging in acts of citizenship, regardless of formal status, and 
the next section provides some examples of this, drawing on work carried out with the 
organisation English for Action (EFA) both in community and Further Education (FE) settings.   
 
2.2 Citizenship practices in class 
 
English for Action is an educational charity which seeks to provide ‘accessible, participatory, 
and empowering’ English language classes for migrants in London (see www.efalondon.org). 
It campaigns on issues affecting migrants, supports students to speak up on issues that 
impact them, and trains other ESOL teachers in their approach. Some of the activities which 
EFA students are involved in are overtly activist, as in the campaigns for ESOL funding 
mentioned in §1.2 as well as campaigns around e.g. housing and employment rights.  At 
present, for example, #LoveESOL is a coalition of 39 organisations that includes many 
students and for a number of years it has been pressing the Greater London Authority to 
improve the capital’s ESOL organisation and funding.  Campaigns like this are grounded in 
activity in class, and in the FE classroom documented in Emerging Worlds (Winstanley and 
Cooke 2016), students engaged in planning, organising and then holding public meetings, 
writing agendas and minutes, giving speeches and interviews, and lobbying their local 

https://efalondon.org/
http://www.efalondon.org/
https://loveesol.co.uk/
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political representatives. All this entailed the development of a broad and varied range of 
literacy and oracy skills, and in keeping with participatory adult education, it was firmly 
rooted in particular needs identified by the students themselves.   
 
But not all acts of citizenship are as overtly political as these. Over and above their activist 
potential, an orientation to acts of citizenship carries the potential to transform the political, 
social and ethical consciousness of the people involved, providing a chance for individuals to 
imagine – even if only momentarily – how the future could be different from current reality.  
Indeed, this imagining is often a crucial first step before people can contemplate a move 
towards action. In one example from the Whose Integration? project (Cooke, Winstanley & 
Bryers 2015), in which students spent 8 weeks exploring their own understandings of 
integration and cohesion – public debates in which they are often invoked but rarely 
consulted – a group of Bangladeshis interrogated the reasons why women riding a bicycle 
were frowned upon by some members of their community. In a complex discussion, 
students explored the implications of ‘integration’ not just with respect to white English-
speaking majority society, but also across the intersections of gender, class, tradition and 
power within a minoritised community. This offered them the chance to imagine an 
interruption to the everyday order of things and to consider potential challenges to it. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1: A visual explored in the Whose Integration? project 

 
The final example is from Our Languages, another 8-week classroom-based project (Cooke, 
Bryers & Winstanley 2019).  This formed part of a larger research project at King’s (§3.1) and 
it explored sociolinguistic knowledge with learners of ESOL – again, a group whose own 
knowledge, lived experiences and attitudes are frequently overlooked in debates about 
language.  Here students and teacher researchers engaged with recent understandings of bi- 
and multilingualism, heritage-language learning, family-language policies, and language 
discrimination – a theme which the researchers did not anticipate but which emerged in the 
aftermath of the Brexit vote. To tackle the sometimes painful stories which emerged, we 
used two participatory techniques: problem posing using visual ‘codes’ (adopted from the 
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work of Brazilian literacy educator Paolo Freire) and forum theatre which originated in the 
work of Freire’s contemporary, Agosto Boal, and his Theatre of the Oppressed (see 
Winstanley 2016 for an application of this in ESOL).  
 
The ‘code’ in this case was a picture depicting the language discrimination which had 
emerged as a problem common to most of the students in the group:  
 
 

 
Figure 2: A visual ‘code’ from the Our Languages project 

 
 
The teacher posed a series of structured tasks which led the group to a deeper analysis of 
the problem in Figure 2: (1) describe the picture; (2) recognise the problem; (3) identify with 
the problem; (4) explore the root causes, the social aspects of the problem; (5) look at 
alternatives/ways of changing.  After exploring the theme in this way, students then worked 
to produce improvised performances using experiences of their own.  Exploring acts of 
citizenship through the mediation of art – in this case theatre – offers the opportunity to 
imagine scenarios which move against the habitus of general culture (Ercel 2008), and Boal 
regarded the practices in his Theatre of the Oppressed as preparation for real life. In these 
plays students took on different roles and experimented with different ways of dealing with 
language discrimination. They were able to rehearse ordinary acts of citizenship and 
resistance, and to imagine different outcomes in the safe space of the classroom, with 
opportunities to discuss the pros and cons of each one.  In this way, they envisaged, in a 
small way, an alternative future in which speakers of languages other than English speak 
back to their oppressors, and in which multilingualism gains greater public respect and 
recognition.  
 
More generally in the Our Languages project, students were able to access and contribute 
to sophisticated discussions about language, and to increase their awareness of the 
importance of their whole repertoire, not just how well they were learning English. They 
became more conscious of their own language ideologies and those around them, and they 
allowed their multilingual identities to become more prominent. They were able to 
recognise and name language-based discrimination and rehearse ways of resisting it, and 
some of them got directly involved in policy debates, actually influencing the APPG report 
discussed in §1.1 (see Rampton et al 2018:75 for details).  Overall, in its exploration of 
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language as a political and economic site of struggle as well as in the respect for language 
diversity that it promoted amongst students and teacher-researchers alike, this project 
illustrated the development of Stroud’s linguistic citizenship in an ESOL class, showing that 
committed, learner-responsive language classrooms can be one arena where steps are 
taken to appraise and offset the discourses underpinning the policy neglect we documented 
earlier. 
 

------------ 
 
In the macro/meso/micro model, classrooms like these lie at the ‘end’ or ‘bottom’ of the 
policy chain, but plainly, they can be critical and agentive spaces where discourses 
promoted at ‘the top’ (by government, press and broadcast media) get much more than a 
merely acquiescent reception.  Nevertheless, non-profit organisations like English for Action 
that support this kind of pedagogy run on relatively limited budgets assembled from a 
plurality of sources, and success in fund-raising is seldom guaranteed.  So in terms of 
sustainability and resourcing, as well as public prominence, they are, at least as individual 
organisations, only very small players in the larger political landscape, and in this context, it 
is worth considering whether bigger, better funded, longer established and more obviously 
‘meso’ institutions like universities can contribute to the citizenship project that these non-
profits promote, maybe even in formal alliances.  This is the focus in the final part of our 
discussion. 
 
 
3. Support from universities  
 
The ‘knowledge’ products that universities generate are one obvious source of support, and 
they can be enhanced with a number of practical arrangements.  
 
3.1 Useful knowledge and ideas 
 
There has been a close relationship between linguistic research and language education in 
multilingual England for at least 50 years (Martin-Jones 1984).  In the late 1970s, adult 
migrant language training was a fieldsite for the development of one of the most influential 
theories in sociolinguistics (Gumperz et al 1979; Gumperz 1982), and more generally during 
the 1970s and 1980s, there was widespread interest in linguistic diversity in schools, 
colleges and adult education, spurred by debates between academics, community activists, 
parents, educators, politicians and officials in local and national government about 
multiculturalism and anti-racism (DES 1981; Rosen & Burgess 1981; LMP 1984; Rampton et 
al 2020:3-6), supported by strong academic interest in using research to achieve practical 
effects (Gumperz, Jupp & Roberts 1979; Hymes 1980; Heath 1980; Blommaert & Van der Aa 
2020; Matras 2023).  Unfortunately, none of this chimed with Thatcherism, and during the 
1990s and beyond, despite quite a lot of initial resistance, successive governments 
narrowed the space for working with language diversity in education, instituting instead a 
centralised national curriculum that prioritised Standard English in schools and a free-
market system that pressured school and college managers to concentrate on exam results.   
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But this shift in English education policy didn’t shut off academic interest in linguistic 
diversity, and there is now actually a very substantial literature on British multilingualism, 
among other things covering multilingual literacies, supplementary schools, popular culture, 
urban vernaculars and everyday interactions, all of it pointing to the normality of mixed, 
heteroglossic practices that might otherwise get derogated (Rampton, Harris & Leung 
2001:§5, Rampton, Leung & Cooke 2020).  In earlier research, there was quite a strong 
current of ethnic essentialism, but nowadays there are detailed anti-essentialist analyses 
testifying to the low-key convivial multiculture that Paul Gilroy talked about – an unruly 
conviviality that signifies not the “the absence of racism [but…] the means of racism’s 
overcoming”, even though it goes “largely undetected by either government or media” 
(Gilroy 2006:39-40; Hall 2017:138).  In addition, there are significant lines of critical 
sociolinguistic work that focus on public discourse and government policy, documenting, for 
example, racism and Islamophobia in the mass media (Hodges 2011) and the 
(in)securitisation of British Muslims and migrants more generally (Khan 2017; Khan & 
Blackledge 2015), citizenship policy itself being one instrument in this. 
 
This (and other) academic literature has obviously already informed a lot of the discussion in 
this paper, and it provides an empirical reference point in arguments that to be effective, 
language education policy need to be more closely tuned to the realities of contemporary 
multilingualism.  The Our Languages intervention described in 2.2 was actually funded 
within a principally descriptive sociolinguistic research project on diasporic language 
socialisation, where it was presented as a ‘practical impact’ of the kind often advocated by 
UK research funders, and as in Our Languages itself, sociolinguistic accounts of 
multilingualism play an important part relativising ESOL itself, placing it in a broader 
linguistic context and contradicting the almost exclusive emphasis on English in national 
public discourse.  Indeed these accounts also remind the ESOL community that even though 
it needs far more funding, it receives much more financial support than community 
language teaching in supplementary schools, which is much the most neglected sector of 
language education, even though (i) it drove a lot of the cultural change in education in the 
1970s 4 and (ii) adult migrants often invest a great deal in it.   
 
The notion of ‘repertoire’ is one of the most generative concepts offered by sociolinguistic 
research, making it clear that ESOL teachers are foregrounding just one among a range of 
linguistic resources that students use, and the practical significance of this intensifies if, as 
Peutrell & Cooke suggest, ESOL students are reconceptualised as ‘diasporic locals’.  Instead 
of seeing them as non-citizen outsiders learning the linguistic and cultural norms of their 
adopted homeland, the term ‘diasporic local’ presents students as people “with their own 
linguistic, cultural, social, affective and other resources, whose very presence reshapes the 
locality they live in” (2019:229).  And the reorientation that this offers isn’t actually very 
difficult to achieve.  In the average adult ESOL class in a city like London or Birmingham, 
there are likely to be students who have lived there for 10 years as well as just 6 months, 
and it is often also easy to see teachers as diasporic locals as well.  This releases classroom 
interaction from two ideological straightjackets – first, the equation of culture and expertise 

 
4 A substantial number of supplementary schools were founded in critiques of mainstream education, and 
their articulation in Bernard Coard’s How the West Indian Child is Made Educationally Subnormal (New Beacon 
Books, 1971) was a significant spur to multicultural and antiracist education (see Carby 1982:196; Rampton, 
Leung and Cooke 2020:§2.a). 
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with just one language, and second the idea that knowing more of about the language’s 
structures-&-functions means knowing more in general.  Instead, if you think about a 
classroom as a gathering of diasporic locals, even though it really matters, English becomes 
just one thread in the webs of knowledge and experience that the participants bring with 
them, and this frees up a far richer set of resources, links and differences for everyone to 
learn from.  
 
But perhaps most relevant here, the idea of linguistic citizenship (§2.1, §2.2) itself draws on 
some foundational theoretical and empirical work in sociolinguistics and linguistic 
anthropology.5  In the 1970s, Dell Hymes took the view that the careful comparative study 
of communicative repertoires and practices ultimately serves the higher ethical goals of 
Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité  because it “prepares [sociolinguists] to speak concretely to actual 
inequalities” (Hymes 1977:204-6), and following this much more recently, Jan Blommaert 
argued that “no social cause is served by poor analysis.  Only the best work stands a chance 
of making a difference” (2010:15).6  So although linguistic citizenship is a normative rather 
than a descriptive concept, stressing ‘what should be’ rather than than ‘what is’, Stroud and 
colleagues also produce first-rate academic analyses and are very well embedded in 
contemporary sociolinguistic research, which, among things, presents a strong analytical 
challenge to the belief that distinct languages exist as natural objects, arguing instead that 
‘English’, ‘German’ and ‘Bengali’ are cultural and ideological constructions, and that named 
languages are actually rather shallow and restrictive constructs when it comes to 
understanding how people really communicate (cf Stroud 1999, 2001; Blommaert (ed) 1999; 
Kroskrity (ed) 2000; Makoni & Pennycook 2007).   
 
This substantial academic pedigree means that the idea of linguistic citizenship can hold 
quite a prominent place in the university curriculum, and indeed in turn, this curriculum can 
then itself be enriched though interaction with non-academics who align with objectives like 
linguistic citizenship in their teaching and learning.  At this point, our discussion of university 
support for ESOL can move from useful knowledge and ideas to practical actions. 
 
3.2 Action at university to support linguistic citizenship 
 
There are a range of practical arenas at university where the aims, ideas and practices 
associated with linguistic citizenship can be pursued. 
 
First, there are ordinary classes in BA and MA programmes.  The literature in sociolinguistics 
and linguistic anthropology underpinning the theorisation of linguistic citizenship more than 
meets the intellectual requirements of higher education, and this can be integrated with UK 
universities’ current enthusiasm for ‘service learning’, project work and student internships 
(Chatterton & Goddard 2000; Goddard & Pukka 2008).  The Multilingual Manchester 
programme was the most impressive instance of this – it started as a set of practical 
projects for an undergraduate sociolinguistics class and it grew to become Manchester 
University’s flagship public engagement programme (Matras 2023; Matras & Robertson 

 
5 See Heugh 2022 for an account of influences on Linguistic Citizenship from the Global South. 
6 “solving [real world problems] requires the best possible work, because there is no room for errors, failures, 
or half-baked work – people’s fate may depend on it. ” (Blommaert 2008:200); “relevance without rigour is no 
better than rigour without relevance” (Guba 1981, cited in Lather 1986:65) 

http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/
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2017).  But there are other examples around the country, and at King’s, we now run a 
module about linguistic citizenship which combines up-to-date sociolinguistic research 
papers with weekly placements in non-profit language organisations.   
 
Teacher training is a second core arena for connecting language theory and educational 
practice, but at present, the only accredited course on adult literacy and ESOL in Further 
Education isn’t running 7 (and there aren’t any PGCE/initial teacher training courses centred 
on the language needs of migrant school children).  So there is hardly any state support for 
the preparation of language teachers to work in multilingual environments, and instead 
initial training is provided privately in CELTA courses designed for people to teach English 
abroad.  There are, though, quite a number of short courses offered by not-for-profit 
organisations, mainly for practising teachers (and volunteers as well),8 and in a collaboration 
between King’s and English for Action running since the start of 2019, we have organised 
two summer schools and seven half-day seminars.  The ideas underpinning linguistic 
citizenship have been central in our training – both summer schools were titled  ‘Language, 
education & linguistic citizenship’ – and we have combined core concepts from linguistic 
anthropology with the orientation to participatory ESOL pedagogy that is one of EfA’s 
central commitments.9     
 
This kind of collaboration between universities and language teaching organisations 
certainly isn’t unusual (see Rampton & Cooke 2021), and in our case, the partnership 
between King’s and EfA has been formalised in a ‘Hub for Education and Language Diversity’ 
(www.kcl.ac.uk/held), flagging up its compatibility with linguistic citizenship in three guiding 
principles: (a) shared language is vital to social life but linguistic diversity is also central, and 
both can be enhanced by education; (b) local conditions and participant perspectives really 
matter, and can’t be taken for granted; (c) theories and research can be powerful tools, 
helping people to think differently (see also Peutrell & Cooke 2019:230-2).  Given the 
restrictive top-down regulation governing a lot of state-funded ESOL in Further Education,10 
third sector, non-profit organisations are potentially easier partners for universities in any 
programme oriented to linguistic citizenship, but even so, the relationship is not 
straightforward. 
 
In neither the not-for-profit nor the university sector is collaboration with the other a core 
commitment, and they operate on very different funding and organisational time-scales.  
Work with non-profit organisations isn’t well-recognised in university promotion paths and 

 
7 https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/teacher-training-programmes/further-education-pgce  
8 https://www.learningunlimited.co/training-and-cpd/  ; https://efalondon.org/esol-teacher-training/  
9 All these events have been oversubscribed (though we had more than 40 participants at each of the summer 
schools and 50-80 at most of the seminars), and there has been a good balance between practising teachers, 
PhD students and academics. 
10 This is reflected in what a teacher-participant at one of the HELD seminars wrote about further education 
(FE) and local authority-funded adult & community learning (ACL): “there [is] a lack of meaningful subject 
specific staff development opportunities, … with a top-down approach being prevalent in both sectors. The 
influence of policy imperatives interacting with the tick box culture in both ACL and FE mean[s] that 
nationwide, certain generic compliance ‘staff development’, usually online multiple-choice question-based 
courses, is prioritised (such as health and safety, ‘British Values’, safeguarding, fraud awareness etc) at the 
expense of engaging dialogue-based pedagogically focussed teacher education with the potential to develop 
curriculum and incorporate tutor and student input” (see Rampton et al 2022:§3.1) 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/held
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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there is seldom any workload recognition.  Academics working with third sector 
organisations usually do so unpaid in their own time, and this leads to an over-dependence 
on individuals, jeopardising collaborations if they move or leave.  Certainly, ‘service’ and 
local engagement often figure prominently in university mission statements, but they are 
often projectised and pursued in high profile (‘world-leading’) challenges and competitions 
that are very different in spirit from the long-term, low-key conversations which build trust 
and sustainability, holding collaborations together.   
 
In fact for academics, this adds another dimension to the linguistic citizenship programme: 
the importance of drawing our own colleagues and managers towards a more open and 
more grounded approach to links with not-for-profit organisations.  This actually reaches 
beyond linguistics to other specialist areas where non-academic involvement may be 
potentially significant, and the practical steps could, for example, include: making 
collaboration with the non-profit sector a departmental commitment, so that it is e.g. a 
standing item on agendas and needs succession planning; supporting long term cross-
sectoral relationships that don’t depend on project funding and can be sustained with small-
scale activities in grant-free periods; building alliances with colleagues that thematise both 
the benefits and challenges of collaboration at staff forums, awaydays etc; giving value in 
sites of staff assessment to activities like serving as a third sector trustee, occasional 
consultancies etc.   
 
So at university, the theory and practical pursuit of linguistic citizenship opens up a 
potentially multi-dimensional agenda for research and linguistics teaching, for inservice 
teacher training, and for collaboration with relatively independent non-profit organisations, 
also nudging universities to be more open to what collaboration really entails.  This sketch is 
of course far from exhaustive, and we haven’t mentioned university sanctuary programmes 
and said hardly anything about multilingualism in schools.  Support for more participatory 
ESOL pedagogy in FE colleges and accredited training for people to teach in multilingual 
environments are two pressing priorities where universities can lend support, although 
more generally, collaborations with the heterogeneous and often innovative third sector are 
unavoidably hard to predict.   
 
Still, this should be enough to suggest that there are good reasons and real opportunities for 
university linguists to try to materialise the ideals of linguistic citizenship outlined by Stroud 
and colleagues, and that they have much to give and gain in collaborations and alliances 
with ESOL teachers and organisations. 
  
 
4. Conclusion 

 
It would be a serious mistake to underestimate the significance of state-centred definitions 
of citizenship, which can have a major practical impact on the everyday lives of migrants, 
refugees and asylum-seekers.  But the ideas of development in which the British state 
embeds this legal status are highly restrictive, emphasising mono- rather than 
multilingualism, cohesion rather than plurality, obedience more than creativity.  Because of 
this, we have opted for theories of citizenship that are better adapted to the complicated 
realities of vernacular multilingualism, complementing the findings of contemporary 
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sociolinguistic research.  To illustrate what the materialisation of this richer model of 
citizenship might mean in practice, our account has dwelt on classroom activity, local 
organisational developments, campaigns and strategic alliances, but this certainly does not 
mean that there is no need for greater national coordination and funding, even though our 
discussion stops short of how this can actually be structured, implicitly recognising the 
complexity of this only in our reluctance to opt wholly either for ‘hierarchy’ or for ‘rhizome’ 
as guiding metaphors.   
 
But although ignored by central government, the needs and opportunities presented by 
contemporary UK multilingualism aren’t just ephemeral and minor phenomena.  In 2021 in 
London, for example, 40.6% of the population was born overseas,11 57% of new babies had 
a non-UK born mother,12 and this diversity has spread far beyond just urban centres.13  In 
the same vein, very well-established bodies like the UK’s four National Academies 14 
recognise that there are very large “untapped reservoirs of linguistic capacity” that could 
make the country “more prosperous, productive, influential, innovative, knowledgeable, 
culturally richer, more socially cohesive, and, quite literally, healthier” (British Academy 
2019:2).  And in civil society, undaunted by the stances adopted by successive governments 
over 50 years, there is still a huge array of relatively small-scale local and community 
organisations and initiatives dedicated to cultivating multilingualism through the arts and 
education.15 All this points to large-scale ongoing change in the UK, and a great deal of ESOL 
teaching is itself motivated by what Raymond Williams identified as the “deepest impulse” 
of adult education, “the desire to make learning part of the process of social change itself” 
(1983, cited in McIlroy & Westwood 1993:257).  But as Williams notes in the historical 
development of emancipatory cultural politics in Britain, such change is often “opposed by 
explicit reaction and the pressure of habitual forms and ideas” (1961; Wainwright 
2018:21,103).  ESOL is placed right at the socio-linguistic frontline of these processes, with 
citizenship a major focus in the contestation, and in this paper, we have tried to clarify some 
of the current issues, stakes and options in this terrain.  
  

-------------- 
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