
Introduction 

In 2011, protesters turn into armed rebellions after being fired upon by the Syrian 

army as they demanded for the resignation of the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad 

(Løland, 2019). Thus; millions of people were displaced and fled the conflict to find 

safety as refugees in host countries (UNHCR, 2017). The UK has supported the 

Syrian people by resettling 15000 refugees straight from the refugee camps, with the

intension to relocate a total of 20000 by 2020 (UNHCR, 2017). In addition, a further 

40000 asylum application have also been granted by the UK government (Walsh, 

2019). According to Paton and Wilkins, (2009) a refugee’s integration is also 

supported by the government as they are offered an ESOL course to improve 

English language skills, which helps them with integration. Despite the support and 

£160 million spent on ESOL courses each year, refugees still struggle to speak 

English and integrate into their communities (Paton and Wilkins, 2009). In addition, 

employment becomes a barrier due to their limited English skills and their economic 

status leaves them isolated (Mallows, 2013; Thomas, 2013). However, refugees 

have high levels of motivation, as they are aware that learning English is the key to 

communication and a gateway to independence (Phillimore, 2011). Prior to the war 

in 2011, education was free and compulsory for all school-aged children, of which 

many went onto university and became graduates. Universities would offer English 

course to their students in order to meet the demands of globalisation and 

international development. Many university graduates with a strong command of the 

English language have entered the UK as refugees to rebuild their lives and find 

jobs. Whilst they settle into their communities they are offered ESOL courses to 

prosper their skills. However, a ‘one size fits all’ approach has been taken to provide 

ESOL to refugee learners by overlooking educated refugees, as many studies find 
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that refugee learners have little or no academic achievements (Mallows, 2013; 

Thomas, 2013). The paper begins by justifying the intended research, followed by a 

background of the phenomena, suitability of the methodology and methods, issues of

credibility and rigour are addressed, ethics are considered and finally there is a 

research timetable.    

Rationale 

ESOL courses are offered to speakers of other languages (not only 

refugees) to help them improve their English skills to interact with people around 

them (Thomas, 2013) and improve their quality of life here in the UK. Similarly, non-

native English speakers (including refugees) could build their self-confidence by 

communicating in English with people from different cultures, backgrounds and 

languages (Phillimore, 2011) to understand and respect each other. However, being 

unable to communicate in English will create social, economic and educational 

barriers and, therefore, leave people isolated within the community (Mallows, 2013). 

English is an international language and the second most widely spoken language in

the world and, therefore, ESOL learners may learn English prior to entering the UK 

to improve their career opportunities. 

The aim of this study is to highlight the views and experiences of a sample group of 

educated Syrian refugee learners with previous English language backgrounds to 

consider how ESOL courses meet the linguistic needs of the targeted learners, 

whether the course content is relevant and if learners develop the language retention

necessary for their daily lives. As an ESOL Teacher, I have observed some of my 

learners and have noticed that their motivation levels vary in each lesson. At times, 

particular learners have expressed their concerns and opinions about the course 

2



content and how it is delivered to them. Although these learners attend regularly and 

are punctual, their motivation levels and learning commitments fluctuate within and 

between the lessons. Thus, I want to identify from the learners’ perspective; what 

linguistic skills have been developed from taking the ESOL course. Similarly, 

conversations with colleagues are also indicating that other ESOL teachers are also 

finding it difficult to use appropriate strategies to meet the learning needs of the 

targeted learners. 

Background 

Despite their educational backgrounds, refugees are determined to develop their 

English language skills to find work, integrate and go onto further/ higher education 

(Greater London Authority, 2017; Refugee Action, 2016). However, refugee learners 

still struggle to integrate and find employment as ESOL courses fail to develop the 

skills needed for employment and training (Summers, 2016; Thomas, 2013). 

Previous research has highlighted that refugee learners are motivated to learn 

English as they understand it is a vital skill needed to live in the UK (Thomas, 2013; 

Han, Starkey and Green, 2010). However, the lack of support for children, no 

previous education and access to ESOL classes contribute to the learning 

challenges faced by refugee learners (Wachob and Williams, 2010). On the other 

hand, the drive to develop language fluency is to achieve the aims and objectives of 

the learners, which is usually determined by intrinsic motivation (Karaoglu, 2008). 

Additionally, effective teachers tend to further develop the language skills by utilising 

the strengths and learning preferences of the learners by offering them incentives 

(extrinsic motivation) to improve performances (Adair, 2006; Gasper and 

Bramesfeld, 2006; Morrison, Burke III, and Greene, 2007). Similarly, extrinsic 

motivation could be boosted by knowing the learner’s previous learning experiences 
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and offering them appropriate incentives (Miller, 2009), therefore, the learner’s 

motivation levels may depend on their purpose for attending ESOL classes, as they 

may already have the abilities, experiences and qualifications to continue their 

career (Miller, 2009; Paton and Wilkins, 2009). Goddar (2017) highlights how she 

was impressed with the high levels of motivation her refugee learners had, as they 

were determined to restart their academic lives after being students in Syria prior to 

leaving. In addition, Goddar (2017) states that student numbers and motivation 

levels increased when refugees were made aware that the universities in Germany 

were encouraging education by offering free university education to refugees, which 

was an opportunity for them to restart their lives. Despite the eagerness to learn, 

motivation levels tend to fluctuate when learners are unable to understand the 

language differences (grammar) and the use of tenses, and become frustrated due 

to the complications (Gibbons, 1997; Shoebottom, 2017). Similarly, Lightbown and 

Spada, (2004) argue that language is learnt and developed by language habits, in 

which the structure from English is translated into Arabic, creating a potential 

stumbling block for Arabic speaking ESOL learners, which further hinders the 

concentration levels to follow the teachers during lessons. It is important to highlight 

that Arabic is a Semitic language and the grammar is different to English, which is an

Indo-European one (Shoebottom, 2017). To support the learning process and boost 

the motivation levels, Karaoglu, (2008); Lightbown and Spada, (2004) propose that 

using co-operative tasks, materials and activities helps increase self confidence in 

the learners and reduces boredom, by giving the learners the opportunity to discuss 

and share opinions about the lesson topic. Gibbons (1997); Wachob and Williams, 

(2010) emphasise that despite the motivation levels, ESOL teachers hold the key to 

motivation by staying positive and building rapport with the learners, which could 
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encourage learner interaction and participation in an ESOL classroom. Thus, ESOL 

teachers need to help the learners identify their learning strengths and styles, by 

carefully selecting lesson materials and teaching strategies to develop their learning 

(Brinton, 2001; Nunan, 2003; Wachob and Williams, 2010). Consequently, ESOL 

teachers should modify their presentation styles, instructions checking questions and

involve learners actively during the learning process, which ultimately reduces the 

risk of disengagement (Nunan, 2003). This study seeks to add knowledge to the 

ESOL funding agencies/teaching ESOL intuitions for meeting the needs of educated 

refugee learners, where courses may become more effective and efficient by saving 

time, money and effort. Additionally, educated ESOL refugee learners should be able

to relate ESOL courses to their daily lives and become more integrated into their 

communities.  

Paradigms 

Paradigms are used to describe how we seek and use knowledge, forming a cluster 

of beliefs that influences what should be studied and how research should be done   

(Bryman, 2016; Thomas, 2017). Similarly, Cohen, Manion and Morrison, (2011); 

Lather (1986) state that research paradigms have three processes that reflect on our

beliefs about the world we live in and want to live in: Ontology; which focuses on the 

study of existence and how things really are and work, epistemology; how 

knowledge is created, acquired and communicated, and methodology; which is the 

choice of a particular method used to collect and analyse data. Paradigms are based

on their own ontological and epistemological views of knowledge which underpin the 

research approach. Thus, the research is formed by post-positivism and 

interpretivism approach, which are commonly used to acquire knowledge. According 

to Thomas (2017) post-positivist researchers claim that observations are the best 
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means to understand human behaviour and, therefore, try to explore knowledge 

objectively by using surveys, experiments and structured observations. Additionally, 

post- positivism favours human behaviour as passive, measured and determined by 

external environments and try to uncover the truth to prove/disprove an argument 

and present it by experiential means.  Similarly, they aim to predict and explain 

results by generalising them from carefully selected samples, and tend to use a 

quantitative research approach (Bryman, 2016). On the other hand, Interpretivism is 

concerned with understanding the world from subjective experiences and involves 

interaction with the participants, it uses interviews or observations to gather data and

consider the perceptions, feelings, ideas and actions of the participants to 

understand a phenomenon (Bryman, 2016; Thomas, 2017). This research seeks to 

use an interpretive approach to interact with the participants by using interviews to 

collect data, which will enable it to inform, support or challenge ESOL policies.  

Methodology  

The  methodology  will  consist  of  a  qualitative  research  method  as  part  of  a

phenomenological approach, in an attempt to gain an insight into the views, feelings

and  experiences  of  the  participants  (Robson  and  McCartan,  2016;  Denscombe,

2014). Similarly, Denscombe (2010); Grumbium and Holstein, (2002) suggest that

phenomenology  is  particularly  effective  at  accurately  describing  the  social  and

psychological views, experiences and perceptions from the participant’s perspective,

as  it  seeks  to  reveal  the  lived  experiences  of  the  participants  .  However,

phenomenological research only aims to understand the lived experiences and fails

to  explain  why they occur.  Similarly,  Bryman,  (2016)  phenomenological  research

fails to capture the meaning of experiences and rather describes the opinions of the

participants,  which  is  based in  a  paradigm of  personal  knowledge and opinions,
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therefore, this is not always comfortable for the participants to completely recall their

experiences, particularly when there are assumptions about the ESOL course.  An

inquiry into the experiences of learning ESOL will also seek to explore the conditions

that  triggered  the  experiences. Phenomenological  approaches  are  good  at

highlighting deep issues the participants are encountering by making their voices

heard through inductive, qualitative methods such as interviews (Denscombe 2014).

Thus, the participants have been requested to regularly record their learning journey

in a journal  or photo based recordings, which they could later use to recall  their

experiences at the interview stage, this will enable them to construct and structure

the framework of the interview on themselves without too much influence from me.

Additionally, this will  help to clearly identify how the interpretations and meanings

have been placed in the findings and, therefore, it is important to be a subjective

participant rather than a detached observer. On the other hand, there is a possibility

that some participants may refuse to share their entire experiences as they may feel

this may affect the way they are perceived by the researcher afterwards. However,

their experiences should be explored to ensure an understanding of the phenomena

is developed, which could be used for further research.

Bell  and Waters (2014) recommend that qualitative research methods enable the

researcher to highlight the key issues of the participants by collecting and evaluating

the  data  as  they  have  the  opportunity  to  use  their  own  words  to  share  their

experiences. Similarly,  Cohen, Manion and Morrison, (2011) supports a qualitative

research approach as it aims to explore the experiences of the participants from their

perspectives,  by  offering  the  participants   open-ended  questions  to  share  their

learning experiences, as opposed to closed-ended questions, which only offer pre-
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arranged answer choices, as in a quantitative approach (Denscombe, 2014, p.?).

Thus, a qualitative research approach intends to highlight experience and is more

appropriate than a quantitative approach as it does not seek to highlight statistics. As

mentioned  in  the  literature  section  (demotivated  learners),  a  phenomenological

strategy  will  provide  the  opportunity  to  highlight  educational  experiences

encountered by the targeted learners (Denscombe, 2010, p.?). 

Sample

Sampling  is  the  selection  of  participants  that  will  fit  the  description  and

characteristics  of  the  research,  as  they  will  contribute  to  the  researcher's

understanding of the topic (Gay, Airasian and Mills, 2011). This study does not aim

to generalise to the wider refugee population but focuses on a particular group of

refugees  and,  therefore,  adopts  a  purposive  sampling  selection  (Bryman,  2016).

Similarly,  Cohen, Manion and Morrison, (2011) suggest that purposive sampling is

chosen for a specific purpose, where knowledgeable people are selected who have

experiences  of  the  issues  that  have  been  highlighted  in  this  study.  In  addition,

Denscombe (2014) suggests that purposive sampling facilitates the researcher when

they have background knowledge about  the participants and intentionally  selects

particular ones as they are understood to provide the most valuable data. Hence, the

sample choice is based on my experiences of teaching ESOL to refugee learners

and have been identified by my judgement regarding the purpose of this research. I

have contacted my line manager,  the  institution and key workers for  information

regarding  their  educational  achievements  and to  ensure  the  sample  group have

experiences of learning English prior to entering the UK. 
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The  institution  has  direct  contact  with  the  United  Nation  where  they  access

background information about each participant to provide them with required support

to assist with integration, employment, mental health and wellbeing. Each year, in

excess of 900 refugee students attend the institution to learn ESOL, employability

skills and cultural orientation on a roll-on roll off basis to help them with integration

and employment. Each participant studies ESOL for a maximum of one year before

being  moved  onto  employment  or  further  education.  Currently  there  are  150

individuals that  meet  the criteria,  however  30  (12  male and 18 female,  all  aged

above 25) are credible candidates as they have a better rapport with me due to them

being my students. In addition, the sample group study at ESOL Level 1 and have all

entered the UK at similar times within the last 12 months, which may suggest that

the outcome cannot be generalised to other refugees who have lived in the UK for

longer  periods of  time or  are  studying at  other  institutions.  The inclusion  criteria

consists of participants being of Syrian Origin, graduated from a University in Syria

and able to utilise English as a first language. 

Data collection will take place in the same room used for the initial study, and will be

recorded on a portable device. To ensure accuracy of the data, participants will be

provided with a transcription of the recording before it is analysed. To ensure the

tutor/student relationship does not potentially risk the reliability of the research and to

minimise bias (Opie, 2004), the participants will be notified that the research has no

link to classroom practice and the findings may be used to structure future ESOL

courses, not the current course.

Method
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A Semi structured interview will be designed to conduct one to one interviews and 

will consist of open ended questions, which focus on the views and opinions of 

refugee learners encountering educational challenges. Semi structured interviews 

provide the researcher the opportunity to probe responses, to ensure accurate in-

depth and correct information is recorded (Bell and Waters, 2014; Opie, 2004). 

Similarly, open ended questions will allow the participants to express their viewpoints

freely and permitting them to reply in a manner they feel most appropriate. The 

chosen method is to understand the views experiences of the participants, in which 

the data can be recorded and analysed, in order to draw correspondence to previous

studies and theories. Participants may bring photos with them of their learning 

journeys to help them recall their experiences which is mentioned in the sampling. 

Credibility and Rigour 

The foundations of qualitative research are dependent upon the concepts of 

credibility and rigour, as they are used to evaluate the quality of the research project 

(Newby, 2010). Credibility involves establishing the results from the participants as 

believable, as the purpose of qualitative research is to describe or understand the 

phenomena form the participants’ perspectives. However, Thomas, (2009) argues 

that qualitative research is complex as human behaviour and experiences are unique

and differ individually, therefore, replicating data is not only difficult but possibly 

undesirable. To confirm the credibility of the research project, qualitative researchers

try to be thorough and careful to ensure that the research findings are accurate and 

appropriate (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011), they are confident in the truth of 

the findings as they confirm the results with the participants, who judge the credibility
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of the results by confirming their answers. To further support the credibility of the 

results, qualitative researchers triangulate their research findings (Denscombe, 

2014). The use of loosely structured interviews and follow-on interviews (different 

interviews) will enable the data to be triangulated, which will be supported by 

gathering secondary research to support the primary data findings. A good quality 

research process will document and check the data throughout the study (Bell and 

Waters, 2014), an audit trail which will help highlight every step of the data analysis 

in order to provide a rationale for the decisions made. Thus, this will help establish 

the accuracy of the research findings by describing the participants’ responses and 

not twisting the interpretation of what the research participants have said to fit the 

researcher’s narrative, therefore the researcher degree of neutrality is based on the 

participants responses and no personal bias or motivations of the researcher will be 

included.

Ethics

Before selecting the participants, ethical consideration needs to be addressed to 

ensure the participants are protected and treated equally throughout the project, 

regardless of any differences (BERA, 2011). Similarly, participants are to be 

informed about the procedures and rights to withdraw from the study at any time 

without any consequences (Bell and Waters, 2014). The research does not involve 

any physical contact with the participants, nor does it pose any physical, social or 

emotional harm in any way to the participants, (BERA, 2011; and Opie, 2004), as no 

personal background information will be asked but personal circumstances or 

emotions could be raised from the participants without initial intent. The possibility of 
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social and psychological issues may arise due to the participants feeling isolated in 

their communities or the thought of having lost loved ones, therefore, support is in 

place and could be accessed immediately as there are relevant support workers on 

site. If any psychological, social, emotional or any other harm/safe guarding issues 

arise the interview will be stopped immediately and the relevant agencies will be 

contact to ensure the relevant support is provided. Support workers have been 

informed about potential interview dates and will be available to attend the interview 

room if needed. The participants and known to the researcher however, names, 

professions or any personal information will be kept anonymous and confidential 

(including the transcripts) (Bell and Waters, 2014; Opie, 2004). Interviews will be 

recorded and the files will stored on a personal computer which is password 

protected (Opie, 2004) and will be discarded after their use.

Potential participants have been informed about the purpose of the study and have 

all agreed to participate when consent is approved by the University of Teesside and

the institution where the research will be conducted, which are within the BERA 

guidelines. Potential participants have been informed that participation is voluntary 

and they could withdraw at any time and confidentiality and anonymity will be 

assured.
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Research Timetable 

Activity Start date Target date for completion

Obtain literature: Use SCONUL membership to access relevant literature from 

different libraries.

16-12-2019 20-12-2019

Evaluate the literature: find themes, summarise, critique and highlight the themes in 

the literature

20-12-2019 31-12-2020

Ethical approval: request approval from the institution and the University of Teesside 27-01-2020 31-05-2020

Background to the problem: what has/has not been investigated 30-03-2020 30-05-2020

Significance of the current study: how will this study bridge the knowledge gap 30-04-2020 30-06-2020

Complete the literature review: DOS approval 01-01-2020 01-01-2021

Methodology chapter: present the methods, approaches and data collection tools 30-01-2021 30-07-2021

Collect data: arrange and conduct interviews with the sample group.

Interviews 1-10: conduct the interviews in stages

Interviews 11-20

Interviews 21-30

6-07-2020

13-07-2020

20-07-2020

30-07-2020

10-07-2020

17-07-2020

24-07-2020

Prepare for data analysis:  transcribe interviews 01-08-2020 01-09-2020
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Analyse the data: evaluate and organise the data finding common themes and 

relation to previous literature.

01-09-2020 30-11-2021

Draw conclusions/recommendations output from analysis and findings 01-12-2021 01-02-2022

Write introduction: write up the introduction, list of abbreviations etc. 05-02-2022 28-02-2022

Review: review final draft with DOS, final editing 15-03-2022 31-05-2022

Submission: Submit the final report 01-06-2022 01-06-2022
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