
It was a wonderful opportunity for ESOL 
practitioners from across the region and 
further afield to come together, learn, share, 
connect and inspire, and for many members of the South West ESOL network to meet in
person! It really was a joy to see people meeting for the first time. We always hope that
these events will lead to strengthened connections, idea sharing, ongoing collaboration
and support for all the wonderful ESOL practitioners doing such valuable work across the
region. I think it’s safe to say this was achieved!  

South West ESOL Conference 2026
Stronger Together:

A day of connection and collaboration for ESOL Practitioners
across the South West

The second South West ESOL Conference and what a wonderful day it was! The 2026
ESOL Conference took place in the beautiful historic Exeter Community Centre on
Friday 6th March 2026. We were even fortunate 
enough to have use of the fabulous ballroom 
for the day! 

Presentations
The morning started with a welcoming
presentation from Dave Wright, Devon County
Council ESOL Coordinator. Dave talked about the
ESOL landscape and the changes he has
witnessed in his twenty plus years of working in
the sector in Devon.

He talked of challenges and opportunities and
how important ESOL is not only for language
learning but so much more – integration,

This conference was a collaboration
between South West Councils and Devon
County Council and funded by the MHCLG.  

belonging, opportunities and supporting people as they develop the knowledge and skills
to fully thrive, contribute and live independently in a new community often under difficult
circumstances.  



Teacher Voice
Dave’s welcome presentation was followed by an inspiring talk by Olena. Olena arrived in
the UK in 2022 having taught English to children in schools in Ukraine for many years. She
had always wished to visit the UK so she could tell the children all about it thinking one day
she would come on holiday. Little did she know then that she would move here and build a
new life with her family after the Russian invasion. She can now tell all those children all
about the UK and inspire them with all that she has achieved since arriving. 

Olena has been working with South West
Councils and other ESOL providers in the
region since she first completed her CELTA
course in 2023. The CELTA course was just the
start of her learning and teaching journey here
in the UK. She has since gone on to achieve
QTS and has recently completed the TERM
course. Olena is an integral part of the ESOL
teaching team here at South West Councils and
it is a joy to work with her. Olena’s presentation
generously shared her experience of starting a
new life in the UK and left everyone feeling
humbled and inspired. Thank you Olena. 

Workshops
We were fortunate to be able to offer three incredible workshops thanks to the generosity
of the trainers who offered their time, knowledge, expertise and passion.  

Routes Puppets - Hidden Voices project
Steve Wright of Routes Puppets has a wealth of experience of using puppetry across
many sectors. After meeting and being inspired by a group of ESOL learners who became
the driving force behind this project, he now uses amazing life-like puppets as a medium of
storytelling with ESOL teachers and learners.

Providing targeted support and well-structured lesson
plans is crucial for learner’s success. This workshop
shared the ‘Hidden Voices’ of not only ESOL learners
but also learners who study alongside and want to
challenge common prejudices and xenophobia. Steve
uses puppetry and animation to share personal stories
outlining essential practical strategies, supports, and
other activities to help ESOL students thrive.  

https://routespuppets.com/


Managing Disclosure of Domestic Abuse
The Olive Project is a local “by and for” charity that support black and minoritised victims
of domestic abuse and sexual violence.  The Olive Project was founded in 2022 and has
supported over 200 victims and survivors. This presentation focused on providing initial
support at the point of disclosure of abuse and the necessary follow up steps. It provided a
legal framework for domestic abuse in the UK and the support options available. Alexis has
worked within the sector for ten years and covered a difficult topic with clarity, conviction
and practical support strategies.  

Disclosures of domestic abuse and other
safeguarding concerns are commonplace in
the ESOL classroom where learners feel
they are safe and supported and able to
share their experiences, often for the first
time. This is a huge responsibility for ESOL
teachers who don’t always have the
knowledge, training or experience to know
how best to support their students after a
disclosure.

The workshop helped practitioners to better understand how to safely support learners and
introduced procedures to follow and suitable organisations and services for signposting.
The workshop also gave insights and tips on protecting your own wellbeing and preventing
burnout as a practitioner. 

ESOL for Literacy Learning in the Community
This workshop explored the experience, unique challenges and need for a different
approach when working with ESOL learners who are also at the very beginning of their
literacy journey. Using examples from their Foundation Classes at St Sidwell’s
Community Centre, the St Sidwell’s trainers talked about why these classes were set up,
who they’re for, and some of the everyday issues learners with low or no literacy face.

The workshop honestly explored the
challenges this brings for teachers who
may never have worked with this type of
learner sharing approaches, tips and
ideas for how best to support the learners.
Workshop participants shared their own
experiences, swapped ideas and learnt
from each other, as well as taking the time
to explore practical resources and
activities to take away and use in their
own context. 

https://www.theoliveproject.uk/
https://stsidwells.org.uk/
https://stsidwells.org.uk/


Your challenge!
We leave you with the challenge of deciphering this coded text. This was shared as an
activity in the Literacy Learning workshop highlighting the challenges faced by language
and literacy learners, especially those who may not be literate in their first language and
whose first language uses a different writing system and script to English.

What do you think it says?

A fantastic lunch
A huge thanks must go to the incredible chefs and catering team at St Sidwell’s who
provided the generous delicious lunch buffet. It was not only delicious, but it was a
colourful work of art and provided the fuel everyone needed for the afternoon workshops!  



Exhibitors and artists
A huge thanks goes to the exhibitors who brought sector specialism, resources, insights
and a few freebies! Also, a huge thanks to the artists who displayed beautiful Chinese
watercolour paintings of Devon.  

The art exhibition and all exhibition stalls really did create a space for conversation,
valuable networking, exploring new ideas and resources and prompted new collaborations
and conversations.  

Exhibitors generously shared a broad range of sector knowledge, insights into tools,
technologies, training opportunities and resources giving guests the opportunity to see
demonstrations and ask questions first hand.   

Closing presentation and discussion
The closing presentation was led by Chris Moore of Specialist Language Courses and
TERM and Stephanie Lam of TERM. Both Chris and Stephanie bring a wealth of
experience in the ESOL sector, both as ESOL teachers and teacher trainers. Chris gave a
presentation on Vocational ESOL and why vocational ESOL courses are so important,
while Stephanie convened a round-table discussion. 

There were some great ideas from table
discussions. Ideas included understanding work
culture, employment laws and employee rights,
importance of mentoring and shadowing those
doing the work and supporting teachers by
helping them to better understand the vocation
and access to sector specific vocational ESOL
teaching and learning resources. 

It is free to join the TERM newsletter to find out
more about this brilliant teacher training course: 
https://www.teachenglishtorefugees.com/subscribe.  

https://specialistlanguagecourses.com/
https://www.teachenglishtorefugees.com/
https://url.uk.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/P4vcCYMKDhoGB5I0f9Ixwno3?domain=teachenglishtorefugees.com


Days like this are only possible with the collaborative energy and efforts of
many people. So, a huge thank you goes to the organisers, caterers,

exhibitors, presenters, artists, workshop trainers, venue hosts and of course all
who attended as guests and participants. All your contributions and generosity
honestly brought the event to life, adding so much value for all the guests, and

your contributions don’t go unnoticed.  

We look forward to the next 
South West ESOL Conference! 



A lovely day - thank you

Excellent

Very well delivered
and brilliant resources

I really enjoyed the opportunities to network and connect
with other ESOL teachers in the South West.

I enjoyed finding out about other organisations working
with refugees and asylum seekers and to see what sort of

work is happening in the South West

Thank you for all the time and
effort that is put in to these events

The puppetry for ESOL was inspiring

The literacy workshop was excellent,
informative and thought provoking

I loved Olena’s talk, very inspiring

I absolutely loved the Domestic Abuse workshop -
she was able to bring humour into a very difficult

topic.  She dealt with it with sensitivity and
relevance, I think I could listen to her all day.  Also
- I want to join her for wine and pizza afterwards!

Thank you for organising this

It’s always inspiring to hear from
people with lived experience

It was great!
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