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Reflections on the NATECLA 2026
Conference

Learner voices, innovative practice and a renewed sense of
drive at the UK's leading ESOL conference
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Every year, the NATECLA Conference brings together
the very best of the ESOL sector. This year's event at
Aston Conference Centre in Birmingham was no
exception.

Across two inspiring days, #NATECLA26 offered fresh =
ideas, practical strategies and thought-provoking
discussions, reminding delegates why ESOL is such a )
dynamic and rewarding profession.

This year's conference was united by three powerful
themes: putting learners first, embracing innovation
and strengthening the professional community that
supports ESOL across the UK.

"Every learner’s journey is unique and every story has the
power to inspire.”

Learner Voice: Keeping Learners at the Centre

The conference began with an opening plenary
featuring the incredibly inspiring Aster, Akram,
and Axel. They shared their different learning
and life journeys, speaking with some nerves
but mostly radiating positivity, honesty,
humour, enthusiasm, confidence, and pride
after arriving in the UK from Eritrea, Sudan,
and Cameroon.

Their perspective was a powerful reminder that
learner voices are the most important of all.




Beyond Language Learning.

The learner-centred approach continued throughout the programme. Workshops explored
how ESOL can be embedded within vocational education and employability programmes,
helping learners develop not only language skills but also confidence, independence and

meaningful routes into work and further study.

The message was clear: effective ESOL changes lives far beyond the classroom and
teachers will go above and beyond to ensure the best outcomes.

Building Cultural Capital

Another thought-provoking session explored
cultural capital and the importance of
making implicit knowledge explicit.

Rather than assuming learners share the
same educational or cultural experiences,
presenters demonstrated how carefully
planned teaching can build confidence,
curiosity and a stronger sense of belonging.

Innovation in Practice: Learning from Each Other

One of NATECLA's greatest strengths is its emphasis on sharing effective practice.
Delegates were able to choose from an extensive programme of workshops, creating a
personalised learning experience tailored to their own interests and professional roles.

The popular Teach Meet perfectly captured this collaborative spirit. In a series of fast-
paced three-minute presentations, teachers shared practical strategies on topics ranging
from effective feedback and retrieval practice to Al, vocabulary development, coaching and

inclusive approaches for neurodivergent learners.
SPINEN Cp ey
3 GRANHAR a % FSl .

Blg Bt )
T Lt
g ST (Sple)e = e — )

raminar

2= —5 shandacd Slp‘lflw&ﬂ Yep e suré

Teaching real-world English

John Hird's engaging session on spoken grammar
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Creativity in the classroom

Alongside the workshops, the conference reinforced the strength of the ESOL community.
The NATECLA AGM celebrated another successful year, highlighting expanded

professional development opportunities, new partnerships and exciting future initiatives
that will continue to support practitioners across the sector.

The exhibition, research posters and
sketch-noting sessions also provided -
opportunities to discover new ideas, ——
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Perhaps most valuable of all were the conversations between sessions.

Catching up with colleagues, meeting new practitioners and exchanging ideas
reminded everyone that professional learning doesn't only happen in workshop rooms.
It happens over coffee, in corridors and during shared moments of reflection.

Even the Friday evening quiz, where our
team proudly finished third, reinforced the
friendly, supportive atmosphere that
makes NATECLA such a welcoming
conference.

"Sharing experience is
just as important as
sharing expertise”

Looking ahead

The greatest strength of #NATECLA26 wasn't simply the quality of its speakers or the
breadth of its programme. It was the shared commitment to improving the lives of ESOL
learners through collaboration, creativity and continuous professional learning.

That spirit of collaboration was also evident at the South West NATECLA branch meeting,

where members discussed future activities, regional engagement and opportunities to
work more closely together.




The branch conversation reinforced the

importance of strong partnerships and a

connected network of ESOL practitioners and

organisations, all working towards the shared

goal of supporting learners and one another. SOUTH WEST

Delegates left Birmingham with practical strategies to implement immediately, fresh
perspectives to reflect upon and renewed enthusiasm for the work they do every day.

If this year's conference demonstrated anything, it is that the future of ESOL is being
shaped by passionate professionals who are committed to making language education
more inclusive, innovative and impactful.

I’'m already looking forward to the next
conference.

Will you be going next year?
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‘ ‘ A lovely couple of days
Every lesson, every

resource and every
Excel Ient professional discussion
should ultimately
improve outcomes for
learners.

Effective ESOL changes lives far
beyond the classroom.

It was great!

Delegates left with practical
strategies, fresh perspectives and
renewed enthusiasm for the work they
do every day.

Learning doesn't only happen in the workshops—it
happens in conversations, collaborations and
shared experiences.

The willingness of practitioners to openly share
successful ideas remains one of the defining
characteristics of the ESOL profession.

When learners speak, the whole profession
listens.

The best conferences don't just inform - they
transform practice.
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