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ESOL Development Day

Thursday, 16 April 2026
Cardiff and Vale College Business Centre (One Canal Parade)
Dumballs Road, Cardiff, CF10 5FE



9.30am 	Registration & Refreshments 			 
 
10:00am	Welcome 
Michelle Matheron, Director for Wales, Learning and Work Institute

10:10am	Address by James Owen, Chief Executive, Medr

10:20am 	Overview of Adult Learning Partnership and ESOL in Cardiff and the Vale 
Michell Hiller-Forster, Vice Principal Quality and Learner Journey, Cardiff and Vale College  
 
10:30am	Learner Panel 
Hosted by Martha Holman 2025 Inspire! Tutor Award Winner 

1.  Sulaf Omasha, Coleg Gwent 
2.  Nataliia Yashchenko, Adult Learning Wales 
3.  Sharjeel Ahmad, Cardiff and Vale College   
4.  Hassan Javani, Cardiff and Vale College 
5.  Mansoureh Ghobadipour, Vale Learning Centre 

11:05am	Developing an ESOL Effectiveness Framework for Wales
		Alex Stevenson, Deputy Director, Learning and Work Institute 

11:10am	Refreshments/Networking and Exhibition/Pitches
  
11:30am	Breakout sessions
Four sessions are available – participants to select two to attend

1. Introduction to Healing Spaces – Jude Darwich, International Rescue Committee UK (Room 1)
2. ESOL Support and Inclusion Project (ESIP) – Lucie Gegg, Cardiff and Vale College AND 
Stones in the ESOL river: What ESOL learners teach us about teaching - Lora Agbaso, Coleg Gwent (Room 5)
3. Learner Autonomy and Teacher Productivity for ESOL – Catherine Evans, Jisc, Katie Walsh, Bridgend College, Claire Colley, Coleg Cambria (Room 6)
4. The role of WSOL in a multilingual, participatory approach to the adult migrant language education classroom – Professor Mike Chick, University of South Wales, Dr Gwennan Higham and Walaa Mouma, PhD student, Swansea University (Room 7)
1:00pm	Lunch
 
1:45pm	Breakout sessions repeated

3.15pm	Comfort break – tea/coffee 

3:30pm	The value and role of working responsively with emergent learner language in ESOL classrooms
Sam Shepherd, ESOL teacher and teacher trainer, Shipley College

4:00pm	Feedback, takeaways, priorities for action 
Michelle Kerswell and Elinor Franklin Joint Chair’s ESOL Network 

Close
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Michelle Matheron, Learning and Work Institute 
Michelle is Director for Wales responsible for leading the work of L&W in Wales and our relationships with Welsh Government, Medr and a range of stakeholders and funders. Michelle joined L&W in January 2026 and was previously Assistant Director, External Affairs at The Open University in Wales. In that role she led the OU in Wales’ work on policy and public affairs, communications, research impact, and civic mission.
 
Michelle has also worked for a number of Welsh third sector organisations in policy and public affairs roles. This included working at Wales Council for Voluntary Action delivering a lottery-funded project helping the third sector in Wales to understand and engage with politics and decision making.

James Owen, Medr 
James Owen was appointed Chief Executive in August 2025 after joining Medr as Chief Operating Officer in 2024.  James is responsible for overseeing £1bn of investment in tertiary education and research in Wales; building collaborative relationships with partners based on mutual respect and trust; and leading the team to deliver the ambitions and commitments in the Strategic Plan to deliver a more joined-up and inclusive sector in Wales - one which helps every learner find their path and ensures the system meets the needs of our society and economy, not just now, but for our future generations too.

James was previously the Interim Director in the Welsh Government responsible for establishing Medr. He led, on behalf of the Welsh Ministers, this sector-wide reform programme to establish the new arm’s-length body. He previously held a number of senior leadership roles in the Welsh Government and also worked for the Cabinet Office in Whitehall.

James is passionate about helping people realise their full potential, notably as an active coach and mentor. He is also a powerful advocate for the social model of disability.

Michell Hiller-Forster, Cardiff and Vale College 
Michell Hiller‑Forster is Vice Principal for Quality & Learner Journey at Cardiff and Vale College.  She has over three decades of experience championing excellence, inclusion, and learner success across post‑16 education. 
She has strategic leadership for quality, teaching and learning, safeguarding and learner journey, digital transformation, and professional learning, Michell has a deep commitment to widening access and empowering every learner to thrive.

Alex Stevenson, Deputy Director, Learning and Work Institute
Alex is L&W’s strategic lead on essential skills, overseeing policy and research in areas such as adult skills devolution, adult literacy and numeracy, English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and learning in communities. He leads L&W’s international work and is an Executive Committee member at the European Basic Skills Network. At L&W, Alex has led policy research and development projects supporting the ESOL sector on behalf of the Department for Education, the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, the Home Office, and for the Greater London Authority and West Midlands Combined Authority. Before joining L&W, Alex taught, managed and developed adult basic skills and ESOL provision for over 13 years, variously working in FE colleges, a local authority adult education service and for an independent training provider.

Sam Shepherd, Shipley College
Sam Shepherd is an ESOL teacher and teacher trainer at Shipley College in West Yorkshire, with 20 years’ experience teaching ESOL in further education. During this time, he has also worked as an advanced practitioner, and his professional interests include ESOL curriculum design, classroom practice and policy relating to ESOL and FE. His PhD explored emergent language within a process curriculum, where the syllabus develops in response to learners’ communicative needs.

Sam will describe the value and role of working responsively with emergent learner language in ESOL classrooms. He will share insights from his research into how a syllabus can emerge based on learners' interactions, and what kind of actions we can take as teachers to capture and work with this language. We will also explore questions of accountability and record keeping and how these requirements can be met while at the same time teaching a genuinely learner-based course. 

Michelle Kerswell, Adult Learning Wales
Michelle has worked in education for over 20 years, across ACL, FE, HE and WBL. A former ESOL, ABE and Education & Training practitioner, she is currently Head of Curriculum & Quality at Adult Learning Wales.

Elinor Franklin, Gower College Swansea 
Elinor has worked in education for over 20 years in both FE and HE settings. Her current role is as Campus Lead and Learning Area Manager for ABE, ESOL and Visual Arts at the Llwyn y Bryn Campus of Gower College Swansea. 


Learner panel - background 
Martha Holman is a dedicated tutor in Adult Basic Education and Essential Skills at Cardiff and Vale College. Originally from Zimbabwe, Martha overcame significant challenges when she arrived in the UK. Through perseverance, she retrained as a teacher and achieved distinctions in both her PGCE and master's degrees. Martha is committed to promoting equality and anti-racism and has played a pivotal role in developing an innovative anti-racism module tailored for learners with additional learning needs. She fosters an inclusive, supportive classroom, enabling her students to progress from Entry Level to higher qualifications. Beyond education, Martha founded the charity ‘Love Zimbabwe’ to support vulnerable communities in her homeland and actively engages in local initiatives, embodying her belief in lifelong learning and the power of education to transform lives.

Sulaf Omasha is a mother of three, originally from Syria. She enjoys drawing, writing, and creating handicrafts. Living away from her homeland, Sulaf finds comfort and strength in expressing her feelings through poetry. Her poems are not only personal. They are a voice for many who live in exile, carrying memories of home. 
Sulaf is an active member of her community, known as a supportive friend and dedicated volunteer. She is currently an ESOL student at Coleg Gwent.

Nataliia Yashchenko is from Kharkiv, Ukraine and arrived in Cardiff in 2022 with her two daughters.  Nataliia never planned to leave Ukraine, as she had a good career, a home, and a happy life there - however, everything changed because of the war.  She chose to come to the UK because her eldest daughter had been studying English from a young age, and she wanted to make the transition easier for her children.  
 
Nataliia studied German at school and university and holds an Honours degree in Business Economics.  She worked in banking for 16 years, starting as a teller and later becoming Head of the Regional Network (Operations Accounting Control Department).  She has been studying English with Adult Learning Wales for three years and believes in a bright future.

Sharjeet Ahmad is originally from Pakistan and currently living in the UK. He is interested in learning new skills and improving his English. In his free time, he enjoys spending time with friends, exploring new places, and using social media. Living away from his home country has helped him become more independent and motivated. Sharjeel is a friendly and supportive person who enjoys helping others. He is currently an ESOL student and is working hard to build a better future.

Hassan Javani is a father of three, originally from Tehran, Iran. He is a highly accomplished Karate master in the Wado-kai style, holding an impressive 8th Dan Black Belt, a journey he began in his childhood. Alongside his martial arts expertise, Hassan is a skilled artisan baker specializing in fancy breads, a craft in which he has extensive professional experience. Currently, he is an ESOL student at college, dedicated to improving his English and understanding the local culture. Hassan’s goal is to one day establish his own business and become a contributing member of the community.

Mansoureh Ghobadipour is a distinguished palaeontologist and educator with over 25 years of experience, Mansoureh holds a PhD from Esfahan University and is an Honorary Research Fellow at the National Museum of Wales. After a prolific career as a lecturer and researcher in Iran—where she co-founded the National Fossil Day—she now focuses her scientific work on the 350-million-year-old marine fossils of Barry Island.

Beyond her academic achievements, Mansoureh is a dedicated advocate for lifelong learning and cultural integration. She has embraced her transition to life in South Wales by immersing herself in ESOL courses at the Vale Learning Centre, viewing language mastery as a vital gateway to professional enrichment and community connection. By balancing her high-level expertise with her current studies, she aims to inspire others to pursue education as a path toward personal growth and societal contribution.
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Breakout sessions
1. Introduction to Healing Spaces
An introduction to trauma and toxic stress, impacts of trauma on wellbeing, regulation techniques and strategies to support people dealing with potential trauma, and a review of the trauma-informed framework.

Jude Darwich, International Rescue Committee

2. ESOL Support and Inclusion Project (ESIP) - (30 minutes)
The ESOL Support and Inclusion Project works with individuals and their teachers to identify and offer appropriate person-centred support for second language learning. In this session you will find out more about who the project works with and how it has been developed. 

Lucie Gegg, ESIP Lead, Cardiff and Vale College 
Stones in the ESOL river: What ESOL learners teach us about teaching - (60 minutes) 
This workshop presents initial findings from a research project that aims to co-construct a trauma-informed ESOL classroom grounded in the voices of lived experience. In the first stage of the study, ESOL learners shared their perspectives on the key challenges, as well as the factors that support their learning.

Drawing on these insights, the workshop invites participants to reflect on their own classroom contexts and consider how these experiences may be present in their teaching. It then connects these insights directly to classroom practice, offering practical strategies and small meaningful shifts that teachers can make to reshape teaching in simple but powerful ways. 

Lora Agbaso, ESOL teacher, Coleg Gwent

3. Learner autonomy and teacher productivity for ESOL 
There will be a demonstration and overview of the AI tools used for ESOL learners to allow them opportunities to practice their language skills outside of the classroom.  This includes practicing everyday language and also for assessment preparation practice.  There will also be a demonstration and overview of AI tools that can enhance teaching practice in ESOL through learner analytics and material development.   

This session will be interactive with opportunities for delegates to have a go using their smartphones or laptops. 

Catherine Evans, Jisc, Katie Walsh, Bridgend College, Claire Colley, Coleg Cambria 

4. The role of WSOL in a multilingual, participatory approach to the adult migrant language education classroom 
Research indicates that Welsh for Speakers of Other Languages (WSOL) classes improve migrants’ social networks and enhance belonging/ wellbeing (Higham 2024) and strongly suggests that a more participatory approach to migrant language education aligns with trauma-informed teaching and promotes a sense of inclusion (Chick 2025).
Following a successful funding application from the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), Dr Gwennan Higham and Prof Mike Chick will present details of an upcoming three-year collaboration that involves stakeholders in migrant language education across Wales and the National Centre for Learning Welsh.  The research project aims to improve knowledge of the benefits of multilingual learning and to equip language teachers with the skills and confidence to implement WSOL as part of a multilingual, participatory approach to language education. During the talk the presenters will outline the three main phases of the research and provide details of the interviews, focus groups and workshops that are included in this collaborative endeavour.

Dr Gwennan Higham, Swansea University and Professor Mike Chick, University of South Wales
Walaa Mouma, PhD student, Swansea University will share her PhD research which explores how multilingual teaching approaches can support migrant ESOL learners in Wales. The study investigates how English, Welsh and learners’ first languages are used in ESOL classrooms, and how these practices may support language development, confidence and a sense of belonging. The project includes classroom observations and an action research phase, in which Walaa designs and delivers a multilingual ESOL course that introduces small elements of Welsh while recognising learners’ existing linguistic resources.
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