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teacher trainer, writer and editor 
 

What has been your path to current job? 
As part of my university course in the 1970s I taught English for a year at a primary school in 
France. I had what would be a very uncommon experience nowadays, which is to teach large 
classes of children, full time, untrained, with no support or resources- in other words, being 
thrown in at the deep end. They had the idea that, if I spoke English to every class for half an 
hour every day, the children would miraculously learn the language. Of course, that didn’t 
happen, but they did end up with perfect English accents and, through trial and error, I 
developed an approach to teaching which was based on creativity, sensitivity to needs and 
spontaneity, which has stood me in good stead throughout my career. 
I didn’t discover ESOL until I returned to London from several years EFL teaching in Spain and 
Greece. I was at Pitman’s School of English (EFL), when another teacher told me about an 
EFL/ESOL conversion course she was going to attend at Morley College. I gate-crashed the 
course and it opened a whole new dimension for me. I especially enjoyed making a study of 
the Turkish community in Haringey. After that I got my first ESOL teaching job, in 
Paddington, at a time when the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA), provided plenty of 
funding for ESOL staffing and resources. It was even (politely) suggested that I do a 
specialised teaching diploma, in ESOL, as my EFL one was considered insufficient to teach 
ESOL properly!  
Subsequently, I set up the ESOL service in Sutton College, in South London, which I ran for 
many years. Throughout that time I saw ESOL grow as a field, but government money was 
always fluctuating, which added constraints for the learners and made it difficult to plan. 
That’s why, when I was co-chair of NATECLA, I decided to take a lead in the campaign to 
develop a national strategy for ESOL in England, so that learners and practitioners would 
have some stability and wouldn’t be dependent on the whims of policymakers. It was a 
wonderful to attend your 2017 NATECLA Scotland conference, and experience at first hand 
the benefits that having a national strategy can bring. And a big thank you to Pauline for 
coming down to Westminster to tell ESOL stakeholders and MPs about the Scottish strategy. 
It added tremendous weight to our cause. I’m thrilled that now, an ESOL strategy is a 
cornerstone of the new proposals in the integrated communities green paper. 
 
 

Do you have any specialisms or particular interests within English 
Language?  
I suppose my main specialism is the education and training needs of refugees, which was the 
subject of my masters’ dissertation. It was a really rewarding study, following up on nearly 
100 refugees who had passed through the ESOL department that I ran. Other interests 
include using drama and role play in the classroom, running ESOL /vocational courses, 
designing bespoke courses for employers, and providing language awareness training for 
staff in other sectors such as social services health. I’m also very keen on doing creative 
writing with ESOL learners and compiled a collection of their writing annually, called ‘Words 
and Memories’. I always intended to try and get the best of them published but never did. 
But recently my freelance work has taken me into a new area for me, working on an ESOL 
prison project for the Reading Agency.  
 

 



 

So far we’ve produced a booklist of recommended titles for ESOL learners and a collection of 
writing – ‘Words and Memories’ produced as a result of a series of creative writing 
workshops for prisoners with ESOL needs. We also produced guidelines and resources for 
workshop leaders (librarians and ESOL teachers) who might want to replicate the workshops. 
You can find them on the Reading Agency website here.  
Another great interest is encouraging ESOL practitioners to take up research opportunities 
and to write articles about ESOL. As editor of the NATECLA journal ‘Language Issues’, and 
later, the newsletter, I was able to encourage a number of practitioners to share their 
experiences and write something for the first time.  
 

What do you think is your best teaching moment? 
It depends what you mean by best. Some of my proudest moments have been when students 
have come back, sometimes after a long gap, and said that the classes gave them confidence 
or inspired them to go on to achieve their goals. If, by ‘best’, you mean memorable for 
learners and myself, a lot of these involve role play. For instance, I remember taking an 
elementary class on the topic of shopping. There was a dialogue in a shoe shop. It was boring, 
so, instead we all took off our shoes and role-played trying to buy them back- with the ‘shop 
assistant’ deliberately trying to sell us the wrong ones. It gave plenty of language practice, 
such as ‘This pair is too big, I need a smaller pair’. 
 

What do you think is your worst, or most embarrassing, teaching moment? 
Well, this is about shoes as well. One day I wore shoes that didn’t match, one blue and the 
other dark red. Before cycling to work, I’d grabbed my clothes and shoes to change into when 
I got there. I hoped the students wouldn’t notice, but they did, straight away, of course. So I 
abandoned my plan and we had a lesson based on the shoes. Conditional: ‘If you hadn’t been 
in a rush, you wouldn’t have forgotten your shoes’, that kind of thing.  
 

What do you think is your funniest teaching moment?  
Well, it wasn’t in my class. I was in a NATECLA workshop ‘Make them laugh and they will 
learn’, run by Viorica Lucuta. She is brilliant at creating fun learning opportunities. The one I 
particularly remember was when she set up an information gap situation with buyers and 
sellers. The sellers had to sell crazy (but real, off the internet) inventions to the buyers. They 
didn’t know that the buyers had very limited money to spend. We, the buyers, didn’t know 
that they had to sell a certain quota. I’ll never forget being cornered by a fellow delegate who 
wanted to sell me slippers with LED lights in, so I wouldn’t fall over in the dark, and , when I 
escaped from her I was grabbed by someone who wanted to sell a TV remote control which 
doubled as a bottle opener. I’ve since used it with L1 and 2 students and it works well. If you 
want the images, you can find them by googling ‘funny inventions-images’. 
 
 

What is/are your top tip/s for teaching? 
Use the learners as a resource- use the language they produce, their stories, their energy, 
even the things they bring (coats, bags etc). At the end of the session it’s the learners who 
should feel tired because they’ve worked hard, not you! 
 

Do you remember your first English Language class?  
Yes, I was 20 and teaching in a school in France. I had about 30 children for a half hour class 
and I taught each class every day. I hadn’t had any training and wasn’t expecting to be left on 
my own. I think I was pretty bad for the first few classes, but there’s nothing like being 
thrown in at the deep end to learn a skill and I’m grateful for that.  
 
 

https://readingagency.org.uk/resources/?programme=ahead


 

What have been your best teaching inspirations?  
I was inspired by a book ‘Talk English’- long out of print by Tom Jupp, Milne and Plowright. 
It was a series of short plays based on the theatre of the absurd- no genders or nationalities, 
universal situations, a bit surreal. It was great to use in class, not only to practise 
pronunciation but to illustrate grammar points in a fun way. I used them over and over 
again. Later I started writing my own plays and mini dialogues for use in class and 
eventually I wrote some for Macmillan. 
I’m also a great supporter of the ‘Reflect for ESOL’ approach to ESOL teaching, where the 
sessions evolve from the students, and are not imposed by the tutor. It ties in very much 
with the way I taught ESOL at the start of my career.  
 

https://www.skillsforlifenetwork.com/article/reflect-for-esol-resource-pack/964

