“Get Back to Work”
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The Project 
At the May 2003 Woking Community Learning Partnership, the imminent closure of the local Mushroom Farm and the loss of over 120 jobs was recognised as a major concern; particularly worrying was that two thirds of the employees, the majority of whom were of Pakistani origin, had English language needs, and nearly all lived in the same Woking ward.  The effect of the closure on the local economy could not be underestimated.  The Partnership therefore took action to support and develop these employees.

How the Project Began

The Mushroom Farm was a caring and safe environment to work in; it provided transport and some people had worked there for thirty years.  Many women worked there alongside others from their family, and in some cases two or three generations of one family were working there together.  Finding a similar work setting would be difficult and many of the women would therefore not be able to continue to earn.  The need to provide new experiences and other skills was paramount for The Partnership.

The community had engaged with local Community Workers, who did not know how to respond.  They requested if they could present to the CLP meeting which happened to be later that week.  As the farm was closing at the end of that week, the Partnership sprang into action with a multi faceted response.  Not only were turn-key learning opportunities to be provided, but support mechanisms were equally necessary.  An initial meeting was arranged for the following week, which seventy ex-employees attended.  Community Language speakers from Surrey Care Trust, the Citizens Advice Bureau and Surrey LEA Home School Liaison Officers attended to help with translation.   Although the Job Centre had been involved at the Farm for a few weeks and had Community Language speakers, they did not have the capacity to deal with so many claims in such a short time, and some people had to wait a few weeks for their appointment, causing extra anxiety to those involved.

Project Workers from Surrey Care Trust and Next Step IAG worked within the community to encourage and support individuals and their families, and The Partnership started a weekly “Job Club” at the Community Centre.  In the early stages it ran alongside the CAB outreach surgery so that both could be accessed at the same time if needed.  Also starting that second week after closure, Guildford and Woking Colleges arranged seven extra ESOL classes for both men and women which ran until the end of the summer term.   Many of these learners had the confidence to progress into mainstream provision at the colleges’ other outreach centres, such as afternoon lessons at their children’s schools, or community settings within hundreds of yards to their homes.  By the end of the summer many were back in employment, and less than a handful had taken advantage of the government’s training schemes, accessed through the Job Centre.

Funding and costs: 

Many partners played a role and the Partnership’s Community Learning Adviser (CLA) was able to provide project management, but the need for extra resource was immediately recognised.  The CLA prepared a bid to submit to Surrey Global Grants, part of the European Social Fund.  It was successful and nearly £8000 was received.

These monies allowed for a Project Co-ordinator to be appointed in the July, to work holistically as mentor and sponsor of those taking part in the project; as well as paying for training in transferable work skills including First Aid, Health & Safety, ICT, etc.  

Woking College used the project co-ordinator, a trained ESOL teacher, to trial the running of an ESOL class through the summer holidays for one large cohort of women, and attendance rates were over 80%.  In the September, this cohort (about 17 at any one time) of keen learners requested more learning and started attending three times a week.  Some of these women continued with learning even though they started work part-time, and others who had not been confident enough in May now joined this group as word spread.  The Partnership provided four laptops and specialist software was bought using the Global Grant monies, as well as the time of an ICT facilitator at each of these classes.  The learners’ confidence was growing in ICT, and they started to use other programs.

The Job Club ran weekly until it was no longer needed, and the project co-ordinator liaised with local public services and industry to find job opportunities.  Surrey County Council saw the Project as an opportunity to recruit people with community languages, and indeed made some new appointments.  

The majority of Basic Skills learning was able to be drawn down by the colleges as LSC contracted providers.  Other organizations were able to provide services in the same way for a short period, e.g. nextstep IAG.  Surrey Care Trust’s FACE project worker was able to continue to work within the community and the classroom, and continued to develop relationships and support individuals, but did not have the capacity or capability to work with so many or within the time frame needed.  

Project Outcomes

Although funding for the Project finished in July 2004, and most are now in work, many are still involved in learning at different outreach venues within the ward!  About 10 women who formed the large cohort, who continued to learn together, still attend English lessons three times a week, even though some are in part-time work.
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