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Key Points

Both the UK public and migrants themselves consider good English language skills as important to migrants’ 
integration.

A large majority (90%) of migrants living in England and Wales self-reported speaking English well or very 
well in the 2021 Census.

Use of English increases over time: in 2021, almost three-quarters of migrants who arrived in the UK at 
least 20 years earlier spoke English as their main language, compared to 35% of those who arrived within 
the previous two years.

Migrants who arrived in the UK as children were more likely to speak English as their main language, with 
nearly all speaking English well or very well in 2021.

People with limited English language abilities were less likely to be employed in 2021. Of those migrants 
with limited knowledge of English who were in work, a lower share were working in high-skill jobs.

Funded ESOL places fell during the 2010s, but recovered to just over 150,000 in the 2022/23 academic 
year, the highest in a decade.

This briefing examines data on how well different groups of migrants living in England and 

Wales speak English, and the relationship between English language proficiency and activity in 

the labour market.

Understanding the policy

English language requirements in immigration applications

Some visa and immigration applications require evidence that the person meets an English language requirement. For example, 

main applicants for Skilled Worker visas, undergraduate study applicants, and people applying for settlement or citizenship 

need at least intermediate English skills (level B1 in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages). Some 

people automatically meet this requirement if they are from a country where the main language is English, while others must 

have received an eligible qualification.

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) policy

ESOL courses aim to develop migrants’ English listening, reading and writing skills, as well as their knowledge of English 

grammar. There are five levels of ESOL course, which can be grouped into three broad categories:

•	 Entry level courses, for migrants with a basic knowledge of the English language.

•	 Level 1 courses, which are equivalent to an English GCSE at grades 3 to 1 (or D to G). This level is for migrants who can 

speak and understand English when discussing familiar topics.

•	 Level 2 courses, aimed at migrants who can fluently express opinions and viewpoints in English. This level is equivalent 

to an English GCSE at grades 9 to 4 (or A* to C).
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Adult skills policy is devolved to each regional government, as well as each of the English Mayoral Combined Authorities 

(MCA). This means that funding arrangements for ESOL courses differ across the UK. In England, courses are mainly funded 

through the Adult Education Budget (AEB), although no specific budget is set aside. Instead, the government or relevant MCA 

sets out criteria for who can receive free or reduced-cost provision, with actual spending shaped by these criteria and the 

demand for courses among learners.

In the 2023/24 academic year, courses were free in England for eligible learners aged 19 and over who had lived in the UK 

for three years or been granted leave to remain for humanitarian reasons. In practice, however, migrants often cannot enrol 

onto courses due to high demand. Eligibility is wider in some MCAs.

Understanding the evidence

This briefing examines the outcomes of people who were born abroad and have migrated to the UK. The word ‘migrant’ is 

used differently in different contexts. In this briefing, we use the term ‘migrant’ to refer to people who were born outside 

of the UK, regardless of whether they have become UK citizens. For a discussion of this terminology, see the Migration 

Observatory briefing Who Counts as a Migrant: Definitions and their Consequences.

This briefing relies primarily on data from the 2021 Census from England and Wales. These figures are significantly more 

accurate than survey-based estimates released between censuses, such as those from the Labour Force Survey (LFS). 

Survey-based data are known to underestimate the migrant population, and their quality has declined over time, particularly 

since the pandemic. However, the Census data in this briefing do not include Scotland or Northern Ireland. The former has yet 

to release the results of its latest Census, and the latter asks questions that are similar but not directly comparable to those 

asked in the England and Wales Census.

The Census figures will not include non-EU citizens who arrived during the unusually high period of migration to the UK from 

mid-2021 to 2023.

Language variables in the 2021 Census

In the 2021 Census from England and Wales, respondents were asked about their main language and could either select 

English or write in another language. Respondents may interpret the concept of a ‘main language’ in different ways – some 

may have indicated the language they speak most often in daily life, whereas others may have interpreted the question as 

asking about their native language. Respondents who reported a main language other than English were also asked how well 

they can speak English, on a scale from “Very well” to “Not at all”. The England and Wales Census had a high response rate 

(97%), although it is likely that recently arrived migrants and people with limited English skills had lower response rates. The 

Office for National Statistics has adjusted the estimates to account for non-response.

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7905/CBP-7905.pdf
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/who-counts-as-a-migrant-definitions-and-their-consequences/
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English proficiency is widely regarded as important to integration in the UK

Speaking English is thought to play an important role in migrants’ well-being and integration. Language proficiency 

increases the range of jobs migrants can do, reducing the risk of being overqualified. It also makes it easier for people 

to develop social connections within the UK, understand their rights and avoid exploitation, access healthcare and 

other amenities, and participate in shared cultural institutions.

Qualitative research suggests that migrants themselves consider language important. For example, asylum seekers 

have previously identified limited language abilities as a barrier to accessing healthcare, and migrants with better 

language abilities have reported higher trust in neighbours and greater access to social support. In addition, the UK 

public views language abilities as an indicator of integration – migrants who speak English to their own children are 

perceived as more integrated, and support for admitting asylum seekers into the UK has been found to increase when 

participants are told that asylum seekers will be required to partake in language courses.

The majority of migrants living in England or Wales in 2021 reported speaking English well

In 2021, 90% (9 million) of migrants living in England or Wales self-reported speaking English without difficulty. Just 

over half (52%) spoke English as their main language, and a further 38% had another main language but spoke English 

well or very well (Figure 1). Only 1% of migrants said they could not speak English at all (142,000). 

Figure 1

https://bmchealthservres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6963-7-75
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28473737/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1248377
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/01979183211063499
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Although the proportion of migrants who spoke English as their main language varied considerably by region of birth, 

the proportion who spoke English well or very well was more consistent. For example, the share of people from North 

America and Oceania who reported speaking English as a main language was 72 percentage points higher than people 

from EU-2 countries, but the difference in the share that could speak English very well or well was 14 percentage 

points (Figure 1).

The share of migrants speaking English as a main language was higher among those who 
had lived in the UK for longer or had moved to the UK at a younger age

Migrants’ language abilities are expected to improve over time because they are exposed to the language spoken. In 

2021, migrants who had lived in the UK for longer were more likely to speak English as their main language, and the 

share saying they had limited English language skills was lower: 8% of those who moved to the UK over 20 years ago 

could not speak English well or at all, compared to 17% of those who had arrived within the previous two years (Figure 

2). The pattern is similar when migrants from predominantly English-speaking regions are excluded, indicating that 

this trend is unrelated to changes over time in the mix of countries from which people come to the UK.

Figure 2

The age at migration is another critical factor in explaining how well migrants learn English because young children 

learn languages faster and with less effort than adults (Chiswick and Miller, 2001; Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003; 

Stevens, 1999). Migrants who moved to the UK before the age of 18 were more likely to report speaking English as 

a main language, while a higher share of those who moved later in life could not speak English well or at all (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3

The similarity between the language spoken where migrants were born and where they live is also an indicator of 

language skills (Isphording, 2015). For example, native German speakers would be expected to learn English more 

easily than native Chinese speakers, as the German language is closer to English in terms of vocabulary, grammar and 

pronunciation.

People who could not speak English well or at all were less likely to be employed in 2021

The economic activity of migrants who reported speaking English as their main language was the same as that for 

those who had another main language but could speak English very well or well (Figure 4). In 2021, just under 70% 

of migrants who were proficient in English were either employed or self-employed, compared to 50% of those who 

could not speak English well or at all. A higher share of this last group were neither in nor looking for work, with looking 

after the home or family the most common reason. 

That migrants with good English language abilities are more likely to be employed is in line with previous research, 

which found that, after accounting for other factors, such as education and age, fluency in English increased the 

employment probabilities of non-white migrants in the UK by about 22 percentage points.

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/~uctpb21/Cpapers/languageproficiency.pdf
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Figure 4

In addition to having higher employment rates, migrants with good English language skills tend to work in jobs requiring 

a higher level of skills (Figure 5). For example, 9% of migrants who spoke English as a main language worked in low-

skill roles in 2021, compared to 40% of migrants who could not speak English well or at all. This difference cannot 

be explained solely by differences in education levels between groups. When looking at migrants with an advanced 

level of education, defined as holding a qualification equivalent to the first year of an undergraduate degree, a third of 

migrants who could not speak English well or at all worked in low-skill roles.

Migrants with high levels of education are more likely to “downgrade” and work in low-skill roles when they have 

limited language abilities (Becker and Fetzer, 2018; Peri and Sparber, 2009). This is because their skills profile does 

not match jobs that involve communication skills, such as marketing professionals and solicitors. Instead, they tend to 

fill roles that involve more manual and physical skills, such as cleaners and construction operatives. 
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Figure 5

Around 150,000 ESOL places were funded in England in 2022/23, the highest number in a 
decade

Certain migrants with limited English language skills can to enrol onto English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 

courses, which aim to improve English speaking, reading and writing abilities. In the 2022/23 academic year, a little 

over 150,000 places were funded in England, the highest level since 2012/13 (Figure 6).

A 2023 survey of ESOL course providers suggested the increase in funded places was due to higher demand, including 

from Afghan and Ukrainian citizens. Usually, migrants must have lived in the UK for three years to be eligible for ESOL 

funding, but people on these humanitarian routes are eligible from arrival. Another possible explanation is the transfer 

of control over the Adult Education Budget to Mayoral Combined Authorities in 2019. In London, for example, the 

government increased ESOL funding and widened the eligibility criteria following the transfer.

https://d4hfzltwt4wv7.cloudfront.net/uploads/files/Enrolment-Survey-Summary-and-Report-November-2023.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/mol_esol_plus_employer_partnership_report_2021_fa.pdf#page=6
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/supporting-londons-migrant-communities-through-the-adult-education-budget/
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Figure 6

Just over 80% of funded ESOL places in 2022/23 were for were entry-level courses that teach basic English skills. 

Across all levels, the top locations were London (52,410), Birmingham (6,180), and Leeds (3,250).

Evidence gaps and limitations

Data on language use and proficiency in the UK have important limitations. In the 2021 Census, respondents were 

only asked for a single ‘main’ language. This may have posed difficulties for respondents in households where multiple 

languages are spoken. This could include migrant families where parents use their country of origin language but 

children communicate with them in English, despite understanding their parents’ native language. Respondents are 

not asked about their main language in specific contexts, including at work or in their social life, which are important 

dimensions to consider when examining language use.

In addition, only those respondents who reported having a main language other than English were asked about their 

proficiency in English. This is a limitation because it assumes people whose main language is English – most of whom 

are not migrants – have no problems with language. However, the most recent statistics available from 2012 indicate 

that five million working-age adults in England had literacy skills at or below the government’s Level 1 measure.

English language skills in the Census are self-reported, rather than being based on any kind of objective test. As a 

result, respondents with equivalent English language abilities may differ in their perception of how well they speak 

English. For example, a respondent who works in a place where most co-workers speak a language other than English 

may view their language skills more favourably than a respondent where the primary language at their workplace is 

English.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/36000/12-p168-2011-skills-for-life-survey.pdf#page=34
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