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Statement from the Director
“Our women’s project is vital to the communities
we serve. The women that attend our sessions
have no other places to go. Muslim immigrant and
refugee women are a hard-to-reach and
marginalised group. They often have no social
groups outside of the one which has been created
here. But the beauty of the project is that they
have managed to create their own community
where they feel safe and where they are allowed
by their families to access. There are no men
permitted in the sessions, which is a unique feature
of our project. Many of our speakers have come from similar ethnic backgrounds to the
women and they praise us for providing these women with a space to go and
socialise and for supporting them. They hear that some of these women have been in
this country for many years and yet see the challenges they face. Before coming to the
ACAA, they have not been integrated into British society, they have not received any
support with the English language or with utilising public services.
We are offering these women the freedom of independence. We want them to feel a
part of society and not have to rely on others in order to socialise and accomplish dayto-day activities as small as going to the shops or to the doctor. For these women, these
activities are massive achievements. Our work tackles some of the key challenges faced
by Muslim refugee and immigrant women such as their isolation and enables their
participation into wider UK mainstream services. We are incredibly proud to
support these women and work with them to increase their self-worth and to feel part
of British society.”
Dr. Nooralhaq Nasimi
Founder and Director
Afghan and Central Asian Association
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Introduction
‘Challenging Stereotypes – women’s workshops for marginalised Muslim women’ (hereon referred
to as the women’s project) is a three-year funded project delivered by the ACAA and funded by The
Pilgrim Trust. This evaluation report relates to the first year of delivery: January to December 2017.
The activities funded by The Pilgrim Trust are 10 topical workshops per year as well as individual
support for the women. The ACAA is uniquely placed to deliver this work as a grassroots communitybased organisation founded and run by those from refugee backgrounds themselves.
The project is currently achieving its aim of engaging Muslim women from conservative families that
other services fail to reach and is clearly working towards its aims to facilitate their empowerment
and integration. The ACAA is achieving these aims through providing a women-only space on
Saturdays in which to deliver the project activities. The project has recruited staff, volunteers and
speakers the women attending can relate to and/or aspire to. Translation is provided in key
languages by volunteers.
Alongside the work funded by the Pilgrim Trust, the ACAA has expanded the project to deliver a
significant amount of work ‘in kind’. This includes weekly rather than monthly provision, ESOL
classes before each weekly workshop, and on-site childcare provision.
The women’s project is working towards its long-term aim of encouraging women to volunteer at
events and workshops. Women are volunteering to cook, bring and share food at the workshops and
to organising social events. Beneficiaries have not yet volunteered to lead workshops, though their
participation, contribution and peer support in these contexts has grown. Empowering them to
present and lead is a long-term aim that will be carried into years 2 and 3.
Another aim was to see impacts of the women’s empowerment in the lives of their children and
families. In year 1, women have clearly expressed the desire and intention for these impacts in
workshop evaluations and interviews (for example, to engage with their children’s schools and to
see their children have opportunities for work and study they didn’t have themselves). This will be
explored further in years 2 and 3 to identify how these impacts are being manifested.
In year 1, the women’s project has gathered evaluation data through the monitoring of registration
forms and the development of bespoke evaluation forms. This involved a significant amount of
trialling and refinement due to the challenges of conducting evaluation with women with limited
English and various first languages, without translation into all languages available. Benchmarking
forms to set goals and measure progress with individual women will be developed and implemented
in year 2. Interviews with beneficiaries and volunteers has supplemented the data from workshop
evaluations and registration forms to inform this report.
In year 1, the total attendance across the 10 Pilgrim Trust workshops delivered by the women’s
project was 172. 80% of women attended more than once. The women were from 17 different
countries of origin, aged between 25 and 49 years, and 81% had children.
Overall, 94% of attendees reported the workshops as relevant to their lives; 88% of attendees
reported increased knowledge through the workshops; 93% of attendees reported they would do
something differently in their lives as a result of the workshops. The evaluation identified impacts on
the women’s lives in relation to their happiness and wellbeing, confidence, knowledge and skills,
integration, freedom, and empowerment.
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Group profile
Throughout 2017, the ACAA has run its women’s provision in south east London (Lewisham) and
west London (Hounslow). The Lewisham provision has been in place since the start of the Pilgrim
Trust funded project and the Hounslow provision has been running since June.
Three of the Pilgrim Trust workshops took place in Lewisham and seven of the workshops took place
in Hounslow. The ACAA has also maintained weekly provision for women in both locations outside of
the funded project and this provision sustains the women’s engagement.
The total attendance at the ten workshops was 172 with an average attendance of 17 women.
Attendance at the workshops grew throughout the year due to a number of factors including
Hounslow being a better location for many women, the outreach efforts of the project coordinator,
and the women themselves spreading the word to friends.
There were 71 unique visitors to the ten Pilgrim Trust workshops (46 in Hounslow and 25 in
Lewisham). Most of the women who began attending the workshops throughout the year became
attendees at the ACAA women’s provision on a regular basis. This repeat attendance is key to
facilitating impacts on the women’s lives over time.
The chart below illustrates the percentages of women who attended one Pilgrim Trust workshop and
those who went on to attend further weekly workshops (including non-Pilgrim Trust funded
sessions):

Number of attendances per woman

5+ workshops
54%

1 workshop
20%
2-4 workshops
26%

The ACAA has particular experience in engaging people from Afghanistan as this reflects the
background of the founders and the focus of much of their work to date, including where there
offices are located. The women’s project has engaged Muslim women from a wide range of
countries of origin. 44% of the women were from Afghanistan with the other 56% from 16 other
countries of origin (where this was disclosed). This range is illustrated by the chart below:
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Country of origin

Afghanistan
Algeria
Burkina Faso
Iran
Italy
Morocco
Pakistan
Spain
Yemen

Albania
Bulgaria
India
Iraq
Libya
Nigeria
Somalia
Turkey

The women ranged in age from 25 to 49 years (where disclosed). Their education level ranged from
no education at all to university degrees. Where they had university education, this was in all cases
achieved in their home country in their first language.
Most of the women had families and many of them had significant caring responsibilities for their
children and extended families. The number of children the women had (where disclosed) is
illustrated by the chart below:

Number of children
4-8 children
22%

No children
19%
1 child 19%

2-3 children
40%
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The 10 workshops
The Pilgrim Trust funded project centred on ten workshops provided throughout the year on issues
relevant to the women’s lives and to reducing their isolation and facilitating their integration in their
communities and society. The workshops were facilitated by women from diverse backgrounds,
many with ethnic backgrounds or experiences the women could relate to. Translation into Farsi and
Pashto was provided at most workshops by either the presenters themselves or other volunteers.
Data on the impact of individual workshops was collected via a bespoke evaluation form that was
devised, trialled and amended in collaboration with volunteers and beneficiaries to ensure it was a
usable document for women who speak a range of first languages.
Completing the evaluation form was voluntary and the data on the workshops presented over the
next few pages includes all those that were completed minus any unclear or incomplete responses.
Overall, across the 10 workshops:

-

94% of attendees reported the workshops as relevant to their lives.
88% of attendees reported increased knowledge through the workshops.
93% of attendees reported they would do something differently in their lives as a
result of the workshops.
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Workshop 1: Life Coaching – Lewisham
This workshop led by Pilabo Issa Butt focused on self-belief and life goals. The women took part in a
range of activities that help them to identify how to make positive changes in their life, unlocking
their full potential. The workshop introduced the women to mechanisms for self-motivation and a
variety of key tools needed to achieve their ambitions. Through the discussion of life ambitions and
goals, the women had the opportunity to express their goals and desires in life, and to create an
action plan as to how to achieve these goals.
Attendance: 19 women.
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
89% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
100% of attendees reported that they would do something differently as a result of the
workshop.

“I will not stress, instead think positive”
“I will study more”
“I will be more confident and positive”
“I will follow my goal of a hair career”
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Workshop 2: Challenging Gender Stereotypes – Lewisham
“I really enjoyed meeting the women, who were all very friendly and welcoming… I
wanted to show them that today in Britain a woman really can do anything and that
they shouldn't be afraid to try new things and take opportunities, no matter how small.
The women responded positively and I think it gave them a different perspective to
think about”
Ziba Tabrizi, workshop facilitator

This workshop was led by professional dancer, Ziba Tabrizi, who has several years of experience in
the Iranian and Asian performing arts scene as a traditional and classical dancer, and is in demand in
the London Afghan community for weddings and cultural events. Some of the women were already
familiar with her work from ACAA events, music videos and television appearances. Ziba had her big
break in 2010 when, despite limited performing experience, she convinced the organisers of a highprofile event to give her a performance opportunity. She used this as an example to the women of
how self-confidence and self-belief can really make things happen. Ziba also talked about how in
spite of ambivalent or negative attitudes towards dancing in certain cultures, both female and male
audiences have been accepting and supportive of her work. When not dancing, Ziba enjoys driving
performance cars and is training to be a pilot, two interests she shared with her mother, who did not
believe that girls should be bound by gender stereotypes. Her key message to the women was that
they should never stop learning, as it will open doors to opportunities and independence.
Attendance: 12 women.
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
90% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
90% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop.

“Now I believe I can do anything in the UK”
“The speaker helped me understand I can go after my dreams and nothing should stop me”
“I’m going to believe in myself. Women should not be scared, they are not less than men”
“I will study more, I want to be more confident like the speaker.”
“It reminded me of women’s strength. I enjoyed learning from each other, listening to each
other’s stories”
“I believe in myself more and want to be able to drive”
“I want to become independent and become a teacher like I was in Afghanistan”
“I believe women and men are equal and this workshop helped me understand it”
“I need to have more confidence and achieve my goals”
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Workshop 3: CV writing - Lewisham
“The women were engaged throughout the session and put a lot of thought and
attention into the activities... Developing a CV is not only a necessary life skill but was
intended to help the women reflect on their skills and abilities in order for them to
realise their individual talents and hopefully to develop them for their futures.”
Esther Ameyinoge, workshop facilitator

In this workshop, Esther Ameyinoge introduced the women to what a CV is, the purpose it serves
and how to develop one. She introduced the different sections of a CV to give the women an
understanding of what they entail. Esther used her own CV as a demonstration and shared her own
experiences of developing her skills, qualifications and work experience to help build her profile for
future employment. The women were then provided with a basic CV template and took part in a
practical exercise where they developed a draft CV with support of volunteers. The workshop gave
the women insight into their own skills, aspirations and how to work towards developing themselves
particularly in relation to their career prospects.
Attendance: 16 women.
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
100% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
100% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the
workshop.

“Not every woman knows how to write a
CV but now I understand. I have been asked
for one and did not have – but now I do”
“I am happy because now I understand
more about CVs. It has helped me”
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Workshop 4: Equality for Women - Hounslow
This workshop was facilitated by Kay Kelleher who presented a range of statistics and discussion
questions about female participation in Afghanistan where many of the women attending were
from. These related to education, employment, voting, entertainment and other factors. There was
a diverse range of opinions among the group about whether women should engage in these things
but the women listened to each other and some stated a change in view as a result of the
discussions. Overall, there was consensus that women’s lack of participation in education,
employment and voting was much more related to a fear for their safety than to a belief that these
things were wrong. There was an awareness of harassment and severe violence, even death,
inflicted on people by terrorist groups who try to enforce strict gender codes. As such, the women
discussed that if increased security measures were in place then a great deal of gender equality
would be addressed and this would have more impact than working on changing attitudes – though
it was suggested there was some regional and generational variation on attitudes. It was agreed that
a lot of progress has been made in recent years especially in the cities. There was also a recognition
of the opportunities open to them and their children through living in the UK.
Attendance: 14 women.
Impacts:
-

73% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
91% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
82% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop.

“I want all girls to study, like how they can study here,
we need to help the young generation”
“I want there to be safe communication between
male and female without fear”
“I want to learn more so I can help others like myself”
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Workshop 5: Where do I belong? - Hounslow

In this workshop, Shahbibi Shah shared her experience as a refugee who fled Afghanistan and the
Taliban. She described her turbulent journey to the UK from Afghanistan via Pakistan and her
loneliness upon arrival. She shared her stories of loss; of love when her husband passed away and
the loss of the life she had become accustomed to. She didn’t learn English until over a decade after
arriving in the UK as a refugee and she has gone on to become an award-winning author and poet.
She also shared her recent experiences of working with charities, supporting refugees and asylum
seekers, and fostering several refugee children.
Attendance: 14 women.
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
83% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
75% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop.

“She was an inspiration. I want to foster children from Afghanistan and Syria”
“I cried in the session, I felt very emotional hearing how she struggled with English as I
am going through the same!”
“It made me feel very happy hearing her story. It gave me hope to learn English and I’m
proud of a woman who looks after other’s children”
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Workshop 6: Health and Wellbeing - Hounslow
“Most of the women admitted to not really ever having time to stop and relax.
When we tried out the exercises, there was a moment of stillness in the room and
the women took a moment to connect to how they were feeling. It was powerful
feeling the room quieten as each woman took a moment for herself. Afterwards,
some of them shared how much they'd enjoyed it and how they wanted to practise
some of these movements in their day to day.”
Bryony Inge, Workshop facilitator

The ACAA women’s coordinator, Mahna Kasraee, presented a session on health and fitness focusing
on diet and exercise as well as how these link to emotional and social health. This was followed by a
session on rest and relaxation by Bryony Inge. There was active discussion about what causes stress
for women in particular, and things that they can do to relax. The discussion focused on how the
women can look after themselves well. The were taught some gentle exercises such as shoulder
rolls, feeling their feet on the floor and gently breathing in and out.
Attendance: 16 women.
Impacts:
-

94% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
88% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
100% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the
workshop.

“I will take up sport and swimming to help me relax”
“I learned how to take deep breaths to calm me down”
“I have learnt that I need to spend more time looking after myself”
“You taught me how to relax. I loved the session”
“I learned that I have to listen to my body when it’s tired”
“I will do more sport and get the app we were told about. I learned
about what I need to do. I need to drink lots more water!”
“I will focus on what makes me happy”
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Workshop 7: Parenting skills and education - Hounslow
“The women discussed issues they were experiencing with their children. This
led to some of the women voicing that they would like the ACAA to help them
write a letter to their children’s schools asking how to support them. Many
women fed back changes they will make and the importance of helping their
children in ways like reading to them in English in the evenings, and during
disagreements to only discuss one issue at a time to improve their
communication and relationships with their children”
Mahna Kasraee, ACAA Women’s Coordinator

Najiba Laima Kasraee facilitated a discussion workshop on parenting skills, focusing on the
importance of parents having close relationships with their children. She outlined how the school
system works and spoke about how to interact with school teachers to enable children to get the
most out of their education. She also advised on dealing with disagreements at home focusing on
not using physical force but encouraging the women to communicate with their children verbally
and to set clear rules and routines.
Attendance: 20 women.
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
92% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
100% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the
workshop.

“I learned more about the college system for my daughter”
“I know how to help my children now, I will help them with their homework”
“I learned how to communicate well with my children, speak to them in a way they will
listen to me”
“I will make sure my children go to bed on time and get 8 hours of sleep”
“I learned about GCSEs and how important it is for the future. We should not pressure
our children. It was good for me to understand what my children are going through”
“I will make sure my children study, switch off the TV and stop them spending too much
time on their phone”
“I learned about the different subjects in secondary schools - I realized the school has a
lot of options”
“I won’t hit my children, I will speak slowly, not shouting”
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Workshop 8: Dental Care - Hounslow
“It was a pleasure to share my story with the women on Saturday. We also spoke a lot
about oral hygiene and care, and I am confident that the women have learnt something
new, to help them with their oral health for both themselves and their children.”
Sarina Kiani, Workshop facilitator

This workshop was facilitated by Sarina Kiani, Dental Territory Manager at GSK. She began by talking
about her own journey of migration to the UK and the obstacles she faced. She went on to discuss
the importance of smiling and building your confidence before presenting factual information on
dental and oral hygiene including how cavities are formed and good and bad foods for your teeth.
The session included interactive activities such as a quiz with toothbrush and toothpaste prizes.
Attendance: 22 women.
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
85% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
100% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the
workshop.

“I found out today the importance of brushing your teeth”
“I need to brush my teeth so that I can smile more and be more confident”
“I shouldn’t brush my teeth for 10 minutes any more - it’s bad - and I need
to start flossing”
“I learned not all food is good, some has sugar, it made me realise what
foods are good or bad for my teeth”
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Workshop 9: The Afghan Embassy - Hounslow
“It was a pleasure for me to take part in such an amazing initiative
and be part of your group... I am amazed by the work the ACAA
does and I really hope that this invaluable effort will continue and
grow”
Aqila Rahmani, Workshop facilitator

Aqila Rahmani, the Second Secretary to the Afghani Ambassador in the UK, specialising in political
affairs, presented a workshop on the role of the Afghan Embassy in the UK. The workshop covered
the role and functions of the Embassy, the services they provide and support it can offer. Aqila was
able to answer questions from women from Afghanistan in particular about how the Afghan
Embassy can help them with their lives in the UK.
Attendance: 18 women
Impacts:
-

100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
78% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
89% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop.

“It was a lovely workshop. She spoke
from the heart. I need to represent my
people positively by learning English.”
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Workshop 10: Getting a driving license – Hounslow
Karima Nahimi, a BBC presenter, delivered a workshop on obtaining a driving license. She was able
to dispel myths about the difficulty of the process and explain clearly the different stages from
applying for a provisional license, undertaking the theory test, through to booking the practical test.
The women discussed the freedom that driving would bring such as being able to travel places
without relying on their husbands and even find work. Some had driven in their home countries but
not attempted to do so in the UK. Several women were inspired to start the process of applying for
their provisional license or studying for their theory test.
Attendance: 21 women
Impacts:
-

75% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life.
88% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic.
94% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop.

“I was scared before but now I want to learn how to drive”
“I now really want to learn how to drive. My husband does all
the driving. I want to be able to do it as well”
“I want to bring in my driving book and get the volunteers to
help me one-to-one”
“I will learn to drive in the UK. I was able to drive in Algeria. I
will learn with my husband”
“It taught me a lot of things about driving. I am now planning
on studying driving theory”
I now feel confident to learn and take the driving theory test”
”
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The ACAA ‘Journey of Change’
The Pilgrim Trust funded workshops are one element of a range of services provided by the ACAA,
much of it ‘in kind’, that leads to change. The impact of the workshops cannot be separated from
this wider provision through which the women attending the Pilgrim Trust sessions are accessing a
range of services including weekly English classes and workshops. The ‘journey of change’ the
women move through facilitated by the full range of provision is represented by the diagram below.
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For many of the women, the initial draw is the women-only English classes and it is from these that
they go on to access workshops and other support. Whilst these English classes are often the focus
for gaining skills, it is the workshops that provide the knowledge, confidence and social engagement
that motivate the women to use these skills in their wider lives through, for example, attending the
doctor without their husband or children accompanying them, being able to communicate with their
children’s teachers, and looking for work or volunteering opportunities. From the interviews with
beneficiaries, it was clear that the workshops enable the women to transfer their improved English
skills into positive impacts on their wider lives such as these.
The impacts vary between women. For example, for an older woman living in the UK for a long time
but never having been able to go shopping without her husband, having the knowledge and
confidence to do so was a simple yet powerful impact. For a younger woman, her ultimate goal was
to find a job. For many of the women, the liberations they aim for are for their children – for
example, wanting them to have the educational opportunities they did not have themselves. Whilst
the Pilgrim Trust funded workshops are key to facilitating journeys of change for the women, their
journeys are based on engagement beyond the 10 workshops. The weekly English classes and
workshops provided in Lewisham and Hounslow were key to the development of supportive
relationships. The social events hosted by the ACAA at key times of celebration supported the
women’s integration with each other beyond formal classes and workshops. The support with
personal issues and access to other ACAA services supported their increased knowledge, confidence
and integration into society. The full ‘journey of change’ outlined above is only possible through the
work of staff and volunteers beyond the funded hours of this particular project.

Journey of change case study: Farzana
Farzana (a pseudonym) came to the UK a few years ago as an asylum seeker having fled the Taliban
insurgency in Afghanistan. She has refugee status. Shortly after she arrived in London, her husband
abandoned her. Farzana found out about the ACAA through a stranger she met after becoming upset whilst
shopping. She recalls that the woman took her home and promised to return. She came back with the
contact details of the ACAA after searching the internet for local community organisations.
Farzana was invited to join the women’s project at the ACAA. She has participated in workshops on topics
such as rights, issues relating to children and families, and health. Farzana also attends English classes and
gets assistance from the ACAA’s legal advocacy group. She has become an active participant in the ACAA’s
women’s sports classes taking part in activities such as yoga. She cannot afford gym membership and the
sports classes help with her mental and physical health, especially as she suffers from diagnosed depression.
Farzana describes the ACAA as “family” stressing that “life without friends and family can be a lonely and
depressing place”. She has met new friends and she says that, along with the social connection, it gives her
a sense of purpose and identity. Farzana was lacking self-confidence but now realises women can support
themselves, make decisions and control their own lives. She says that her understanding of gender
relationships has changed since she started coming to the ACAA; she now thinks relationships are a team
where both work together rather than one being in charge of the other.
Farzana believes that the ACAA is key to her integration in the UK. Taking part in English classes and
workshops has helped her to imagine new possibilities. She says she would like to learn to drive and work
for a charity like the ACAA to help other women realise their potential. She describes the ACAA as having
given her a voice and a sense of identity as a woman. “They have made me feel human”, she says.
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Impacts over time
The significant long-term impacts of engaging with the women’s project occur over time and were
reported by the women as significant in their lives. Several key themes emerge in the narratives of
the women and volunteers. The bulk of the data used to illustrate the themes outlined in this section
is drawn from 15 interviews with 9 beneficiaries, 5 volunteers and the Pilgrim Trust funded Women’s
Coordinator. A volunteer translator was present for the majority of interviews with beneficiaries.

Wellbeing/happiness
The interviews with beneficiaries were overwhelmingly positive with the women reporting feeling
happy simply to be at the women’s project and to look forward to the sessions with excitement.
“When I come here, I get happier, meet new people” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
“The social time is the favourite bit for me. I've made new friends, made new connections”
(Beneficiary, Lewisham)
“I wait all week for these few hours” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
“This is the best place” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
“I absolutely love it and I love to see the other women who come to the workshops”
(Beneficiary, Hounslow)
This reported happiness is supported by an exercise conducted at 3 workshops throughout the year
where attendees were asked to rate how they felt by choosing an image of ‘sad face’, ‘straight face’
or ‘smiley face’. The intention of this was to measure whether positive wellbeing increased over
time. However, each time, the women reported being so happy simply to be in the sessions that
100% of them chose the ‘smiley face’ all 3 times.
One of the workshops that facilitated a particular discussion of wellbeing was the workshop on
health and wellbeing in Hounslow. The comments on evaluation forms from this workshop illustrate
the impact of the women stopping to think about their own wellbeing:
“I have learnt that I need to spend more time looking after myself and relaxing”
‘’I will take up sports and swimming to help me relax and make me feel good’’
“I learnt how to take deep breaths to calm me down when I am stressed”
“Closing my eyes really calmed me down, from now on I will do more relaxing techniques”
“I learned that I have to listen to my body when it’s tired and sometimes I need to take a
break”
“The session calmed me down. I will focus more on what makes me happy”
It is apparent from these comments that for many of the women, it was the first time they stopped
to think about themselves and what they needed to relax and be healthy. For many of these women,
attending the women’s project is the only time they take for themselves and to focus on their own
health, wellbeing and happiness. This came across in the beneficiary interviews both when reflecting
on this particular workshop and attending the project more widely.
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“One of the classes was about healthy eating and fitness. I had heart surgery last year and I
learned about healthy eating. I also benefited from techniques like how to relax, how to
know when I’m tired. I have a health issue and I walk the children 25 minutes to school and
my heart gets really high. Knowing what to eat is important. I’m 30 and I’ve been ill for 5
years. I’ve sometimes felt depressed because of my illness as well but when I’m here I forget
all the pain and I’m happy. I don’t even know how the day is passing so quickly when I’m
here. All I’ve done for 6 years is go the nursery and back but now there is something
different.” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
The women reported not having much opportunity to take such time for themselves largely because
of the caring responsibilities they have for their children and wider families. In both Lewisham and
Hounslow, childcare is provided alongside the women’s project where children can get help with
their homework. The women reported that this was key to them being able to attend.
“One of the reasons I come is that me and the kids get looked after which is good but it's a
long day for them. More structured lessons for the children would be good. And would help
persuade husbands why we come too.” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
It was clear that justifying this time to family was not always easy for the women.

Confidence
The 9 beneficiaries interviewed were asked to rate how confident they think they felt about living in
England before they became involved with women’s project and how confident they felt since being
involved with the project. They rated this on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 being not being very confident
at all and 5 being very confident. The most common and average answer was to rate themselves at 1
before the project and 5 since becoming involved (with answers ranging from 0-3 for before, and 4-5
for after). Whilst the women could identify things they still needed to learn and goals they still
hoped to achieve, this leap in their confidence from one end of the scale to the other demonstrates
their perception of themselves as better able to live and function in British society. It clearly
illustrates the massive impact on their confidence of the workshops and other provision they are
accessing through the ACAA.
This growth in confidence is reflected in the qualitative accounts from evaluation forms and
interviews with women expressing ambitions to achieve goals such as accessing services without
fear, obtaining a driving license, getting a job or supporting their children with their education and
schooling. In the interviews with volunteers they all expressed the importance of the women
growing in confidence and how this supported their integration, even suggesting that this was more
important than gaining knowledge and skills.
“The biggest impact on the women is confidence, their ability to make some friends and
improve their self-esteem. For example, some of the women that come are very quiet in the
beginning but later on they start to talk about life… and also the way they dress and how
they appear changes. At the beginning they are thinking about themselves but then you
interact with the people around you and start to wear things that make you more confident
and comfortable around others so you move away from this excluded way of living to one
where you’re able to mix more freely with others.” (Volunteer, Lewisham)
“I know you’ve probably heard this so many times but I always stress confidence as the key
because if you’re confident you start to speak up about the issues you have about your house
or your health or children’s school with the teachers, with the doctor, with any other services.
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Having that confidence is key. Marginalised and vulnerable women lack that and that’s what
we’ve seen with a lot of women that they don’t tend to open up very much. I asked them if
they have any dreams and they just said ‘we can’t work, how can we have dreams?’ They’ve
been deprived of goals and ambitions in life. And to be able to give them the time, get them
to talk to other women, share life experiences, it raises their confidence slowly a little bit at a
time and it has a bigger impact on them” (Volunteer, Hounslow)

Knowledge and skills
The workshops provided the women with new knowledge and skills that they could implement in
their daily lives. Overall, 88% of the attendees at the 10 workshops reported an increase in
knowledge as a result of the workshops. 93% of attendees said they would do something differently
as a result of the workshops.
This can be seen across the workshop evaluations and in the beneficiary interviews where women
stated they would, for example, implement techniques learned around relaxation, be able to access
healthcare and other services without help, and felt better prepared for their driving theory test.
In one interview a beneficiary explained how she had learned about her local area and how to use
computers for the first time through the methods used in the workshops.
“I have learned about housing and my area. I have learnt about computers, it’s really good! I
like learning more about computers” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
She recognised how using computer programmes in the workshops to write a CV and to prepare for
a driving theory test had also led to her becoming more computer proficient.
A key area of knowledge and skills that the women identified as having significant impact on their
lives were the English classes. Whilst these were not funded as part of the Pilgrim Trust project, they
were offered ‘in kind’ by the ACAA on a weekly basis before the workshops.
“I started from zero. I felt blind and dumb, not able to speak. I felt so depressed because I
was feeling if I see someone in the street, what will I say? I was scared of communication”
(Beneficiary, Hounslow)
“It’s amazing because I now have the basic sentences I need in everyday life, like booking
appointments. This is an amazing class because other classes are more advanced and this is
my level. I travel over an hour on the bus even if I’m ill” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
It was apparent from the women’s narratives that learning English decreases their dependency on
others and increases their independence and integration. In this sense, it sits alongside the
knowledge gained in workshops on issues such as health and schooling to co-achieve the impacts on
the women’s lives
“My husband doesn’t have to take me shopping any more. It’s simple stuff. When I want to
buy onion or garlic, I know how. I live here and I didn’t know basics. I want to go shopping
without being scared. I want to go the doctor without anyone else there. Once I wanted to
buy spinach. I went into the shop 3 times, I had to go home and get the empty bag. And now
I’m learning. I had a GP appointment the other day. It was about female health. I couldn’t tell
my daughter because I’m embarrassed. I had a translator. I dream of the day I can talk to the
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doctor without telling someone else. I wasn’t sure the translator got it right” (Beneficiary,
Hounslow)
“I always ask my husband to go to parents’ evening at school and I’d like to go myself. When
I can read school letters, I can better prepare my children, like when they need to wear a
special costume” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
“The biggest thing is I could not understand my children’s teachers and I could not
communicate with them. I had a dentist appointment recently and it was the first ever
appointment I’ve done on my own and I could explain everything” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
“This English class has helped me to talk with people outside, everywhere, to talk with
different people. It’s made a positive difference to my life. If I go shopping, everywhere, if I
can't speak with people, you feel indifferent, no one talks to you, you don't have friends
because you don't speak the same language” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
Learning English was key to the women fulfilling goals for independence and integration whilst
engaging with the workshops was instrumental in them identifying the goals and skills they wanted
to aim for.
“When I can speak English better I would like to volunteer and help other people. That is a
goal for me” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
“I need to improve my English so I can get a job” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)

Integration
A key aim of the project is to support the women’s integration and this is being achieved at a
number of different levels, from with each other, to beyond the project and in wider society. At the
first level, many of the women do not have friends they socialise with outside of their and their
husband’s family and so the opportunity to meet other women from similar and different
backgrounds to their own is a significant impact.
“I am from Iran and I have met people from Algeria, Iraq, and Afghanistan. I like seeing my
friends” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
“We take turns to bring food and I really enjoy bringing food and sharing with others. I wait
the whole week to see these women, they are like sisters” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
Beyond this social integration, the development of confidence, knowledge and skills needed for
living in the UK supports their wider integration – as well as the moral support of having a friendship
network beyond their family. The women explained how the project’s staff and volunteers have
supported them with their integration and access to services beyond the project.
“The staff have given me help with the citizenship test. They are very good, they help us”
(Beneficiary, Lewisham)
“It's very helpful. What you need, you can find here. If they don't have the information you
need, they tell you where to go. For example, I needed a solicitor and they helped me find
where I could get help” (Beneficiary, Lewisham)
The volunteers also outlined the importance of integration.
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“If you’re giving them the foundations for what they need for life in the UK and helping them
understand things that they wouldn’t then that’s integration. Some of the ladies come here
and they go on to think about wanting to become employed or have further education. In the
last two weeks, we had a session on the British education system and one of the women
asked if she would have to take GCSEs if she wanted to go to university. So even though we
were talking about their children’s education they were thinking about themselves too and
even for them to ask these questions shows it’s impacting them in a way where it’s allowed
them to question their existing way of life and if that’s something they want to continue with
and that it’s not too late to change.” (Volunteer, Lewisham and Hounslow)

Freedom
For many of the women, accessing the women’s project brings freedom, particularly from the
barriers that limit their full integration and empowerment in their communities and society. These
barriers include, among others: not knowing English; not having information about their rights,
health, or where to get help and support; and not understanding the school systems their children
are going through. Their narratives in the sections above show how increased knowledge,
confidence and skills in these areas brings freedom.
In addition to this, many of them are isolated by the expectations of their families and culture about
what is appropriate. The women’s coordinator, Mahna Kasraee, described a process of many of the
women bringing their ‘four walls of isolation’ with them when they come to the UK from less liberal
countries because they don’t leave the house other than for chores and don’t socialise beyond their
families or often that of their husband with whom they live. Some of the women explained how they
can’t go anywhere else because their husbands don’t let them or because of childcare
responsibilities and thus how important having access to the women’s project is for them.
“The best thing is I can't go anywhere else to study because I have 2 children and I can bring
them here and they are well looked after. I don't get that support anywhere else”
(Beneficiary, Lewisham)
“This place means freedom to me because my husband didn’t let me go to college but I
explained there are no men here” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)

Empowerment
All the above themes come together to result in the women’s empowerment. This empowerment
ranges from the simple yet powerful examples such as going to the doctor, dentist or shops alone for
the first time to those women working towards ambitions such as finding work or learning to drive.
Many of the examples of empowerment are facilitated through a combination of learning English
and gaining new knowledge and increased confidence through the workshops, such as those
outlined above.
“They have more information about what services to access, they have several resources,
they have the skills to be able to ask for the resources. There’s the resources of the staff here,
we’re able to guide them, and there’s the resources they have in each other, as their
friendships grow that’s a massive resource to take advantage of. The fact that they can go to
one another and get advice from each other and learn how people have done it. Knowing
they have a place to come every week is a huge support in itself. But as well as that we’ve
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been teaching them various things like going to the doctor’s and about the British school
system, a presentation that teachers came and did, that really supported them to know how
the system works, that their children should be getting homework and to know what’s
expected of their children so they can support them in the best way and ask for help at
school. So it’s really about empowering them with understanding how systems work and
where to go for information.” (Volunteer, Hounslow)
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Why does it work?
The success of the project rests on the provision of a women-only space in which to access support,
social integration, English lessons, childcare, and workshops relevant to the women’s lives. Each of
these elements contribute to the impacts on the women’s lives which occur over time rather than as
the result of attending a single workshop.
The ACAA are engaging a marginalised and hard-to-reach group of women. A large part of their
success rests on them being a grassroots organisation where people with similar backgrounds to the
women are working and volunteering to engage and build trust with an acute awareness of and
sensitivity to the particular needs of the target group. The women speak of the approachability of
the staff and volunteers. One woman explained how she became involved after the Women’s
Coordinator engaged in outreach work with a group of mothers outside of her children’s school.
“Mahna went to the school and spoke to the Mums outside. I loved that she spoke with me
in Pashto!” (Beneficiary, Hounslow)
It is not just the women themselves that the project need to engage and build trust with, because
many of the women are only able to attend with their husband’s approval. The ACAA’s
understanding of the target group and provision of the women-only space allows them to provide
appropriate reassurance and build trust with the husbands, many of whom also go on to access
ACAA services, in order to engage the women.
Once engaged with the project, the women are able to become fully involved in workshops because
of the provision of translation into the main languages of those accessing the project. This
translation is currently unfunded and delivered by volunteers. Women are also encouraged to
translate for each other, especially where they know languages not spoken by volunteers, and this
forms a key part of their own empowerment and contribution to the project.
The ACAA has also taken care to engage a diverse range of speakers, many of them with similar
backgrounds to at least some of the women attending, including speakers who have been refugees
themselves. This is also key to the project’s success and the provision of workshops on practical
issues as well as those focused on inspirational stories from role models has proven effective, as
demonstrated by the workshop evaluations.
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Recommendations
The Pilgrim Trust funded women’s project is making a clear contribution to the impacts on the lives
of the women the ACAA are engaging with. However, the ACAA are offering significantly more
services to these women than are currently funded and maintaining and developing the work
depends on creating a sustainable model of provision.
The regular weekly provision where women are able to attend every Saturday for an English class
followed by a workshop is key to their engagement. For many, it is learning English that justifies to
themselves, as well their husbands and families the need for them to attend. However, it is the
workshops that equip them with the confidence, knowledge and skills to use their English learning to
full effect in their communities and in wider society.
Therefore the key recommendation of this report is that a fully funded model of weekly provision is
needed that involves ESOL classes, childcare, social time and topic workshops to sustain and develop
the work and its impacts. This would need to involve a number of elements to be sustainable.
Whilst these recommendations centre primarily on the introduction of more employed staff it is
important that this would be done without losing the project’s USP which involves it being a
grassroots, and responsive provision with staff and volunteers from relatable backgrounds who
understand the language, culture and other needs of the target group.

Expansion of the Project Coordinator role
Expanding the Project Coordinator role from 2 days per week to full-time is needed to allow time for
a fundraising element to the role to sustain the work. The expansion of the role would also allow the
coordinator to offer line management to other staff alongside overall project coordination. It would
also allow the coordinator to expand their outreach work and build up partnerships with other
agencies to engage more marginalised women. The limited size of this post at present limits the
project from expanding and developing. Several of the other recommendations below would be
supported by this expanded role. The fundraising element of the role is also key to achieving the
recommendations outlined below.

Employment of a Volunteer Coordinator
The work of the ACAA relies on a large workforce of volunteers. Recruiting a part-time Volunteer
Coordinator is needed to manage the teams of volunteers working with women (and those providing
childcare) in different locations. Part of this role would also be to develop induction and training
programmes and ensure all policies relating to volunteers are regularly reviewed and up-to-date.

Employment of ESOL teachers
It emerged in beneficiary interviews that when their volunteer English teachers change regularly it
creates disruption to their learning. The employment of a sessional ESOL teacher in each location
would create more consistency and enhance the provision. Volunteers would still be needed to
support the teachers as classes are large with women speaking several first languages.

Employment of translators
The ACAA engages volunteers from a wide range of backgrounds, many of whom are able to provide
much needed translation during workshops and wider conversations. A budget that could be used to
employ sessional translators where necessary would enhance the accessibility and diversity of
provision for beneficiaries. This budget would be used where volunteers with the appropriate
languages are not available.
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Structured on-site childcare provision
It emerged in beneficiary interviews that the childcare provided alongside the women’s activities is
crucial to the women being able to attend and engage. It was also suggested that this childcare could
be more structured than it currently is. Volunteers also commented on limitations caused by the size
of premises meaning children are looked after in a small room that inhibits what can be done.
Childcare is delivered by volunteers. The recommended Volunteer Coordinator could oversee
volunteers to deliver a more structured programme at all sites where educational activities linked to
the children’s schooling and/or their heritage and culture could be provided. There is also a need to
consider whether larger premises are needed as the work expands so that both the activities with
the women and the childcare have the facilities they need to work effectively.

Expansion of the project
The ACAA has done some work already to identify areas of need for their services. At present they
have identified Lewisham, Hounslow and Croydon. With the expansion of the Project Coordinator
role, more work could be done to assess areas of need in London where marginalised Muslim
women would benefit from the ACAA’s services. From this, a strategy could be developed for where
to focus the work for the next 2 years. With the expansion of the Project Coordinator role and
recruitment of a Volunteer Coordinator, the work could expand to take place in multiple locations
each week, supported by volunteers. With these new roles, three to four locations would be
feasible. Funding would also be needed for hiring premises for the work. The evaluation of the first
year of the Pilgrim Trust has identified the importance of offering workshops on health,
employment, and other topics that support independence and integration such as gaining a driving
license, the UK schools system, rights and access to services. Alongside this, effective workshops on
topics such as equality and empowerment have impacted on the women in inspiring them to see
new possibilities for their lives. This balance of practical and inspirational workshops on these topics
should continue through the next years of the project. Now that trust has been established with the
women, the project can also move to deliver workshops on more sensitive topics that will also
benefit the women and their families such as dealing with hate crime, and awareness of grooming
for radicalisation.

Targeted outreach
More time for outreach would allow the project to engage with more marginalised women in the
communities they serve and any new areas they expand to. It emerged in beneficiary interviews that
the community engagement work undertaken by the Project Coordinator was key to some women
finding the project. A targeted outreach strategy should be developed to identify: the places where
women might gather (e.g. outside schools); partnerships with other services for referrals to the
project; local mosques and religious centres that can support the project to engage more women.
This strategy could be led by the Project Coordinator with the delivery of it supported by local
volunteers in the areas.
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