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Statement from the Director 
 

“We are very grateful to The Pilgrim Trust for 

funding our Women’s Project and to the staff and 

volunteers who are working with the women who 

attend. 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. In the third year of 

the project, we have seen some powerful stories 

of integration and empowerment for the women 

including becoming volunteers and staff, as well 

as overcoming other barriers in their lives.  

In 2019, we moved our office and project location and have offered the women new 

opportunities to become involved in other projects and take on volunteering roles with 

us. We are very happy that many of our beneficiaries have continued with us since the 

first year of the project and the changes these women have made in their own and 

other’s lives are very impressive. The ACAA Women’s Project is offering these women an 

accessible and bespoke service that meets their needs. The women-only provision 

provides educational workshops on issues such as health, family, education and mental 

health. Our women’s services are facilitated by other women from similar ethnic 

backgrounds who understand their culture and the challenges they face in integrating 

with their communities and society. This model of working is sustained by our new 

volunteers from the project’s beneficiary group. 

I am really pleased that the women we have worked with are now more integrated and 

that many of them are also volunteering at our new centre. We have seen more women 

starting employment and volunteering roles and moving on from just learning English 

and this has been an important outcome for the project. These achievements wouldn't 

have been possible without the support of the Pilgrim Trust. Looking forwards, we hope 

that we can develop the Women’s Project to find more innovative ways to challenge 

stereotypes and promote women's development into the future.” 

 

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 third year of delivery: January to December 2019. 

The third-year report focuses on ‘Stories of Empowerment’, building on year 1 of the project where 

women were beginning to identify their aspirations, and year 2 where they were starting to set and 

work towards action plans to make changes in their lives. As in year 2, some of the women were 

confident enough to present workshops to their peers. These workshops were an opportunity to 

share knowledge that they had gained through their own experiences of empowerment through the 

project. The activities funded by The Pilgrim Trust are 10 topical workshops per year as well as 

individual support for the women. The ACAA provides a women-only space in which to deliver the 

project activities. The project uses staff, volunteers and speakers the women attending can relate to 

and aspire to be more like. Translation is provided in key languages by volunteers where needed. 

The ACAA is uniquely placed to deliver this work as a grassroots community-based organisation 

founded and run by those from refugee backgrounds themselves.  

In year 3, the total attendance across the 10 Pilgrim Trust-funded workshops was 101 with an 

average attendance of 10 women. There were 68 individual women registered to the project in 

2019. This is a decrease in attendance from years 1 and 2. The Women’s Project was unable to 

provide the same level of ‘in kind’ support as in the previous two years and this has impacted on the 

numbers attending in year 3 of the project. In particular, they were no longer able to provide weekly 

women-only ESOL classes that sustained the women’s engagement in previous years (see year 1 and 

2 evaluation reports) – though mixed English classes were available through the ACAA at other times 

of the week. Alongside this, key staff changes and a move in location in the first half of the year have 

impacted on the project in year 3. In year 3, the women were from 18 different countries of origin, 

aged between 17 and 62 years, and 41% had children. 

Workshops in year 3 have had a particular focus on the women’s mental health as well as on 

providing practical information - in order to address issues with confidence, stress and personal 

wellbeing identified by the women as barriers in previous years of the project. The Women’s Project 

has achieved its aim of encouraging women to volunteer at events and workshops. Two of the 

workshops were delivered by project beneficiaries in year 3 where they were able to share their own 

learning, achieved through the project and beyond, with their peers.  Another aim of the project is 

to see impacts of the women’s empowerment in their own lives. In year 1, women clearly expressed 

the desire and intention for these impacts in workshop evaluations and interviews. In year 2, some 

of these changes were becoming manifested. In year 3, the women have been able to identify 

tangible stories of empowerment achieved through their time with the ACAA. Some have become 

volunteers or even staff for the ACAA and beyond. Some are now engaging in college or university 

study. To achieve these and other impacts, the women have overcome barriers such as isolation, 

domestic violence, and a lack of English language and other skills and knowledge needed to be fully 

integrated. 

In year 3, 98% of attendees reported the workshops as relevant to their lives; 94% reported 

increased knowledge through the workshops; 88% reported they would do something differently in 

their lives as a result of the workshops.  
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Methods 

In year 3, the Women’s Project has gathered evaluation data through a number of methods 

including: 

 Analysing the women’s registration forms  

 Workshop attendance lists 

 Bespoke workshop evaluation forms to measure the impact of individual workshops 

 Bespoke Goal Setting forms to measure women’s achievement of objectives towards their 

goals over time 

 Interviews with 6 beneficiaries 

 Interviews with 4 ACAA staff and 5 volunteers  

The bespoke evaluation form was developed and refined in year 1 and has been used throughout 

the first, second and third year of the project to measure the impact of individual workshops.  

The bespoke Goal Setting process was developed, trialled and refined in year 2 to support the 

women to set and achieve goals and objectives, and measure their progress towards these 

objectives. The Goal Setting process was supported by mentoring provided by volunteers.  

In this evaluation report, case studies have been drawn from interviews with the women, volunteers 

and staff to illustrate the significant impacts of the project on some of the women’s lives. For these 

case studies, pseudonyms have been used and not the women’s real names, except in the case of 

women who are core staff members at the ACAA. 

Consent to take part in the evaluation was gained through an opt-in question on the registration 

forms. The women had the choice to opt out of completing evaluation forms at workshops if they 

wanted to. The Goal Setting and mentoring process was optional and availability of mentoring was 

based on the capacity of volunteers to offer it. Additional verbal consent was gained by women for 

interviews and translation was provided where needed. Women who took part in the interviews 

were nominated by the project staff as potential interviewees who offered them the choice to take 

part before they were introduced to the researcher. The evaluation has ethical approval via the 

Research Ethics Committee at Goldsmiths, University of London where the evaluator is based. 

Demographic details about the women who participated in the Women’s Project and its evaluation 

in year 3 are outlined in the next section on ‘Group Profile’. 
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Group profile  
 

Throughout 2019, the ACAA ran its women’s provision in Hounslow and Feltham in west London. 

The total attendance at the ten workshops was 101 with an average attendance of 10 women. There 

were 68 individual women registered to the project in year 3. In year 2, there was total attendance 

of 218, made up of 100 women, and an average attendance of 22.  In year 1, there was a total 

attendance of 172, made up of 71 different women, and an average attendance of 17.  

The impacts of changing staff and location in the first half of 2019 as well as no longer having weekly 

provision delivered ‘in kind’ can be seen in the attendance figures for year 3. The Project 

Coordinator changed in spring 2019 meaning the relationships built were disrupted – with consistent 

relationships having been found to be significant to engagement in the previous evaluation reports. 

There were also some changes to the volunteers supporting the project. There was also a change of 

location in the first half of the year as the ACAA moved offices, and a gap in provision while the 

office move took place. Alongside these changes, there was not capacity to run the regular weekly 

provision delivered by the ACAA ‘in kind’ in previous years. These disruptions meant that in year 3, 

some attendees were lost while some new women also began to attend. Because there were no 

longer weekly English classes running before the workshops, fewer women with the lowest levels of 

English language skills were engaged with the Women’s Project in year 3. Some of the women who 

had engaged over the previous years of the project also had improved their English significantly. As 

such, the cohort in year 3 had higher levels of English overall.  

In the second half of the year, a small core group developed who attended workshops regularly. 

Some of these women were new to the project and some had attended the project since year 1. 

Some of these women have gone on to achieve the most significant impacts that the project has 

facilitated across the three years in terms of their empowerment and integration with society. As 

such, this year’s evaluation report draws out case studies that reflect these stories of empowerment 

and change. 

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 their 

services are located (Hounslow and west London have a large population from Afghanistan). The 

Women’s Project has engaged Muslim women from a wide range of countries of origin in year 3. In 

the third year of the project, 50% of the women were from Afghanistan (compared with 58% in year 

2) with the other 50% from 17 other countries of origin. This range is illustrated by the chart below. 
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The women ranged in age from 17 to 62 years, a broader age range than in previous years. Their 

education level ranged from no education (59%) at all to university degrees (10%). Where they had 

university education, this was in all cases achieved in their home country in their first language. 

Fewer of the women had families than in previous years, though 41% did have children, and several 

of those without children were married and intending to have children. The most regular attendees 

tended to be those with children who also attend classes at the ACAA (homework clubs or language 

classes). The number of children the women had (where disclosed) is illustrated by the chart below. 

 

 

 

  

Country of origin

Afghanistan France Denmark Netherlands

Hungary Cyprus Brazil Iran

Tajikistan Algeria Libya Nepal

India Pakistan Ukraine Syria

Japan Albania

No children
59%

1 child
3%

2-4 children
28%

4+ children
10%

Number of children



7 
 

The 10 workshops 
 

The Pilgrim Trust-funded project centres on ten workshops provided each 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 are facilitated by women from diverse backgrounds, many 

with ethnic backgrounds or experiences the women could relate to.  

Data on the impact of individual workshops was collected via a bespoke evaluation form that was 

devised, trialled and amended in year 1 in collaboration with volunteers and beneficiaries to ensure 

it was a usable document for women who speak a range of first languages.  

There were two beneficiary led workshops in 2019. Maria, who learned to drive after she attended a 

workshop in a previous year of the project, spoke to the women about the driving theory test.  

Moheba, a medical doctor from Afghanistan facilitated a discussion on mental health. There was a 

particular focus on mental health across several workshops in year 3 of the project, rather than 

simply on providing practical information. Dealing with stress and mental health issues emerged as 

concerns in previous years of the project. 

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. 

In year 2, the workshops covered the following topics: 

1. Introduction to volunteering 

2. Understanding the driving theory test 

3. Mental health 

4. Mind and body 1 

5. Mind and body 2 

6. Dance class 

7. Understanding the British education system 

8. Parenting services and skills 

9. Healthy cooking and eating 

10. Coping with stress 

 

Overall, across the 10 workshops in year three of the project: 

- 98% of attendees reported the workshops as relevant to their lives. 

- 94% of attendees reported increased knowledge through the workshops. 

- 88% of attendees reported they would do something differently in their lives as a 

result of the workshops. 
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Workshop 1: Introduction to volunteering 
 

Carolina from Volunteering Hounslow delivered a workshop on volunteering. She began by exploring 

‘What is volunteering?’ and how the word ‘volunteer’ translates into different languages spoken by 

the women. She used interactive activities matching pictures to descriptions to bring the discussion 

to life. She spoke about the benefits of volunteering and shared local volunteering opportunities 

with the women. Most of the women expressed a desire to start volunteering. As such, after the 

workshop, the women were also offered opportunities to start volunteering for the ACAA. 

Attendance: 14 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop 2: Understanding the driving theory test  
 

This workshop was presented by Maria, one of the women who attends the project who was 
inspired to learn to drive after attending a previous ACAA Women’s Project workshop on the topic. 
She spoke to the women about what the driving theory test is, and why it is important. She then 
spoke about the types and format of the questions it contains and got the group to answer some of 
the questions together. She spoke about what the DVLA is, as well as how the test centres operate, 
and where to find information and support. She encouraged the women to think about learning to 
drive in the UK to support their independence. 

Attendance: 12 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 that they would do something differently as a result of the 

workshop. 

 

  

“I have wanted to learn to drive for a very long time. In 

Afghanistan, women were not allowed to drive. I want to 

learn to drive so I can take my sons to school” 

 

“I want to start volunteering” 

“Volunteering is fun” 

“Volunteering is an opportunity to help people and 
to help with finding a job” 

“I want to volunteer for the ACAA”     
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Workshop 3: Mental health 
 

This workshop on mental health was led by Moheba, a beneficiary of the ACAA who gained her 

medical qualification in Afghanistan. She explored issues of mental health in Muslim communities in 

particular, as well as providing information on how to tackle problems with mental health, and about 

services and helplines available. 

Attendance: 8 women. 

Impacts: 

- 75% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life. 

- 100% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic. 

- 63% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop 4: Mind and body 1  
 

This was the first of two workshops facilitated by Dr Marina Rova, a Dance Movement 

Psychotherapist from Goldsmiths, University of London. Dr Rova enabled the women to explore how 

mind and body are connected, using simple body movement and exercises to think about relaxation 

and wellbeing. She explored how women can use their bodies to tell the story of their experiences, 

as well as using other visual methods such as art and photographs to help describe experiences. 

Attendance: 9 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. 

 

  

“A really good workshop for refugee women and those 
of us who have travelled to the UK. It really helped 

with mental health and knowing how to get support”  

(Adela, Women’s Project Coordinator) 

“I didn’t think about myself and my mind before” 

“As a woman I need to think about myself as well as 

my family” 
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Workshop 5: Mind and body 2 
 

This second workshop delivered by Dr Marina Rova helped the women to further explore their 

wellbeing through creative expression. The women engaged in movement and art making and 

shared their experiences through group discussion. 

Attendance: 7 women. 

Impacts: 

- 100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life. 

- 100% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic. 

- 50% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop 6: Dance class 
 

This dance class was facilitated by dance instructor, Tara Pandeya, with a focus on the links between 

bodies, wellbeing, and mental health. The women explored different types of dance linked to 

different cultures before being introduced to dance techniques and exercises to make the body 

loose and flexible. The women were encouraged to ‘switch off’ from the outside world and to focus 

on their bodies and dance. 

Attendance: 11 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 “This was a really good workshop for dealing with stress” 

 

“Dance can be an amazing exercise. I will dance 

more! It was a great experience, I had so much fun!” 
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Workshop 7: Understanding the British education system  
 

Rabia Nasimi from the ACAA presented a workshop on how the education system works in London. 

She provided information on school admissions processes and discussed how to choose a school and 

apply. She also outlined the national curriculum, types of exams that students take at different ages, 

and how schools are measured, e.g. through OfSTED. 

Attendance: 12 women. 

Impacts: 

- 100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life. 

- 100% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic. 

- 83% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop 8: Parenting services and skills 
 

Harpril Kumar from Homestart provided information about the services they offer to help parents, 

and provided information on opportunities to volunteer with them. She facilitated a discussion of 

the difficulties of parenting in a new country and answered questions the women had. 

Attendance: 11 women. 

Impacts: 

- 100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life. 

- 73% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic. 

- 91% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the workshop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“The workshop was helpful, I want my child to go to a 
grammar school” 

“I came with my mum, I want to go to a good school 
and make her proud” 

 

 

 

“I need to spend more time with my children” 

“I will talk to my children more and ask for their opinions” 

“I have found different ways to deal with bad behaviour and 

found out about courses that my husband and I can go to” 
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Workshop 9: Healthy cooking and eating 
 

This workshop was presented by One You Hounslow and focused on how to cook with fresh and 

healthy ingredients. The workshop explored how small changes in cooking and eating habits can 

make a big difference to diet and wellbeing. 

Attendance: 7 women 

Impacts: 

- 100% of attendees reported the workshop was relevant to their life. 

- 86% of attendees reported increased knowledge of the topic. 

- 100% of attendees reported they would do something differently as a result of the 

workshop. 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop 10: Coping with stress  
 

This workshop was presented by Merton Uplift. Using interactive activities, they explored ways of 

preventing and coping with stress. The women were able to tell their own stories and share 

experiences. They were provided with information of how to get help and engaged in discussion 

about how they already do this. 

Attendance: 10 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. 

 

 

 

  

“We learned about the small steps 

we can take to feel better” 

“I liked learning about ‘grounding’ 

– and I will try this at home when I 

am feeling worried” 

“I got new knowledge on how to cook with vegetables, and 

about how we use fat in our foods. We learned about good 

and bad fats and which foods are healthy for our bodies” 
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Going deep versus reaching wide – stories of empowerment 

Whilst the year 2 evaluation report recommended hosting workshops across London in year 3, the 

ACAA chose to focus on west London having focused the Women’s Project in this area since mid 

2017. Focusing on one area allows for more significant change with a small group rather than having 

a wider reach but with a lower impact. 

While numbers of attendees were lower in year 3 of the Women’s Project due primarily to a local 

office move and staff changes disrupting provision in the first half of the year, some in-depth 

impacts have been achieved for the core group of women attending the project. The significant long-

term impacts of engaging with the Women’s Project occur over time and some powerful impacts can 

be seen in the women’s lives in year 3 of the project. The ACAA has helped to facilitate these 

changes not just through the delivery of the specific activities of the Women’s Project but through 

offering the women who attend regularly opportunities to volunteer at the ACAA as a stepping stone 

to other opportunities including paid employment. 

In year 2, a Goal Setting assessment was introduced where women could develop an action plan for 

their long-term goals and set specific objectives to meet these goals. Ten women took part in Goal 

Setting assessments in year 3 with individual mentoring to set and review objectives towards their 

goals. The long-term goals identified by the women included: to learn English; improve physical and 

mental health; learn to drive; travel on public transport; go to college; help their children with school 

work; book GP appointments; go shopping alone. All the women achieved at least one of their long-

term goals including learning to drive, starting further study, and going places alone for the first 

time. 

Objectives that they set and achieved towards these goals in the year included: attending English 

classes; making changes to diet, exercise and lifestyle; talking to neighbours; booking driving lessons; 

taking the driving theory and practical test; travelling with their children; finding and signing up to 

courses they are interested in; reading books with their children; talking to teachers and attending 

school events; role-playing appointments and phone calls. 

Other women supported by the project who did not choose to take part in the Goal Setting 

assessments still received both one-to-one and group support. These women also identified impacts 

of the support such as taking on volunteering roles or engaging in further study. 

The tangible changes the women achieved in their lives through attending the ACAA Women’s 

Project emerged in interviews with the women and project staff. In the year 1 and 2 evaluation 

reports, themes were identified from interviews. In this final year report, case studies have been 

drawn from the interviews that illustrate some of the significant stories of empowerment 

experienced by the women attending the ACAA Women’s Project as well as the impacts on the lives 

of staff and volunteers. 

 

Case study 1: Adela – from refugee to project coordinator 
 

I was a human rights activist in Afghanistan where I studied law. I supported women 

and children and successfully campaigned to change the law around marriage. Because 

of my work supporting women’s rights I had to flee the Taliban. I fled to India in 2012 

and came to the UK in 2015, with no English language and without my husband and 

children – they arrived later. When I came to the ACAA, they saw my skills and 
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experience and this year I became the Women’s Project coordinator. Before I had a job, learning 

English was much harder. I volunteered in a charity shop for 8 months before I got this job. I see 

some of the same problems for women here. Men control their money. They don’t speak out about 

domestic violence. I’ve seen women come here very upset, very sad. They leave happy because they 

talk and learn. Some women live here over 20 years and don’t speak any English – their husbands 

don’t let them do anything. Their children become integrated and so do their husbands – the women 

are left behind. They need more information and a push to know they can change – we give them 

both. They can’t drive, swim, or use services – becoming integrated is hard. They don’t think about 

their own needs. We give them space for their needs. The women look at those of us leading the 

workshops and think that they can change and do more too. 

 

Case study 2: Mina – rebuilding confidence after domestic violence 
 

I’ve been coming here for 2 years. We share our problems. We try to talk about what 

we are suffering and find solutions and know we are not alone in our problems. I 

suffered from domestic violence. My husband totally broke my confidence and now I 

am building my self-esteem with these women. I’m a single mum with no help. My 

children come here to learn Farsi. At the same time that I am here they are in classes. 

Becoming a volunteer has helped my confidence. I assist the project coordinator and work once a 

week in the office doing admin work, as well as using my experience to help stand up for other 

women. Because the people here are from my community, I feel comfortable and I can get the 

experience I need. I am happier and I have a lot of hope for the future. I’m studying events and 

tourism at college as well as gaining experience here. I have a good platform for finding a good job in 

the future. 

 

Case study 3: Fawzia – I was scared and alone, now I’m going to university!  
 

I am from Syria and was a refugee in Lebanon before coming to the UK through the UN 

resettlement scheme two years ago. I’ve been coming to the Women’s Project for over 

a year. I’ve got to know new people. I’ve been to celebrations and events. My first 

opportunity here was to learn English and now I can communicate with other people 

and learn about their culture. I want to start working so I want to speak English well and 

help other people. I’m trying hard and getting better. I have tried new things through the 

workshops. We have done exercises to get to know our bodies and how they connect to our minds. 

We have a lot of laughs. I feel confident to ask for help when I need it. I feel more confident to speak 

to my children’s teachers. I’m more confident to help them with maths and science. I studied 

pharmacy back home and now my English is better I can help them. We had a workshop on 

becoming a volunteer and now I have applied for volunteering roles. When I become a better English 

speaker, I want to help others here. When I faced a problem, I used to be scared and find no 

solution. Now I come here. When I moved to London, I felt scared and alone but now I don’t. I’m 

very happy because the staff here have helped me get a scholarship to university. They have helped 

and encouraged me and given me this opportunity. I feel a confidence here. I can speak without 

feeling scared. It’s like coming home. 
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Case study 4: Rabia – becoming a PhD student and award-winning charity worker 
 

I’ve been involved with the ACAA for over 10 years, since I was in secondary school. I 

have been a volunteer and now I am staff. Working here has enabled me to have a 

better understanding of the challenges that first generation refugees face – as opposed 

to my own experience of arriving in the UK very young. It’s made me interested in 

supporting women’s rights and given me an understanding of the injustice and 

inequality that exists even in the UK. Working with the Women’s Project over the last three years 

has enhanced my skills and experience. I’ve been told I would be a good leader because of my 

communication skills with new audiences and marginalised groups. I won a ‘We are the City’ Rising 

Star award for charity work in 2018 and was shortlisted for the Women of the Future awards in 

2018. My work with women and their children and the understanding it has given me has led to me 

starting a PhD study exploring the experiences of second-generation migrants from Afghanistan in 

London. 

 

Case study 5: Laily – from volunteer to staff 
 

I came to London from Afghanistan 10 years ago and have been coming here for the 

last year and a half. I looked on the internet for organisations helping refugees and I 

found the ACAA. I’ve made so many friends and learned so many things. Everywhere I 

go, I say hello to people who are from Afghanistan, or who are Arab, or from other 

places. I was a teacher in Afghanistan so I became a volunteer for the Women’s Project 

and I am a teaching assistant in the children’s classes. 6 months ago, I became a staff member. I can 

help people be better and change myself. I help organise the women’s events now. I am not focusing 

just on my job, I help other people as well. I have learned more in the last year and a half than in my 

whole life - I’ve been in the UK for 10 years but I’ve learned more since coming here than I did 

before. I’ve been given the opportunities to do things and become successful and improve my life. I 

tell the women: ‘Don’t just sit in your house. Do something for yourself!’ In our culture, women only 

think about their families and not themselves. I want to set up a men’s project too. Women can 

learn and understand but still might not be allowed to do anything so we need to work with the men 

too. We need to change their minds that women can go to work, learn English – so the limits for the 

women can go. It is better for all of us when women can do these things. 

 

Case study 6: Nargis – from housewife to entrepreneur 
 

I started coming to the Women’s Project a year ago. My friend was coming here and 

told me about it. I’ve been in the UK for 7 years but since coming here I have learned 

more about the law and my rights than before because I was always at home. I have 

learned new things. I can book GP and hairdressers appointments, I can talk on the 

phone, fill in forms and write messages. I can read letters from my children’s school. In 

the past, I didn’t know about services available, how to go to the doctor. I didn’t have the confidence 

to travel alone. I couldn’t read the signs. Now I have travelled to visit my mother in Pakistan. It 

affects my children. I can help my children with their homework. We had a workshop on the school 

system. Now, I can understand what they need and how to support them. I have confidence. I can 
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advise them and make sure I am involved in their lives. Before, my daughter would say ‘Why can’t 

you help?’ Now, I can. I have shown my children you can change and learn. We had a workshop on 

volunteering and I learned that I could become a volunteer and gain work experience. With the help 

of the staff here, I learned how to volunteer. I cook here when they have groups in. I make food that 

people can afford and it makes a bit of money for the project and now they pay me a bit too. I’m 

doing a cooking qualification. I came here to learn and then I could begin to help and now I’m 

cooking and getting paid and fundraising. It’s a small enterprise! I am very happy in my life. It’s the 

first year since I’ve been in this country that I feel happy in myself. I know the law, my rights and 

how to get help. I see people from my country and other countries eating my food and 

complimenting me. I want to continue down this path of development and learning to assist my 

children and I want to start my own business. All the experience here is a step for me towards 

starting my own business. 

Nargis’s story also featured heavily in staff interviews: 

She is a young lady, in her twenties, with 4 children and a passion for cooking. She started by 

making baked Afghan goods and selling them to volunteers in the office. Then she started an 

initiative where she cooks lunch every day that people are here and we sell it to staff, volunteers, 

the local community and local businesses. I’ve seen her confidence grow so much. She used to be so 

shy and now she will answer questions about how to make the food and will ask people how it is. 

She has a source of income and a sense of agency.  

She’s doing something with her skills. She thought she would always be at home. She’s had 

driving lessons and learned how to drive too. Seeing women become staff is the most 

memorable impact for me. 

It’s been a big change in her life - both in terms of financial independence and speaking up. 

She says her husband now questions her less and gives her more freedom. 
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The ACAA ‘Journey of Change’ 

The Pilgrim Trust funded Women’s Project has had a clear impact on the lives of the women the 

ACAA have engaged with over the last 3 years. In previous years, the changes to their lives were 

manifested in the women feeling safe, being less isolated, building positive relationships with each 

other and with staff and volunteers, implementing healthy changes to their lifestyles, making 

progress in learning English, accessing services independently, and engaging with their children’s 

education. In year 3, more tangible and significant changes have included taking on volunteering 

roles, paid employment and further study.  

In years 2 and 3 of the project, some women presented workshops to their peers. This not only 

empowered the women presenting but those who observed them. Other women attending the 

project have taken on other volunteering and paid roles for the ACAA. This development of 

beneficiaries into role models sustains the model of engagement where women are supported by 

other women they can relate to. Examples of this are seen in the case studies presented above 

including the project coordinator, Adela, who was a refugee herself as well as Mina, Laily and Nargis 

who became volunteers and staff in year 3 of the project. 

These staff and volunteers are not only relatable role models but understand the needs of 

beneficiaries. This has led to a focus on mental health rather than just practical workshops in year 3 

of the project, an often hidden and neglected issue among refugee women that impacts on their 

ability to be integrated and empowered. 

The ‘journey of change’ the women move through at the ACAA through the Women’s Project and its 

wider services is represented by the diagram below. 
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The third year of the Women’s Project has seen more women achieving the more significant impacts 

of gaining volunteering experience and even paid work. This is in part due to having improved their 

English language skills over time with the ACAA as well as some having accessed with higher levels of 

English than in previous years. Learning English remains a fundamental catalyst for integration for 

the women. In year 3, women have accessed the project at different levels in the diagram above 

with many of them having felt the benefit of continued attendance at English classes and workshops 

over the previous 2 years. Several of the core group of women attending in year 3 have engaged in 

volunteering, further study, or even secured paid work, as in the case of Naija outlined earlier.  

As well as the positive outcomes achieved, the staff and volunteers also recognised some of the 

challenges faced in year 3. One of the project workers reflected that becoming integrated is a slow 

and limited process for the most isolated women: 

You could say that integration is less successful if we’re talking about the women whose 

starting point is lowest, they are not really engaging with those from other cultures.  

However, this was couched in the recognition that even small impacts were significant for the most 

isolated women and that the cultural relatability of the project was also a strength. These women 

often faced multiple barriers to integration including lack of English, cultural restrictions, and mental 

health problems. One of the women who had recently become a volunteer stated: 

We need to give them hope and inspiration. They are only at home with their kids. They 

forget themselves. They need to know that there are opportunities for them. There is a lot of 

depression. We need to help them open up and ask for help. 

The staff also recognised other challenges including the time needed to build up attendance after 

the office and project move. Despite challenges, some significant impacts were achieved in year 3. 

The women spoke of their long-term hopes and ambitions for the future in their interviews and were 

confident they were on the way to achieving these. For example, one beneficiary stated: 

Coming here has helped me, it’s given me experience. I’m now studying Health and Social 

Care level 3. I’m going to be a social worker, midwife or nurse. I know I want to work with 

people. I have so many options. 

The staff and volunteers also recognised that women’s aspirations had grown and felt achievable in 

the third year of the project. For example, one of the project workers stated: 

They aspire higher – they are more ambitious. They want to enter further education or 

employment where it wasn’t in their plans before. They are inspired by others. 

In year 3, the project staff have also secured 10 scholarships for university study from a corporate 

donor (as in the case of Fawzia outlined earlier).  

The staff also recognise that for some women, smaller impacts are significant as they move towards 

becoming more integrated from being isolated. One of the project workers explained: 

There are examples of women who don’t go to anything else but come to the Women’s 

Project. They’ve made friends and it can be the only time they leave the house to do 

something for themselves rather than their husbands or children. Even if they are not yet 

registered to vote or achieving English qualifications, the soft outcomes are massive 

outcomes for them. The higher-level ability women have the confidence that leads to 
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integration outcomes like university study. For those with little English, their starting point is 

very low. 

Across the interviews, the volunteers and beneficiaries identified that for some women, they had 

been extremely isolated before coming to the Women’s Project. 

Overall, women have engaged with the full journey of change in year 3 and the most significant 

impacts from across the three years of the project have been realised. 
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Conclusion 
 

Over the three years of Pilgrim Trust funding, the ACAA Women’s Project has seen a total 

attendance of 491 across its 30 workshops (exceeding its target of 450), with a range of other 

workshops, classes and services also offered to the women. The total attendance includes 71 

individual women in year 1, 100 in year 2, and 68 in year 3, most of whom attended more than one 

workshop. The women have ranged in age from 17 to 62 years of age and most of them have 

children. While a significant proportion of the women each year have been from Afghanistan, the 

ACAA’s core client group, 33 other countries of origin have been represented by the women 

attending. The staff identify how this range of countries broadened as women brought others along. 

For example, in year 3, one of the project workers explained in interview how after one woman from 

an Arab country had started attending she had then brought along several others. She went on to 

set up a class to teach Arabic to children at the ACAA and was involved in outreach to Arab families 

as well as volunteering in the office to gain skills and experience. 

Across the three years and 30 workshops, 97% of attendees stated that the workshops were 

relevant to their lives, 92% reported increased knowledge through the workshops, and 93% said 

they would do something differently in their lives as a result of the workshops. This has manifested 

in qualitative impacts across the three years which have developed and become more significant 

over time. In year 1 of the Women’s Project, the impacts on women’s lives were largely aspirational 

with them stating a desire for increased confidence, skills, knowledge, wellbeing and freedom – and 

starting to take steps towards these such as taking English classes and attending informational 

workshops on topics such as driving, CV-writing, the UK education system and parenting skills. In 

year 2, more tangible impacts were becoming manifested with the women feeling safer and less 

isolated, becoming more engaged in their children’s education, and making strides in learning 

English. In year 3 of the project, the most significant and long-term changes and achievements have 

been made in the women’s lives including engaging in further study at college and university, 

learning to drive, taking on volunteering roles and, for some, securing paid employment. These 

impacts demonstrate the women’s progress towards integration and their new level of 

empowerment through the project. The case studies in this report illustrate some of these stories of 

empowerment. 

The Women’s Project has deepened the level of women-led learning in year 3, both through more 

workshops led by the women attending and through several women taking on substantial 

volunteering roles for the ACAA. In the workshops, the women have shared knowledge and skills 

with each other that they have achieved through the project and beyond on topics like learning to 

drive and looking after their mental health. Through the volunteering opportunities provided to 

them, the women have made significant steps towards their own integration goals as well as being 

able to understand the client group and be strong role models that other women can relate to. 

Staff and volunteers also identified benefits to being involved with the Women’s Project. The image 

below represents words chosen by staff and volunteers to describe the impact of being involved, 

with communication being the most commonly chosen word. 
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One project worker explained further in interview, ‘I’m much more confident in professional and 

social contexts’ and others had similar comments, demonstrating similar impacts for the women 

helping to run the project as for those attending. This is significant given the number of beneficiaries 

who are given opportunities to volunteer with the ACAA to gain skills and experience towards their 

integration goals. 

As in years 1 and 2, these impacts and the overall success of the project rests on the provision of an 

accessible and safe, culturally-sensitive, women-only space in which to access support and 

workshops relevant to the women’s lives.  

The ACAA have successfully engaged 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 ACAA have taken care 

to engage a diverse range of speakers, many of them with similar backgrounds to the women 

attending. 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 both the women and their 

families. The opportunities for beneficiaries to take on volunteering roles sustains this model of 

grassroots provision. 

 

Looking forwards 

The Women’s Project needs a plan for sustainable funding going forwards. It is recommended that 

the ACAA develop a clear funding strategy to ensure the project is able to deliver its full range of 

provision into the future and to continue to achieve sustained and long-term impacts in the lives of 

the women it serves. 

The project has been most successful in terms of levels of engagement when weekly classes and 

workshops were available. The evaluations of year 1 and 2 of the Women’s Project recognised the 

importance of regular, weekly contact for long-term engagement. Therefore it is recommended that 

any new funding applications seek funding to re-establish women-only Saturday English classes and 

regular, weekly provision including workshops, childcare, as well as one-to-one and social support. 
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At present, English classes are available through the ACAA at other times of the week but these are 

not women-only. Learning English remains a fundamental catalyst for integration for the women. 

The Project Coordinator role is also stretched and the project would benefit from this role being 

more substantial with some additional paid staff. As such, the key recommendation of this final year 

report focuses on ensuring the sustainability of the work through further and more substantial 

funding for weekly provision. This provision should combine women-only English classes, workshops 

and wider support – in order to continue engaging marginalised Muslim women and for them to 

continue to see significant impacts in their lives including becoming more integrated, as in the 

stories of empowerment outlined in this evaluation report.  


