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Introduction to the report 

This report presents the findings of the evaluation of the Working English North (WEN) Project 

(hereafter referred to as the project).  

 

The project was delivered by Refugee Action in Bradford and Greater Manchester with some service 

delivery elements sub-contracted to partner organisations (Visible Outcomes and Refugees & Mentors 

in Greater Manchester). The project was funded through a combination of the Asylum, Migration and 

Integration Fund (AMIF) and the Rayne Foundation. It was a two-year project with the service delivery 

elements beginning in October 2018 and ending in September 2020 - this is the period covered by the 

evaluation.  

 

The overall aim of the project was to increase the integration of people from refugee backgrounds in 

Northern England by: 

• addressing the pre-employment barriers that they face 

• supporting them to improve their level of ‘Working English,’1  to navigate the job 

market and to take positive action towards their employment goals 

• address systemic issues that militate against refugees gaining employment 

 

The need for the project and the service delivery model was based on the substantial experience of 

Refugee Action and the partner organisations in supporting refugees and people in the asylum system.  

 

The evaluation was commissioned by Refugee Action and was undertaken by two independent 

consultants, Richard Malfait and Nick Scott-Flynn between April 2019 and September 2020. The report 

aims to reflect the experiences from the project, although, we recognise that some of the experiences 

and learning gained were different across the partnership.   

 

All quotes in the report are from stakeholders and service-users who were consulted and are taken 

from both verbal and written feedback. We have not attributed the quotes to named people as 

contributions to the evaluation were given on the condition of anonymity. A list of organisations that 

contributed is included in the appendices along with the methodology used for the evaluation. We are 

 
1 See glossary 
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grateful to everyone who took the time to share their perspectives, particularly the refugees who were 

supported by the project and the Experts by Experience Group in Manchester.  

Glossary of some of the acronyms and terms used in the report 

• AMIF – The Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund of the European Commission 

funded half of the project. More details about AMIF can be found at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/financing/fundings/migration-asylum-

borders/asylum-migration-integration-fund_en 

• ESOL – English for Speakers of other languages.  

• Working English – the term used to describe ESOL provision that is geared to 

workplace situations and job-seeking.  

• Employment support – this term includes support provided by the project that 

helps refugees gain employment in the short and long term. For example, it could 

cover support that has helped the refugee to access training or to have an 

opportunity to volunteer.  

• WEN – the Working English North Project, sometimes referred to as the WEN 

project or the project. 

• Project partners – used to denote the three project delivery partners: Refugee 

Action, Refugees and Mentors and Visible Outcomes. Sometimes the term project 

is used to signify the three partners.  

• Refugee Sector – the voluntary sector organisations that support refugees, asylum 

seekers and other migrants in the UK. It is a general term rather than a formal term 

or description of a specific network or group. The variety across the sector is huge 

and covers hundreds of organisations.   

• Gateway Resettlement Programme – The Programme under which the UK accepts 

refugees for resettlement in the UK.  

• Stakeholders – the individuals in organisations with an interest in the project. 

Internal stakeholders were those people (paid staff and volunteers) in the three 
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organisations that delivered the project, including those in client facing roles and 

management.  

• Service-users – the term used to describe the people who access support from the 

WEN Project. Sometimes interchangeable with the term client or beneficiary. 

• Refugee - the term is used to cover people who have been granted Refugee Status 

in the UK, the main client group targeted by the WEN Project. 

• Asylum seeker - the term is used to cover people who have applied for Refugee 

Status in the UK and who are awaiting a final determination.   

• The Group sessions are sometimes referred to as lessons or the Employability 

Course. 

• The trainer in the groups sessions is sometimes referred to as the tutor. 
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Executive Summary 

‘It is a great project; we can see the difference it makes to the clients we have 

referred.’ (External stakeholder) 

Refugee Action, in partnership with Refugees & Mentors and Visible Outcomes, have successfully 

delivered the Working English North project. In doing so they have supported refugees in the process 

of integration, principally through providing access to expert advice and employment support. The 

design of the project was based on the extensive experience and expertise that the partners had 

gained from working with refugees. It tested different models of provision in order to inform the 

development of this strand of work and the learning gained from undertaking the project is being 

shared and built upon. What worked well in the project has been identified along with the challenges 

encountered.  

 

Most importantly, the project has directly supported 329 refugees in Greater Manchester and 

Bradford to enhance their understanding of and access to employment in the UK at the same time as 

enabling them to exercise their rights. The project: 

• supported refugees to understand and navigate the ways in which the job market 

in the UK operates 

• offered refugees access to expert advice to help them to make informed decisions 

to address the challenges that they face as part of the refugee experience 

• provided work-related English language teaching (‘working English’) 

• helped refugees to identify the skills, knowledge and experiences that they have, 

identify if this is relevant to job opportunities and how to communicate this  

• established mentoring relationships between volunteers and refugees that 

provided bespoke support to enable those refugees to take steps towards their 

employment goals 

• Identified systemic issues that militate against refugees gaining employment and 

used these to inform advocacy on refugees and employment 
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Given the limited resources available it is commendable that the project was able to achieve what it 

did. A fundamental part of the process of doing so has been to work with refugees to help them draw 

upon the motivation and skills that they possess and apply these to their life in the UK. 

 

‘I need to work - to have activities, to be busy and productive. It [working] is not 

just about money.’ (Service User) 

‘I want to do something that is related to my skill and my career.’ (Service User) 

The project achieved the outcomes that it had aimed for and only missed the planned targets due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic.  The success of the project in a difficult operating environment is a tribute to 

the staff and volunteers involved – the project would not have been possible without their skill, 

dedication and hard work. 

 

The project demonstrated that the model of providing support to refugees in the context of 

employment and integration was fundamentally sound. Key to the success of the model were the 

following factors: 

• the three-pronged approach of providing, in a coordinated way, access to crisis 

casework, group sessions, longer term mentoring and referrals between services 

• ensuring refugees had access to ‘crisis’ support not directly related to employment 

• taking a holistic approach when working with refugees (many things impact upon 

people’s lives that need to be taken in to account when addressing employability) 

• recognizing that positive outcomes for the refugee were more varied and nuanced 

than simply finding a job 

• being flexible in the provision of employment support in group sessions 

• providing bespoke support packages tailored to individual needs in the mentoring 

and group learning 

• combining ESOL and employment support (Working English) - ESOL on its own is 

not enough and there is enormous value in linking it to a work context  

• the expertise of the advice caseworkers, the course tutors (or trainers) and the 

mentors 
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• the development of material for use in the group work and the mentoring, 

including individual action plans, assessment forms and lesson plans 

• the adoption of thorough systems of safeguarding, training and support to staff 

and volunteers in all of the service delivery aspects of the project 

• having volunteers as mentors and providing support during the courses – the 

project could not have worked without the volunteer input 

• getting the timing right of when to provide employment support to refugees – it 

has to be at the point when the refugee is able to take it on board  

• the importance of refugees knowing their employment rights 

• the importance of working in partnership with the service delivery partners and 

other organisations providing support to refugees 

 

The project identified many challenges faced by refugees in the context of employment and 

integration, including: 

• A lack of knowledge of the UK employment market and the ways that people gain 

jobs. 

• Not being able to speak English. 

• Lacking the networks and relationships that aid access to employment. 

• The trauma of the asylum process on individuals and the impact that this has in 

terms of employment. Waiting for years for a decision on an asylum claim while 

not being allowed to work is damaging to people’s confidence and self-esteem.  

• Having to deal with crisis and problems such avoiding homelessness. 

• Discrimination and exploitation in the employment sector. 

• Lack of digital access for refugees (both before and during Covid-19 pandemic). 

• Establishing and maintaining links with employers. 

 

Also, some of the systemic problems included: 
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• The lack of national and local ESOL and integration strategies that come with 

coherent funding mechanisms. 

• The transition or move-on period of 28-days from being an asylum seeker to that 

of having Refugee Status is too short in terms of accessing support and advice. 

• Denying asylum seekers permission to work and not providing employment 

support to people with that status. Evidence shows the value to integration of 

providing support from the moment people arrive in the UK.  

• A benefits and statutory sector that is not designed to address the employment 

needs of refugees. 

• The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on employment prospects for refugees. 

• A dearth of employment support projects within the refugee sector, not least 

because there is little access to funding for such projects. 

• A lack of coordination between mainstream employability providers locally, 

nationally and within the refugee sector. 

 

The project encountered challenges in the delivery of the services, the main one being that it was 

under-resourced. It also had to cope with the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, which it did admirably, 

for example by putting the group work online. It has also learnt that there are challenges associated 

with working with a large funder that has a different approach to some aspects of the work. 

 

The project has helped Refugee Action to further test the water in the context of support to refugees 

and employment. It has done so at the same time as supporting and benefiting from the expertise of 

smaller frontline delivery organisations. Learning has been gathered to inform the organisation and 

the sector about the possible next steps in the development of its work with refugees and 

employment.  The long list of recommendations that follows is a testament to the fact that this was a 

learning project and that it was committed to capturing the lessons from the delivery to inform a wider 

audience. 

 

Overall, the project has demonstrated the need for specific support to refugees in the context of 

employment and integration. It has developed a successful model to provide that support, a model 

that could be replicated and expanded across Greater Manchester, Bradford and beyond. The need is 
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undoubtedly there throughout the UK as there are thousands of refugees who could benefit – what is 

missing are the resources to address that need. 

‘To go from the horror of the asylum process and straight into employment is 

impossible without help and support.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

‘The project is essential. The course and the mentoring aren’t provided anywhere 

else.’ (External stakeholder) 

Recommendations  

Not all of the recommendations are aimed at Refugee Action, some relate to overall gaps in the 

provision of ESOL and Employment support projects – these recommendations could be addressed by 

others. Clearly some of the recommendations would require more resources. 

 

Overarching recommendations for Refugee Action 

• Review Refugee Action’s refugee employment support aims and priorities within 

the context of the strategic planning. Subsequently, ensure that there are 

sufficient resources available for the coordination and development of refugee 

employment activities within Refugee Action. This could involve providing support 

to local and national refugee employment support networks where good practice 

can be shared, the conversation about refugee employment furthered and 

advocacy advanced. 

• Subject to such a review and the regional needs, draw on the experience and 

learning of the project and continue to develop employment support initiatives for 

refugees. This might include direct service provision similar to the WEN project 

along with strategic coordination and support to partner organisations locally and 

nationally. Providing employability services would enable Refugee Action to better 

support employability advocacy and information sharing.  

• In any future project, retain the key strengths of the WEN project model: flexibility 

of service delivery, the combination of group sessions, individual mentoring and 

the provision of crisis casework. Help with housing and Universal Credit is essential 

for move-on and a point at which a baseline assessment of a person’s employment 

needs can be made.  
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‘If there is one area that I think is the most important in the context of employment 

support, it is accompanying crisis casework. Having access to such casework 

alongside the employment support is key. Many employment projects don’t include 

this aspect and I would recommend that this is an essential element foe the other 

and needs to be developed in any future employment support. (External 

stakeholder) 

• Continue to support and work in partnership with other organisations (including 

small experienced and committed grass roots organisations) at a local and national 

level on service delivery, promotion of good practice and advocacy on the issue of 

employment and refugees. Doing so will benefit refugees who will be able to 

access a broader range of knowledge and expertise regarding employability. It will 

also benefit the small organisations that are focussed specifically on refugee 

employment by enabling them to be involved in larger contracts or funding 

schemes and to share their experiences at a national policy level.  

• Key to any provision is the knowledge of local employability resources, online 

support and the ability to refer refugees into these. The provision should be 

delivered alongside the development of relationships with DWP and other 

providers to ensure that refugees can access appropriate support and that such 

provision can be influenced if needed.  

• In any future project, build on the learning from the WEN project to agree realistic 

outputs and to ensure that there is sufficient capacity to support the delivery of 

the service, including being able to satisfy reporting requirements.   

• In future project development include the capacity to provide employment 

support and beneficiary engagement remotely. For example, by ensuring 

beneficiaries have sufficient tablet or computer access, making loans of 

smartphones, subsidising mobile data packages, providing software, delivering 

training in digital systems for project workers, volunteers and beneficiaries. (This 

recommendation should apply to any area of service provision in the context of 

the Covid-19 pandemic) 

• Establish and maintain an internal, Refugee Action archive or bank of employment 

support tools and resources, based on the material created as part of the project 

and captured in the evaluation. This resource can include internally and externally 
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produced materials (the latter subject to copyright) that can be used and adapted 

in future projects. 

• Develop such a learning bank for sharing externally as part of the work of Refugee 

Action’s Good Practice & Partnerships team. 

• Strengthen the link in Refugee Action between the policy and advocacy work of 

the organisation in relation to refugees and employment and the use of evidence 

gathered by the service delivery. The strengthening of the advocacy work should 

be done in partnership with other organisations providing refugee employment 

support. 

• Consider the development of more services that are specifically aimed at people 

who have been recently granted Refugee Status - something akin to the RIES2 

model from previous years. 

 

Service delivery recommendations  

These are based on the assumption that employment support will continue. 

 

The group courses 

• Adapt the project to take on people with lower levels of English language 

proficiency (there is a need for Working English provision to such clients).  

• Design and deliver a ‘pre-WEN’ project course from which people feed into the 

existing WEN Employability Course. 

• Increase the access that learners have to computers to help them in their search 

for employment, enhance their computer literacy and be better able to participate 

in online learning. 

• Develop more courses on the following topics: 

Ø Obtaining a driving licence. 

 
2 Refugee Integration and Employment Service – a service that provided a package of support for people granted 
refugee status. It was funded by central government and delivered through the voluntary sector. The service was 
cut by the government in 2011.  
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Ø Requalifying in a profession that the person was already qualified in in their 

own country. 

Ø ESOL and IT skills. 

Ø ESOL for specific professions for example, pharmacy or the building sector. 

Ø Developing social enterprises and business start-ups in partnership with local 

experts. 

Ø Self-employment (more than half of the participants in the groups sessions 

expressed an interest in learning more about self-employment). 

• Provide more volunteering opportunities. 

• Provide courses that are specifically for refugee women.  

• Provide the service in a variety of ways - informal, formal, at home, in classroom, 

etc. 

• Provide certificates for people who attended the courses.  

• Extend the length of the courses beyond the six or eight weeks of sessions. 

• Fund travel costs for service users to attend training.  

 
Mentoring 

• Enable refugees to be involved in delivering mentoring to their peers.  

• Consider the length of time that mentoring support can be provided. For example, 

Refugees & Mentors shortened the period of mentoring that they had initially 

offered in order to keep the relationship dynamic and better utilise volunteer time. 

If the client needed similar support in the future, then rematching could be 

considered.  

• Provide more opportunities for mentors to meet with other mentors to share 

experiences and learning.  
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Additional recommendations 

• Develop Refugee Action’s recruitment practices and approach to increase the 

number of refugees who are able to secure paid work, including paid work 

placements. 

• Develop and maintain more links with employers in the public and private sectors 

to both enhance routes to employment for refugees and to support those 

employers in their role. Doing so could include working directly with employers, 

setting-up more work placements and volunteering opportunities and supporting 

those employers in their role. The links should refer to Corporate Social 

Responsibility policies and practice of the companies – use these a way to inform 

the relationship.  

• Work with employers and organisations already working with them to broker 

(work) returner placements for refugees.  

• Provide advice and guidance to employers after they have employed refugees – 

develop the relationship.  

• Continue to provide appropriate support to refugees who have gained 

employment but who still have needs. 

• Provide more opportunities for refugees to volunteer, to shadow people in 

employment, and to gain work experience. 

• Develop the involvement of refugees in delivering the project. For example, 

providing peer support in the lessons and being mentors. 

• Include the Experts by Experience groups to help inform the project about the 

needs of refugees in the context of employment. This could be done by having the 

issue of refugee employment as the topic for one of the Experts by Experience 

groups’ meetings once a year. 

• Extend the services of the project to asylum seekers. Early interventions in 

providing employment support are able to target people before they have been 

demoralised and ground down by the limbo of awaiting a decision on their asylum 

claim. 
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• Review how the project is marketed and the effect of this on referral routes of 

refugees to the service. While one route has been through the Crisis Casework 

there are other routes that would open up the service to a wider group of people 

who could benefit. There should be a discussion about the value of prioritising 

certain groups in this way and the appropriate way to match capacity to demand.   

• Increase the number of meetings and updates between the project partners in 

order to share good practice and develop the project.  

• Develop a simpler and less time-consuming outcomes measurement tool than the 

versions initially used by the project. 

• Enhance the links locally with the DWP to improve the interaction between 

refugees and the Job Centres.  

• Work closely with the local authorities in the development of services related to 

refugee employment. Some local authorities are incorporating employment 

aspects in their broader work on integration.  

• Develop provision similar to that provided by the WEN project in the refugee 

resettlement schemes. A good model to follow is that of joint work between 

Refugee Action and the local authority in the Wirral.  

• Develop links with employment (recruitment) agencies to make them more 

attuned to the needs of refugees. It would be effective to utilise the expertise of 

employment agencies for the befit of refugees. The employment agencies are by 

definition adept at linking employers and potential employees but few, if any, 

cater to the needs of refugees.  

 

Policy recommendations for central and local government 

• Increase the range and provision of ESOL for asylum seekers and refugees as part 

of a properly funded UK-wide strategy ESOL (enact the recommendations in 

Turning Words into Action3). 

 
3 https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Turning-Words-into-Action.pdf 
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• When someone claims asylum, alongside the application for a NINO,4 pilot a 

project in which refugees are asked about their profession or the last two jobs that 

they had. Doing so would enable the people working with them in the UK to build-

up a knowledge of their work history and be better able to link them to specialist 

employability support, such as REACHE Northwest5, STEM Returners6, Transitions7 

or Refugees & Mentors. 

• Provide refugees who have overseas qualifications automatic UKNARIC8 

statements of comparability when a person is granted Refugee Status.  

• Local authorities should increase their knowledge of employability support 

projects locally and how refugees can access them. 

• Local authorities should develop services and projects that address the 

employment needs of refugees in their area, whether those refugees have come 

via the resettlement or the asylum route. Funding for such projects should be 

made available and the local authorities encouraged to enter into partnership with 

the voluntary sector to complement provision. Models of good practice can be 

gleaned from several local authorities currently supporting employment initiatives 

with refugees and migrants.9  

• The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) should adapt their services to be 

more appropriate to the needs of refugees who have recently been granted 

Refugee Status. For example, the DWP should be able to take into account that 

transition from being an asylum seeker to that of a refugee is a process that can 

last many months and will have an impact of the person’s ability to seek work. 

Funding should be made available to the DWP to provide appropriate support to 

refugees in this context. The model for such funding should be based on the 

 
4 National Insurance Number 
5 https://reache.wordpress.com  
6 https://www.stemreturners.com  
7 https://transitions-london.co.uk  
8 https://www.naric.org.uk  
9 The Greater London Authority is one example, details can be found at: https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-
do/communities/migrants-and-refugees/esol-plus-employer-partnership  
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current arrangements whereby the DWP receive funding through the refugee 

resettlement schemes.  

• The DWP should increase the use of the ‘small step’ claimant commitments 

approach so that these are systematically considered by work coaches for refugees 

in their first year of being granted status. 

• The current ‘move-on’ arrangements for supporting people in the period 

immediately after they have been granted Refugee Status are inadequate. The 28-

day period is not long enough to prepare the majority of refugees for employment 

and the resources allocated to this aspect of the refugee process are inadequate. A 

more comprehensive package of support delivered through a variety of agencies, 

including the voluntary sector, should be adopted.  

• Give permission to asylum-seekers to work if their asylum claim has not been 

decided upon within six months (enact the recommendations in Lift the Ban10).  

• Provide funding for employment support projects for asylum seekers. Even 

without having permission to work there are integration benefits to asylum 

seekers receiving ESOL and support to prepare them for employment.  

• End the practice of granting leave to remain (Refugee Status) for an initial period 

of five years. Amongst the uncertainty and other problems that this creates for 

refugees, it can hamper the ability to gain employment as employers can be 

discouraged from employing someone who has limited leave to remain.  

The need for and context of the project 

Refugee Action have been working with and supporting refugees and asylum seekers in the UK for 

over 40-years. Their experience of doing so helped them to correctly identify the importance of 

employment support for refugees and led to the establishment of the project to address the issue.  

The evaluation confirmed that Refugee Action were correct in their assessment of the need and their 

understanding of the multifaceted nature of the barriers to employment faced by refugees. 

 

 
10 http://lifttheban.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Lift-The-Ban-Common-Sense.pdf  
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There is considerable evidence11 of the importance of employment in the concept of integration and 

the role this plays in refugees seeking to rebuild their lives in the UK. It is clear that refugees (and 

asylum seekers) would like to work and support themselves and their families.  

 

 ‘I can’t sit and do nothing – I want to work.’ (Service User)  

‘All the refugees that I know want to work.’ (Service User) 

 

The employment support needs of refugees in Greater Manchester and Yorkshire, both asylum 

dispersal areas,12 have grown since the project’s inception, with several stakeholders commenting on 

a deteriorating external context:  

‘The whole environment seems to have got worse in terms of access to jobs and the 

general atmosphere towards refugees and migrants. Combined with a gig economy 

that entails precarious employment and the challenges of satisfying the DWP into 

showing that you are looking for work, I can see that many refugees who do get 

jobs are employed way below their skill level.’ (External stakeholder) 

‘There is more racism and discrimination than a few years ago.’ (Internal 

stakeholder) 

There have been cuts to local authorities, an example of which is the recent loss in Bradford of a 

specific employment support worker based in the council.  

‘What we can say definitively is that unemployment and under-employment of 

refugees locally and nationally is a very significant issue for which this project is 

very much needed. We have heard anecdotally a number of very positive reports 

about the project. (External stakeholder) 

 

 
11 A list of examples of research documentation on employment, ESOL and integration, can be found in the 
appendices. 
12 The numbers of asylum seekers dispersed to Greater Manchester and Bradford can be found on the government 
website: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/immigration-statistics-data-tables-year-ending-june-
2020  
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Whether refugees come via the asylum route or through resettlement many experience the same 

barriers to gain employment. Those that were identified by the project during the delivery of support 

included the following:  

• A lack of proficiency in English. 

• Refugees are unable to access ESOL support at the right level or quantity. There 

continues to be a shortage of ESOL provision, especially provision for pre-entry 

ESOL learners and ESOL teaching that is based around practical topics or skills, such 

as catering, construction or care work. In this context there seems to be nothing 

locally that is comparable to Working English ESOL as provided by the project. 

Similarly, while some local colleges do offer ESOL, the course are often very 

prescriptive or rigid and have little room for the flexibility displayed by the project. 

Furthermore, none of the local providers appear to offer one-to-one ESOL support 

or mentoring. 

• Refugees are unfamiliar with job application processes in the UK as there are 

different approaches between job sectors. It can be confusing to work out which 

recruitment process a sector in the UK uses, for example some only use 

employment agencies. 

‘I feel like I need a transition period between working in my own country and 

working here.’ (Service user) 

• Many refugees do not feel confident, often having been demoralised by a long 

period of limbo in the asylum system. They have often been in a position of 

uncertainty, of having no control over aspects of their life or of being able to plan. 

It is a milestone for many people to begin to think about taking steps towards 

employment and their future career.  

‘I have not worked for two years [while my asylum claim was being considered] – I 

don’t feel so confident now.’ (Service user) 

• The lack of work experience in the UK. This is something that schemes offering 

‘returner placements’ seek to address. The schemes also at the same time try and 

address skills gaps in the employment market. 
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‘It is hard to explain gaps in my CV – the time when I was an asylum seeker.’ 

(Service user) 

• The complexities of the benefits system. 

• The shortage of links with potential employers.  

• The lack of opportunities to volunteer or gain work experience in the UK. 

• No recognition of qualifications gained in the refugee’s home country. 

• Practical issues that impact upon the lives of refugees such as accommodation, 

health, coping with move-on from asylum dispersal. 

• The need for immigration advice and general good quality advice. 

• The increasing digitisation of job-seeking and the refugee’s lack of access to IT and 

lack of IT skills. 

• The hostile environment towards refugees and migrants. 

• Discrimination against refugees and other migrants.  

• Employers being unclear about employment rights of refugees, one consequence 

of which is to dissuade employers to employ refugees even though they have 

permission to work. 

• Employers are unsympathetic to career gaps which are often a feature of refugees’ 

employment history. 

• Mainstream employment recruitment agencies are not geared up to support 

refugees. 

• Exploitation of refugees by unscrupulous employers, exacerbated in the time of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. 

• Older refugees can find the adjustment to living and working in the UK harder than 

younger people, including having greater difficulty in learning the language and 

feeling confident enough to work in a different context. 

• There is pressure on refugees to send remittances back to family in their home 

country and this pressure can lead them to taking any employment, even that 
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which is below their skill levels and capability. This pressure can also lead to them 

being exploited by unscrupulous employers.  

‘Refugees only seem to be able to get casual or low-quality jobs, even though many 

are highly skilled and qualified.’ (Service user) 

 

It is clear that the need for the support offered by the project will continue as employment will remain 

an integral element of integration. Furthermore, while the project has helped over 300 refugees to 

overcome some of the barriers to obtaining work the demand for support far outweighs the provision 

in the areas where the project operates. That need and the gap in provision is reflected throughout 

the UK where the numbers of refugees who need this type of support is in the thousands.  

Description of the project 

The WEN project was set up to tackle the barriers to employment experienced by refugees in two 

significant population centres in the north of England: Greater Manchester and Bradford. It aimed to 

increase the integration of people from refugee backgrounds in those areas by supporting them to: 

• address their pre-employment barriers 

• improve their working English 

• navigate the job market 

• take positive action towards their employment goals 

 

The project also sought to identify and address systemic barriers to employment, policy issues and 

gaps in ESOL provision that hamper the ability of refugees to gain employment. The project was 

delivered through a partnership between Refugee Action, Visible Outcomes and Refugees and 

Mentors, with Refugee Action as the lead organisation. 

 

The project had three main activities: 

• the Working English group courses or sessions 

• an employment mentoring service for individual refugees 
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• a crisis casework service13 to address the challenges and problems that refugees 

face that prevent them from focussing on obtaining employment 

 

Refugee Action delivered crisis casework, group courses and mentoring in Greater Manchester and 

group courses and mentoring in Bradford. Refugees and Mentors delivered mentoring in Greater 

Manchester and Visible Outcomes provided group courses. 

 

The project operated for two-years with the service delivery elements beginning in October 2018 and 

ending in September 2020, although some of the activities in Greater Manchester had been curtailed 

because of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

The partners followed a model of work (illustrated below) that they adapted appropriately to best 

meet the needs of the refugees that they supported.  

‘The model was effective especially if you haven’t got money for ten specialist 

employment workers.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

‘The model helped us build links with the wider sector. We wanted to increase our 

interaction with partners, e.g. through the webinar, and it worked well. Local 

feedback was that there is a lack of coordination in employment work.’ (Internal 

stakeholder) 

 

 

  

 
13 Sometimes referred to as the Move-on service as advice interventions often occurred in the so-called move-on 
period immediately after refugees have been granted Refugee Status and then have more general permission to 
work. 
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WEN Project Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Client Referred to the employability 

course (from partners or Crisis 

Caseworker) 

Client assessed for course, accepted, 

attends eight-week course 

Working English skills improved, 

understanding of job market and 

processes enhanced, CV produced 

 

Employment, work placement, further 

professional training or volunteering 

opportunity secured. 

Success! 

 

 local authority)  

 

Matched with mentor.   

 

Agrees learning plan with mentor and 

enters into mentoring agreement for 

set length of time (8 - 16 weeks)  

 

Employment, work placement, further 

professional training or volunteering 

opportunity secured. 

Success! 

 

Client assessed as not being ready for 

or not wanting or needing 

Employability Course.  

Client recruited by Refugees & Mentors 

directly or from the Crisis caseworker 

without attending group work.  

 

Referred to Crisis Casework from 

mentoring and group work throughout 

mentoring and group work period and 

afterwards as need arose. 
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The outputs and outcomes of the project – what it delivered  

In the documentation that constituted the application and agreement for the funding of the project 

the outcomes are not named as such, but the evaluation took them as being implied in the aims and 

the description of the project. In the documentation there was more emphasis on outputs and targets 

as opposed to the more qualitative aspects of the work. As mentioned in the section of this report on 

reporting and monitoring, it was not ideal that there was an ambiguity about the terminology used 

and the different emphasis on what was most important in the work.  

 

Despite the ambiguities the project was successful in achieving the outputs and outcomes. 

 

Outputs 

The project set out to support 400 service users in total through the three different activities (crisis 

casework, group work and mentoring) and it may well have been achieved had it not been for the 

Covid-19 pandemic. In the end 329 service users were supported by the project. 

 

On reflection even though the target numbers were almost reached, the project partners felt that the 

original targets that the project set were too high given the resources available. 

 

In addition to the direct work with service users, the project delivered a webinar in July 2020 to share 

their experiences of the work with other organisations in this field. The event was attended by fifty 

people and along with the sharing of good practice there was a discussion about what would help in 

developing employment support in the sector. The event was originally due to have been in-person 

but was delivered online due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The aims and purpose for the webinar is 

included in the appendices. 

 

The project also developed an online learning resource bank where they have shared some of the 

materials used throughout the project. 

 

Outcomes  

Notwithstanding the ambiguity about the descriptions or definitions of the outcomes, it is worth 

noting that, generally, outcomes take longer to achieve and are harder to measure than outputs. 

Despite this, the project achieved a huge amount of success in a relatively short delivery time.  
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Outcome one 

The project has increased the integration of people from refugee backgrounds in Northern England 

by addressing their pre-employment barriers, by supporting them to improve their working English, 

navigate the job market, and take positive action towards their employment goals and address 

systemic issues. The service users that were supported by the project have benefitted in a variety of 

ways, having: 

• increased their readiness to engage with the job market 

• improved their employability by taking positive action, for example by securing a 

volunteering or job placement, accessing vocational training, or statutory ESOL 

courses 

• secured income support to enable them to focus on their employability pathway  

• a number of those who were supported obtained employment.  

 

Outcome two 

The project has strengthened the refugee employment system by sharing evidence and good 

practice within the sector on an operational and advocacy basis. The sharing includes the webinar (see 

above) and the resource bank.  

 

The project has highlighted and contributed to addressing the gaps in ESOL provision and the impact 

of the benefits system and other policies on refugee employment. It has suggested possible solutions 

(some of which are contained in this evaluation report), but the project alone does not have the power 

to make the changes in the system that are needed.  

 

To make some of the above outputs and outcomes seem more tangible, it is useful to note the 

feedback from the refugees who took part in the group sessions. When asked about the specific 

outcomes of the course14, they responded as follows: 

• over ninety per cent agreed that it had helped them plan and get support to help 

them get a job in the future 

 
14 The questions asked of service users include a Likert scale where people are invited to respond with six choices 
of answer on a graded scale. The percentages above are based on the collated responses to these questions.  
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• over ninety-five per cent agreed that the course had helped them to communicate 

more effectively in English for the purposes of seeking or undertaking work 

• over ninety-five per cent agreed that the course had helped them to feel more 

confident and ready to apply for jobs and attend interviews 

• over ninety per cent agreed that the course had increased their chances of 

achieving their employment aims in the future 

It also worth noting in the discussion about outcomes, that they can sometimes be too simplistic and 

don’t reflect the many positive results of the work: 

‘We need to be more nuanced about the outcomes – it is not only about getting 

employment but many factors that have helped that refugee in their journey and 

the rebuilding of their lives in the UK. (Internal stakeholder)  

Crisis Casework 

A key strength of the project model was the inclusion of access to crisis support.  There are many 

factors that impact upon a refugee’s life that affect the opportunity to obtain work. These factors are 

described as the crisis elements of the project and included such subjects such as avoidance of 

destitution. These aspects of a refugee’s life needed to be addressed in order for the employment 

support to be successful. 

‘Move on work has felt a bit like a tag on (main goal is employment) - but the move 

on CW and support is absolutely vital in getting people to that stage [when they 

are able to use employment support].’ (Internal stakeholder) 

In Manchester, Refugee Action provided the crisis support through a part time worker and volunteers. 

In Bradford that element was provided by external organisations, principally the British Red Cross. 

‘If there is one area that I think is the most important in the context of employment 

support, it is having accompanying crisis casework. Having access to such casework 

alongside the employment support is key. Many employment projects don’t include 

this aspect and I would recommend that this is an essential element and needs to 

be developed in any future employment support.’ (External stakeholder) 

The learning gained and the challenges identified from this element of the project included the 

following.  
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• The crisis casework element was essential for the project to be effective. 

• There was not enough capacity within the project to respond to the demand for 

crisis casework. 

• The challenges that refugees face do not end with them being granted Refugee 

Status. Often this is a point when new challenges arise, including: accessing health 

care, registering children for schools, finding new accommodation, needing further 

immigration advice on matters such as family reunion. At this point many refugees 

are not in the right frame of mind to utilise employment support. 

• Refugees needed crisis casework at different moments in their refugee journey, 

before and after receiving Refugee Status. Consequently, the project had to be 

flexible in how and when support was provided. There was also a recognition that 

when refugees were signed-up for group sessions or receiving mentoring that they 

may struggle to attend consistently due to the distractions of crisis needs. 

• Supporting refugees through crisis is a demanding role for staff and volunteers. It 

was important that the project looked after those staff and volunteers involved in 

the work - Refugee Action did so.  

• The referral routes into the project Employability Course did not come solely 

through the crisis casework, although the majority did.  

• Referrals to the employment support were likely to be more successful if the crisis 

that the refugee was experiencing had been resolved.   

• While the project was aimed at a specific client group (refugees who have come 

through the Gateway Resettlement Programme and those through the asylum 

route) there are many lessons and good practice that can potentially inform work 

with other cohorts, such as refugees on the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement 

Scheme (VPRS). 

The following case study illustrates the crisis casework element of the project. 

Case study H 
H, a 20-year-old man, approached our service distressed for housing and benefits support after he 

was granted refugee status. He suffered from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and depression lived in 

asylum support accommodation with his mother who was his carer. H has received refugee status and 

eviction notice from his asylum support accommodation, while his mother was still awaiting the 
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outcome of her asylum application. He faced imminent homelessness, destitution and separation from 

his mother and carer. This crisis had a significant detrimental effect on his mental health. We 

supported H to understand his rights and entitlements. We supported him to apply for a bank account 

and to apply for Universal Credit so that he would have financial support soon after his asylum support 

ended. We also helped him and his mother with housing advice and helped him to make a 

homelessness application to his local council. Due to our advocacy with the local authority H’s case 

was prioritised due to his mental health condition and he was accommodated temporarily with his 

mother so that she could continue to care for him. We advised him on how to apply for a short-term 

advance for his Universal Credit once his asylum support had finished. He and his mother have now 

been accommodated in a council property with a long-term tenancy which has provided him with 

much needed security and stability and has meant that he is able to be cared for by his mother. He 

can now concentrate on completing his college course. 

 

The group sessions 

The group sessions (also referred to as the employability course) incorporated Working English ESOL 

and was successful in helping the participants to be better able to take steps towards their 

employment goals. The sessions focussed on aspects of seeking work and helping participants to 

become more familiar with the language used in this context. Practical exercises were included such 

as how to write a CV or practice a job interview. The combination of ESOL being taught and practiced 

along with teaching about the processes of finding employment was an enormously powerful and 

effective combination – very few other providers in the UK are approaching the client needs in this 

way. 

 

The courses were delivered by Refugee Action and Visible Outcomes. They were structured around 

eight sessions of approximately two to three hours format15 and held in consecutive weeks. However, 

there was a degree of flexibility in the content and sequencing of the sessions that meant the project 

was more effective in meeting the varied needs of the refugees. For example, refugees could join the 

sessions at any point in the sequence of eight. Similarly, the content of each session was often 

modified in the week between sessions to reflect the progress and priorities of the participants. The 

flexibility of this aspect of the project made it more accessible and effective than ESOL provision which 

 
15 This was modified when the courses were adapted to be delivered online in the Covid-19 pandemic – see the 
section on the response to the Covid-19 pandemic for more detail.  
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sticks rigidly to set curriculum. The flexibility was also an appropriate recognition that refugees have 

other things going on in their lives that can hamper their ability to attend every week. 

 

Example of a group session plan 

 

Working English – Week 5 
Topic: Application Forms 
 

Learning outcome: The clients will: 

• learn about the difference between the Job description and application form.  
• have an understanding of what information should be on an application form and how to answer the questions, through looking at  

some examples.  

 
Time 

 
Topic 

 
Activity 

 
Materials 

start 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hello and 
introductions 
 
 
 
Job description 
 
 
 
Application forms 
 
 
 
 
 
Finish session 

Welcome everyone to the group 
If anyone is new ask them to register and ask if they can stay on at the 
end for a few minutes to fill in the evaluation forms. 
 
Look at the JD Sport and WRU job description and talk through some 
of the language that is used.  
 
 
Look at the Iceland application form. Break down the sections they 
must fill out and talk through the language that is used and how to fill 
in each section. Make sure the clients understand to keep looking at 
the job description while filling in the application.  

 
Have the three register forms 
available 
 
Print out of both job 
descriptions 
 
 
 
Print out of the Iceland job 
application.  
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The following aspects of the group sessions worked well:  

• Flexibility of approach is key and a recognition of the complexity of the lives of 

many refugees. For example, there needs to be recognition of the effect of trauma 

on clients and the subsequent impact on employment. 

• There was a spectrum of needs amongst the client group and the project was more 

effective by being able to respond in different ways to meet those needs. The 

more tailored that the support is to the individual the more effective it was. Off 

the shelf employment support packages or mainstream courses are unlikely to 

work well with most of this client group as they lack such flexibility.  

‘Some refugees want to use the skills that they already have, others will just take 

any job.’ (External stakeholder) 

• Language needs amongst most of the group participants were paramount, 

although some service users underestimated their English language skills. 

Accordingly, the sessions and the mentoring did much to encouraging refugee’s 

confidence in this context. 

• The combination of ESOL and a working context is very effective and should 

remain the focus of the project.  

• There was value in providing volunteering opportunities and job placements as 

part of the model. Due to capacity limitations the project was not able to do this as 

much as would have been desirable.  

• Some refugees could not access the project because their English language skills 

were not strong enough to benefit from the sessions.  

• As well as there being a wide range of language abilities, there were also 

differences in the experiences and backgrounds of session participants (and 

potential participants). It was a challenge to design and deliver a course that 

catered to the different levels of experience and language. For example, there 

were some refugees who had PhDs alongside people that had left formal 

education in their early teens. Had capacity allowed, there would have been a 

value in running sessions for the different groups – the demand was there.  
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• Participants and trainers would have liked more access to computers and the 

internet during the course delivery as they felt this would have improved the 

effectiveness of the sessions. Increased digital access would also have helped 

participants continue their learning outside the sessions.  

• The atmosphere on the courses was very positive, a contrast to what many 

refugees are facing in other settings. Regardless of the ultimate employment 

outcomes, participating in the course was beneficial for the mental health and 

well-being of the refugees concerned.  

• The location of the sessions was important. A safe, comfortable and accessible 

environment did much to put participants at their ease and help them to learn 

effectively. Similarly, it was important to provide refreshments and breaks during 

the sessions.  

‘It wasn’t like a classroom at all – we made people feel at ease and relaxed – that 

really helped. It also helped that we made it possible for some participants to pray 

if they need a space to do that.’ (Internal stakeholder)  

• The volunteer support in the sessions as course assistants was extremely effective. 

Their role in helping refugees who needed more support enabled the sessions to 

cater to refugees with a range of learning capacity. 

• The one-to-one time between the trainer or assistant that occurred during the 

sessions was enormously valuable. The feedback on this element of the session 

was so positive it suggests that it should be more explicitly recognised and 

resourced in a future model.  

• There were some culturally based expectations amongst the participants about 

which jobs are suitable for women or for men. There was also an awareness that 

some refugee women may struggle to access courses because of child-care issues 

and other reasons. It was suggested that the project consider providing women 

only sessions, although there was not the capacity to do so. It should be something 

that the project considers for the future. 

• Participants expressed a desire for a range of topics and disciplines that they would 

value Working English provision - these ranged from plumbing to pharmacy (the 

full list is included in the recommendations section). The project was not able to 
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provide these due to limited capacity, although the mentoring did try and match 

refugees with mentors that had specific skills and experience.     

• Participants would have liked more role-play and mock interviews in the sessions.  

• Over half of the participants in the sessions expressed an interest in learning more 

about self-employment and setting-up their own businesses.  

• Having more than one trainer run the session was helpful when there was a mixed 

group of refugees in terms of ability and language levels.  

• Several trainers came from the same communities as the participants. This was 

useful in terms of recruitment, communication and building-up trust. It helped 

when participants needed something to be explained in their own language, albeit 

with the emphasis being that the sessions used English as the main language.  

• It was a good use of resources to pay the travel costs of participants attending the 

sessions as the refugees had limited funds. Doing so eliminated one of the barriers 

that prevents refugees from accessing support – that of not being able to afford 

the travel to get to that support. The point was highlighted as several participants 

in the group sessions came from across the whole of Greater Manchester, not only 

the districts in which the project operated.  

• The project provided some sessions in the evening in order to make them more 

accessible to some of the client group, for example those with childcare 

responsibilities in the daytime. Doing so was another example of the value of the 

flexible approach (resources allowing). 

‘We provided space and training for 30 people at the University of Salford. We 

invited a tutor and asked them when they would like to have the training and they 

asked for evenings. We were guided by their needs. As a result, people were 

punctual and consistent [in their attendance].’ (Internal stakeholder) 

 

The main challenge regarding the group sessions was that the project did not have enough capacity 

to provide more of them or to incorporate some of the points listed above. There is no doubt that the 

demand was there and will be in the future.  
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As with the other aspects of the project service delivery, the group sessions were effective and as a 

model could be replicated in the future, incorporating the learning from the last two years. The 

following case study provides an illustration of the group sessions. 

 

Case study J 
J is a refugee who had sought a new life in Yemen. After the situation deteriorated there, she sought 

asylum in the UK. She has high self-confidence and extensive work experience having previously 

working as a belly dancer, teacher, actress, motivational speaker and businesswoman.   Her English is 

strong, although she does struggle with more complex, vocational communication. She sought help to 

understand how to find work in the UK or to establish her own business. J attended one of the Working 

English North Group courses and developed her understanding of the job market.  Through this she 

learned that a restaurant where she had worked several shifts for free, as a work trial, were not 

treating her fairly. With this information she was able to return to the restaurant and argue for her 

rights. 

 

J was eager to explore creating her own business. As the project did not have a mentor with 

entrepreneurial skills in the arts sector, they matched her with a mentor who could support her to ask 

the right questions. Together they met with arts organisations who were looking for those with a 

cultural connection and looking for advice and guidance around setting up in the UK. With her 

mentor’s support, J signed up for a short business course to help her prepare to write a business plan 

and other steps. She has a business name and card and investigated related costs such as room hire 

and insurance. 

 

J is currently studying business and English while working part time work in a restaurant.  She is saving 

the funds she needs to start her venture - a belly dancing business. She is planning to offer a trial dance 

class to test for her business venture.  She is feeling much more confident in those skills, and her 

knowledge of the system, saying: 

 

“I know everything now that is has all been explained.  I like to meet my mentor - she helps me do 

what I need to do.” 
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Mentoring 

The provision of mentoring was the third key element of the project, complementing the crisis 

casework and the group sessions. The mentoring was delivered by Refugee Action in Bradford and 

Refugees & Mentors in Greater Manchester. There were some differences in approach between the 

two organisations in how they went about the mentoring but, the features of the processes included: 

• It brought together a refugee and a trained and DBS checked mentor who had UK 

work history. They worked jointly to help achieve that refugee’s employment 

goals. 

• As with the other aspects of the project, the mentoring was able to provide 

tailored support to address the self-identified needs of people, either through 

mentoring or by accessing or creating other opportunities to meet the person’s 

needs.  

• Continuous flexible support and supervision of volunteer mentors and oversight of 

mentoring relationships by a mentoring coordinator. 

 

The mentoring model was based on a mentoring relationship initially lasting for a set amount of time 

with the mentor and mentee establishing goals and individual plans for the mentee. The time allocated 

varied between partners, the important point being that it had to be what was appropriate to 

achieving the goals for the refugee (examples of goal setting can be found in the online resource bank). 

It was also important to avoid creating dependency or lose the dynamic energy of the mentoring 

relationship by having the mentoring period stretch out for too long a period.  

 

Overall the mentoring was successful for those refugees who were mentored. As with other aspects 

of the project, there was not enough capacity to meet the demand, but delivering it has confirmed 

the value of providing mentoring as part of the employment support package. 

 

The main the learning from this aspect of the project included:  

• Mentoring could not have happened without there being volunteers who were 

mentors. The value of having volunteers to deliver this work cannot be overstated. 
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• The process of becoming a mentor was thorough. It ensured that mentors were 

prepared and supported for their role and that safeguarding was addressed. The 

learning about the mentoring process did not end with the training though: 

‘The training to become a mentor was very good, although there is some gap 

between the way the training envisages the mentoring working and the actual 

delivery of it. For example, it is hard to fit the mentee to rigid time frames.’ 

(Internal stakeholder).  

• Mentors felt supported throughout the process although some would have liked 

more opportunities to meet with other mentors and to share experiences and 

good practice.  

‘As a mentor I feel supported.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

• It was important to have clear policies about mentoring that could be referred to 

by mentors and mentees throughout the process.  

• Some stakeholders felt that the length of the mentoring should not be too 

prescriptive as the mentoring model has to be flexible to match the skills and 

circumstances of the client. For example, some refugees were mentored for eight 

weeks, others for sixteen weeks. It was important that there were initial 

timeframes set and then reviewed so as to be continually appropriate to the needs 

of the refugee and the capacity of the project.  

‘The mentoring relationship is expected to begin and end within three months – it 

doesn’t always work like this.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

‘Providing a limited time for mentoring was overly ambitious. It needed longer 

period and relationship building.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

• Trust was a key factor in ensuring that the mentoring relationship was effective.  

• The process of matching mentors to mentees was effective – there were very few 

mismatches or instances of the mentee arranged having to be ended before the 

planned time.  



The report of the evaluation of the Working English North project October 2020 

35 
 

• It is unrealistic to think that all mentoring relationships would have worked, and 

the project accommodated that fact. Mentors and mentees were supported when 

a relationship had to end. 

‘We ended the mentoring arrangement as after several months the person still had 

not got a job and did not seem to be progressing in the way we had originally 

envisaged. We mutually agreed the mentoring was not working for them.’ (Internal 

stakeholder) 

• The documentation for establishing the mentoring relationship was clear, including 

descriptions of the mentoring process so that there could be a mutual 

understanding of what was involved. There were also consent forms and 

mentoring action plans that clearly set-out time frames and help manage 

expectations.16 It was important to use these to establish a common 

understanding of the goals.  

‘The importance in mentoring is building up trust between the mentor and mentee. 

Once this is established then much can be achieved.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

• The mentoring model had to be flexible enough to match the skills and 

circumstances of the client, however, there was an awareness that the mentoring 

model should not to create a dependency. 

• There had to be enough flexibility in the mentoring to accommodate the fact that 

the lives of refugees can be chaotic, and circumstances may lead them to having to 

miss mentoring sessions. 

• Managing and negotiating the refugee’s expectations of the mentoring could be 

challenging.  

• It was not possible to provide mentoring outside of office hours or in locations 

away from the office because of safeguarding reasons; this may limit the 

recruitment of mentors. 

• The mentoring touched on issues with the refugee that were not directly work or 

employment related: 

 
16 For examples of these see the online resource bank.  
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‘People who come to mentoring tend to be isolated. So, I think it is important to try 

to link goals like volunteering or joining a conversation class or learning 

employment related skills with any approaches which can help address making 

social contacts and beginning to build up some social capital here. So signposting is 

important for all of that.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

The Covid-19 pandemic presented challenges to delivering the mentoring - see the Covid-19 section 

for more details).  

 

The following case study illustrates the role of mentoring and other support that complemented it. 

Case study P 
P was not confident and struggled in English, her third language, when she started attending the 

Working English course in October 2018. Highly motivated and studious, P wants to be a cleaner in 

the UK, work she knows she can do and instructions she knows she can understand. She was recently 

matched with a mentor and meets regularly with him to apply for jobs and expand her English 

vocabulary. In two short months of attending the group course and her work with project volunteers 

and mentors, she has broadened her social connections and gained confidence.  P has since joined an 

IT skills group and has attended local events like Women of the World and faith meetings. However, 

she struggles with her literacy. Completely illiterate in her native languages, she is learning to read 

and write for the first time. This means her mentor sessions have been focussed on helping her 

complete applications forms and not give her the full support she needed in understanding the 

application forms so she could eventually fill them in herself. 

 

Partnership working to deliver the project 

The project benefitted from being delivered by Refugee Action, Refugees & Mentors and Visible 

Outcomes working in partnership. Doing so enabled the project to draw upon the different strengths, 

expertise and focus of each organisation. For example, Visible Outcomes are embedded in their local 

community and have contact with many of the refugees that benefited from the support of the 

project. Refugees & Mentors are a local organisation specialising in employability information and 

guidance for refugees and vulnerable migrants. Refugee Action’s strengths included the capacity to 

fundraise for the project and manage the grant. It also provided the crisis casework element drawing 

upon decades of experience in doing so.  
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‘The collaboration between organisations has been good for achieving the best 

outcomes for clients.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

Also, working in partnership increased the geographical scope of the project as the partners cover 

different parts of Greater Manchester.  

‘I have found the staff at Refugee Action very supportive and good at 

communicating. It's a great project and I'm really happy to keep referring clients.’ 

(External stakeholder) 

Beyond the partnership of the delivery partners there were relationships with other providers that 

were essential for the project to function. In Bradford, Refugee Action worked closely with the British 

Red Cross who provided the crisis casework in the city and the facilities of a regular drop-in where 

Refugee Action could make contact with potential project service users. Also, through their 

developmental work in Bradford the project connected with the local authority asylum team to enable 

effective referral to the project of people recently granted Refugee Status. The good links to the 

council were also able to ensure that refugees had access to city council initiatives such as, the jobs 

fair that brought together local businesses, provided job opportunities and guaranteed interview days. 

It is impossible for me to achieve on my own what I need to in my role. That is why I 

value the partnership with Refugee Action – we work in a complementary way for 

the benefit of refugees and the whole community. (External stakeholder) 

In Greater Manchester and Bradford, the partners had connections with other providers in the area 

and this facilitated referral routes to and from the project for the benefit of the service user. For 

example, in Bradford the project worked with the local college to provide digital training for refugees.  

 

In addition to the above examples, other factors that helped the partnerships and relationships work 

well included: 

• The organisations and individuals knew each other and were familiar with how 

each organisation worked. 

• The organisations shared common values. 

• While the organisations had different priorities or focus, they were all specialists in 

supporting refugees.  
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• Less formal partnerships were also important for the project’s success. For 

example, in Bradford there was an increase in communication and referral 

pathways between organisations through the mechanism of the Refugee 

Employment Support group that brought similar projects together every quarter 

for a meeting. 

There were some challenges identified in working in partnership, although these were massively 

outweighed by the benefits. Challenges included: 

• The lack of capacity within Refugee Action to facilitate bringing the partnership 

together in the early days of the project resulting in a delay in holding full 

partnership meetings. 

• The partners used different monitoring systems to capture information which 

added to the challenges involved in the reporting of the project (see that section 

for more on the reporting challenges). 

• The capacity of all partners was stretched, and this militated against them having 

the time to meet or communicate often enough as a partnership. 

• There could have been more capacity within Refugee Action to further develop 

and maintain links with other refugee-assisting organisations and networks. 

Connections were made between the project and other providers with cross-

referral routes established but, the enhancement of these links would have 

benefitted the work of the project.  

 

The learning gathered from the partnership aspect of the project included the following:  

• There would have been value in having quarterly scheduled meetings between the 

partners to share experiences and good practice.  

• The provision of written updates between the partners on a regular basis would 

also have been helpful. 

• The project would have benefitted from having more resources for the 

coordination and developmental aspects of the project, such as lining with other 

organisations.  
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‘We wanted to engage and do more with the sector but there was not enough 

space or capacity to do so.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

 

Partnerships beyond the service delivery areas 

There was a desire within the project to establish more relationships with organisations involved in 

supporting refugees in the employment field, both locally and nationally. The main barrier to doing so 

was the lack of capacity within the project. Additionally, there were other challenges to making greater 

links nationally: 

• A lack of coordination within the sector – there is no organisation or network that 

has the capacity or mandate to perform such role. A consequence of this is the 

fragmented nature of employment support for refugees across the UK.   

• There are many organisations providing refugee employment support projects in 

the UK, but they have limited capacity and work with relatively small numbers of 

refugees. 

• Some refugee employment support projects have little incentive to coordinate 

with other organisations in a narrow field where access to resources is limited.  

 

While there has been national coordination on the advocacy front, with campaigns such as Lift the 

Ban17, there is a need for greater coordination and good practice sharing within the sector.  

 

Reporting and monitoring 

The project was required to report every quarter on the activities and outcomes of the project using 

a template designed by the principle funder (AMIF). The reporting aspect of the project was 

problematic. This was not because the project was failing to deliver the activities and outcomes: the 

project delivered what it had planned to albeit with some limitations imposed by the Covid-19 

pandemic. The problem stemmed from different approaches between AMIF and Refugee Action to 

reporting and recording information. The challenges of this aspect of the project include the following: 

 

 
17 http://lifttheban.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Lift-The-Ban-Common-Sense.pdf  



The report of the evaluation of the Working English North project October 2020 

40 
 

• The requirement of AMIF to have detailed information about the service users that 

the project supported, including the Biometric Residence Permit (BRP) 

information, seemed overly intrusive. It got in the way of the relationship between 

the service-user and the part of the project providing the service. As one of the 

staff of the project put it:  

‘It was difficult to ask refugees for the details of their BRP as they in some instances 

were suspicious of why we wanted to know, what were we going to do with it? It 

was not a great way to start a trusting and supportive relationship.’ (Internal 

stakeholder) 

• It was time-consuming to collect and record the information about the service 

user:  

‘It did not feel like a good use of our time to input the data that AMIF wanted 

about the clients.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

• Some refugees who could have benefitted from the project were not able to do so 

because they could not produce the paperwork or electronic evidence required, 

even though they were eligible for the service. 

• The spreadsheet that was used to capture the data and information to inform the 

quarterly reporting was detailed and cumbersome to use. It was not something 

that was easily mainstreamed into the systems and work practices of the teams 

delivering the service. 

‘The Spreadsheet was a nightmare.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

• The reporting requirements were time-consuming and resource intensive to 

complete. Refugee Action had under-estimated what would be involved and 

consequently had to increase the administrative resource available to the project 

from their own resources. There was some discomfort about doing so as it diverted 

resources away from direct service delivery. 

• The turnover of contract management staff at AMIF during the course of the 

project militated against Refugee Action being able to establish a consistent 

relationship and understanding with the funder.  
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• AMIF seemed interested in the numbers of refugees that the project supported as 

opposed the qualitative aspects of the project. This fostered a mechanical 

approach to the reporting and diverted from what the project focused on, which 

was the impact of the work on people.  

‘There was too much emphasis on numbers and providing evidence. It sucked the 

life out of the project.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

 

The main learning from the reporting element includes: 

 

• Consider thoroughly in advance the reporting requirements of a funder and what 

resources will be needed to meet these requirements.  

• The need to make the reporting requirements simpler and less resource intensive. 

• The value of having a good dialogue between a funder and a grant recipient in 

order to foster a joint understanding and development of the work being 

supported. 

• Agreeing a common understanding between funder and project about terms such 

as outputs, aims, impact and outcomes. Different interpretations of such terms 

complicate reporting.  

• It might have been helpful if the AMIF contract management team had included 

more refugee integration specialists. 

• The need to set realistic targets and simpler more explicit outcomes.  

 

The outcomes measuring tool 

In accordance with good practice the project developed tools to measure the outcomes that were 

being achieved with the service users. Refugee Action used the model of an Outcome Tool (see the 

example below) that helps measure the progress or journey someone has made under a variety of 

headings. In addition, baseline assessment tools and Individual Learning Plans were used in the groups 

work and mentoring. Refugees and Mentors and Visible Outcomes developed their own versions of 

these. 
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For Refugee Action the use of an Outcome Tool for the WEN project was part of a wider exercise that 

they were conducting to establish an organisation-wide method of measuring the outcomes of their 

client-facing work. Using the tool in the WEN context highlighted the following: 

 

• It was a challenge to record and articulate the outcomes for individuals. 

• Off the shelf outcomes tools were not applicable to the outcomes of the WEN project 

and the service users and therefore needed adapting. For example, some of the terms 

were not culturally appropriate or translatable into concepts that could be easily 

understood by service users. 

• They took too long to complete, eating into valuable staff and volunteer time. 

• They covered too many issues many of which seemed irrelevant to the immediate 

needs of the service user.   

• Staff and volunteers needed training in how to use the tool, again using up the limited 

time that they had available. 

• It was cumbersome trying to use the results from the outcomes measuring tool to 

inform the reporting and monitoring requirements for the project. 

‘We used the outcome tool before and after the courses but, it was very time 

consuming to complete. Often clients had one specific need and it was not helpful or 

possible to complete so much information.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

 

Coupled with the challenges associated with the reporting requirements (see that section elsewhere 

in the report) there was little enthusiasm for the outcomes tool that was used. The use of the tool was 

suspended when the Covid-19 pandemic began as there was reduced capacity within the project and 

the tool was not deemed a priority.  

 

The main lesson for future service delivery is that there is a need for a simpler tool that explicitly 

matches the outcomes of the project. In turn, it would be helpful in general if outcomes could be 

shorter and described in language that is very specific. Terms used in outcomes such as ‘integration’ 

or ‘building confidence’ are too wide-ranging and tend to generate unwieldy measurement tools that 

have little relation to the day-to-day work.  
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Example of one of the iterations of the Outcome Tool used by the project 

 

Influencing policy and practice  

Through the service delivery the project enhanced its understanding of policies and practices that 

impact upon refugee employment. Refugee Action have sought to use the WEN project to 

complement the advocacy that Refugee Action have been undertaking since 2016.  Areas addressed 

 

Working English Project – Outcome Tool 

 

Name __________________________ 

Confidence and Self-
esteem 

Ability to communicate in English 

Feel ready for employment Know what to do to get a job 

Social networks 

1 = low skill/confidence/knowledge 

10 = High skill/confidence/knowledge 

Date First Reading  

______________________ 

Date Second Reading  

________________________ 
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included calls to increase the provision of ESOL for refugees and asylum seekers18 and giving 

permission to asylum seekers to work. The policy workers at Refugee Action used data from the 

project and have interviewed service users to inform their approach. Doing so gave the advocacy work 

an added legitimacy as it was informed by the lived experience of the people most affected.   

 

The learning gained and the challenges identified from this element of the project included the 

following: 

• The policy environment changes frequently but the core issues remain the same: 

better access to ESOL, the need for bespoke employment support for refugees, 

mainstream employment and benefit services to be refugee-friendly (such as Job 

Centres and work coaches) and permission to work for asylum seekers. 

• Obtaining service-user input into the advocacy is best done through established service 

user groups rather than just picking random service users. It might be helpful for some 

of the WEN service users to be part of the Experts by Experience groups in Greater 

Manchester and Bradford. 

• Employment and ESOL are referred to in the government’s recently developed 

Integrated Communities Strategy19 and as such the project is ideally placed to inform 

the implementation and development of that strategy.  

• The learning gained from delivering the project is being shared more widely through an 

online resource bank, thus promoting good practice in the sector.  

• The practitioners delivering the service delivery aspects of the project are keen to 

inform the broader policy work and welcome feedback on progress of the advocacy.   

• The project needed more capacity to develop the policy influencing aspect. For 

example, to develop the links with government departments and promote best 

practice.  

 
18 The ‘Let Refugees Learn’ material is available from the Refugee Action website: https://www.refugee-
action.org.uk/let-refugees-learn/  
19 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/integrated-communities-strategy-green-paper  
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• The move-on period of 28-days for people granted Refugee Status is an inadequate 

length of time to address the practical challenges that refugees face in this period. As 

such it militates against the provision of meaningful refugee employment support.  

• The DWP and Job Centres take a short-term approach to work with refugees. They 

often look for a ‘quick fix’ to a refugee’s employment situation at the expense of 

considerations about their career prospects and skills. For example, some highly 

qualified refugees are pushed into low-skilled manual jobs as opposed to encouraging 

them to take up further training in their field of expertise. 

‘Nobody will help you find a job at the job centre.’ (Service user) 

• Job Centres fail consistently to use interpreters when dealing with refugees whose first 

language is not English. 

• The benefit system, particularly that of Universal Credit, routinely makes it difficult to 

back date claims, even when the person is entitled to a backdated payment. 

Consequently, refugees have to appeal and to do so need expert advice in order to 

enact their rights. As such the process is disempowering and hampers independence.   

• Some refugees are pigeon-holed by the DWP as needing ESOL only, so little other 

support is given, or contact made with the refugee by the DWP for a year or more. 

However, there would be useful support that the DWP could give in this time, without 

disrupting the ESOL.  

• The hostile environment created around migration has an impact on employers who 

may be discouraged from employing refugees, even though the latter are fully entitled 

to work.  Additionally, the complexity of the immigration rules can deter employers 

from employing refugees as they fear breaking laws that they don’t fully understand. 

• The refugee sector lacks coordination and capacity in the area of refugees and 

employment. Although there are several organisations providing employment support 

to refugees, the sector is fragmented and the opportunity to influence policy and 

practice hampered. 

• Within the refugee sector, activities to support refugees with employment form a 

small part of the sector’s output. This is understandable since there are many other 

issues that can have a more immediate impact on refugees and require urgent 
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responses, such as destitution and the need for immigration advice. There is also no 

coherent funding stream to support projects like WEN on the scale and depth that is 

need.  

• The trend of employment support in the refugee sector is towards ‘professions’ rather 

than a general approach. While this may be good for refugees from those professions 

it does miss out a lot of refugees who need employment support. 

• There is a need to influence the private sector as there is the potential to work with 

more employers to encourage them to consider how refugees fit into their Corporate 

Social Responsibility policies. Similarly, there could be more work with recruitment and 

employment agencies to encourage them to consider refugees.  

• Several local authorities have developed initiatives to support refugees (and migrants) 

find employment. There are examples throughout the UK of local authority work, some 

prompted by their responses to refugee resettlement schemes and ESOL provision. 

These examples don’t seem to be collated anywhere although the regional strategic 

migration partnerships have done some work on sharing good practice. Also, local 

authorities currently have no statutory obligation or consistently funded role in 

integration. This is a huge gap in the policy context that should be developed.  

 

While the advocacy work around refugee employment has been enhanced by being linked to the 

project, the context within which the policy work was undertaken by the project is disheartening. 

Central government approaches to integration, the role of employment and funding required for 

integration work frequently change. In turn this has led to a lack of capacity within the refugee sector. 

However, refugee employment is a vital aspect of the refugee experience.  Consequently, projects 

such as the WEN should continue to support refugees and use the evidence gained from the work to 

influence policy and practice. 

 

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the project 

In the latter stages of the project the Covid-19 pandemic occurred which presented challenges for the 

project, not least of which being the suspension of face to face work with service users. The project 

partners responded to the situation commendably, ensuring that service users and staff and 
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volunteers were not put at risk.  The group sessions were adapted to be delivered online,20 the crisis 

casework undertaken remotely and the mentoring curtailed. The disruption caused by the Covid-19 

pandemic has meant that the project was not able to support as many refugees as originally planned 

but, it came very close to the target (see the outputs and outcomes section). The learning and 

challenges from the response to the pandemic included:  

• The group sessions online are only suited to small numbers of attendees. 

• The group sessions had to be shortened as it was difficult for participants to 

concentrate in an online environment for the same length of time as in a physical 

setting. 

• It was hard to run language games and Question and Answer elements in the 

online sessions. 

• It was not possible for volunteers to help in the online sessions in the same way 

that they had during the in-person sessions. For example, in the latter, volunteers 

assisting could take a participant aside to provide extra support while the rest of 

the group continued with the next part of the session.  

• The online format did not allow for the breaking-up of the participants into smaller 

peer-groups.  

• There were limitations to the amount of social interaction that were possible 

between participants in the online setting. This was in contrast to the in-person 

sessions where participants valued meeting other refugees. 

• It highlighted the lack of digital access for many service users.  

• ‘Some of our clients don’t have internet connection or a computer. We tried to 

manage by calling people but that was not a good format for sharing information 

and tools that were designed for computers.’ (Internal stakeholder) 

• It was harder to recruit new refugees to the project for the group sessions or 

mentoring  

 
20 Examples of the online session material are included in the online learning resource contact Refugee Action for 
details on how to access this. 
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• It was difficult to deliver mentoring remotely and consequently fewer mentoring 

arrangements occurred. 

• Crisis casework has been put under pressure, particularly as some of the lockdown 

measures have been eased and asylum decisions are being granted (positive and 

negative). 

• Volunteers had been crucial to all three elements of the service delivery but, 

project has not been able to utilise volunteers in the same way, because of access 

and health and safety concerns in the pandemic.  

• Some service users have become isolated and there are mental health and well-

being concerns. 

• The economic consequences of the pandemic are creating more barriers to 

refugees obtaining employment while at the same time exposing some to greater 

exploitation as they take jobs that are unsafe.  

• Policy makers in the Home Office and DWP are distracted from issues of refugee 

employability and integration as they have had to prioritise responding to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Putting the group sessions on online has helped the project develop a further method of supporting 

refugees. Some of the techniques and skills, such as using a mixture of WhatsApp and Zoom could be 

incorporated into future support projects. Also, the online delivery has made the support available to 

refugees who might struggle to travel to sessions or who have physical access limitations.   

 

Valuable lessons have been learnt by the project’s response to the pandemic with the shift to online 

provision being seen ultimately as a complementary or an embellishment to in-person support - not a 

substitute.  

 

The following case studies illustrate the impact of Covid on service users and the project’s response. 

Case study R 
R arrived in the country in 2019 and over the last year she has been struggling to learn English 

alongside her parenting responsibilities and settling into her new life. Her child is normally at nursery 

for a few hours a week, precious hours when she tries to improve her English and do all the other jobs 

of a mother. As she lives a few miles outside the city, this adds additional pressure due to the time 
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taken to travel in and out on public transport.  As her child was nearing school age, R had started to 

think about looking for work and improving her English to support her child at school.  

 

Before the COVID-19 crisis hit, R attended classes sporadically. Although very engaged when she came, 

she would attend one week and not the next, or be rushing into the class late. When we took the 

classes online at the beginning of April, due to the COVID -19 crisis, she became a regular attendee, 

never missing a class in the 3 months, despite Ramadan and caring for her child. She found attending 

the classes remotely much easier and became much more involved, making vast improvements in her 

language skills and engagement.  She became visibly more confident and outspoken.  

 

Due to the additional funding Refugee Action received to deal with the crisis from trusts and 

foundations, we were able to provide R with a computer tablet. This enabled her to interact better 

with our classes and others she attended, and to help with the education and entertainment of her 

child.  We also provided her with washable masks and activity packs so she could get out safely and 

have some creative fun with her child. Last week, we told R that there would be no class this week, 

and her response was touching: “Oh no!  Fridays are very important to me – I will miss you!” 

 

Case study S 
S fled Sudan and does not know where his family are. He has been living in a hostel for over a year in 

a small room with a shared kitchen and bathroom. The hostel is noisy, and he has been unhappy there 

for some time. We previously referred him to Shelter, but due to the UK housing shortage he is facing 

a long wait for permanent housing. 

 

S was studying Entry Level 2 ESOL at college until it closed in March at the start of the pandemic. He 

has a phone but no laptop or tablet. The college did not provide any support to enable him to continue 

to learn English and marked him as absent when he was unable to complete online work. Refugees & 

Mentors delivered a self-study entry level learning English book to S’s doorstep and at the same time 

encouraged him to exercise outside once a day. The volunteer mentor continues to speak to him once 

a week so he can practice English and we can support him with college. The volunteer established 

regular communication with the college tutor and asked for support so that he could access his course. 

He also requested that the client’s absence - through no fault of his own - does not count against him 

for enrolment in September. We are continuing to work to obtain a device for S so he can study. 
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Case study T 
T first accessed the Move on Crisis service in March 2020 through a telephone appointment as the 

service was being delivered remotely due to the COVID-19 crisis. He had a bank account, had not yet 

applied for benefits and was living in asylum support accommodation. At this stage in the lockdown, 

it was unclear whether people who had recently been granted refugee status would be able to stay in 

place during this time or were expected to move on from asylum support accommodation. During this 

appointment, we made an application for universal credit and tried to call to make an appointment. 

Universal Credit were seeing a rise in applications due coronavirus related factors and the furlough 

scheme had not been fully implemented at this time. This meant we were unable to book an 

appointment for him. As he has a good level of English, we advised him to call them back and book an 

appointment in his own time. We then went over housing options and referred him to his local LA 

Asylum Support Liaison Officer who referred him to the Housing Options team. We also referred him 

to Asylum and Refugee Integration at Greater Manchester Combined Authority. This was whilst we 

were awaiting a Home Office decision on discontinuations of support. They escalated the case to 

ensure T could stay in his accommodation as the pandemic worsened.  

 

T contacted the project in April to say he was waiting for his first Universal Credit payment but his 

application for an advance was unsuccessful. He hadn’t been able to call to book an appointment with 

the Job Centre, however they had called him to make the appointment. As he had no money for food, 

we provided him with a supermarket voucher and a £35 destitution payment from Refugee Action’s 

own funds. We also referred him to a foodbank, so he had food until his first universal credit payment 

came in.  

 

In June, T contacted Refugee Action to say he had received a letter from the Home Office confirming 

that he would be evicted from his asylum support accommodation imminently. We had an 

appointment with him and then referred him to the local council’s homelessness service (this was the 

third time he had been referred to this service). We also referred him to a supported accommodation.  

provider. By July T had not heard back from the local council, so we contacted the LAASLO again for 

support to contact the homelessness team, and we contacted his asylum support accommodation 

provider (Serco) to ensure that he was not evicted until he had alternative accommodation. 
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Other learning from the delivery of the project 

Marketing the project and referral routes 

• Awareness raising and network development (marketing) of the course and mentoring 

opportunities has been vital in enabling the project to happen but has stretched the 

limited capacity of the project.   

• The partners successfully marketed the project to other providers and to individual 

refugees to ensure that people know about the courses and that referral numbers 

were kept up. Marketing was a key element of the project model, but the note of 

caution is that the project faced a dilemma because more marketing led to an increase 

in demand that was difficult to manage. 

• The project was not marketed as the WEN but in the name of the partner organisation 

delivering the project. This was not necessarily a problem, but it could have detracted 

from the understanding that the different activities were seen as being part of a larger 

initiative.   

• Attendees at the group session often came from a different geographical area, which 

was an indication that there was a need for the project beyond the locations where the 

partners were based. 

• Refugees have often been displaced for years as part of a long ‘refugee journey’. This 

can mean that they have been out of employment or any formal structure for some 

time and getting used to a new way of operating in something like the UK job market is 

difficult.  

• Many refugees who are in the UK have lost access to what could be termed usual 

support networks, such as extended family. An example of the consequence of this is 

the lack of alternative childcare options which therefore creates another barrier to the 

refugee gaining employment. 

• Some refugees have never received formal education, and some are illiterate in their 

first language. Employment support to this cohort needs to be delivered in an 

appropriate way.  

• There is a pressure on refugees to earn quick money, taking low paid jobs rather than 

steps to requalify and establish a career.  
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• A lack of public transport at key points in the day and night mean that some jobs that 

refugees could do, such as those that involve shift work, are not accessible as the 

person does not have access to a car.  

• Refugees can struggle to obtain employment references as they are often not available 

from their original country. Employers can struggle with the someone not having 

references and are often not aware of why this can be difficult for refugees.  

Case study Y 
Y found out about Refugee Action and the Working English project from his son who has been referred 

to us through Connecting Opportunities and was attending the classes.  Y wanted help to write his CV 

and with job search skills. He has found volunteering opportunities through Working English and is 

now working as a freelance interpreter using his language skills. He is getting enough paid work to 

support his family and feels useful: “thank you for everything, now I have the best of both worlds.” 

(“both worlds” refers to work and volunteering). 

 

Further perspectives from refugees 

In addition to the quotes from service users included in the rest of the report and the analysis of the 

perspectives they shared for the evaluation, below are other service user comments and experiences.  

‘I have been for hundreds of interviews and not had success. They [the people 

interviewing me] sometimes say that I’m too experienced.’ 

‘There are not enough ESOL courses.’ 

‘What would help me is an ESOL course geared to match my profession – using the 

terms and language of that area of work. You need to know the terms used in your 

profession.’  

‘My experience is that Muslim women are discriminated against in the job market.’ 

‘I feel more confident now after volunteering [with Refugee Action]’. 

‘I was in limbo for four years when the government were deciding my asylum claim. 

I wasn’t allowed to work – I would have liked to. It was a wasted time.’ 

‘They [Refugee Action] helped me find a computer class.’ 
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‘They [Refugee Action] helped me to improve my English and my conversation. ‘  

‘I value having the opportunity to have a conversation in English with someone.’ 

‘The best thing about coming here [to the project] is the opportunity to talk in 

English.’ 

Case studies 

The following case studies provide further illustrations of the work of the project. 

Case study M 
M is a single person who came to the UK in 2016. They were referred to Refugees & Mentors in 2018 

for support to access employment in their chosen field – computer networking. The client was 

studying computer networking at college, while also accessing weekly support for their Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD). Refugees & Mentors, the subcontractor providing mentoring services in 

Manchester in the Working English North Project, completed a Progress Star with the client to identify 

their employability support needs.  They agreed to provide the client with a) support them to develop 

their English language and interview skills, and their CV; and b) assistance to engage an employer to 

offer relevant work experience.  

 

The client was matched with a Refugees & Mentors volunteer to support them to draft a CV over 

several weeks and to practice their interview skills. Meanwhile, the Project Manager identified two 

employers who could offer unpaid work experience to the client. The Project Manager contacted both 

employers, after some initial dialogue with two managers at one company, they approached the 

second employer who offered to interview the client for two weeks work experience. The client was 

interviewed by a member of HR and a service manager, who advised, “If we had a job they we would 

give it to (the client)”, and extended their offer of work experience from two to eight weeks part-time, 

and agreed to reimburse travel costs if required.  

 

Refugees & Mentors provided intensive support to the client to prepare for and sustain the 

opportunity. Before their work experience began, the Refugees & Mentors Project Manager 

encouraged the client to consider their college commitments and discuss the opportunity with their 

counsellor, to reduce the risk of their mental health deteriorating. During their work experience, the 

Project Manager regularly advised the client, for example, on when to inform the employer of 

absences and who to share sensitive information with and reviewed their progress with the client and 

employer. At the end of the placement, the client identified a job vacancy with the employer. The 
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Project Manager supported the client to clarify the internal recruitment process and job role, which 

included shifts and gradual induction into different work areas, so that they could make an informed 

decision about whether to apply. They also encouraged the client to seek housing/benefits advice and 

support from the mental health team. The client decided to apply.  

 

Refugees & Mentors explained the recruitment process with the client, including references and 

formal contract. They provided them with a reference outlining their ability to develop a successful 

mentoring relationship, punctuality, ability to identify possible difficulties, seek support and take 

appropriate action. The client passed the technical test and interview and was offered the post.  The 

client is now working full-time on a starting salary of £23,000, while continuing to study networking in 

the evening and receiving mental health support. Refugees & Mentors maintain contact and offer 

support if needed, including events on work in the UK. 

 

Case study B 
B came to Refugee Action in December 2018 as she had to leave her asylum support accommodation 

in five days and was confused about what would happen next. She had received some advice on 

housing and was very confused about benefits; she thought she had applied for something but did not 

know what or what to do next.  We clarified her situation and confirmed that she had correctly applied 

for Universal Credit to the DWP, supported her to arrange an appointment at the Job Centre, and 

advised her on what identification to take. We also advised her on how to set up a bank account 

through the Post Office. Her friend had helped her to apply for child benefit two months ago, but she 

had not received a response. The client was unaware that she could request for the payment to be 

backdated, we offered her a further appointment to help her with the backdated request.  At her next 

appointment, the client brought with her a letter that she had received from the Post Office that she 

did not understand. We explained that it advised that they could not open a bank account for her 

because the NINO given to them by the Job Centre was incorrect. We advised her on how to remedy 

this. Finally, our client came to us alarmed. She had received her Notice to Quit date from her asylum 

accommodation provider – it was before the date that her new accommodation would be available. 

We clarified her emergency accommodation options and kept in contact with the Local Authority 

Housing Officer to check developments. With the Crisis Advice Service’s support, the client navigated 

her way out of her crisis she faced. Our support removed the key barriers to employment that she 

faced - financial support and housing – enabling her to then focus on developing her employability 

skills such as English language, knowledge of the UK employment market, and training opportunities 
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Case study C 
C was a client who had been supported by the Children and Families team for many years throughout 

her nine year wait to get a positive decision for her asylum case.  She did not need support with her 

English language as she was fluent in English, and she had a good idea of the employment market from 

talking to friends and reading newspapers and similar.  We therefore moved her straight on to the 

mentoring part of the project to work specifically on some application forms she wanted to submit. 

 

The mentor met with C and went through a long application form with her, checking spellings and 

grammar errors, and asking questions to help her expand her answers to the competency questions.  

They spent a few hours refining the application form and her answers, as well as completing forms to 

apply for a volunteering role.  They met again a few weeks later to again talk about the first application 

form and prepare for the interview she now knew she had.  The mentor encouraged C to think not 

only about her previous work experience, but about what she had been doing during her wait on the 

asylum system and what she did as a single mother. The news came a few weeks later that she had 

got the job and she sent the following: ‘You were great and boosted my confidence on my first job 

application and thanks for that!’ 

 

The mentor felt she had done little with C. She already knew what she wanted and had the experience, 

but the act of drawing out that experience from her and helping her to put it together into the 

application form herself, gave her the confidence to do well in the interview and get the job. 

 

Case study D 
D is a resettled refugee who has been through the Gateway programme. Although she had attended 

mainstream ESOL provision, she told us that she finds the Working English North group course much 

more useful because she actually understands English for the first time. At the college she felt that the 

classes did not teach her to understand, they only gave information, whereas on this course she felt 

supported to understand at her pace.  

 

D had previously been employed but did not understand her rights or her employment status; she 

hadn’t understood why her previous job started and ended.  In this role she was asked to do shifts 

starting in the middle of the night which she refused as she felt it wasn’t safe to travel at that time as 

a young woman. Her ever changing shifts clashed with her ESOL course, resulting in her losing her 

ESOL place in college.  We arranged an assessment day for her at a local college so she could restart 

her ESOL classes in September. Also, she was applying for jobs that were unsuitable as she didn’t know 
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how to study the job advertisement i.e. applying for jobs that required driving licenses, or too far from 

her house, or night shifts that public transport didn’t cater for, or unscrupulous employers. Her mentor 

worked with her to identify that a role that she thought was a genuine opportunity (modelling) was 

likely to result in exploitation and the loss of money.   

 

On the course, D was supported to identify key information in job advertisements to make more 

informed decisions, improve her CV, develop interview skills to sell her expertise, and a mentor helped 

her apply for jobs. D secured a job as a care assistant in her neighbourhood shortly after finishing the 

group course.  We helped her to plan what to say to her employer when she gets a college place, so 

that she can continue to improve her English whilst studying. 

 

Case study G 
G arrived in the UK a year ago with a broken education record and little experience of work.  He had 

a natural gift for languages, already speaking five when he joined the Working English North Project, 

determined to start a new life. The project helped him to build on his good English language skills and 

develop the more complicated language used in job applications.  When new his new statutory ESOL 

class timetable clashed with the Working English North project timings, we matched him with a 

mentor to start putting the skills into practice. 

 

In early May a local security agency worked with us to hold a “guaranteed interview day”. Every person 

put forward by the project for an interview would receive one, and they agreed to invest in training 

for those with the most potential.  G was offered an interview, and the security firm were highly 

impressed with his English language competency and his ability to discuss his skills.  They offered him 

the job, and he gladly accepted. 

 

G needed ongoing mentor support. The registration process for the security agency was all online, and 

he had little IT skills.  He also wanted to apply for his provisional driving licence as he would need a 

suitable document to make things like DBS checks easier.  Again, this is online, and he struggled to 

understand the instructions for producing the documents. Over a few weeks, his mentor supported 

him to register and apply for the security job and DBS checks, encouraged him to read the instructions 

and work them out himself.  With support, he completed applications. The following week G surprised 

his mentor at their next meeting with the news he had secured another job at a hotel! He hoped he 

could do both jobs and pay for driving lessons. He was encouraged to try so his employment options 

would get better.  
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G said “The mentor helped me understand my instructions (to register online) and helped me fit in” 

 

Case study F 
F approached our Crisis Service for support to access housing and financial support. He, his wife and 

two children urgently needed support to navigate the UK’s complex housing and benefits systems. F 

is the carer for wife who has a number of physical and mental health issues and he himself has 

depression. The Crisis Service Project Coordinator saw F's family before they were required to leave 

the Home Office Asylum Support Accommodation (also known as NASS accommodation). They 

advised them on how to make a homelessness application to local authority and what would happen 

re housing. They also advised him on how to open a bank account which he did independently. They 

also assisted the family to apply for Universal Credit, child benefit and referred them to the Local 

Authority adult social services department for help with disability benefits for his wife. Finally, they 

helped the family to submit a mandatory reconsideration application when their child benefit 

application was wrongly refused. As a result of this support, the family were eventually allocated a 

housing association property with a secure tenancy after months of being placed in multiple 

temporary housing arrangements. The Crisis Project referred the family to furniture charities for 

assistance to furnish the house. Once the family’s accommodation was settled, the Crisis Project 

referred F to the Employability course run by Refugee Action. He has enthusiastically engaged with 

the project, setting clear objectives for his future employment with his mentor, and building his 

knowledge of the UK’s employment systems by participating in our group courses. 

 

Appendix one - Methodology of the evaluation 

The evaluation was conducted over the period April 2019 – October 2020 and involved the following 

activities. 

 

• Desktop research (a list of documents referred to for this element is included in the 

following appendices). 

• Developing and testing out a framework for the evaluation, including the setting of 

questions to ask stakeholders. 

• Amending the evaluation framework in light of the initial testing and the Covid-19 

pandemic. 
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• Consulting stakeholders and service users through a variety of methods including 

interviews, focus groups and written contributions (a list of stakeholder organisations 

that contributed to the evaluation is included in the following appendices). 

• Initial assessment of the effectiveness of the WEN project model of delivery and 

production of a report with the findings of the assessment in October 2019. 

• Contributing to the design and delivery of the Webinar held in July 2020 that was used 

by Refugee Action to share with other organisations in the sector the experiences of 

delivering the WEN. 

• Collecting and editing material to include in the learning resource. 

• Analysis of the information gathered from all of the evaluation activities to produce an 

evaluation report. 

Appendix two – stakeholders consulted for the evaluation 

A total of 30 internal and external stakeholders from 12 organisations and 28 refugees (including 18 

refugees who had used the services of the project) were consulted for the evaluation. Consultations 

took place through interviews, focus groups and providing written contributions. We are grateful to 

everyone who took the time to share their perspectives, particularly refugees who were supported by 

the project and the Experts by Experience Group in Manchester.  

 

We have not listed the names of the stakeholders who contributed to the evaluation as we had offered 

anonymity to all contributors. However, we have listed the organisations that were consulted which 

were: Bradford City Council, Bradford City of Sanctuary, Breaking Barriers, British Red Cross, Children’s 

Society, Refugee Action, Refugee Council, Refugee Employment Network, Refugees and Mentors, 

Transitions, Visible Outcomes, Wirral Council.  

 

 

Appendix three - background documents referred to for the evaluation 

• The project Application to AMIF  

• The project Outputs by quarter  
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• Quarterly reports of the project to AMIF 

• Summary of the Refugee Action Employability project with Syrian refugees in 

Birmingham 

• Enabling refugees to secure employment in the UK. Refugee Action November 2016  

• Working English North Outcome Tool (STAR) 

• Refugee Action Theory of Change 

• Monitoring and evaluation template as at April 2019 

• Organigram of WEN 

• Baseline Assessment for WEN (Bradford) 

• WEN Individual Learning Plan (ILP) (Bradford) 

• Integration Project Template (used to report to AMIF) 

• Working English Lesson plans for Bradford 

• Refugee Action Report for DWP March 2019 

• Humanity Can Win – Refugee Action Strategy 2019-22 

• Simple Action Plan (for use when mentoring) 

• Presentations used by Refugee Action in the training they provide mentors  

• Refugee Action Volunteer Training Handout 

• AMIF Projected outputs for the project 

• Refugee Action Outcomes Tool guidance June 2019 

• Refugee Action response to the Integrated Communities Strategy Green Paper June 

2018 

• Turning Words into Actions (June 2019) Refugee Action 

• Mentoring training programme.  
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• AIRE Service Overview May 2019 

• Home Office Indicators of Integration Framework 2019 

• Connecting Opportunities Flier from Migration Yorkshire  

• Progressing resettled refugees into employment March 2019 

• Sussex University report on the integration of resettled refugees Dec 2018 

• Refugee & Mentors CIC Impact Report April 2018 – March 2019 

• NCVO Mentoring and Befriending standards 

• Migrants in the UK Labour Market overview (July 2019) Migration Observatory (Oxford 

University) 

• English Language use and proficiency of Migrants in the UK (July 2019) Migration 

Observatory (Oxford University) 

• Refugees & Mentors Progress Star 2019 

• Refugees & Mentors Mentoring agreement 

• Guide to Living in Asylum Accommodation (Home Office July 2019) 

• Welcome Guides for new refugees (Home Office August 2019) 

• Asylum dispersal Statistics for Greater Manchester and Bradford (Government 

website) 

• Lift the Ban material 

• Turning Words into Action (Refugee Action) 
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Appendix 4 - the aims and purpose of the webinar 

 
  

 

Refugee Integration Practice:  

Learning from the Working English North Project & 
Responding to the Coronavirus Pandemic  

22 July 2020 12:30-2pm 

Purpose 

The webinar is a space to share the learning about refugee integration practice from 
Refugee Action’s Working English North (WEN) Project, and for practitioners to share how 
they are collaborating to improve integration outcomes with people who are refugees.  

The WEN project began in October 2018 in Greater Manchester and Bradford to support 
people from refugee backgrounds to integrate by supporting them to address barriers that 
they face in accessing employment. It provided people with pre-employment support, work-
related community-based English language support, mentoring, and crisis casework to 
access housing and benefits.  It was delivered by Refugee Action, with mentoring services 
and group-based English support services supplied in Greater Manchester, by Refugees & 
Mentors and Visible Outcomes respectively. The project was funded by the Asylum 
Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) and the Rayne Foundation.   

Aims  

The webinar aims to: 

● Reflect on the experiences and learning of the staff and volunteers who have 
delivered the project (including how the project adapted to the Covid-19 pandemic). 

● Identify and share the good practice and learning that can inform others working in 
the field of refugees and employment. 

● Introduce the resource that Refugee Action is developing which is designed to share 
the learning from the project with others (this will include a discussion about what 
people would find most helpful). 

● Provide opportunities for attendees to learn about and connect with opportunities to 
develop their refugee integration practice. 

The invitees to the webinar will include the Refugee Action WEN project staff and colleagues 
from other projects such as the resettlement team, practitioners from key external 
organisations delivering refugee integration services, commissioners and central 
government policy colleagues. Attendees will be encouraged to share and participate in a 
supportive and safe environment.  
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Contact details  

 

Tim Naor Hilton, Head of Asylum, Refugee Action 

TimH@refugee-action.org.ukRefugee 

https://www.refugee-action.org.uk 

https://www.ragp.org.uk  

 

Alexis Murura Shama, Visible Outcomes 

visibleoutcomes@gmail.com 

https://www.visibleoutcomes.co.uk  

 

Amanda Littlewood (Manager) 

Refugees and Mentors 

amanda@refmentors.org.uk 

https://refmentors.org.uk 

https://refmentors.org.uk/returner-project-employers/ 

https://refmentors.org.uk/returner-project/ 

 

Richard Malfait 

R. Malfait Consultants Ltd. 

richardmalfait@aol.com 

 

Nick Scott-Flynn  

Scott-Flynn Consultants Ltd 

scottflynnconsulting@me.com 

 

 

 


