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Background and context  

This report emerges from the Hopeful Solidarities project’s1 

collaborative case-study research with Migrant English Project 
(MEP). MEP is a place for refugees and vulnerable migrants to 
learn English, find support and make friends. The project offers 
free English lessons in Brighton and online, as well as creative 
activities and signposting to practical support with legal, housing, 
benefit and health issues. It is run entirely by volunteers and 
students, with a non-hierarchical structure underpinned by 
shared values and solidarity with migrants. 

 
Key findings 

1. Newly arrived refugees and vulnerable migrants don’t always know about all the organisations 
in Brighton and Hove that offer support.  

2. Many newcomers do not have access to computer equipment or IT training. 

3. Refugees are keen to go on outings and learn about their new city. 

4. Newcomers are enthusiastic about getting involved in social and community activities. 

5. As people generally on low incomes, they would like to encourage skill sharing. 



 2

In spring 2021, we interviewed seven MEP 
students about their experiences of arriving in 
Brighton and Hove and coming for English 
classes as part of a wider study of Migrant 
English Project. We asked what support they 
feel refugees need to help them settle in the 
city. Their insights could help to inform MEP’s 
plans for future activities, and those of other 
local services, for newly arrived refugees and 
vulnerable migrants. Recognising this potential, 
this short report presents students’ ideas on 
five key areas for support that they identified: 
(1) Learning the ropes; (2) IT; (3) Meeting 
people and going on trips; (4) Community 
meeting spaces; and (5) Skill sharing. 

Learning the ropes 

Several students said they needed more 
support when they first arrived to understand 
the systems in the UK. Nadia explained that she 
had to learn about many basic aspects of daily 
life in her first year in the UK, ‘because in our 
country we have a different system.’ They 
included: 

How to use cash machines, credit card [for 
shopping]…. Until now I couldn’t use cash 
machines. It’s difficult for me. If someone 
steals from me, I am in trouble. Rules on the 
street - we are so confused. When I came I 
find the street is really difficult. How can I 
use the traffic lights, how to cross the road – 
line for bus, cycles. I was confused when I 
came…. When I came I tried to teach myself. 

 
Nadia pointed out that some of these skills 
don’t take long to learn – a helpful volunteer 
could teach them in just half an hour or so. 
Farid agreed that people needed basic items 
and information: 

if your club can help people who need like 
warm clothes for winter, that could be a 
good idea, and particularly supporting with 
little bit of information about the city, about 
the town, the system, so yeah. 

 
Zaina also felt that people require ‘more of 
giving guidance and support at first.’ 

Khalil noted that newcomers waiting for an 
asylum decision frequently face problems but 
aren’t sure who to contact. He felt there was a 
greater need for people to help with 
‘contacting the relevant authorities to solve 
such a problem’.  

IT  

Kia was one of several students who spoke of 
the importance of having a computer and 
learning how to use it. Farid agreed, and 
suggested ways to help: ‘IT is necessary, 
everyone needs to have some skills in IT 
computer, so…you could consider like first of all 
provide laptop’. Volunteers could help to train 
people: ‘There are many people probably now 
they know, they know basically, they have 
knowledge in that area and they’re happy to 
teach voluntary…to help people to learn.’ 

Meeting people and going on trips 

When we spoke to students, they had just 
experienced a year of the pandemic and were 
keen to meet in-person. As Nadia commented: 

My friends don’t like Zoom meetings – they 
prefer to go outside and meeting people face 
to face. It’s boring online or Zoom and there 
are difficulties to connect. We have energy 
to meet people after the lockdown. Any 
project we will join. 

 

 
‘When they come and see quite a warm and friendly environment, cooking together, eating 
together and getting something from each other, that’s giving and getting, that’s amazing, 

amazing support.’ (Farid) 
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Lucia also expressed a wish to go on trips in the 
summer ‘so we still carry on connecting to the 
people we met a long time ago, because that 
was very, very special, very nice.’ There are 
many people from Migrant English Project that 
she hadn’t seen since the pandemic. For her, 
simple day trips on the bus were perfect: 

We could go to Seven Sisters because now 
you’d be able to go on the bus, and as long 
as you have your masks, you’re allowed to 
go on the bus, and we could do that, or we 
could go to Preston Park again, or go to the 
seaside. 

Some students were enthusiastic about trips 
that would also serve an educational purpose. 
For example, Farah explained her thirst for local 
knowledge and a better understanding of how 
things work in the UK: 

It’s good to do like trip sometimes, like a 
group to know more about England, like visit 
different area and explain something about 
England to know more history about it or 
more information because you know 
sometimes like me, people they came to 
England, they don't really know about 
England or countries or different rules. 

Students recognised that Brighton and Hove 
has a colourful past and wanted to discover it. 
Zaina said she would ‘love to know more about 
the history of Brighton, the tourist attractions 
in Brighton, and the background about it.’ She 
also said that it would be helpful for her 
children too, because at the moment, she only 
joins group outings as an individual. She would 
love her children to accompany her: ‘to learn as 
well about the culture in Brighton and all the 
traditions, because they were not originally 
born in Brighton, so this is something would be 
beneficial for them.’ 

Zaina’s comments highlight how local activities 
are generally arranged separately for adults 
and children – frequently for adults while their 
children at school. The desire for adults and 
children to learn together could be taken into 
account when organising educational trips. 

For Zaina, going on outings and learning about 
different aspects of Brighton also formed part 
of a cultural exchange with other local 
residents. She explained through an interpreter 
that it is:  

essential for them [refugees] in order to 
know the culture and their traditions, in 
order for them to incorporate in the culture 
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itself in the society. So, it's not like they 
[British people] have their own traditional 
ways and we have our own traditional 
methods. No, she said they want to like 
incorporate with each other.’ 

Community meeting spaces 

When talking about MEP, some students said 
that they would like the service to expand. MEP 
is not merely a place to learn English but also a 
community space. Farid recommended: 

…basically extending your service, your 
support, voluntary and charity, helping 
people, you need to think about there are 
many more people outside they need your 
help, like when they are hungry, when they 
need support, when they come and see quite 
a warm and friendly environment, cooking 
together, eating together and getting 
something from each other, that’s giving and 
getting, that’s amazing, amazing support, 
you need expand, you need to make your 
service larger and bigger. 

Zaina also felt support for refugees to build 
their social networks was valuable: ‘they’re all 
here as foreigners, so maybe to help them build 
relations and friendships on the social side.’ 

 

One participant, Khalil, talked about making 
space for their own faith community to meet: 

The other thing, the other thing I don’t know 
if you can help with that, that to find a place 
for our community, so we can gather in that 
place, or provide that help for us. 

Skill sharing 

Farid suggested facilitating skill sharing, which 
could be useful in the current difficult economic 
situation, for example: 

another skill could be cutting hair, people, 
because it’s expensive, someone cannot 
afford to go to barber’s shop to cut hair, so 
there are many people who have that skill, 
they can come there and if you facilitate 
that, facilitate that basically sort of in 
practice and people can get free cut hair. 

In practice, services could be exchanged to 
benefit both parties.  

Zaina is already thinking ahead to the day when 
she has settled in the UK and could share her 
skills. In future, ‘she would be the one who 
provides help and support for others’, and give 
back to the community that has welcomed her. 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

1. Expand publicity for organisations in Brighton and Hove that offer support to newly arrived 
refugees, including Voices in Exile and the Hummingbird Project. 

2. Provide good-quality donated laptops or tablets to all newcomers who need one and 
arrange training as necessary. 

3. Continue to publicise trips that are free or low cost for refugees and their families, and 
organise free gatherings in parks or at the beach in the summer. 

4. Publicise all social activities in the city that provide, as Farid says, a ‘warm and friendly 
environment’ through a variety of media. Provide a list of free or cheap meeting venues 
across Brighton and Hove. Increase signposting to Resource Centre services for community 
groups (www.resourcecentre.org.uk). 

5. Consider establishing skill-sharing organisations in Brighton and Hove within the refugee 
community and beyond. 

 


