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Breathing Space Programme, Refugee Council

Breathing Space was established as the result of a report by the Refugee Council, which found
that referral agencies and mental health professionals frequently fail to recognise and address
refugees’ mental health needs in dispersal areas.

Funded for three years from April 2000 by the Camelot Foundation, and delivered by the
Medical Foundation for the Care of  Victims of  Torture and the Refugee Council, Breathing
Space is the first attempt to deliver more-integrated mental health treatment for refugees
throughout Britain.

Breathing Space was designed to equip health services to deal with the impact of dispersal. It has
been delivering one-day courses about refugees’ mental health to many organisations, including:

•  Advice Centre staff •  Law Centre staff
•  Day-centre workers •  Nursery staff
•  Detention Centre staff •  Outreach workers (homelessness)
•  DSS & Employment Service staff •  Pre-school/school staff
•  ESOL teachers •  Project workers
•  Further & Higher Education Staff •  Primary health care staff
•  Housing staff from the private and •  Prison service staff

voluntary sectors •  Regional Refugee Councils
•  Immigration Service staff •  Refugee Community Organisations
•  Immigration Advice services •  Social service asylum teams

Participants learn about the causes and symptoms of mental distress, and about appropriate
referral agencies. Clinicians to whom refugees will be referred are also given special training.
There are 43 ongoing programmes for mental health teams, GPs and health visitors.

In London, the Refugee Council and the Medical Foundation for the Care of  Victims of  Torture
use Breathing Space’s Bicultural Team to assist individual refugees who have mental health needs.
The team also works with Refugee Community Organisations that provide mental health
services to community members, developing their skills and increasing their effectiveness.

In York, Breathing Space is working with the Tuke Centre, a psychotherapy institute, to provide a
regional support network for psychotherapists dealing with refugees for the first time.

Newcastle and North Tyneside Health Authority secured funds to set up a personal medical
services pilot for refugees, with a team comprising two full-time health visitors, a full-time nurse
practitioner and a GP for five sessions a week. The health worker for refugees links new arrivals
to health services, and liaises with education welfare officers, health professionals, hostel owners,
community midwives and GPs.

Breathing Space is also investigating what effect the refugees’ experience of arriving in the UK
has had on their mental health.
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�........Figure 1. Learner routes
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ESOL providers need to be aware of each individual refugee’s needs, skills and aspirations and the
implications these have for the route the learner might take to become proficient in English, and to
integrate and progress in society. As an illustration of this process, Figure 1 places the language learner at
the centre, the partner agencies or organisations that can support non-educational needs on the left, and
additional forms of support (e.g. services or activities that provide opportunities to practise and use English
while developing other skills, contacts and a better understanding of British society and culture) on the right.
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�........Individual case studies

The following case studies are based on real people (although names have been changed to
ensure confidentiality) from ESOL programmes at the Refugee Council, FE colleges and other
providers. In the first four the needs of the learners and the strategies used to address them
have been separated, but the subsequent six are written as continuous narrative. You can use the
case studies in a variety of ways in training or awareness-raising activities, comparing them, or
using them to bring out particular points. Section 5 includes an exercise as an example (see 
p. 94).

Case study 1: Natalya

Background

Natalya, an experienced doctor and medical academic from the former USSR, arrived in
England at the age of 59. At the time of writing she was still awaiting the outcome of her
asylum case after two years in the UK. She lived alone in a room that she shared with her 
30-year old son until his death, 8 months after they arrived in the UK. Two other young men
lived in the same flat.

Natalya needed treatment for a damaged eye and had problems getting glasses. She spoke no
English on arrival in the UK but was a highly motivated learner with sound study skills. She
hoped to get a voluntary attachment in a hospital.

Needs

•  Vulnerable in several respects: age, financial situation, isolation

•  Basic language skills in all areas

•  An active and independent learner needing high-quality stimulating learning opportunities

How the Refugee Council addressed her needs

•  An interpreter helped in initial assessment and early contacts

•  Provided flexibility: she started in a beginners’ class for English but was allowed to progress to
a higher-level course when she felt ready and to repeat a course

•  She received additional support in the class and open learning 

•  She was referred to Breathing Space* for counselling

•  She was linked with another doctor who speaks Russian 

•  She was given learning materials relating to medical issues 

•  She was monitored closely, contacted when she missed a class and asked for feedback as
often as possible

*See pages 20 and 131 for details on Breathing Space.
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Case study 2: Enya

Background

Enya, a 30-year old woman from Kosovo, was a widowed single mother with a pre-school-
aged-child. At the time of writing she had been in the UK for 18 months, had exceptional leave
to remain and was receiving benefits. Although very capable, she lacked confidence in all areas
and was worried about the family she had left behind in troubled parts of Kosovo. She had
done administrative work before she was married and therefore enrolled on an NVQ in
Business Administration with language support. Her long-term plans were to go to college or
university in the UK and improve her qualifications.

Needs

•  Her teacher had to be aware of the situation in Kosovo and how it might affect Enya

•  Confidence-building activities 

•  Childcare provision

•  Language skills relevant to her vocational aspirations

•  Study skills

How the Refugee Council addressed her needs

•  She received additional support in the classroom and through open learning

•  She had access to stimulating materials appropriate to her vocational course

•  She had a progress review tutorial every eight weeks

•  Confidence-building activities were included in her programme and she was given plenty of
positive feedback

•  Her child was found a place in a crèche

23
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Case study 3: Abdi

Background

Abdi was 55, originally from Somalia, and had been in the UK for about seven years. He had
taught in a Somali university for over 20 years and had excellent written English – but his
spoken skills, particularly his pronunciation, were not very strong. This may have affected his
ability to find paid work. Although most of the jobs for which he applied were way below his
capabilities, rejection undermined his confidence. For example, he even applied for a job as a
meter reader but was rejected because he had no experience of reading meters.

The Refugee Council encouraged him to enrol on a City and Guilds 7306 NVQ course (with
language support) for teachers in Further Education, specialising in teaching maths. He resisted
participating in the language support sessions at first but soon appreciated the benefits. He has
now found part-time work as a lecturer in a London college that has a lot of young Somali and
other refugee students whose languages he can speak (he also speaks Swahili and Arabic).

Needs

•  To feel that the language support is relevant to his needs

•  To improve and develop confidence in speaking skills

•  To develop job-seeking skills

•  To feel that his situation was understood

•  To be motivated

How the Refugee Council addressed his needs

• He was provided with a scheme of work, based on his individual learning plan, that allowed
the maximum amount of 1:1 time

• He received materials that were focused and relevant

• His teachers tried as much as possible to show that they understood his situation and gave
him plenty of moral and practical support

• He had regular progress reviews that influenced the flexible course outline

Working with Refs Pack Chap 2  9/4/03  2:28 PM  Page 10



25

Case study 4: Faisali

Background

At 27, Faisali, an Algerian, had been on his own in the UK for two years. Although he had a
council flat, he constantly received letters about his housing benefit and income support, which
had mistakenly been stopped in the past. His education in Algeria had been interrupted, which
left him unconfident about his academic abilities and his competence in English. He was very
unsure about what he would like to do in the future.

Faisali had serious concerns about the safety of his family in Algeria. He told his teacher that he
felt depressed and that this made it difficult for him to concentrate or attend class. He was
getting help from the Medical Foundation for the Care of  Victims of  Torture to deal with the
traumas he had suffered in Algeria.

Needs

•  Social contact

•  Confidence building

•  Advice and guidance on opportunities for further study, training and employment

•  Flexibility around attendance and punctuality

•  Stimulation and motivation in class

•  Study skills and encouragement to use open learning

•  Close monitoring of his well-being

How the Refugee Council addressed his needs

• He received:

– positive feedback about his language and abilities

– practical support with his benefit problems

– opportunities to talk generally about his life and circumstances in a safe environment

– advice from a guidance worker and support for progression

– social contacts with other refugees and asylum seekers

– contact during absences without being put under pressure to return or to work
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Case study 5: Bekin

Background

Bekin is Kosovan, 18 years old and speaks Albanian as a first language. He went to school in
Kosovo until the age of 15, when the war forced him to abandon his studies. He smuggled
himself into Britain on the back of a lorry in October 1999 and was directed by the police to
the Home Office in Croydon. Unable at this stage to read, write or speak any English, he was
referred on to a hostel, in a county town not far from London, that housed 20 other Kosovan
teenagers.

Initial experience of learning English

Two weeks after arriving at the hostel, Bekin was referred to the local college by Social Services.
He was given an initial interview at the college. No formal translation was provided, but a
Kosovan companion translated his interview into Greek, a language the teacher understood.
Initially, Bekin was placed in a class made up entirely of the 20 Kosovan teenagers staying in the
nearby hostel.

Progress through the system

After two months the class was split into two. Bekin moved up a level to a standard ESOL
class because he was making relatively fast progress. Bekin was offered a 20-hour ESOL course
that included some basic computing. In addition, he studied in his free time, using the library at
the college.

Bekin took accreditation in City and Guilds, Pitmans,AEB literacy and Maths. He was generally
satisfied with his progress but felt that he could have benefited from more emphasis on
computers. His tutor commented that this was a problem with the college generally and it was
not possible to combine ESOL with a vocational course.

In his second year at the college, Bekin studied towards a Foundation IT GNVQ. His tutor was
keen that he should enter mainstream education as soon as possible, particularly as this would
put him in his peer group. He struggled on this course, failing his first test, largely as a result of
language difficulties. However, these difficulties were overcome with the help of 1:1 language
support and the standard on-course support.

Bekin is now studying for a GNVQ intermediate IT course in computer programming.
Language difficulties continue to present an obstacle, but the college now provides group
support.

Bekin was generally happy with his progress. His tutor describes him as a success story. Other
members of the group of Kosovan students have dropped out. Bekin feels that their concern
over their status in Britain was one of the reasons why they lacked motivation to study. Bekin
himself is awaiting an appeal on his case. He is concerned about his lack of formal qualifications
in his own country, in the event that he has to return.
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Case study 6: Sadia

Background

Sadia, a 42-year-old Somalian woman, speaks Italian and Arabic in addition to her first language
of Somali. Educated to secondary school level, she achieved a certificate in science at the age
of 16. After a year's military training she undertook a four-year university degree at Cairo
University, graduating with a BSc in Economics. Sadia worked in the Somali embassy in Italy for
11 years before returning to Somalia to work in the foreign office. She stayed in this post until
the war broke out in Somalia in 1990.

Initial experience of learning English

Sadia arrived in England in 1997 as an asylum seeker, and was granted Indefinite Leave to
Remain (ILR) in 1999. When she first arrived, she could speak English at Intermediate level.
Sadia began learning English at college, two years after arriving in the country, only when a
friend told her that there was childcare to help look after her children.

At the initial interview, she was asked to write about her background in Somalia. She was
asked about her immigration status, her papers were photocopied, and she was given general
advice about immigration issues and benefits. She was not given any information on how she
could use her qualifications and experience in the UK, nor was she referred to an organisation
that could help in these matters. However, Sadia was asked about the main reasons why she
wanted to learn English.

Progress through the system

Sadia was given a diagnostic assessment test in reading and writing one week after starting the
course. As a result of this test, she was moved up a level. She was given a choice of studying
part-time or full-time but was not granted the option of combining ESOL with other
vocational or academic courses. She was offered a 12.5-hour course, with which she was
happy. She was given an individual learning plan that emphasised the need to improve her
writing, and was also given tutorials once a week for half an hour. She was generally happy
with the level of support offered, and used the student adviser, who provided general
information on such issues as travel costs and student benefits. However, in general she feels
that more bilingual and translation support should have been offered. She knows other
Somalis with little previous education and with poor English who struggled and dropped out
of the system.

She is now on a 13-hour-a-week ESOL course to bring her English language skills to the level
required to take a Business Studies Access course on which she has been offered a place, with
childcare, at the same college.
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Case study 7: Adil

Background

Adil, 17 and from Afghanistan, is literate in Arabic as well as in his mother tongue of Dari. He
studied at school from the age of 6 to 14 but left without gaining any qualifications.

Initial experience of learning English

When Adil arrived in England a year and a half ago as an asylum seeker, he was able to speak,
read and write a little English. With the help of his social worker he found an English class three
months later at a large college in London, where he was given an interview and initial
assessment in English. Adil was satisfied with his initial contact with the college.

Progress through the system

Adil was given a detailed assessment test and asked why he wanted to learn English (his main
motivation was to go on to further education). As he was 15 at the time,Adil was not offered
a choice of classes but was placed on a full-time Year 11 programme. He was satisfied with the
course, the number of hours, the regular tutorials he received as well as the support in
undertaking accreditation. After a year in the programme,Adil moved on to study A levels at
the same college and was able to have language support. He finds the language needed to
access the curriculum hard and he feels that ‘the students are more sophisticated and have
more knowledge’.

Adil feels that he would have benefited from more activities out of study time. This would have
given him the opportunities for social and informal communication. In the future,Adil hopes to
study engineering at university.
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Case study 8: Hamid

Background

Hamid, 25, is from Afghanistan. From the age of 6 to 14 he studied at a school (maktab) in
Kabul before leaving for the Ukraine to take up a diploma course (1990–94). This was followed
by an economics degree, which was disrupted by political upheaval in the Ukraine in his first
year. Hamid speaks Russian in addition to Farsi, his first language.

Initial experience of learning English

Hamid arrived in the UK in 1999 and was granted exceptional leave to remain (ELR) almost
two years later. At the time of his arrival in the UK, Hamid had been unable to read, write or
speak English. Three months after his arrival, Hamid started an ESOL class at a large city college,
which he heard about from friends. These friends also supported him in his initial contact with
the college, most importantly by acting as interpreters – there was no offer of translation or
bilingual support from the college. In retrospect, Hamid doesn't know how he would have
been able to approach the college without his friends' support. At his initial interview, Hamid
was asked to undertake a screening with assessment in reading, writing and speaking; he was
also asked for various documents, such as proof of his current status in Britain. No information
or advice was given about whether he could use his existing qualifications in the UK, nor about
how he could build on his previous training. He does not recall being asked about his specific
reasons for learning English.

Progress through the system

Following the initial interview, Hamid was placed in a beginners’ ESOL class. No choice of
ESOL provision was offered (e.g. no option to combine with vocational study or computers,
etc.). After three weeks he was given a test to assess his progress and was transferred to a
higher-level, more intensive class (12.5 hours a week). After a year, Hamid progressed to the
next level but was only offered a 6-hours-a-week programme. This lack of choice was identified
as the main difficulty that he encountered, and it restricted his progress.

From September 2001, Hamid has combined studying English with an Access course in
humanities. He plans to go on to university to study towards a humanities degree. It was his
current teacher who told him about the Access course, and he has depended heavily on her
for advice about training opportunities and career development. He doesn't know what he
would have done without her support.

With regard to accreditation, Hamid achieved a London Open College Network (LOCN)
certificate at ESOL beginners’ level. Hamid has not been given an individual learning plan. He
had tutorials every two or three weeks (15–20 mins), which were useful. He was asked for his
opinion of the course in the form of evaluation sheets. He does not use student advice
services.

Looking back on his experience, Hamid feels fortunate that he was able to navigate his way
through the system with the support of both Afghani friends and a good teacher, but he knows
other Afghanis who have struggled and dropped out. Hamid believes that each student should
be given a mentor or guide to provide advice and support.

Working with Refs Pack Chap 2  9/4/03  2:28 PM  Page 15



30

Case study 9: Edmir and Meriton

Background

Aged 38 and 33 respectively, Edmir and Meriton are a Serbian couple whose first language is
Albanian. They studied at school from the age of 10 to 14 and left with no qualifications.
Edmir worked as an agricultural mechanic for at least 20 years, while Meriton was a housewife.

Initial experience of learning English

The couple arrived in the UK in March 2000 and began college in September. Edmir found
out about the course from a compatriot he met at Social Services, who also recommended
his tutor. (According to his tutor, the college promotes its courses in the local Social Services
and the YMCA and has established links with these organisations.) Edmir and Meriton were
given a basic interview and assessment without an interpreter and placed in a beginners’ class.
Later, their tutor gave them further details about the course, using another Kosovan student as
an interpreter.

Progress through the system

Edmir and Meriton were placed in a beginners’ class for 21 hours a week. They were happy
with the number of hours, which suited their childcare commitments, and grateful for the fact
that their transport costs were paid for by the college's hardship fund. Although they were
not given an individual learning plan, they were given regular tests and assessments. They
received helpful feedback on their progress and undertook Pitmans qualifications at the end of
the year.

Edmir and Meriton found the practice in form filling and writing letters particularly helpful in
the ESOL class. They also appreciated the chance to practise interviews through role-plays.
The ‘life in Britain’ module of their ESOL course helped them to adapt to British society.

Although they have access to student advisers, they have preferred to consult their tutor, and
have depended heavily on her support and advice concerning training and employment
options.

Meriton started working at Sainsbury’s for 20 hours a week in April 2001 and combined this
with three hours a week ESOL. Edmir finished college after one year in order to work
towards his driving test. He lived off unemployment benefits and relied solely on a dictionary
to help him understand the theory test. Having gained his UK driving licence, he is now
studying for an HGV licence, which is being financed by the New Deal programme.
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Case study 10: Kidan

Background

Kidan, 45, from Ethiopia, speaks both Amharic and Tigrian. She attended an Amharic medium
school from the age of 5 to 12, but left without gaining any qualifications and has never had a
salaried job.

Initial experience of learning English

When Kidan arrived in England in March 1997 and applied for asylum, she was unable to read,
write or speak English. Referred by a friend to English classes at an Ethiopian centre, she was
given an initial interview and assessment and placed in a beginners’ class that was taught by an
Amharic-speaking teacher, five weeks after arriving in the country. She found it helpful that she
was able to communicate in her first language, and she gained advice on claiming benefits and
support in form filling.

Progress through the system

Kidan was generally satisfied with the course, progress assessment and evaluation. However,
she was frustrated that the course was only 10 weeks long and was not sufficiently intensive.
Nevertheless, following a guidance workshop held by the Refugee Council at the Ethiopian
centre, she was able to move on to an English For Women (EFW) course at the Refugee
Council. Kidan progressed from the EFW course to the Council's regular English as an
Additional Language (EAL) course, and then moved on to a Health and Social Care course.
She achieved certificates in Basic ESOL, Elementary ESOL, and Intermediate ESOL.

Looking back on her experience, Kidan feels that it was very helpful that her first tutor could
speak her mother tongue. The main barriers she faced arose from the fact that she had to
wait almost three years to hear the result of her asylum claim. She feels very grateful to the
people who have helped her study English.

Kidan has been doing voluntary work at the Refugee Council’s Old Persons’ Home and hopes
to find employment there once she has completed her Health and Social Care class. Her
asylum application, which took three years to process and caused her a lot of anxiety, has
finally come through. Kidan feels confident that she can achieve her goals as long as she
receives help with travel expenses while she trains.
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�........Learners’ experiences

The following abridged comments from refugees give a flavour of their experience of ESOL as
provided by different organisations.

❛I went to an ESOL class that was at a community centre near the hostel where I was
staying. I felt safe because I went with other people from the hostel. There were staff at
the centre who spoke my language and who helped me with benefits, housing and many
other things. I made new friends at the social events organised by the centre. I wanted
to go to college to continue my studies but the bus fare was expensive. However, the
advice worker at the community centre helped me find a place on a work-based training
course and I got money for transport. I am learning to use ICT and I have a job
placement at the local council office. My English is improving because I have to use it
every day and I go to an evening class at the community centre. My supervisor says that
he will find me a part-time job and help me get a National Insurance number. I want to
go to college to study Business and Administration.❜

❛We were very confused about the possibilities for studying further in England. We
asked our teacher for help. She spoke to the ESOL co-ordinator who arranged an
English for Study course. She brought us brochures from different colleges and other
organisations about what they offer. She invited guidance staff and students from the
college and university to talk to us about their experiences. It was not always easy to
understand them but it was good to talk to so many different people. The students will
take us to visit the college and university.❜

❛On the English for Work course we learn the language we need for understanding job
adverts, interviews, the language used in different workplaces, information on jobs and
education that can help us to be part of society.❜

❛I liked my ESOL class, where I learned enough English to get by, but I wanted to find
work as quickly as possible. Now I am doing an engineering course with language
support I progress much faster – I used to work in engineering in my country.
Although the language is more difficult I find it easier to remember the vocabulary
because I know what the teachers are talking about and I feel my English is improving
much faster. My language support worker mostly helps me with my assignments. I feel
more confident and more hopeful of the future.❜
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❛I didn’t have anywhere to study, as I am a single parent and had to share a room with
my children. A social worker helped me find a crèche place that coincided with my
English classes at the local college, and school places for my older children. There is an
open learning centre where I can study and use the computers. We also have drop-in
sessions to help us catch up with classes we miss when we have interviews at Social
Services, the Benefit Office and Job Centre or if the children are ill. I continue to use the
open learning centre to do homework after my classes even though I now have a flat.❜

The following is an extract from a speech made by Luong Lim, now a teacher, at a celebratory
event describing her experience as a refugee and her successful integration into UK society.

❛I was born in Cambodia and worked there as a Chinese/Cambodian interpreter for
nine years. I came to England in 1981 as a refugee. When I came here, I knew very
little English but I was determined to learn it quickly. When I first arrived I lived in the
south of England. I started learning English there and went to classes for eight hours a
week but I would have preferred a full-time English language course. Six months later I
moved to Brixton, where I continued to learn English, also for eight hours a week. I
even attended classes in the evenings. In 1983 I had the opportunity to study full-time
for one year at a further education college on a Manpower Services Commission
preparatory course where, in addition to learning English, I had a work placement. The
course really helped me a lot.

❛As well as going to classes, I listened to the World Service on the radio, although I
couldn’t understand very much at first. I also invited my neighbours to my home and
practised English with them, while getting to know them better. I also went over
lessons and studied English at home with the help of dictionaries and grammar books.

❛Later, I attended language classes at the local adult education institute for a group of
us who wanted to become English language teachers.

❛In 1984, I found my first job. I worked part-time as a social worker at the Cambodian
Community Association, making use of both English and Cambodian. I later had
several part-time jobs, which helped me improve my English. For 10 years I worked in
an infant school, helping children mainly with their reading and writing; on Saturdays I
taught Chinese in Deptford. In the evenings I helped my daughter with her school
work. She had arrived in England at the age of 12 without knowing any English.

❛But my main ambition was to teach English to adult students and, I am pleased to say,
I am now an ESOL course tutor at a further education college, where I teach beginner
students, having gained both the Certificate and the Diploma in teaching ESOL to
adults.❜
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