
A visit to the new English Language classes at St Margaret’s Church 

AFRIL are running a new English Language programme to help vulnerable refugees and 

migrants in Lewisham integrate and find work in the local community. We went along to one of 

the classes to speak to the students and volunteers about their experiences.   

What do the classes involve? 

The classes are held in the basement of St Margaret’s Church on Wednesdays and Thursdays 

between 10am and 12pm.Typically they involve a mixture of speaking, writing and reading 

exercises and are focused on practical situations that the students encounter in their daily lives.  

This week’s topic is finding things and asking for directions. To start with, the students are split 

into pairs and ask each other to find things around the room using simple directions and 

descriptions. This gives them a chance to get to know each other and prepare for similar real-life 

scenarios, such as finding the way to the bus stop or asking for help if they are lost. 

Much of the focus is on pronunciation – an area of difficulty for many of the students, particularly 

if they have only recently arrived in the UK. Each student also has their own vocabulary book, 

where they are encouraged to write down any new words they come across between classes. 

Learning English has the potential to transform their lives here and they are all intently engaged 

and enthusiastic. 

Who are the students? 

Each class has around 20 students. They come from a wide range of countries and have varying 

levels of English. Some bring their children, who can play in the crèche area adjacent to the main 

classroom or even join in the class. During our visit a child of around 4 or 5 sat attentively on his 

mother’s lap throughout, repeating the sounds of new words with intense concentration! 

In the break, where the students practice asking for tea and coffee, we meet E, a young man 

from Ivory Coast who is one of the stronger students in the class. He has been in London for just 

over a year and currently lives in temporary accommodation in Kilburn, which is provided by 

Lewisham Council. It’s a tough journey for him to make twice a week and he has two young 

children.  

“I used to be a journalist in my country – but it became very difficult”, he explains. “I want 

to learn English for my children and perhaps I will be able to go back one day and get a 

better job. There are opportunities if you have English.” 

Like E, many of the students have come from countries affected by civil war and want to learn 

English to improve their lives in the UK, often with the hope of eventually returning home. Due to 

limited resources, places in the classes are reserved for particularly vulnerable refugees and 

migrants who are unable to access similar support elsewhere. All their tuition and travel costs are 

funded by AFRIL.  

What impact are the classes having?  

Learning English has a considerable impact in helping refugees and migrants to integrate and 

build new lives for themselves in the UK. It is perhaps the most tangible opportunity they have to 

secure a future for their families. 

“These are the most popular classes we’ve had at the Church”, says Margaret, a local 

volunteer. ‘We’ve had yoga, sewing classes, cookery – but this is much more important to 

them. It’s what they need to live here.” 

The biggest challenge is the difference in students’ language ability. According to English teacher 

Carrie, the students range from around age 5 to 15 in their English Language levels and many 

show discrepancies between different language skills such as writing and speaking. 



“One of the students has lived  here for over 20 years so has picked up spoken English 

but no reading or writing, while others have reading and writing but struggle with 

pronunciation”, Carrie explains. “My aim is for everyone to go up one level by the end of 

the course.” 

As they leave the class, each of the students turns to Carrie, looks her in the eye and thanks her. 

Some even stop to shake her hand. It’s then that the impact these classes have is really clear.   

The classes began on 20th April and will run for 10 weeks on Wednesdays and Thursdays from 

10am until 12pm at St Margaret’s Church in Lee. A new programme will begin in the Autumn. 

 


