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About PCSG

WHO WE ARE

“ ”
You are a true inspiration to get up and 

go and to get on. Thank you for being You 
and motivating us all by example!

Participant

Padendere means ‘On the Nest’. Padendere Community Sewing Group was set up by 
Mary Thomas to be a safe space for people to come and build connections, to tackle 
social isolation through creativity. 

“I was once an immigrant and struggled on my own for several years until opportunities 
came. I attained a Master of Arts with Merit in Design and Applied Arts, focusing on 
Fashion and Fabric in 2017. I wanted to pay back the community that helped me so much. 
I have creative skills to share, and people are interested to learn.” - Mary

The Padendere Community Group was born from a Zimbabwean community group through 
which migrants and refugees came together to support each other through shared activities – 
such as singing songs, cooking, and exchanging knowledge and skills such as sewing and 
knitting (craft work). Mary then developed her Padendere Community Sewing Group from this. 

As well as running the creative group, Mary is also a trained Community Health Champion, and so 
is able to deliver health messages within this safe space. She also delivers food via ‘Fare Shares’ 
to disadvantaged families and people who are self-isolating, and is an active member of ACCI. 
These other strings to her bow strengthen the support she can offer her community of creatives. 
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Our idea
The project aimed to support women and girls in Wolverhampton from many different 
cultural backgrounds. We aimed to tackle isolation, mental health challenges, and 
depression, which is prevalent among the migrant and refugee communities in 
Wolverhampton, but also among women from all backgrounds. We aimed to use 
connectivity and creativity as a way of building community resilience. 

As the pandemic unfolded, we moved our sessions online, and became a core part of women’s 
weekly routine. The women we worked with were struggling a great deal during the pandemic 
from isolation and stress, loss of work and health issues. We were able to build a network of 
support between us to help women through this.  

We hoped that women participating in the project would: 

WHAT WE DO

Feel part 
of the 

community

Learn from and 
support each 

other

Talk about their 
own experiences

Share their 
own resilience 

experiences

Build 
trust

Gain 
self-fulfilment

Gain skills and 
become prepared 

for the world 
of work

Learn how to 
make 

beautiful 
things

Be COVID-19 safe: 
Be provided with 
and learn how to 

make PPE and 
face masks



“ ”
Amnesty’s report shows how those 

already most marginalised - including 
women and refugees - have borne the 

devastating brunt of the pandemic.

Amnesty International 
‘The State of the World’s Human Rights’, 2021

“ ”
The project 
brought value 
into their 
everyday life.
Mary Thomas
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We bought equipment and materials: sewing, overlocking, embroidery 
machines; scissors, cutters, pins, needles, tape measures, rippers, fabric.

What kind of creative activities did we do? 

• Sewing, knitting and crochet
• Card making
• Health and safety on how to use the machines
• How to maintain a sewing machine
• How to make PPE and masks
• How to make useful items such as bags and 
• peg containers
• Tailoring: how to take your own measurements, 

and transfer this to paper to make a garment.

Participants are encouraged to contribute ideas 
of what they’d like to learn to make, and to 
contribute to future planning of the project, 
such as potential exhibitions

WHAT WE DID

• 7 in-person sessions, with 8 people on  
average per session  

• 52 online sessions, with 9 people on  
average per session 

• Personalised support for 10 people,  
including supportive phone calls 

• Made ‘How to’ videos for an international  
audience, including ‘how to make PPE’



Working together 
Whilst doing our creative activities, we would share stories, talk about problems that 
we are facing and give and receive emotional support. We also had some additional 
‘guest’ visitors, including a health worker who talked about COVID-19, and a session 
exploring the theme of ‘boundaries’.

We enjoy showing what we do - after class and between sessions we share pictures of what 
we have made through our Facebook and Whatsapp groups. If we are able to, we hope to have 
an exhibition of our work after lockdown. 

Who came?
The project was open to all women. The attendees came from a range of migrant backgrounds 
– some were refugees, some asylum seekers, some had been in the UK for a long time, some 
were newly arrived, some from the Windrush generation. 
Some felt isolated, some were more connected into existing services. We have people who 
were suffering from anxiety and depression, and people with health problems. 
We have in our group many people who are alone in the country. 

WHAT WE DID
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IMPACT

How did our participants benefit from the sessions?

Developed friendships and expanded networks, combatting loneliness

- People said they like come because they are learning and they are making friends – 
they have opportunities to talk thus avoiding further isolation. 

- During the COVID crisis, where people’s normal support networks such as religious 
spaces were closed, people found an alternative place (online) to meet and keep in touch 
with the community.

- Verbal feedback from women during or after the sessions shows that they felt less lonely 
and felt that the sewing group become their close network. (like a family)

“Sessions are extremely enjoyable and keep us occupied” - Participant

“When we are learning, we start conversations and time flies, sometime we stayed 
around two hours! It was lovely talk about our own personal circumstances during the 
pandemic, it’s nice to know there is a group where we can learn and talk” - Participant

“I feel so pleased and proud of what Mary’s project achieved during this 
difficult time. I accompanied Mary’s journey from the beginning. Her 
dedication and passion helped to create this wonderful space to learn, to 
meet people and for everyone to feel part of a bigger family. This is only 
the beginning for Padendere Community Sewing Group.”
- Sandra Penaloza-Rice, MigrationWork consultant



IMPACT

Learnt and developed skills
• “This group empowers women and gives the opportunity to learn a very useful skill 

(like sewing, fix sewing machines, make mask) which can save money and if you 
want it might become a business in the future” - Participant 

• Some people had never used Zoom before and learnt how to  

• Skills could lead to supporting employability 

• “Mary is a very caring person; she is very knowledgeable and she has a fantastic 
technique to teach that she makes the learning very understandable and easy- she 
even helped me to fix my sewing machine online!’ so thankful.” - Participant

Boosted confidence:

“ ”
Some people have never sewn before. 

Week after week participants say 
during the session that their confidence 

grows. They show what they feel a 
sense of achievement.

Mary Thomas
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IMPACT

Increased wellbeing
• “Recently one of our members was diagnosed positive to the virus, we all are trying 

to help her, making sure she is OK and giving advise if necessary. It is an ongoing 
support group.” - Mary 

• The Zoom meetings have become a place that many participants look forward to every 
week: people find the sessions an opportunity to talk about their problems and feel better 

• “Because of the lockdown, my anxiety started growing and I started smoking again. 
After some weeks with Marys’ class, I feel less anxious, I haven’t stopped yet but I 
reduced the number of cigarettes I smoke, hopefully I will stop soon” - Participant 

• People also learnt what other support services were available in the community, via both 
Mary and the other attendees. People who had lived in the UK a longer time were able to 
support newcomers.  

• “People feel a little bit better about their situation after the sessions” - Mary 
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WHAT WE LEARNT

About the need
• This kind of community work fulfils a “need not a want”. It involves the wellbeing of human 

beings who are isolated, who are invisible to other people, and whose voices are heard 
through their community champions. This motivates us to continue our work.  

• The pandemic is likely to have long lasting effects. More people are likely to struggle  
with mental health problems. We believe that many of these people might be helped  
by activities like our sewing group. 

Technical
• Variable focus video would enable more fine detail to be shown: this is important for  

the type of work we do with craft. 

• Making recordings with proper equipment allow us to keep an archive of our work and  
our lessons, and gives us the option of uploading our videos into an online channel like 
YouTube to increase our reach. 

• WhatsApp and Facebook were useful tools to reach more people during COVID-19.

As an organisation
• Partnership with other groups and people working in different cities supports our work and 

gives us access to other opportunities. Meetings, social media, emails, and word of mouth 
help us to connect with groups. This helps us to grow. 

Future
• We are delivering a joint ‘Share my Language’ project with It’s Our Rights and Shropshire 

and Telford United Women’s Association, funded by the City of Wolverhampton Council  

• I hope to secure further funding to help our organisation become more sustainable. 

• We hope to have an exhibition and display our work. 

• The Network of Migrant Innovators is allowing us to think about expanding our service. It is 
exciting and we cannot wait to see what future holds for our group through partnerships. 

• We plan to recruit more volunteers – contact us if you’d like to join our team! 
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This project was selected to take part in the Social Innovation programme, run by Migration-
Work CIC as part of the MiFriendly Cities project. MigrationWork provided specialist training 
and consultancy support to help projects develop their innovative ideas. Projects also re-
ceived seed funding. This programme was funded by the EU’s Urban Innovative Action fund.

Contact us
If you are interested in knowing more, or learning about anything else in this report, 
please contact us at:

Facebook @framatho
www.makathodesigns.co.uk/community-sewing-group/

Thanks to:
African Caribbean Community Initiative, BME Housing Consortium, Birmingham Community Mat-
ters, City of Wolverhampton Council, Coventry University, Dipali Chandra, It’s our Rights project, 
Migrant Voice, MigrationWork CIC, Network of Migrant Innovators, Shropshire and Telford United 
Women’s Association, West Midlands Funders Network, and to all the fantastic women who have 
been a part of our community group! 

Report by Tamsin Koumis of MigrationWork CIC, Mary Thomas from Padendere Community Sewing 
Group (PCSG) and Sandra Penaloza Rice.


