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Project report 
We applied for both the Research Strand and the Small Project grant, and are very 

grateful for the award of £1000 which enabled us to combine elements of both 

applications.  

 

Our primary aims were:  

1) To connect to the University of York project ‘The book of refugees’ led by Dr 

Ahmed Khaleel, and to explore the creative potential of the poetry/prose/art 

collated within the book as starting points for musical workshops with our 

refugee and asylum seeker participants.  
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2) To organise a networking event involving organisations working with refugees, 

music facilitators and UoY staff/students in which we showcase a workshop 

and explore the ways in which participants, organisation staff/volunteers 

navigate music, text and meaning in this context; building on our existing 

research (in press) we plan further academic output in this area. 

 

To facilitate these aims, the following main activities took place: 

1) Preliminary discussions with Dr Ahmed Khaleel  

2) Four music workshops at King’s Manor, York, with refugee and asylum seeker 

participants, 22 and 27 February, 1 and 8 March 2025; these took material 

from the Book of Refugees as a starting point for musical responses; Ahmed 

Khaleel was present for one of the sessions. Musical output was recorded by 

the project team; consent for sharing was given by participants; this material 

will be used in the podcast. 

3) A creative music workshop and introduction to Common Ground as part of the 

York Festival of Ideas, in York Explore Library, 31 May 2025; c. 30 

participants including children and adults. 

4) A networking event in the HRC Treehouse, 6 June 2025 - this brought 

together University of York staff (ACT - Music, Digital Design; York Law 

School; Language and Linguistic Science, and the HRC), students, 

representatives from organisations working with refugees (e.g. City of York 

Sanctuary, Refugee Action York, Counterpoints Arts, Creative Health: Britten-

Pears Arts, Mafwa Theatre, Leeds), external workshop facilitator-community 

music practitioners, academics (e.g. from Leeds Beckett University, and York 

St John University, and a PhD researcher from the University of Aberdeen), 

and members of the public; online access facilitated the attendance of other 

musicians, including one from Iran. The morning was introduced by Professor 

Rachel Cowgill (Director of the HRC) and included a presentation about 

Common Ground, the chance to experience a workshop facilitated by 

members of Common Ground utilising the Book of Refugees material, and 

break-out work and discussion of aspirations for a network and areas that it 

could support (information, training, research); around 30 people attended. 

5) Recording a podcast for the Book of Refugees website with Huw Jones, 8 

July 2025, which contains excerpts from the music made during workshops in 

https://yorkfestivalofideas.com/2025/calendar/common-ground/
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https://york.cityofsanctuary.org/
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https://www.brittenpearsarts.org/take-part/creative-health
https://www.brittenpearsarts.org/take-part/creative-health
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response to the creative starting points of the Book of Refugees artwork, 

poetry and prose. 

 

Additional activities:  
We have also:  

- Developed connections with ChapelFM (Leeds) who run workshops for 

refugees and asylum seekers and attended a performance event (February 

2025) 

- Led a workshop for refugees in conjunction with Refugee Council, 27 

February 2025 at Clements Hall, York  

- Discussed how Common Ground could develop, with input from Elke 

Versmessen, Chair of the York Sanctuary Fund Development Board, and 

others 

- Continued our relationships with significant organisations through invitations 

to participate in and promote our events: e.g. RAY (Refugee Action York - we 

were invited to participate in their June 2025 Refugee week concert but 

logistically this wasn’t possible), York City of Sanctuary and Refugee Council 

- Developed our in-progress research work 

- Encouraged at least one participant to submit their own creative writing to the 

Book of Refugees 

 

Feedback:  
1) Workshop participants, Kings Manor sessions 

Feedback gathered via an anonymous questionnaire indicated that all participants 

rated 5/5 for ‘I enjoyed the workshop’; ‘I felt comfortable joining in’, and ‘I found the 

workshop content interesting’.  
 
We also asked how they felt about the material chosen from the Book of Refugees 

as a starting point for music-making: some examples: ‘I thought that’s lovely and I 

feel excited’; ‘emotional, beautiful’ ‘good’; ‘very warm and touchable’ - indicating that 

this was meaningful and relatable for the participants. Indeed, all participants 

considered that the chosen material was relevant to their own experience. 

Participants observed that ‘The most I like about the words is that they are very 
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really came from real pp/stories and feeling. The music add more feeling to the 

words’, and ‘They reflect the deep feelings of writer’. 

Participants gave positive feedback about the workshop facilitation: ‘I like what they 

did, very engaged and friendly, warm and welcoming’; Was well organized and 

welcoming’; ‘nice and friendly’. The collaborative focus of the work was appreciated: 

‘I like that we make the melody together’ - rather than impose melodies on the 

participants, we collectively constructed musical material in response to the stimulus 

of the prose/poetry/artwork from the Book of Refugees.  

All participants stated that they would like further workshops; some requested that 

these would be longer in duration. Some examples of the aspects of the session that 

were the most meaningful for them are as follows: ‘The performance of the music’; 

‘Playing music and singing together. Sharing of feelings and own stories’; ‘Team 

work and sharing knowledge’; ‘The connections between people, quollities [sic] and 

conversation’; ‘Being together, sharing of melodies and feeling’. Feedback also 

highlights the impact on wellbeing: ‘I felt motivated and I loved the instruments and 

the deep communication’; ‘I feel better because I attend here’. Feedback emailed by 

one participant who wrote some additional personal text-based material in response 

to the Book of Refugees, which we created music for, illustrates more deeply the 

impact of these sessions:  

‘Was a special day for me… I felt that I can fly again....This is the type of 

activities make me happy...between people which respect, support and help 

each other. The gentlemen touch my heart with his wish and I noticed most of 

them liked this poem and some congratulated me. I can do more when I fell 

inspired. I am so grateful because I met you and your team....that's  a big step 

to achieve my goals...The hope become reality.’ 

 

2) Participants, Festival of Ideas session:  
Participants were invited to give anonymous feedback at the end of the session 

(blank postcards and pens were provided). Many of the comments indicated the 

inclusive and positive atmosphere generated by the project team: ‘It was a very 

peaceful, friendly space to share music, melody and sing. Thank you so much!’; ‘I 

had no prior expectations about it, but I enjoyed the session and bringing my children 
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to it. A good atmosphere and great-sized group’; ‘Congratulations for this idea! 

Always music brings people together‘; ‘The creativity was excellent and I 

immediately felt welcomed’; ‘Interesting taster session. I’m not v. musical - but, I 

think music can cut through sometimes when words can’t - esp. to non-English 

speakers’. 

 

Participants enjoyed the musical work: ‘Loved the space and process’; ‘Good choice 

of instruments’; ‘You got to use different instruments and got to jam (child)’; ‘Time 

flew by very quickly! It was very interesting!’; ‘Very interesting to observe the process 

- the open and more participant directed sections were especially positive. It would 

have been great to have had time to hear more about your planning and facilitative 

decisions. Hopefully more interesting conversations to come on Friday 6th [the 

networking event]! Thanks so much :)’  

 

Feedback from the organiser: ‘Thank you so much for providing such a brilliant and 

inspiring session to the Festival programme. It was a pleasure working with you, 

Bethan and Laura and I hope we might be able to work with you again in the future’. 

 

3) From the organiser of the Refugee Council session 
‘Our clients all enjoyed the session and there were nice feedback and satisfaction. 

There was one interesting feedback by [X individual]: "Music is the salt of life". This 

statement is really popular in Afghanistan, where people compare music to salt – 

believing that music is essential to life – much like salt is essential to flavour and 

preservation’. The organiser requested additional future workshops.  

 
4) From participants at the Networking event 

From online participants: ‘thank you for making this session available online and for 

working to include us!’; ‘Thanks a lot for managing the setting for online people. I 

enjoyed participating in the workshop and enjoyed finding out about this valuable 

topic that you are researching or working for. So I just wanted to say special thanks 

to you all’; ‘thank you for a very informative session and a high quality hybrid 

experience!’; ‘Thanks very much, lots of interesting discussions’; ‘You and your 

community's respect for refugees was really valuable’.  
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From participants via our post-event anonymous Google form: High interest in 

attending similar future events; high satisfaction with the event, the organisation, 

content, structure and timing, comfort in sharing ideas and participating, and new 

knowledge and perspectives gained.  

 

Most valuable aspects: ‘The idea of paying specific attention to refugees was the 

most valuable part from my point of view’; ‘The chance to hear about this important 

work with refugees’; ‘The sections when we were sharing as a whole group were 

most productive for me’; ‘Meeting others working in this area. Doing music together 

was rewarding. Nice to use the book of refugees for inspiration’; ‘In the time frame, 

the event clearly showed the concept and the practicalities of Common Ground in 

word and action’.  

 

Discussion points explored in the session, which all inform potential development of 

workshop facilitation and/or our research work:  

- Aims of a workshop, and how it is presented to potential participants 

- How we define a ‘successful’ workshop 

- How to manage difficult conversations and difficult feelings with the language 

barriers/emotions that come up?  

- What constitutes ‘meaning’ in this context, for both refugee participants and 

facilitators? 

- How decision-making operates for facilitators during the workshops 

- How participants feel agency in the workshops; how the workshops might fulfil 

their expectations 

- Group size 

- Handing over control to participants and impact of this on their longer-term 

development of specific skills 

- Researching facilitator skill development  

 

Areas that participants would like to know more about: Co-facilitation of workshops 

and more about our credentials: ‘how may two facilitators manage different 

communication barriers and divide their work’; ‘Deeper explaining about why 

Common Ground are the right people to do this work’; ’To have the refugee 
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members of Common Ground there to speak about their own experiences’; 

‘Extending the research to diaspora communities’. 

 

Research strand 
The research strand of this project was developed in two ways: first, through 

collecting data that informed the workshop sessions and will form the basis of our 

next research article; second, through the delivery of two conference presentations 

in Aberdeen (16 April 2025) and Brussels (forthcoming - November 2025).  

Prior to the workshops, we created a questionnaire and distributed it to 

participants at the end of each workshop to gather information about their 

experiences of the workshop; ethical approval from the School of ACT Ethics 

Committee was obtained in advance. The questionnaire included questions on 

participants’ prior experiences of undertaking similar workshops; their perceptions of 

the use of words in the context of our workshops; their perceptions of the workshop 

facilitation; suggestions for changes. The data collected helped shape facilitators' 

approaches in the subsequent sessions and will form the basis for future research 

outputs, with the aim of producing a publication. 

On 16 April we presented a paper at the Creativity, Subjectivity, Relocation 

Symposium in Aberdeen where we delivered a presentation on our Common Ground 

projects, including the workshop series held in February/March 2025. In November 

2025 we will deliver a presentation at the SIMM-posium (Brussels, Belgium) on the 

research element of our projects. It is also worth noting that we were accepted to 

deliver a taster workshop at the Cultural Diversity in Music Education (CDIME) 

conference in Limerick but due to practical constraints we were unable to take up the 

invitation. 

 
Future plans enabled by the CMods funding:  

- Development of the network - this may initially start with a focus on local 

organisations and academics/practitioners in the York and regional area, 

before widening in a subsequent stage to include national/international 

practitioners and researchers 

- The network may lead to the creation of an informed guidance document for 

organisations working with refugees who are wanting to include music 

activities (as many will not have trained music/arts practitioners working with 
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them) which could include considerations of how written prose, poetry and art 

materials could be used as creative starting points, as well as 

practical/logistical aspects informing planning and delivery.  

- From discussions at the network event, the following aspects emerged as 

having potential for further consideration and development:  

- observing each other’s workshops and sharing techniques as 

facilitators 

- finding out about existing music groups in the community that are 

refugee-friendly, signposting these to the refugee community 

- creating an instrument library for refugees to use 

- signposting other creative opportunities e.g. art classes for refugees; 

collaborating across these for multi-art form projects 

- widening knowledge of institutions and organisations and deepening 

collaborative relationships in northern England 

- Research on topics including the construction of meaning, decision-

making, control and agency in the workshop setting; impact of group 

size; development of participant and facilitator skills; investigating 

construction and impact of cross-arts form projects. 

- Further workshops, e.g. for specific organisations who requested these, such 

as Refugee Council York; however, these will be dependent on funding to pay 

the facilitators 

- Research which will inform the guidance document and also lead to further 

published output 

- SIMM-posium (Brussels, Belgium) November 2025 presentation 

 

Thanks to: 
We are grateful to Matthew Campbell and the Centre for Modern Studies colleagues 

for supporting our project; Megan Russell for her practical support with funds 

management and space booking in the HRC; Huw Jones for his work recording and 

creating the podcast; Ahmed Khaleel for his enthusiasm for our work in this project 

and his ongoing support; Paul Wordsworth from York City of Sanctuary, staff from 

RAY and Refugee Council, York Festival of Ideas, as well as to all our participants 

and those who attended the networking event.  

  


