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Executive summary

Fewer than one in three Muslim women in the UK have a job, compared to two
in three non-Muslim women®. This means that Muslim girls are less likely than
other young people to know adults in mainstream employment who are from a
similar background to themselves. Without role models to inspire them, the girls
miss out on the diversity of opportunities available and employers miss out on
the contribution of an increasingly well-educated section of the population who
have much to offer.

To address this situation, the National Muslim Women'’s Advisory Group
(NMWAG), decided to develop a roadshow that would give Muslim girls at
secondary school direct access to positive female Muslim role models. The
Department of Communities and Local Government funded the project.

Equal to the Occasion delivered the role models roadshow in 6 locations across
England and Wales during 2009 and 2010, with the support of local authorities
and other partners. 625 students from 26 different schools and colleges
attended these events, which directly involved a total of 70 Muslim women role
models from different jobs and professions sharing their career journey. The
project reached a much wider audience via online, print and broadcast media.

After explaining the aims and objectives, this report describes what happened,
who was involved and assesses the impact. The report goes on to identify
lessons learned and recommend ways in which the project could be taken
forward.

BBC journalist Aimeena Ahmed with students from her home town of Cardiff

! Focus on religion, Office of National Statistics, 2004




Aims and objectives

Although some issues faced by British Muslim are common to other women and
some are also faced by men — there are distinct challenges for Muslim women
arising from the social, economic and faith context in which they live. In the brief
for the role models project, the National Muslim Women’s Advisory Group,
(NMWAG), identified a variety of reasons why young Muslim women are not
fulfilling their potential and succeeding in achieving their goals:
- lack of awareness about opportunities available

barriers in accessing the right information for career progression or work

experience

lack of knowledge and awareness of their rights as Muslim women

lack of motivation

barriers within families and communities

gender inequalities

lack of role models

lack of mentoring opportunities

NMWAG set up the role models project to help address these challenges.

The aim of the project was to raise aspirations and widen horizons of young
Muslim girls by giving them exposure to positive role models of women who
have broken through barriers to do a job which is unusual for Muslim women.

This was to be achieved via six objectives :
To identify 12 national role models of Muslim women doing non-traditional
jobs
To identify 3-5 local role models from each of 6 roadshow locations
To secure commitment from 6 secondary schools to support the roadshow
To deliver the roadshow in 6 regions of England and Wales
To establish mentoring relationships between girls and role models
To disseminate information about the role models to a wider audience

Audience and messages

The primary audience for the roadshows was Muslim girls, with secondary
audiences of parents/the Muslim community and the general public. The
steering group felt it was important to target parents and other Muslim
community members whose support is so critical if girls are to reach their
potential. At the same time, it was important to the steering group that the
events should be inclusive, rather than “Muslim only” or “female only”. The
project was an opportunity to challenge stereotypes about Muslim women held
by the wider community, so the general public was a third target audience.




Student asking question at Cardiff roadshow

Summary of audiences and messages

Audience Message

Secondary school age Muslim girls, There is a whole world of

especially in years 10 and 11 (14-16 year | possibilities out there — go for it!

olds)

Parents/the wider Muslim community Support your girls!

The general public Muslim women are making a great
contribution in all walks of life.

Rationale

Focus on non-traditional careers

Muslim women are found in a narrower range of jobs than women from other
backgrounds.2 Muslim parents often steer their children towards medicine, law
or accountancy because these are seen as respectable professions. A
significant proportion of those Muslim women who are in employment are
working within the community, often in third sector organisations. Projects
recognising Muslim women’s achievement tend to reflect this — either the
women featured are accountants, doctors or lawyers or they are doing voluntary
and community work. In order to widen the girls’ horizons, this project set out to
identify and publicise Muslim women doing non-traditional jobs. The brief from
the steering group was to find women doing mainstream jobs, with an
interesting and unusual story to tell. We agreed the following criteria to inform
the identification and selection of 12 national role models:

2 Moving on up — Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Black Caribbean women and work, Equal
Opportunities Commission, 2007




Criteria for selection of role models

One of few Muslim women in their field (doing something unusual)
Has an interesting story to tell

A new face

An inspirational person in their own right

Interested in empowering others

Has integrity

Able to communicate effectively with young people

Able to attend at least two roadshows

Willing to mentor young girls

Opposed to violent extremism

The project aimed to appeal to as wide a range of girls and their families as
possible, so the final choice took account of diversity in terms of ethnicity, family
background and location as well as in the mix of jobs and careers represented.

Local engagement

The Department of Communities and Local Government saw the project as an
opportunity for local authorities to be involved in delivering a practical project
which would support the national objective of empowering Muslim women. We
worked with 6 local authorities to bring the roadshow to local communities. As
well as providing an appropriate venue, their role would be to engage schools,
help to identify local Muslim women as role models and to involve other local
partners. Local engagement was important because we wanted the roadshows
to be a catalyst for future work to support Muslim girls and women in the area,
rather than being a one off event.

The choice of area was based on the following criteria:
Strategic decision by the steering group to include some local authority
areas with a smaller Muslim community, where girls would have less access
to positive role models.
The local authority had a track record of commitment to work on community
cohesion (based on advice from CLG staff)
Existing contacts via NMWAG members or other partners involved in the
project
To include a good mix by demographics, size of authority and geography

The final six areas were Rotherham, Dudley, Newham, Manchester, Cardiff and
Middlesbrough. Little liford School in Manor Park hosted the roadshow in
Newham, where one of the teachers took the lead in organising the event, with
financial support from the Council. The others were led by local authority staff.

Communications strategy

The main methods chosen to reach a wider audience than those able to attend
the six events were a website and Facebook page, printed booklet and media
coverage. Consistent branding, vibrant colours and images to appeal to a young
audience were important elements of the creative brief. Studio North were
chosen as a creative partner. The materials were developed in consultation with




members of the steering group and with secondary school age Muslim girls from
the Inspired Sisters project in Manchester.

Blue Rubicon, a PR agency, provided media training and support to NMWAG
members so that they could take the lead in promoting the project to the media.

Mentoring

One of the project’'s aims was to develop a mentoring relationship between the
role models and Muslim girls who were interested in following a similar career
path. The idea was that the role models could provide ongoing encouragement
and support as well as practical information and advice. Inspired Sisters, a not
for profit education and training project based in Longsight in Manchester were
the lead partners for the mentoring element of the project. The organisation has
a track record in delivering mentoring for Muslim women and established links
with schools.

Students in Cardiff reading about role models in the Our Choices booklet



Project delivery

Timescale

The project ran for 13 months and was delivered on time and within budget.
CLG awarded the contract to Equal to the Occasion at the end of April 2009
after an invitation to tender issued in March. The steering group met in the
second week of May to agree a project delivery plan which confirmed aims,
objectives, audiences, deliverables and timetable.

Project development took five months over the summer period. This involved
identifying national role models and local authority partners and producing the
creative materials (exhibition stand, website, booklet and publicity). The then
Communities Minister Shahid Malik MP launched the project in October 2009,
which is when the Our choices website went live. The first roadshow took place
in Rotherham in November 2009, followed by Dudley in January, Newham in
February, Manchester and Cardiff in March and Middlesbrough in April 2010. A
review meeting was held for role models and delivery partners in Bradford in
May 2010 and the evaluation report completed in June.

Selection of role models

The choice of role models was fundamental to the success of the project. We
identified women doing non-traditional jobs and careers by using personal
contacts and networks, internet research and direct contact with large
organisations such as engineering firm Atkins, the BBC and the police. The
response from women wanting to be involved or to nominate a colleague was
very positive. We collected 45 names within a month, which the steering group
reflected demonstrated that Muslim women are not hard to reach if the message
is of interest to them and gets out through appropriate networks.

National role models

Name Job Organisation Ethnicity Town
Sobia Police officer Greater Pakistani Manchester
Yasin Manchester police
Shabana | Fire officer West Yorkshire Pakistani Bradford
Kosar Fire Service
Mez District nurse Blackburn with Indian Bolton
Mohmed Darwen Primary
Care Trust
Lara Civil engineer | Atkins Jordanian Bristol
Almarsi
Aleesha | Retail manager | Arcadia/Topman Pakistani Bradford
Khan
Saima Sports St Lukes Cares Pakistani Keighley,
Hussain | development works in
officer/ rugby Leeds
player
Fazia Trade union Unite Pakistani Newcastle
Hussain | official




Almeena | Journalist BBC London Pakistani London but
Ahmed from Cardiff
Yara el Artist Self employed Egyptian/ London, born
Sherbini Caribbean Pontefract
Saida Business Scrumptious Indian origin- | Peterborough
Ebrahim | woman Sweets born in

Tanzania
Dr Scientist House of Pakistani London
Farrah Commons
Bhatti
Amina Humanitarian United Nations Bangladeshi | London
Raffique | worker

Yara El Sherbini
speaking in Rotherham,
November 2010

Just over half the women were of Pakistani origin, reflecting the largest Muslim
group in the British population. We did not manage to identify any Black African
Muslim women in a non-traditional job to include in the national list, despite
following up a number of leads. This might be due in part to the smaller
numbers working in Britain, particularly in mainstream jobs. It might also reflect
the contacts and networks of the NMWAG members who were on the steering
group. Some of the local role models were black women, however.

Each national role model was interviewed over the telephone to collect relevant
information about their story which was used for the booklet and website.
Individual photo shoots were arranged in their work setting.




Aisha Igbal, a member of the Young Muslim Advisory Group, was one of the
plenary speakers at the Middlesbrough roadshow. She explained her journey to
becoming a community activist.

Local role models

A total of 58 other Muslim women were involved in one of the roadshows as a
local role model, bringing the total number of role models involved to 70. This
was nearly double the target of 5 local role models per roadshow. A further 30
different jobs were represented, including solicitor, city lawyer, detective, social
worker, lecturer, housing officer, IT worker, photographer, bank manager, policy
officer, writer, accountant, martial arts instructor, Revenue and Customs officer,
customer service apprentice, electrical engineer, politician, youth worker,
producer, graphic designer, poet, forensic psychologist, midwife, teacher, GP,
careers adviser and third sector manager.

In every location, we found a pool of Muslim women who were very keen to be
involved. Many of these women are willing to provide mentoring or to support
other initiatives to encourage young women to achieve their potential.

Website - www.ourchoices.org.uk

The website was designed to be user friendly and practical, with a vibrant look
and feel to appeal to young women. The development site received very
positive feedback from Muslim women and girls — literally achieving the wow
factor:

“WOW! .... the website really brings the project to | ife! The photos look
fantastic, great website design also.”

As well as capturing the stories of the 12 national role models and promoting
the roadshow dates, the website contained background information about
NMWAG, research on Muslim women’s employment, links to practical
resources on a range of jobs and careers and links to other initiatives to support
Muslim women/young people.

Social media

Social networking sites were used to promote the URL and drive traffic to the
site. Social media were ideal as already used by a substantial proportion of the
target audience to communicate with each other. Andleen Raazaq volunteered
to set up a Facebook page for the project on behalf of NMWAG, which she
updated throughout the year. The page attracted 100 fans in the week prior to
the launch and generated interest internationally. A video compilation from the
Manchester roadshow was posted on Youtube and promoted via the Facebook

page.

Booklet

4,000 A5 booklets were printed, containing photos, quotes and short
biographies of the 12 national role models. We grouped their stories into 4
categories:

Dreams and ambitions included journalist Almeena Ahmed, who would
like to see more Muslim women working in the media; Aleesha Khan
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describing her passion for the world of fashion and Saida’s sense of
achievement in running a successful business.

Making a difference described three women with very different career
choices who are all driven by the desire to change things for the better —
Farrah through science, Amina through humanitarian work and Yara
through performance art.

Pushing the boundaries highlighted those who have broken through
barriers — Saima in the world of rugby league; Fazia as a trade union
official and Sobia as the first Muslim woman uniformed officer in Greater
Manchester Police to wear hijab.

Family and culture showed positive examples of family support and
combining work with caring responsibilities. Mez — whose parents are
proud of her career as a nurse; Shabana, a fire officer whose family are
pleased that she is working with the local community and Lara, who
combines her job as a civil engineer with looking after her two young
daughters.

The booklet, which was included in delegate packs at each event, directed
readers to the website for further information about the role models and their
career choices. We did not include roadshow dates so that the booklets can
continue to be used as a resource after the end of the pilot project.’

Exhibition stand

The exhibition stand included photos of all 12 role models with quotes from their
interviews which reflected the key messages of the project. The vibrancy of the
stand added a splash of colour at each of the events and has been used to
promote the project elsewhere, for example at a conference for Muslim women
in Bradford organised by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

A poster was developed in response to demand from schools and local
authorities wanting to advertise the roadshow, which used the same image as
the exhibition stand.

Photography

Bespoke photography was commissioned showing the women in a work setting.
This conveyed a powerful visual message about non traditional jobs, as the
pictures included Lara in a high visibility jacket and hard hat; Shabana, Mez and
Sobia wearing hijab as part of their uniforms and Farrah against a backdrop of
the House of Commons, which is where she works. We used three freelance
female Muslim photographers to take the photographs, one of whom - Romana
Quereshi — spoke as a local role model to pupils from the school she herself
attended in Dudley.

Roadshow format

The roadshows followed a similar format, with minor variations decided locally.

It was a 3 hour programme in three parts:
Plenary session with introductions and 5-10 minute slots for 3 role
models to tell their story, followed by questions and answers from the
audience

% Copies can be obtained by emailing helen@ettoltd.co.uk
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Workshops where students could meet role models and get the
opportunity to ask questions in a more informal setting. In most cases
they signed up for these workshops on arrival, choosing one or two jobs
from a list of 10-12 available on the day. A workshop for parents held at
the same time, facilitated by an NMWAG member or community leader
from the local area

Plenary session for feedback from the role models, students and parents.
A local speaker or speakers shared their impressions of the event — from
the Council, the police or the third sector

We adapted the format as we went along, in response to feedback from those
attending the earlier events. The key message from students was that they
wanted more time with the role models and less time listening to “official”
speakers. The timings for the later events allowed for this.

Local organisations offering education, training or work placement opportunities
to Muslim women brought stands to the event, so there was an opportunity for
staff to talk to students and parents and to distribute information.

Five of the events were held on a weekday and schools transported students to
and from the event so that they returned home at the usual going home time.
Little Ilford School in Newham decided to hold their event on a Saturday
morning, which made it easier for parents and role models to attend as well as
students and staff from the school, without having to take time out of lessons.

Students at Cardiff City Hall, March 2010

Local authority support

We established contact with local authorities in the six areas via the community
cohesion or equality and inclusion units, who in most cases responded by
pulling together a planning group of local partners who would help to organise
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the event. In Rotherham the Police and Youth service were actively involved, in
Dudley the local Muslim forum were a key partner; in Cardiff the National
Assembly Government and Race Equality First both gave financial support as
well as being involved on the planning group.

Manchester City Council gave a grant to local third sector organisation Inspired
Sisters to cover the event costs and Newham Council paid towards the school’s
costs for hosting the London roadshow. All local authorities supplied speakers —
ranging from the Mayor and Council leader in Dudley (both women), to the Chief
Executive in Middlesbrough.

The support of the local authorities was key to engaging schools in the event.

Schools

Local authorities wrote to schools in their area to invite them to bring students to
the roadshow. Whilst the prime audience was Muslim girls in years 10 and 11, it
was made clear that the event was open to all. The steering group had decided
that the events should not exclude anyone who was interested to attend. If
Muslim girls wanted to bring their non-Muslim friends, for example, this would
be fine. In practice, all the students who attended were Muslim girls, except at
the Cardiff roadshow where one school also brought some white non-Muslim
girls. It was good to see a deaf student and deaf parents at the Middlesbrough
event, facilitated by a communicator.

The students were given letters for their parents seeking permission to take
them out of school to attend the roadshow. They were also asked for permission
for photographs to be taken for this report and other publicity purposes after the
event.

Parents

Family support was a critical factor for all of the 12 national role models, so we
were very keen that parents should get a chance to meet them, hear their
stories and be able to ask questions. As well as inviting parents directly via the
letters sent out by the schools, local community organisations were invited to
bring parents along to the event. The roadshows were open to men as well as
women, to enable male relatives to attend if they wished to do so.

Encouraging students to think about their own futur e

The planning group for the Rotherham roadshow came up with the idea of
giving students a card to take away which would encourage them to think
positively about their own future.

“My Life Vision” invited students to imagine themselves in 10 years time, what
they would be doing, where they would be living, what car they would drive and
so on. They were then encouraged to write down the first steps towards
achieving their dreams and to keep the card as a reminder. A version of the Life
Vision card was given out at later roadshows.

Mentoring

The national role models agreed to get involved in mentoring girls who wished
to follow a similar career, as did many of the local role models. The plan was
that each role model would be able to mentor two girls at any one time,
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providing support via email and telephone contact. Evaluation forms asked
students whether they were interested in mentoring and if so, to indicate the
jobs they were interested in. The plan was that schools would then get
permission from parents so that mentoring could follow on after each of the
roadshows. In preparation for this, Criminal Record Bureau checks were done
for the national role models and training materials on mentoring prepared. We
planned to hold two training sessions on mentoring, one in Manchester and one
in London. In the event, it proved impossible to find a date in London where
more than one or two role models could attend, so only one briefing session
was held in Manchester. Five of the role models attended this session and the
toolkit and other guidance was posted out to the others.

Challenges in delivering the project

There was a huge amount of support and enthusiasm for the project, but it was
not without its challenges — some practical and some more political in nature.

Time

It took a long time to build relationships with local delivery partners to the point
they felt comfortable and confident in hosting the roadshow. Equal to the
Occasion attended 2 planning meetings in most of the local areas, though more
in Manchester where there were more partners involved. All the local authorities
and other local organisations involved put a significant amount of time into
planning the events and supplying staff to help out on the day. It would not have
happened without their commitment.

Maintaining contact with a group of 12 role models based in different parts of
the country also proved very resource-intensive. Many of the role models
themselves struggled to find time to participate in the roadshows as much as
they would have liked, given full time jobs and other commitments in their lives.
Most took annual leave in order to attend the roadshows, which was not always
possible due to work pressures.

NMWAG members also gave up their own time to support the project via the
steering group and by speaking at roadshow events in their area. Constraints on
their time may have meant that opportunities for media coverage were missed,
as it relied on NMWAG members contacting journalists to sell in the story.

A key to the project’s success was the early agreement to delegate decision
making to one person from the steering group. Adeeba Malik put a huge amount
of time into the project, working closely with the project manager throughout the
year, which enabled decisions to be made as required to move things forward.

Local context

Although this was a bottom up project in the sense that it was devised and led
by Muslim women, it was perceived as top down by some local organisations
because it was a national initiative rather than one which had emerged from
their own community. There were some tensions with local strategies around
community cohesion, educational achievement or employability because Muslim
girls and women were not necessarily a strategic priority at a local level. Many
local authorities expressed concern about targeting a particular community for
special attention, preferring to adopt a more inclusive approach.
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PREVENT agenda

The link to the PREVENT agenda was an issue for some local authorities, as it
was for some community organisations and some of the role models who had
reservations about a strategy which they felt unfairly targeted the Muslim
community. Nevertheless, we received very positive support around the country
from the police, local authorities, community organisations and individuals who
were committed to the project’s aim of raising the aspirations of the next
generation of Muslim women.

Engaging schools

We found it more difficult than we anticipated to engage schools with the
project. This was partly a practical issue — the staff were under too much
pressure to take on any new initiatives. There was also some confusion with
higher profile national mentoring initiatives such as Aim Higher. In some areas,
schools were reluctant to single out Muslim female students for particular
support. They saw other students as higher priority in terms of educational
achievement and were worried about a backlash from male students and their
parents and/or from students and their parents from other communities.

Focus on non-traditional jobs

The decision to focus on non-traditional jobs proved a challenge. The majority of
names put forward as role models were in traditional professions of law,
medicine or accountancy or they were involved in voluntary and community
work. We explained that we although we appreciated the achievements of these
women, all very positive role models in their own right, the aim of this project
was to find Muslim women who were doing something more unusual. It took
more effort to find such women, but we proved that they are around and the
students certainly appreciated the opportunity to hear from women doing a
variety of jobs. The feedback was that they would have liked to see women
doing an even broader range of jobs.

The following chapters summarise the impact of the project in terms of numbers
and more qualitative feedback from those involved.

Local role model talking to student in Rotherham, November 2009
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Impact of the project. numbers involved

The role models project exceeded most of its targets. More role models were
involved, more students and schools had the opportunity to meet them and the
messages reached a range of other individuals and organisations, not just in
England and Wales but internationally. It was only the mentoring targets which
proved more of a challenge. A summary of the numbers involved is given below:

Objective Target | Achieved Comment

Identify national 12 12 Muslim women following non-

role models in traditional career paths

non traditional featured on website, booklet

jobs and exhibition stand. Each of
the national role models
spoke at one or more of the
roadshows

Identify 3-5 local | 18-30 58 Each roadshow offered

role models from students the opportunity to

each of 6 areas meet between 9 and 15 role
models doing different jobs.
A summary of their
biographies was given in the
delegate packs.

Secure 6 26 schools Different schools and

commitment from brought a total of | colleges supported five of the

schools to 625 students to roadshows. The sixth was

support the the events hosted by Little llford School

roadshow in Manor Park, East London
which has a large Muslim
student population

Deliver the 6 6 There has been interest from

roadshow in other parts of the country in

different regions hosting a similar event — from
local authorities and
community organisations.
Information about the format
was sent to 3 other local
authorities.

Establish 100 girls | - Work is ongoing to set up

mentoring mentoring in some of the

relationship roadshow areas, but it has

between girls and taken a lot longer than

role models anticipated. Role models

interested in becoming
mentors have been referred
to Mosaic in the meantime
and some have been
involved in other work with
young people as a follow on
to the roadshows.
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Provide practical | No 50 different Students and parents had
information to specific | organisations opportunities to find out
young people target represented at about the police, NHS,
and their parents roadshows apprenticeships, public
about education, appointments, Open
employment and Links to 30 University as well as local
training sources of online | colleges, fire service, RAF,
opportunities careers Connexions service and
information given | employment within local
on Next steps authorities
page of website
Disseminate 100-200 | Average Parents, community
information to a people | attendance of members and
wider audience at each | 150 across the 6 professionals from other
event events organisations attended

Website link and
press release
emailed to over
100 contacts,
many of whom
past it on via their
own networks

the events as well as
students and teachers.
Booklets sent to other
organisations and
conferences as well as
being given out at the
roadshows

The Our Choices website
has attracted just over
400 unique visitors per
month on average over 7
months since its launch in
October 2010

Email interest from
Pakistan, Australia, US,
Middle East and Europe
Information also posted
on Facebook and
Youtube

Media coverage on at
least 6 local radio
stations, local papers,

BME media such as Daily
Jang and BBC Asian
Network and trade press
such as Unite newsletter.
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Impact of the project: Qualitative feedback

The numbers summarised above do not capture the passion and commitment of
the role models and those involved in organising the roadshows, which
generated a wonderfully positive atmostphere at each event and made the
project such a success.

The response from evaluation forms completed by students and adults who
attended the events was overwhelmingly positive. Across the whole roadshow,
92% rated the events good or excellent and many people took the trouble to
include additional comments on their forms:

“Fantastic, inspiring, interesting, knowledgeable, enjoyable, beneficial. A
great experience”
Comment from Manchester evaluation form

Impact on students

Inspiration - The students were demonstrably inspired by their contact with the
role models, as evidenced by this message emailed by a student to role models
who spoke in London:

Thankyou for coming to Little Ilford School
and inspiring me that | can achieve my goal .
| didn’t have much confidence before, but now I\knlocan achieve something.
I CAN get top grades in GSCE
I CAN do my A levels
I CAN live my dream.
Thankyou for coming and | hope you enjoyed youit wsthe school

Take care

Many said that they didn’t yet know what they wanted to do but were very
interested in hearing about the real life experiences of Muslim women in
different jobs and sectors, as in this quote from Aroosh Hussain, 15, in
Middlesbrough Evening Gazette:

“I think the conference is a really good idea becau  se most people my age
don’t know what they want to be. Hearing the storie s of people we can
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relate to shows Muslim girls that they can be whate  ver they want to be as
well as giving them ideas for the future.”

Widening horizons
The focus on non-traditional jobs was part of the appeal.

Student in Manchester tries on police hat on for size

“I wanted to see Muslim women do jobs that would be seen as not a
Muslim lady’s job”

“Today was fun and an eye opener to the diverse jo  bs Muslim women
engage in.”

Many of the students re-considered their choices as a result of meeting the role
models.

“I wanted to become a child minder but I love sport s and am going to look
at different options that | may be able to take.”

“You don’t have to do a traditional job. There are many other options”

“You don’t have to follow the crowd”

A message posted on the Facebook page of one of the role models reflects how
important it was to students to meet a successful Muslim woman from a similar
background to themselves:

“You were the most inspiring person at the event | met today and the first

role model | actually had the opportunity to get to know, you’re a great
role model for any Eastend Bengali like myself and a great Muslim woman
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to look up to. I'm just so pleased that you showed us your shot you did for
Asiana mag and how your current profession can open SO many doors.”

Positive message about overcoming barriers

Students identified with the challenges that many of the role models spoke
about, whether from family, employers or the wider community. Kia Abdullah, a
writer who spoke at Little llford School, opened her remarks by talking about the
challenges the girls would face because of where they lived, their age, ethnicity,
gender and family income. Her message was clear — “These are not reasons
for failure — they are excuses”.

Students appreciated this honesty and went away feeling more positive:

“l wanted to know what Muslim women did and how the y overcame
obstacles.”

“It was nice to know that there were other Muslim w omen who have been
in positions that many young woman face. Who | also believe encouraged
me and inspired me to reach my potential no matter what boundaries |
face.”

Farrah Bhatti, also speaking at the London roadshow, summed up this positive
message:

“Being a Muslim woman shouldn’t hold you back. If w e can do it, so can
you.”

Impact on schools
Teachers who attended the events also took inspiration from the role models:

“I found this event very inspiring even though | am a teacher the stories
have inspired me to inspire the young girls/parents | work with in
schools.”

Teacher from Dudley

Famida, the teacher who organised the roadshow at Little Ilford School, said
that students and staff were still talking about the event 3 months afterwards.
One of the teachers who brought students to the Rotherham roadshow was
moved to share her own story with them afterwards — she had originally trained
as a dentist to please her father, only later re-training as a teacher when she
gained the confidence to follow her own choice of career.

Impact on parents
The parents who attended the events were motivated by the wish to support
their daughters:

“The best bit of the event was to meet educated wom  en and | am happy
that my daughter will be one, one day”.

Parents appreciated the opportunity to discuss the issues they faced in
supporting their children, particularly if they wanted to go into jobs not generally
regarded as appropriate for Muslim women. Feedback from Dudley and London
from the workshops for parents was that they could have gone on talking
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through the issues all day. They were prepared to support their daughters but
were concerned about criticism from others in the local community. In London
they wanted the school to facilitate an ongoing support group for Muslim
parents.

Many of the mothers (most, if not all the parents were female), were inspired to
think about their own careers as well. In Dudley, for example, mothers talked
about their aspiration to go back into education, find a part-time job or do
voluntary work that would take them out of the house.

Two of the role models brought their parents with them to one of the roadshows,
giving them the opportunity to talk to other parents. This was very positively
received and something other role models said they would like to do at any
future events.

Animated discussion amongst parents at Little IlIford School in Newham

Impact on community groups

For organisations providing advice and support to Muslim women and/or to
ethnic minorities more generally, the roadshows provided an opportunity to
explain their role and how they could assist if the young women were to face
any problems in later life.

For others, the events were a useful source of ideas, inspiration and contacts:

“Thank you for inviting me to your amazing event. | have brought back to
Doncaster many ideas that we can deliver in the Sah  eli Group. ... made
many different contacts that will be beneficial for the YWCA. The day was
amazing, thank you once again.

Ninda Randhawa, BME Manager, YWCA, Doncaster Women's Centre,
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Impact on local authorities and other partners

Local authorities reported three types of benefit from their involvement in the
project — closer relationships with the Muslim community, corporate reputational
benefits and personal — in that all the staff involved found the experience very
rewarding.

Building relationships with the Muslim community was particularly significant in
areas with a smaller Muslim population such as Rotherham and Dudley:

“We have built up a relationship with the Muslim co mmunity as a result of
this event. We could see there was a gap. Withouta  doubt our
involvement in this project has helped those relati onships.”

Donna Roberts, Research and Intelligence Officer, Dudley Council

Rotherham Council made new connections with individual Muslim women who
can help to advise on improving services to a section of the community
traditionally regarded as hard to reach. Some of the local role models have
since spoken at other local authority events.

“It brings kudos to the Council that articulate, yo ung, professional Muslim
women want to support Council events. It reflects w ellonus as an
authority.”

Waheed Akhtar, Principal Officer, Community Cohesion and Engagement,
Rotherham Council

The Council used its involvement in this project as evidence of partnership
working for the Local Government Equalities Standard, for which they have
since achieved the top level of Excellent.

A colleague of Waheed's who works in the equalities team said that hearing first
hand experiences of Muslim women who had faced up to challenges associated
with their race, gender and faith reinforced the importance of working in
equalities and she was proud to have been part of the event.

She also commented that other professionals who had come along with
information stands had been hugely impressed by the confidence, passion and
intelligence of the young women who spoke and those who asked questions
from the audience. For these professionals, most of whom were not Muslim, the
experience challenged conventional stereotypes about Muslim women being
passive victims of a male dominated culture.

The following comment from a TUC speaker at the Middlesborough roadshow is
typical of the positive response from other organisations involved in the events:

"It was a pleasure and a privilege to attend, itwa s a smashing event and |
would be happy to be involved in the future”
Kevin Rowan, Trade Union Congress, North East

Impact on the role models
The role models involved in the project at national and local level found it
personally very rewarding.
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They were pleased to have the chance to put something back into the
community — particularly when it was the place they grew up. Many said they
would have loved the opportunity when they were at school to talk to Muslim
women doing different jobs. One of the police officers for example had been told
when she was at school that the police was not an appropriate career for her, so
felt very strongly about the need for positive role models. They all enjoyed the
opportunity to inspire young people:

It was rewarding to be able to enthuse and inspire young girls — including
those like myself who are not particularly academic ally minded or
interested in doing the conventional jobs. It was g reat to hear their ideas
change. Fazia Hussain, trade union official

They benefited from the opportunity to test and develop their own skills. For
many, it was the first time they had spoken to an audience of over 100 people.
The very fact of being selected as a role model was a boost for their own
confidence and self esteem.

“It was personally rewarding to be seen as role mod el. | feel honoured.”
Yara el Sherbini, artist

Several talked about the value of sharing experiences with each other and
being inspired by each other’s stories. They expanded their network of
professional contacts through people they met at the roadshows and made new
friends. Three of them, who live at opposite ends of the country and only met
through their involvement in this project have since been on holiday together.

Many of the local role models sent thank you messages after the events:
“I'd just like to say well done for such a fantasti c event and thank you for

inviting me to be part of it...hope the girl'senjo  yed it as much as the
grown ups!” Komal Adris, founder of Organ Donor Campaign

Role models presented with flowers at close of the Newham roadshow
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Benefits to NMWAG

For NMWAG members, Our choices was an opportunity to deliver a practical
project which addressed an issue close to their heart. The six events in different
parts of the country and the website helped raise awareness of the group and
what it was about.

Longer term impact

It is too early to judge the long term impact of the project, but there is already
evidence of spin off benefits which have developed from the roadshows. Some
examples are given below:

Rotherham
One of the local schools is in touch with role model Saima Hussain about
delivering a sports development programme next term
The Council is committed to developing a mentoring scheme for Muslim
pupils. The female role models who spoke at the Our choices event will be
approached as potential mentors.
The local college picked up on the theme of the roadshow for their own
careers day

Dudley

- Connexions has been able to support young people facing community or
family pressures around their career choices by putting them in touch with
local role models who spoke at the roadshow
The Muslim women'’s forum and the local Asian women’s network have
come together as a result of their involvement in the roadshow to develop
joint projects, such as a magazine. This is the first time they have worked
together in this way.

Newham
Some of the local role models have been back to support other events at the
school
Two role models have been to speak about their careers at an Islamic
Supplementary School in Newham

Manchester
Inspired Sisters is working with local schools to set up a mentoring scheme,
using the 13 role models who spoke to girls in March as mentors.

Cardiff
A Muslim woman who took the lead in organising the Cardiff event is
working on a proposal for a follow on project to give practical support and
opportunities to girls via a structured programme.

Middlesbrough
The Council is working with schools to organise a follow up event in the
Autumn of 2010 for mothers and daughters, on the theme of education and
employment
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The pool of 70 Muslim women role models who have been involved in this
project, many of whom are keen to contribute in other ways which can inspire
young people, represent a rich resource for future events of this nature. As this
was a pilot project, the next chapter identifies lessons learned which could help
to inform the planning of other role model events. We also highlight policy
findings relating to the education and employment of Muslim women in Britain
today.

Lessons learned

Practical learning points
Build in time to develop relationships with local partners
Schools need a lot of advance notice to schedule this kind of initiative
alongside their existing commitments
Confirm roles and responsibilities of partners so that expectations are clear
from the outset
Students aged 14 and upwards engaged more positively than the younger
girls, who were less focussed on their future career choices
A programme designed for young people works better with lots of time for
interaction and group work rather than in plenary sessions listening to formal
speeches
Young people appreciated the opportunity to choose which role models they
wanted to meet, rather than being allocated to workshops by their teachers
The more diverse the role models, the more students will respond to them

Policy findings

Demand for targeted events

Many of the events were oversubscribed, particularly in Manchester which has a
large Muslim community. Students and adults alike said on their evaluation
forms that they wanted to come because the event was targeting Muslim
women. Although targeting presents challenges, as discussed above, it was
clearly an effective way of reaching this particular audience.

Power of role models to inspire young people

Most people said on their evaluation forms that the best bit of the event was the
opportunity to meet the role models. The effect was most powerful when
students could identify with the role models in some way — either by their dress,
their ethnicity, family circumstances, subject choice or because they came from
the same local community.

The chance to meet someone face to face who could talk positively and
passionately about their job brought careers and subjects to life very powerfully.
A student in Cardiff said for example that she had never enjoyed science
lessons at school, but hearing Farrah talk about her work on climate change
and on sustainable food production made her feel very differently about the
subject.
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Several students in Manchester said on their evaluation forms that they wanted
to be a forensic psychologist, no doubt influenced by hearing a Muslim woman
in that profession explain what it meant and why she loved it:

“You guys are our future. There is no reason why ou r future cannot be as
rich and colourful as our history. Don’t be afraid to do what you want to
do. It is like ripples in a pond — the more we goi  nto different fields, the
more change we will make.”

Amna Choudry, Forensic psychologist , Manchester role model

Interest in role models from history and from other parts of the world
Powerful Muslim women from history were cited at many of the roadshows as a
source of inspiration for today’s young women. It was pointed out that Muslim
countries such as Bangladesh, Pakistan and Turkey have had women heads of
state, unlike the United States.

Positive experience of Muslim women in employment

Role models from different sectors talked positively about support they received
from their colleagues and employers, dispelling fears which some of the
audience may have that they would face difficulties because of their faith. Many
of those who wear hijab reassured girls that this had not been a barrier for them.
Their obvious enjoyment in their work shone through, inspiring young people
with confidence to follow their own dreams:

“When you go into shops and see someone holding the work you
produced, it gives you a great sense of pride. Agr  eat sense of
achievement. Always be passionate about what you do and believe in
yourself”

Sarwat Abbas, graphic designer, Manchester role model

Women talked about all sorts of rewards they got from their work. For some it
was money to spend on luxuries, the opportunity to meet interesting people
(including celebrities in some cases) and to travel. Others were motivated by the
chance to make a difference, to put something back into the community and to
help other people.

Overcoming barriers

The role models were living proof that it is possible to overcome barriers
whether external or internal, which again was a very positive message for the
girls to hear. People listened attentively to women’s personal experiences of
racism or Islamophobia, of the isolation felt by a young girl arriving in the UK as
an asylum seeker with no money and no friends — now a successful
entrepreneur and of having to postpone plans until they could win their parents’
support.

A recurring message throughout was “Don'’t give up” — a message which was
reflected back by many of the students on their evaluation forms.

Range of career choices

Students were asked about their own choice of career during the workshops
and on the evaluation forms. Traditional professions like medicine and law were
popular choices with many of the students, as were typically female careers
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such as fashion and childcare. However, there was also a surprisingly varied list
of other choices, unprompted by the jobs represented amongst the role models,
including air traffic control, astro-physics, games design, radiology and
travel/tourism.

It was interesting that three of the role models who are engineers were born and
educated outside the UK and explained that engineering is a much more
popular choice for girls in Jordan, Palestine and Sudan, especially for those who
are high achievers.

Muslim female police officers/detectives came to most of the roadshows and
proved very popular with the girls.

Role model Sobia Yasin with students in Manchester, March 2010

Frustration with careers advice

Complaints from students about the careers advice they received at school was
a common theme. They were very positive about the opportunity to meet
women in person and to ask them questions about their jobs. The information
stands also proved popular — which suggests there is a gap in the market for
bringing role models and employers into schools so that young people can hear
first hand about the range of opportunities available to them.

Parental support

The importance to the girls of gaining support from their parents came up at
every event, through the question and answer sessions and in the workshops.
Advice from the role models was to be open and honest with parents to
maintain their trust and to try to understand their point of view. Some of the girls
felt their parents would come under pressure from the wider community if they
allowed them to pursue a non-traditional career — a theme echoed in the
workshop discussions with parents. Mothers said that they wanted to support
their daughters but needed support themselves to do this.
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Changing attitudes in the Muslim community

Male Muslim community leaders spoke at several of the events to encourage
families to support their daughters to achieve their potential. This was an
important message, but feedback from role models and delegates suggests that
much more needs to be done to promote a change in attitudes within the
community. Many said they would like to see more fathers involved in future
events.

On a more positive note, older Muslim women spoke about massive changes in
their lifetimes, from the time they had been growing up where no Muslim women
were working at all. One of the speakers said they only Muslim woman she had
known who had a job was a dinner lady at her school. Many urged the girls to
make the most of the educational opportunities and freedoms they had in the
UK compared to Muslim women in other parts of the world.

Muslim women'’s achievements
Perhaps the most powerful learning point from the roadshows was the range
and extent of the contributions Muslim women are making in Britain today:

“A fantastic eye opener that showed me Muslim women in society can
achieve anything” - comment from evaluation form

Two generations at the roadshow in Newham,
February 2010
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Recommendations

Local authorities should work with schools, colleges and employers to create
opportunities for students to meet positive role models of adults from similar
backgrounds who are doing well in a wide variety of jobs and careers

Role model projects should aim to involve a diverse range of people in terms
of age, ethnicity, family background and culture in order to appeal to a wide
cross section of young people

The Muslim women role models involved in Our Choices should be invited to
take part in other initiatives so that they can go on to inspire and support
more young people and challenge assumptions held by the wider community

Schools should facilitate mentoring for Muslim girls. There is evidence of a
strong demand from students and a ready supply of Muslim women
prepared to act as mentors.

Schools and educational authorities may wish to organise events along
similar lines with role models to inspire other groups of young people who
are under-represented in the labour market or in specific sectors

More Muslim men should speak out in support of girls being allowed to
follow their choice of career

Conclusion

There is no doubt that this project touched a chord with Muslim girls and women
across the country, who found inspiration from the stories of role models from a
similar background who had overcome barriers to achieve their dreams and fulfil
their potential. In addition to the foreseen benefits of the project around
education and employment, we found there were wider benefits for local
communities.

The project was a good example of partnership working between Muslim
women, local authorities and other statutory and community organisations. As a
non-Muslim woman | found it a privilege and an honour to work alongside
individuals with such a huge commitment and passion for what they do. |
learned a lot from the experience and am delighted | had the opportunity to be
involved in it.

Helen Wollaston, Equal to the Occasion
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Annex A: Organisations involved in
delivering the project

Equal to the Occasion is a communications consultancy established by Helen
Wollaston, former Director of Campaigns at the Equal Opportunities
Commission, (EOC). Whilst she was at the EOC, Helen led the largest research
programme on ethnic minority women’s employment ever conducted in Great
Britain, Moving on up — which focused particularly on Paksistani, Bangladeshi
and Black Caribbean women. One of her first projects for Equal to the Occasion
was to organise an event in Bolton for the North West Regional Assembly to
promote positive role models of Muslim women. Developed in partnership with
the All Party Parliamentary Group Friends of Islam, this event followed a model
organised by the group in London the previous year. The Bolton event provided
very useful learning for the Our Choices roadshow. www.ettoltd.co.uk

Inspired Sisters is a third sector education and training organisation in
Manchester which provides specialist support to people from ethnic minority
communities. For further information go to www.inspiredsisters.org

The National Muslim Women's Advisory Group  (NMWAG) was established
in 2008 to advise Government on empowering Muslim women through
increasing their participation in civic, economic and social life. The group is
made up of women in leadership roles or who work in the Muslim community.
There are 26 members reflecting the diversity of Muslim women in Great Britain.
NMWAG was set up within the framework of the PREVENT agenda, the aim of
which is to develop communities that are cohesive, active and resilient to
extremism.

Five members were actively involved in the project via a steering group, led by
Adeeba Malik who reported progress to NMWAG as a whole. The other
members were Shaista Gohir, Andleen Raazaq, Shahda Khan and Shahien Taj
who put a lot of time into the project on behalf of NMWAG and took a direct role
in the roadshows based in their own region. A member of the group spoke at
each event to explain the role of NMWAG and the background to the roadshow.
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