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Medway English Training - Stitches, 

Knots and Sails 

Introduction 

People’s Health Trust believes in a world without health inequalities. The 

Trust funds small and local projects in neighbourhoods that are most 

affected by health inequalities with funding generated through The 

Health Lottery. Active Communities is one of its funding programmes and 

grants aim to support people to create or shape local projects that will 

help their community or neighbourhood to become even better, and 

require local people to design and run these projects. Typically lasting 

up to two years, the grants are between £5,000 and £50,000 for each 

project. The programme’s main intended outcomes are: 

Collective control: Ideas designed and led by local people. Regular 

participation of participants, who are empowered to lead and take 

ownership of the project design, delivery and development. 

Social links and ties: Stronger connections between people. 

Decreased social isolation and loneliness, and improved connection, 

friendships and collective support networks among participants. 

As part of the 2016 – 18 Active Communities programme evaluation, 

Ecorys visited the Stitches, Knots and Sails project in May 2016 to find 

how it was being established and run, and what difference it had made 

to local participants. A follow-up visit 6 months later explored the project’s 

achievements and changes over time, drawing on interviews with the 

people involved and monitoring reports to the funder, People’s Health 

Trust. 
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Key facts 

HealthWhole 
Medway Health 

Community Interest 

Company (CIC) area 

£23,819 of People’s 

Health Trust funding 

Main activities 

Patchwork sewing and 

gardening group where 

participants learn 

practical skills. The 

project aims to help 

people re-engage with 

learning and society  

Key outcomes 
 Improved social 

links and ties 

 Collective action 

and control 
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About the project 

Stitches, Knots and Sails is a local patchwork sewing and gardening group 

project based in Chatham, which is an area of Medway that experiences 

disadvantage. Stitches, Knots and Sails was initially set up as a pilot 

project, and funded by the local church, All Saints, in 2015. It received 

further funding from the People’s Health Trust in February 2016 to 

February 2018.  

The project aims to help adults re-engage with learning and society, by 

teaching basic skills (English and Maths), volunteering skills, and practical 

skills. It also aims to help participants to develop a circle of friends, 

particularly those who may be experiencing social isolation. The patchwork 

group makes quilts, using a maritime theme design, and drawing on the 

historical links to the local dockyard. The gardening strand of the project, 

Magpie group, was set up to appeal to men who might not engage with the 

opportunity to learn craft skills. The Magpie group evolved from a previous 

gardening project used to promote healthy living, and the health benefits 

that gardening brings.  

The participants of the patchwork-sewing group are mainly women, 

ranging in age from mid-20 to early 60s. Most are either full time mothers 

or retired. The men involved in the gardening group have been long-term 

unemployed. Approximately 20 participants from the funded area have 

engaged on a long-term basis with the project.  

How are local people shaping and leading the project? 

There were a range of processes in place for participants to help shape 

and lead the project, and these were mainly through informal group 

discussions. The project, according to the project lead, has been steered 

by the participants. For example, the gardening group collectively decide 

on the vegetables that they want to grow. The patchwork-sewing group 

also collectively agree on a particular design for their individual patchwork. 

Participants of the patchwork-sewing group at the interviews also 

mentioned that they could choose the fabrics that they wanted to use and 

the size of the patchwork that they want to work on. While participants have 

not been involved in getting the project off the ground, the group activities 

have now become part of their routine. 

What has the project achieved? 

Improved social links and ties  

The project has enabled participants to meet new people that they would 

otherwise not have met, and this has, in turn, boosted their morale. 

Participants joined because they wanted “something to do” and to “work 

with other people”. Others also wanted to “meet new people”. By coming 

together as a group, meeting new people and making new friends, 

participants have felt less isolated. 

“I’ve met new people... good for me to get out.” (Participant) 

For example, one participant involved in the gardening group said that he 

and his colleagues would have had nothing to do if the group had not 

existed. Prior to getting involved with the project, the lack of opportunities 

to engage meant he “had been down” and lonely. The project has made 

“I’ve met new people... 
good for me to get 

out.”  

(Participant) 
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him “feel happy” because he is working with a good team, and feels that 

they are achieving something and together they are building a community 

of people.  

“There is a sense of togetherness… we are helping to build the project up, 

and also build a community of people.” (Participant) 

Another participant expressed similar sentiments and felt that the project 

had helped to bring people together, which had the added benefit of 

extending their collective support networks.  

“We all support each other... Anyone that needs a bit of help, we are there 

for each other.” (Participant) 

The project has also helped to reduce social isolation, this particular 

outcome was emphasised by all the participants interviewed at the follow-

up visit.  One participant felt that without the project, “she would have been 

stuck indoors doing nothing because it was too cold to go out”. Another 

said she would not have had any friends and “would have tucked [herself] 

away”. Prior to joining the group, this participant was on the verge of being 

evicted from her house and reported that she “would have lost the kids” if 

she had not turned her life around.  

There was also evidence that the project had enabled participants to 

develop better coping mechanisms (by making conscious attempts to 

reduce anxiety). Taking part in project activities has given participants a 

sense of self-worth, which has then helped to improve their mental well-

being. For some, engaging in crafts and gardening provided a focus and 

enabled them to manage their stress levels. This is because it keeps them 

busy, and gives them a sense of satisfaction that they are doing something 

positive and useful.  

“The satisfaction of getting out there and doing something useful.” 

(Participant) 

“Gives people a real sense of self-satisfaction.” (Participant) 

 “Before I came here, I was stressing, but since the project I have not been 

so stressed.”  (Participant) 

Bernard’s story 

Bernard, one of the volunteers in the gardening group, reported that 

joining the group was the best thing that he had ever done. He finds 

working in the garden relaxing, and it keeps him focused. One of the 

things he likes about the group is the feeling of belonging - “you are not 

judged”... and he always “looks forward to it”… “They are all such nice 

people.” He says his mental health advisor has seen an improvement in 

him. He feels he would not have been “here today without the project.” 

It has helped to change his attitude towards life for the better. 

 

“We all support each 
other... Anyone that 
needs a bit of help, 

we are there for each 
other.”  

(Participant) 
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Overall, the project has increased individual happiness and life 

satisfaction, by helping participants to learn new skills, by developing 

and sustaining friendships, and by generating a greater sense of 

belonging in the local community (through participants becoming a 

more active part of the community). 

Anne-Marie has become more confident since she joined the 

patchwork-sewing group, which has enabled her to meet new people. 

She was feeling depressed before joining the project but said that since 

she started, “her depression has lifted.” Meeting new people and doing 

her patchwork gave her a “new outlook”. Growing up, teachers and 

family members often told her that she would never finish anything but 

her involvement with the group has shown her that she can “achieve 

something” and provided a sense of belonging. For example, the 

group recently asked her to make a logo for their project, which made 

her feel wanted. For Anne-Marie, the best thing to come out of 

participating in the project was the “confidence” that she has gained, 

and the opportunities that the group has offered with regard to “meeting 

people socially”, particularly because she is a lone parent. 

 

Collective action and control 

The project has developed a sense of community ownership. The 

participants have led on certain aspects of the project, with the project 

working particularly well at the group level. One of the participants 

interviewed felt that that they had all helped to shape the project 

collectively as a group because they now decide what they want to do.  

“Even though it’s Cathy’s group, it’s not Cathy’s group”... “We decide what 

we want to do.” (Participant) 

After a year of working on a maritime theme, the participants felt that they 

needed a change; they now choose their own patterns from a selection 

provided by the project lead. 

Sophie is one of the long-term participants in the group. Initially, she did 

not think that she could “put her ideas forward” - she found it daunting 

and would not ask for help. However, she now feels more confident to 

do so. As time has gone on, she has become “a bit more outspoken”, 

and more vocal about her needs. Over time, Sophie has developed a 

mentoring role in the group. When the project lead is busy, the 

participants often asked her for advice, which made her feel “proud that 

people can come to me to ask questions… It’s almost like I have got a 

role.” The project lead also trusts her “to get on with it” which she found 

“empowering.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Even though it’s 

Cathy’s group, it’s not 

Cathy’s group”... “We 

decide what we want 

to do.”  

(Participant) 
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The patchwork-sewing group help each other out. When they learn a new 

technique, they share this across the team. The participants decided to set 

up their own Facebook group for example, so that they could continue to 

communicate with each other outside project hours, and share ideas and 

photos about their work. It was apparent at the follow-up visit that this had 

been sustained; participants were still using Facebook to share ideas on 

quilt making. Furthermore, the project lead, in consultation with 

participants, changed the timings of the group activities to enable 

unemployed people to participate. 

Participants generally agreed that it was “very important to involve people 

in group decisions.” 

“Because we can do what we want, it makes it enjoyable.” (Participant) 

There was also evidence of an increase in dialogue and shared 

learning. It was evident at the visit that the group dynamics had changed; 

the participants were interacting better with each other. One of the 

participants reported that being involved in making group decisions had 

made a difference to the group in general. The group recently designed a 

Christmas blanket, which they raffled at an event; this developed a team-

working ethic within the group. They also organised an exhibition of their 

work at the Magpie Centre, a local café, in November. The participants 

generally felt that they were working together better as a group because 

of their shared experiences, and the close connection they have with each 

other as a result of participating in project activities. 

“We are more involved”... “It gives you a “feeling of being involved in 
something...  gives you a “sense of achievement.” (Participant) 

The follow-up visit highlighted the extent to which the project had 

empowered individuals to lead/take ownership of project activities over 

the course of time. At a group level, because participants feel they have 

more control over what they are doing, and how the project is running, they 

feel ‘empowered’. Some of the long-term participants felt that they could 

run the group themselves in the absence of the project lead. 

Longer-term outcomes 

The follow-up visit demonstrated these wider outcomes in relation to the 

changes that the project has made in participants’ lives, in terms of 

empowering participants to participate in community and voluntary 

activities and increasing the confidence of participants to effect 

change in their community. The project lead reported that some of the 

participants appear to have a “greater empowerment” and are “learning to 

find their voice”, by taking control and making small decisions that affect 

their lives. For example, by coming up with their own solutions on how to 

put their patterns together through to making decisions on volunteering or 

participating in Maths and English classes run by the project lead.   

 

 

“We are more 
involved”... “it gives 

you a “feeling of being 
involved in 

something...  gives 
you a “sense of 

achievement”.  

(Participant) 
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Beyond the project, the patchwork-sewing group collectively participated 

in a consultation exercise on proposals for a new market. The gardening 

group also supported another gardening group linked to the Medway 

Council to help clean a grassland and woodland area (the Millennium 

Green) owned by the Council. They have helped to support a community 

event organised by a local primary school to help local school children 

learn about growing vegetables and plants. 

Jackie joined the project in September 2016. Having suffered from 

depression in the past, regularly participating in project activities has 

proved “very therapeutic”, helping to improve her personal wellbeing.  

The project has enabled her to “meet lots of different people”, and she 

has gained in confidence over time. Consequently, she has found 

herself better “able to support people”; helping to strengthen collective 

support networks, which in turn has given her an increased sense of 

belonging. Jackie became confident enough to begin a Medway 

Voluntary Action Course (MVA) on ‘safeguarding vulnerable adults’ and 

had plans to pursue another course with vulnerable children. Through 

her involvement with the project, she passed her Entry 3 unit ‘Making a 

product’ qualification, and started working towards the next level. 

Some of the participants reported that they would not have gone on to 

undertake further volunteering and increase their participation in 

community activities if they had not been involved in the project.  

“Probably would not have gone out to volunteer if I had not come here”. 
(Participant) 

“Gave me confidence to go out and volunteer with Beavers Club and also 
in my child’s school”.  (Participant) 

In terms of other longer-term outcomes (which can contribute to improved 

health and wellbeing), participants of the sewing group have compiled a 

file of their progress, which they can use as evidence if they want to take 

up a course in an Art College. At the end of the project, all the participants’ 

would have either learnt a new skill or achieved a qualification, supporting 

educational achievement as well as demonstrating progress towards 

increased employability.  

For example, since the first visit, two of the participants have passed their 

Level 1 English. This is the first academic qualifications for the two, others 

have also moved into employment. In addition, seven participants have 

achieved a certificate of achievement in ‘Making a Product’. This is not a 

certificate of attendance but an Entry 3 Unit, with two credits, from a suite 

of qualifications validated by NOCN, a national Awarding Organisation. An 

additional seven have also registered to take the next level Unit, Level 1 in 

‘Creative Crafts’, which is also validated by NOCN, with three credits. 

Three people have also achieved their Level 1 and Level 2 in Functional 

Skills, English. 

The project has also created a line of stationery based on their patchwork 

designs, available on Etsy, an online shop. The project lead believed that 

these cards will be a legacy from the project, and will generate income for 

the participants in the near future. 

“Gave me confidence 
to go out and 

volunteer with 
Beavers Club and 
also in my child’s 

school”.  

(Participant) 
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  Michaela first joined the group in September 2016 because it gave her 

“something to do”.  Prior to the project, she had never sewn before... “I 

could never sew... I don’t think I had picked up a needle and thread in 

my life”. She was also not doing much at all when she joined the group. 

At the first visit, Michaela felt that participating in the project had given 

her the confidence to be involved in other community activities and had 

begun volunteering in a children’s club. Michaela felt that she would not 

have had the confidence to volunteer if she had not joined the group. By 

the follow-up visit, Michaela was no longer attending the patchwork 

sewing group sessions having become a full time volunteer at her child’s 

school supporting teaching staff. She was also studying for her Maths 

and English qualification and aspired to work as a Teaching Assistant in 

the future. 

 

Priti joined the patchwork-sewing group because she wanted to get out 

of the house. At the first visit, Priti had been instrumental in getting 

others to join the group. While she had been outspoken and wanted to 

help people, she did not feel confident enough to get a job.  By the 

follow-up visit, Priti had a part time job working with a community project 

Hub for 'Arches Local' as an Engagement Worker. The new community 

Hub organises local events, such as Lego clubs for children, coffee 

mornings, local business events and Christmas fare events. At the end 

of the project, the patchwork-sewing group will move to these premises 

for their sessions, rent-free. 

 

What has worked well?  

 Recruitment: Word of mouth has been the most effective route to 

recruiting participants. The project has also managed to retain 

residents since its inception in 2016. In rare cases where people have 

withdrawn from the project – about three so far since its inception - this 

has been mainly because of health reasons.  

 Dedicated staff team: A dedicated and supportive team runs the 

project. The project lead for the project is an Adult Literacy (ESOL) 

tutor and an adult education expert. The project started running in 

February 2016 on the back of a pilot started by her, and was funded 

by the local church. The project lead coordinates all project activities; 

completing monitoring forms, organising participant meetings, 

budgeting and reporting, supporting participants with their patchwork, 

and registering residents for exams. The patchwork-sewing group also 

has a project manager who manages their Facebook group, and 

carries other administration activities. The gardening tutor runs the 

gardening group together with the help of a volunteer. 

 Strong links with the local community: The project has developed 

strong links with the local community, which has enabled them to help 

others to improve the local area and to develop their skills and 

knowledge. The Associate Priest of their local church recently 

commissioned the group to make two cushion covers.  They have also 

been actively involved in consultation exercises run by their local 

council.  The gardening group have been involved in community 

events, for example, supporting a local primary school to help school 

children learn about growing vegetables and plants. 
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   Supporting collective action and control: The snowball approach, 

whereby participants introduce others to the group, has worked well, 

according to the project lead. Participants that were introduced to the 

group by friends are now bringing others into the group. In addition, 

long-term participants of the group who are growing in confidence 

have now taken up a supporting role by helping new ones to settle in. 

What are the lessons? 

 Developing an inclusive approach: The project lead felt that involving 

people in group decisions was a much better approach. Activities led 

using a ‘bottom up approach’ where participants shape and lead the 

project, rather than a ‘top down approach’, tend to be more inclusive 

and get the participants more involved. 

 

 Building community links: The project runs sessions in a community 

hall, which is next door to a community cafe run by a church charity.  

This has provided a good recruiting ground and has enabled the 

project to build links with the community.  

 

 Research participants’ needs: With regard to supporting participants 

who may have emotional and isolation issues, the advice from the 

project lead was to do your “groundwork” by finding what works with 

those you want to support, and then designing your project activities 

around that.  

The future 

Through their Engagement worker who used to be part of the patchwork-

sewing group, the project has made tangible links with a local community 

project hub managed by Archers Local, one of BIG’s local projects. This 

community project has offered to provide accommodation for the 

patchwork-sewing group rent-free. As a large part of the funding from the 

Trust covers costs for renting the church hall that they currently use, this 

is a positive outcome, particularly in relation to sustainability. The 

patchwork-sewing group plans to use the church hall until the funding from 

the Trust ends. It is likely that Archers Local will also support the gardening 

group. 


