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This report is based on a 6 week Learner-led pilot project using ESOL and 
cooking as the focus to support women from migrant communities around 
Manchester. The project was generously funded by ROSA the UK fund for 
Women and Girls, a charitable fund set up to support initiatives that benefit 
women and girls in the UK. 
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Literature review  
 
We wanted to research the impact of our project-based work and to see if there was a 
possibility to create sustainable, ongoing sessions without the need of a core ESOL/English 
Language tutor. We did this by inviting our learners that we have worked with over various 
periods of time to discuss and explore what what aspects of H&P were most important to 
them through a creative and inclusive research event. We asked questions like: what they 
would like to see in the future for Heart & Parcel, what to they enjoy the most about the 
project, what kind of volunteers they would like to work with. Through addressing these issues, 
the following aspects were most important to the women we were working with: cooking 
different recipes, increasing well-being through building confidence and meeting people 
from different cultures, whilst learning more english. Connecting with other learners and 
volunteers from the wider community/from different cultures than their own seemed to be a 
key component to the research. By understanding their wants and needs, we created an 
outline of the structure to pilot the next project.  
 
Simultaneously, we began to trial Supper clubs run by invited chefs, so that we could show 
learners the potential to develop and progress their skills into a more professional 
environment, by having them take part in the event and learning how to organise something 
like this on a larger scale. 
 
We reached out to connect to like-minded organisations in and around Manchester in order 
to create a deeper understanding of the work that we do and then to share good practice 
when working with women in the community and how to tackle complex issues such as 
equality, belonging and health. We met with CHAI Project based in Oldham and exchanged 
ways in which we can continue to learn how to research and connect with the needs of the 
women we work with. We saw that there are many advantages of creating a regular group 
(during term time and not project based) and how this is only sustainable with core funding 
or space availability. CHAI have a strong awareness of mental health/well-being at the core 
of what they do, and have used food to promote healthy lifestyles, creating cookbook 
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funded by Public Health England to show is the possibilities of collaboration with the health 
authorities in the future. 
 
We met with Safety4Sisters and they confirmed that the increased austerity affects support 
for isolated or vulnerable women that we have seen within our own community work being 
which therefore creates very politicised environment. Sandhya from S4S told of the 
importance to be situated in a third-space outside of the community, and we discussed that 
it is imperative to enable women to feel that they have a safe alternative space away from 
the pressures of their community and of society at large. This in turn enabled H&P to see our 
efforts not needing to be embedded into the community, but we could exist on the 
peripheries, where there is more agency for the women we work with. We also discussed the 
freedom of project based work that enables to change projects and adapt them, as well as 
provides opportunities to reach out to more individuals in different areas of the city. Other 
women’s community project groups researched and met with like the Multicultural Women’s 
Group, concluded that while activities and skills were highly important in sessions, the most 
valuable and significant outcomes to build upon were friendship, confidence, reducing 
isolation and well-being. 
 
As part of our funding, we were invited to the ROSA networking event where we were able to 
meet with others doing similar work and reflect on our practices. This helps form some of the 
reflections throughout this report.  
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Aims  
 

1. To pilot and explore the sustainability of H&P by making our 
infrastructure more solid and to ensure that the provision and 
work we provide is effective and useful. 
 

2. To implement a progression system for women who have 
regularly attended our sessions and to train up former 
participants and volunteers to engage with further activities 
of Heart & Parcel. 
 

3. To increase confidence, independence and therefore the 
well-being of our participants. 
 

4. To encourage peer to peer learning and create a 'third 
space' where equal authority and respect can be present. 
 

5. To create connections beyond the group to the wider 
community to empower and educate young people about 
the importance of diversity and the wealth of knowledge 
that our participants withhold 
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Structure  
 
We ran this project under the usual structure of a Heart & Parcel lesson; weekly sessions, 
including elements of English language learning, demonstrating the recipes and 
incorporating activities which emphasise teamwork, cohesion and communicative skills. See 
link for more details of what a Heart & Parcel lesson entails.  
 
In extension to our usual sessions, each week a different session was led by a learner from the 
group. The learners volunteered themselves and were encouraged to cook a food of their 
choice and to give their session a theme. The women were then supported throughout the 
week before, and informal meetings and communication via whatsapp and phone took 
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place to discuss the session structure, equipment and materials needed. In particular, 
guidance was given in the best food that would lend itself to a two hour session.   
 
In order for new participants to feel supported, the first few sessions were run by women that 
we have worked with before. Please see below for a basic outline of our timetable.  
 
 

1  2  3  4  5  6 

Briouate   Chebakia   Pierogi   Samosas  Open 
workshop 

with School 

Evaluation 

 
 
Third Space 
 
One of our aims was to “encourage peer to peer learning and create a 'third space' where 
equal authority and respect can be present”. This came from our interest in fostering a 
learning space that straddles two contexts of ‘outside’ and ‘inside’, of formal and informal 
learning. We realised our sessions were not necessarily classroom learning experiences as 
classroom environments tend to ignore certain aspects of a learner’s identity in favour of the 
skill or knowledge that is being taught. Yet at the same time our sessions were not authentic 
experiences that would reflect the learners realities because we would have some control 
over the content. Rather, we wanted to highlight an additional space to run alongside others 
where aspects of the learners identities could be played out and explored in a more 
concentrated, focused and safe way. We take the definition of the third space from 
Gutiérrez et al. who state: 
 
“...learning contexts are immanently hybrid… polycontextual, multivoiced, and multiscripted. 
Thus, conflict, tension, and diversity are intrinsic to learning spaces…. By attending to the 
social, political, material, cognitive, and linguistic conflict… these tensions as potential sites of 
rupture, innovation, and change that lead to learning. Here we define an activity system as 
social practice(s) that includes the norms, values, division of labor, the goals of a community, 
and its participants' enduring dispositions toward the social practice” 
(Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López and Tejeda, 1999) (emphasis added) 
 
We thus view Heart & Parcel sessions as a third space, somewhere in between home, the 
classroom and community. 
 
It is important to note that this third space only exists within the realm of other spaces. We 
want to emphasise that our provision can only be successful if learners can also exist and be 
in formal classroom learning as well as practice in the community and home. By attempting 
to blend these spaces together, we can create more of a cohesive transition between the 
different spaces.   
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Who were the women? 
 
In total over the 6 sessions we had 27 women attending our sessions. Our largest class was 17 
(Session 1) and the smallest was 8 (Session 4).  
 
The women came from previous Heart & Parcel sessions, word of mouth through friends and 
family who attended, referrals and walk-ins. We advertised on facebook, through our 
connections with organisations and centres and individuals.  
 
The women came from a variety of backgrounds. Aged between 18-60, there was a broad 
representation of different generations.  
 
The complexity of immigration, and nationality is a complex situation in an increasingly super 
diverse world. We have started to track the rich experiences and backgrounds through 
languages, as we feel this may be more representative of their realities. 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

7 



 
 
 
 
 

8 



Methodology 
 
Due to the organic, creative and multi-layered nature of our project, we present qualitative 
data to highlight our project outcomes.  
 
This data is collected through various methods; notes from continuous evaluation with 
volunteers and staff after each session; verbal feedback and end of project questionnaires 
were collected from each participant and verbal and written feedback from our wider 
community collaborations were documented.   
 
Data is presented as it was collected in small quotes and anecdotes. Where necessary, the 
information is analysed using grounded theory which was first formulated by Glaser and 
Strauss (1967) “as a means of generating theory which is embedded in data” (Bryman 1989, 
p. 83). By applying this analysis, we can go some way to measuring this qualitative data 
against our aims and objectives set out for this project.  
 
Instagram and social media platforms were used to document processes and stories of the 
women on their journeys. 
 

Reflection 
 
A crucial element of Heart & Parcel’s project work is to evaluate and reflect throughout the 
duration of the project creating a continuous fluid dialogue between the people present in 
the session space. We agree and have always followed inline with Lederach (2005) who 
argues that:  
 

...when we attempt to eliminate the personal, we lose sight of ourselves, our deeper 
intuition and the source of our understanding – who we are and how we are in the 
world. In so doing we arrive at a paradoxical destination: We believe in the 
knowledge we generate but not in the inherently messy and personal process by 
which we acquired it. (2005 p.viii emphasis in original) 
 

This informed approach has been used in our previous projects and is particularly successful 
when questioning why certain data has emerged, and aiming to respond to individual 
needs. 
 
Elements of reflection on this project included: reflective journal created by our Research 
and Development Coordinator, Naomi, end of session evaluation with volunteers and action 
points created each week based on observations from the session. 
 
Social media platforms (Twitter, Facebook and Instagram) were used to document and 
present our work, allowing responses to inform the atmosphere of the sessions. In particular, 
instagram stories were highlighted and used to capture each woman and their creative 
process. Participants also had access to these platforms, allowing them to share their photos 
and experiences from the sessions with their family and friends.   
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Findings and Outcomes 
 
Data are presented under our original aims and responded to in our ‘thoughts and 
explorations’ section.  
 

1. To pilot and explore the sustainability of H&P by making our infrastructure more solid 
and to ensure that the provision and work we provide is effective and useful. 

 
A key part of this project was to employ a researcher to explore other projects running similar 
provision and to seek best practice for sustainability. Our coordinator, Naomi carried out 
various meetings with inspirational organisations and projects in this area. More detail can be 
read about the findings in the literature review above, but through Safety4Sisters method of 
being confident in carrying out project based work (as opposed to ongoing provision) we 
were then able to focus on providing high quality sessions yet allowing authority to lie with 
the participant presenting their recipe. In addition, with the research workshop we were able 
to identify what aspects of Heart & Parcel had previously been successful with the learners 
and able to provide them a platform to instruct their peers how to make a specific dish. 

 
The volunteers were a key part of reaching our aim of sustainability. As one volunteer noted 
in a feedback session:  
 

“It was really important to create the right atmosphere by ‘being with a very friendly 
team of volunteers’” (Volunteer).  
 

10 

https://www.safety4sisters.org/


By continuous evaluation with volunteers and staff of the sessions, we were able to realise the 
true value of the project work that we do, and how that through empowering the women 
we work with through building opportunities to develop confidence meant that a model of 
sustainability could eventually be realised. 
 

Thoughts and explorations 
 
Volunteers were inducted to high level, so that they understood the way in which H&P work 
and the reason for piloting this project. We wonder now if volunteers could take a more 
leading role in English language interaction (previous projects we had an ESOL/English 
Language tutor) as some were CELTA qualified. One volunteer voiced her preference for the 
multiple roles taken on in the session:  
 

 “By having the volunteers take on different roles in the session, the pace in the 
sessions was good and made it more exciting and interesting” (Volunteer)  
 

We also wondered whether a project like ours could be sustained by the participants only 
and whether this was realistic. Participants seemed to attend classes because they want to 
occupy a dynamic space where volunteers, facilitators and people from the wider 
community get involved. 
 

‘I feel happy, I have learned more English and food’, Shanaz**  
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2. To implement a progression system for women who have regularly 
attended our sessions and to train up former participants and 
volunteers to engage with further activities of Heart & Parcel. 

 
Learners were given a platform to present a dish of their choosing to the group. All aspects of 
the recipe had to be considered, as well as the logistics of preparing and then presenting a 
meal with a large group.  

 
One of our learners continued her development from the sessions to do a private workshop 
for a local organisation, Boaz Trust and their volunteers, teaching them how to make three 
different recipes. Hanane expressed that she enjoyed the opportunity to present her love of 
food and of her cultures (Moroccan and Italian) through workshops, that enabled her to 
develop her confidence, use her English skills and show her personality. 
 
 

Thoughts and explorations 
 
Our volunteers were inducted not just to help and support but to participate in the sessions, 
bringing their own ideas to the group to practice their skills and to have a role in facilitation. 
Volunteer’s noted that they developed new skills in helping people learn English. 
 
In terms of further area for development, Learners were brilliant at presenting own dish but 
also felt a need to be more structured in order for other learners to get the high quality of 
session that we are able to provide.  
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3. To increase confidence, independence and therefore the well-being 
of our participants. 
 

Although difficult outcomes to measure, these benefits were seen in a couple of different 
ways. First, implicitly through the learners’ motivations to join.  
 
The most popular reason for the women attending our sessions were to learn new recipes 
and cook, closely followed by learning English, meeting with friends and new people and 
also to get out of the house. 
 
Second through the learning aspect and focus of communication. One learner said she liked 
the communication, always learning lots of new words and learning food from different 
cultures. It means that she is not in her house alone and she can meet new people. 
Feedback from learners underpinned this in our evaluation session: 
 

 “I feel so happy and [in a] nice mood” (Zalina**) 
 
“Nice people, different, talking helps with depression” (Zara**) 
 

One of our learners had been outcast by her local community due to her husband leaving 
her and had suffered from depression for the past two years. It was imperative that we 
created a safe place for her to feel welcome, despite women from that community 
attending the sessions too. She commented: 
 

 “This is my best time, I am happy here, I can discuss what happened at the sessions 
with my children at home”. 

 
Volunteers noticed at the open day that one learner in particular was completely in her 
element and talking about spices/herbs to the students and it was amazing to see her 
confidence bloom. 
 
Further observations of confidence and well-being was getting to know the volunteers and 
what kind of work they were doing. Volunteers mentioned that by understanding the 
stimulating environment created ‘really good conversations’ meant that they were able to 
focus on this aspect. 
 
Ample engagement and a regular and plentiful number of volunteers had a positive impact 
on the communicative ability of learners in the session. Volunteers noticed how 
communication improved, noting that the people who were presenting/helping to make the 
food really got involved with the group, talking to them and sitting with them to 
communicate. 
 
 

Thoughts and explorations 
 
Reflecting on the sessions, our facilitator noted that once people got to know each other, 
there was laughter and lightness to the sessions. Sometimes this had to be encouraged and 
created by the facilitator, in order to increase the positive energy in the room. Balance of 
authority through facilitation was important. 
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4. To encourage peer to peer learning and create a 'third space' where 
equal authority and respect can be present. 
 
Feedback from learners said that they felt happy about being a part of the project, and 
especially enjoyed the relaxed and welcoming atmosphere, with an increase in confidence, 
learning english and getting to know new recipes Again, with the learner who felt isolated 
from her community, this was a chance to connect with other people from the locality and 
to not be expected to fulfil her given role within that community (pressure).  
 
Creating this hybrid/third space really became apparent to its necessity, in order to create a 
more equal and a level playing field for all learners. This was also about age and experience. 
For example, we had a young woman attend, we made sure she felt welcome and paired 
her up with a volunteer who was similar in age, in order to help her feel connected to the 
group. 
 
This third space context allowed volunteers to also reflect on themes of respect and 
authority. The mentioned that learning from people with different cultural backgrounds was 
important to realise the things we have in common. 
 

“Creating an equal and non-hierarchical structure whereby everyone (learners and 
volunteers) are learning new skills.” (Volunteer) 
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There were also new connections and friendships made between volunteers and learners 
and the recognition that active proximity is ultimately the key to cohesion:  
 

“There’s no substitute for meeting people from other communities – good 
communication needs physical interaction.” (Volunteer) 

 
Moments where there were discussions about how to make turmeric face masks or to how to 
get the fruit from a pomegranate highlighted that everyone felt welcome to share their own 
ideas and ways in which they live. 
 

Thoughts and explorations 
 
In order to create and maintain this third space, the facilitator had to hold some authority, 
but without the ESOL/Language tutor present like in previous Heart & Parcel sessions, this was 
more difficult to balance and would need perhaps more structure, although more structure 
and top down authority works against our idea of sustainability by allowing learners to 
become workshop leaders. 
 
Through the ROSA networking event we attended, there would be some things I would do 
better to make sure there really is this level playing field within the dynamics, and this can 
sometimes only happen when there is a person of authority within the group (which used to 
be Clare). Definitely have a community agreement, ask for more clear communication when 
outside of sessions. 
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5. To create connections beyond the group to the wider community  to 
empower and educate young people about the importance of diversity and 
the wealth of knowledge that our participants withhold 
 
The learners enjoyed the Stockport Grammar School open day the most out of all the 
sessions. It gave the women a chance to talk about their own recipes, or explore ingredients 
with young people who were eager to learn and taste new things. One of our learners suffers 
a lot from depression yet was really engaged with this session. She brought homemade 
Jalebi, turned up on time for the first time and stayed until the very end to help us clean up, 
exclaiming,  
 

“We cook together, eat together, clean together.” (Razia**) 
 
In this session volunteers observed that you could really see the confidence of some of our 
learners go to another level. One volunteer heard a learner say “it’s like one big family”. They 
had good conversations with the young people about their backgrounds and what they like 
to cook. One volunteer even taking the outcome further, saying it gave her, 
 

“Inspiration to maybe teach people to cook in my community” (Volunteer) 
 
In particular, an unexpected outcome of this day was the intergenerational aspect of it, for 
both the learners and the students. The transformation of the learners in this session was 
incredible to witness. They took the reigns to instruct the young people, with the support of a 
volunteer if needed. 
 
Feedback from Stockport Grammar School was brilliant and we will continue to work with the 
school and collaborate on projects:  
 

“I have enjoyed hearing all the different languages people speak” 
 
“I enjoyed learning about different spices and what they are used for” 
 
“I really enjoyed meeting different people and learning about their foods and 
cultures.” 
 
“It was nice to talk to people and interacting with them through their culture by 
making food.” 
 
“I would like to have a more diverse outlook.” 
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Final Thoughts and Explorations 
 
This pilot project has shown the potential for further projects with a learner-led structure. We 
are currently applying for more funding to explore this even further by replicating across 
different locations.   
  
The women who attended these sessions are now running own workshops, most significantly 
for Manchester International Festival (MIF) 2019 festival under Tania Bruguera’s School of 
Integration. This was potentially a daunting situation, performing and showing your dish to 
audiences of up to 50 people in Manchester Art gallery. However, some of the women 
present during this project were able to go and take part with their recipes and dishes they 
had prepared with Heart & Parcel.  
 
This project has been an outwardly reaching project with connections made to S4S, MMU, 
Talk English, CHAI Project, Boaz trust and Stockport Grammar School whilst carrying out 
research and planning and events.   
 
Volunteers who worked so closely on the project have now gone on to work more in women 
focussed environments. We were also able to provide referees for two of our volunteers to 
work with other projects within the local community, developed their skills and confidence 
further for working with English language in an ESOL setting.  
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