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Introduction 

 

Back in October of last year, we set up Heart & Parcel in response to dwindling 

English language support  from the government, combined with an increasingly 

negative view of women from migrant communities living in the UK using more than 

one language.  

 

Throughout the 10 months, we have met many women, made many dumplings and 

eaten our fair share of them too. We were interested to see if the space and sessions 

we had created with the women had an impact on those who attended our 

classes. Furthermore, we wanted to know how that impact was identified by the 

women.  

 

Method 

 

We developed a questionnaire which was then translated into Greek, Arabic and 

Urdu1 to ensure precise meaning. There was a selection of closed and open-ended 

questions. The women completed the questionnaires in class time. In addition to this 

the data collection period was audio recorded2 to catch verbal comments whilst 

filling out the written questionnaires. One full interview was recorded with one of the 

participants to gather rich anecdotal data. We accept that the sample size was 

small as it was the last session before summer, and many of the women were not 

able to attend. We have had 55+ women attend our sessions, but only managed to 

gather data from 12.  

 

                                                
1 Thank you to Maria, Doua and Amina for giving their time and skill to translate. 
2 The women gave consent for this. 

https://www.tes.com/news/further-education/breaking-news/esol-funding-cuts-will-have-devastating-impact-thousands
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jan/18/david-cameron-stigmatising-muslim-women-learn-english-language-policy
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The women - who are they? 

 

The women on average are aged between 30-40. Out of those we surveyed, all 

women had children, the majority having one to two children. The highest number 

of children was five. They all (except one woman) use more than one language in 

the home. 58% of women live with 3 or more languages. This tells us three things.  

 

One, that there is a rich diversity of knowledge, skills and language sets for their 

children to grow up around. Anecdotally, women have told us that they encourage 

the use of other languages as well as English to widen their children’s future 

opportunities. Two, this suggests to us that these two spaces, the home and school, 

are a rich and stimulating environment for children, where they go to school and 

have the same encouragement of use of English as they do with other languages at 

home. Three it is in contrast to their children that the women themselves do not get 

as much practice with English or opportunities to speak as much as they would like, 

because of their priority to their children’s well-being. It is also relevant to note here 

that when asked the reason why they had come to the UK, 50% of the women had 

chosen ‘for my children’ or for ‘a better life’. This fits with our anecdotal evidence, 

where some of the women rationalise their moments of unhappiness or difficulty with 

living in the UK with the positive and beneficial opportunities living in this country can 

bring for their children: education, health care, being in a no-war zone. It really does 

feel that all their energy is channelled into raising their children, and they leave very 

little time for themselves.  
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Out of all women surveyed, only one had managed to enrol onto an accredited 

ESOL class. Others had attended community English classes but this was not 

accredited. We have found that in our experience, women want to attend a class if 

they are getting something, for want of a better word, solid out of it. By this we mean 

a certificate or recognised training that would enable them to move to further 

opportunities.  

 

In terms of accessing training courses and development of skills in the UK, 63% of the 

women said that it was difficult. Some of the open comments are below:  

 

‘It’s difficult. I didn’t never went to the school and language problem’ 

‘It’s difficult because I don’t know where I can found’ 

‘Sometimes it’s difficult’ 

‘Easy but difficult to find my level’ 

‘It’s difficult because I don’t where I can go?’ 

 

It appears that although there are plenty of training and skill development 

opportunities around, access to these opportunities are still limited due to three 

closely related areas: 1) language barrier, 2) understanding the system and 3) 

confusion around what is best for the women.  

 

The language barrier is what makes the women eligible in the first place to receive 

training, attend English classes and develop their skills. However, viewing the 

comments above, it is clear that this barrier is exactly what is stopping them from 

trying to access the courses. Worries about their level, concerns around not 

understanding the system (due to limited English) and low perceptions of their 

previous education all blend into a fear of not wanting to attend the provision at all. 

This, in our experience, can sometime be misconstrued from an outsider’s 

perspective as certain women not wanting to integrate, or seeming reluctant to be 

part of the community.   

 

What we have learned from this: 

 

We have learnt that our users have a vital and strong role within their families, 

especially bringing up and looking after their children. Everything that they live, work 

and breathe is for their children. Actually this is viewed very positively among the 

women we work with. During our sessions we have spoken with women about this 

role - this is a full time job that is frequently undervalued and underrated, especially 

from messages generated from the national level, where local governments and 

organisations frequently mention the ‘issue’ of our demographic of women not in 

work. 
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The sessions - how have they been received? 

 

The women in general liked the sessions. Of all the women we surveyed, only 1 

commented that she would only like cooking class, no English focus. We were 

surprised at this mostly positive response, as at times when we were observing our 

sessions, we felt the format may not have been appropriate for the women. 

Nevertheless, most responded positively to the structure and content of the lessons. 

 

The women heard about the sessions mostly through friends and family (58%), their 

ESOL tutors (25%) and through the venue (17%). 

 

Women came to the sessions for a range of reasons. All responded that it was 

because they wanted to learn English and because they liked cooking. 75% wanted 

to meet new people and get out of the house. Other open answers included: 

 

‘Because I feel good’ 

‘Yes I love to cook, interested, my son like different dishes so I cook for him’ 

‘[Yes I like to cook because it is] therapeutic’ 

‘I like lots of food’ 

 

A particular unexpected answer came from one participant: 
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‘To gain experience and to get involved in the community - because before Zara3 

was my neighbour but I don’t know Tamira and Aysha so we meet each other in this 

and to get involved in community’ 

 

While we expected the women to make friends, involvement with the community 

was a reason that we had not anticipated. This comment has given us deeper 

thought about how we want to progress Heart & Parcel further to foster involvement 

for the women into their communities that they live in.  

 

Women gained many skills from the session. From the data, it appears that English 

was not the only benefit, but other skills that were gained from the sessions. Again, 

some open-ended feedback: 

 

‘I learned some words’ 

‘I learned today rolling the dough’ 

‘Before I could not speak English. Now I understand.’  

‘English talking with teacher, cooking dumplings wow!’ 

‘Its improved my English’ 

‘I can talk with people and understand what they says’ 

‘Improve my listening and speaking cooking’ 

‘Hands on practice in Dumpling making was interesting and educational’ 

‘I know new recipes and I get encouragement to knead again! Of course I gain new 

words in cooking like kneading like filling’ 

 

When asked what we are not doing in the sessions that we could do for the women, 

the answers were constructive and useful. Many wanted to learn further skills: 

 

‘Learning how to be a waitress’ 

‘I want to learn more spoken English’ 

‘Learning computer’ 

‘Cooking is nice, but for me I need to gain computer skills as well.’ 

 

And a couple raised their preference for learning some new dishes.. 

 

‘We can do something new, not just dumpling.. We want any food not just dumpling’ 

 

What we have learned from this: 

 

We provide a place where women can do something for themselves, develop and 

nurture their own skills. Relax, make friends and learn English.  

 

Although our sessions have been successful in engaging women with our original 

aims above, the data analysis strongly implies that our project needs to evolve from 

                                                
3 All names have been changed. 
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the same set outline for each session, into a purposeful, finite multi-layered project. It 

needs to have the structure and space for further skills to be developed, and with it 

increased access for opportunities that the women can take if desired. A time-

sensitive project would also give women (and ourselves) the satisfaction of 

completion of a stage, whereby we can engage in further reflection and 

evaluation.   
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