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1.0 Introduction to the ‘Breakthrough’
Series
The aim of the ‘Breakthrough’ study was to explore women’s life
histories and experiences specifically in relation to education and
employment trajectories throughout the Yorkshire and Humber
Region1. Through a combination of extensive interviews, focus group
discussions and an extended questionnaire survey in 2006 and 2007,
we have generated a rich and unique dataset that draws on the
knowledge, experience and histories of over 500 women from across
generational, social, cultural and geographic backgrounds. This is one
of the largest studies of its kind in the region.
The original remit of the project was to address current strategic
objectives laid down by Government Office for Yorkshire and
Humberside and those set out by the Learning and Skills Council and
Hull Women’s Network. Specifically, gathering information and
evidence from women in Yorkshire and Humberside, we focused on
capturing information about the gender related barriers women face
in their attempts to access learning opportunities, employment,
career development, and personal progression. This will inform
planning for future delivery of accessible, gender-aware and socially
inclusive learning opportunities.

1

Hull Women’s Network established a working partnership with the Gender Studies
Department at the University of Hull in order to collaborate on research into issues of gender
discrimination for women in the job market. This collaboration resulted in the development of
the Breakthrough Research Project proposal which was subsequently funded by the European
Social Fund, the Learning and Skills Council and Hull Women’s Network.

1

Along the way, however, a wide range of themes and issues were
raised through women describing their educational and employment
experiences. Hence, rather than a single report, the findings of this
study have been produced as a series of five research reports which
develop the themes of:
1. Gender, confidence and mental well-being
2. Gender, education, training and aspiration
3. Motherhood: choices and constraints
4. Women’s experiences of work: breaking through the barriers
5. Transforming

women’s

lives:

women’s

voluntary

and

community services in the Yorkshire and Humber Region
Each of the reports in the ‘Breakthrough’ series are led by women’s
voices and give testament, not only to the richness and diversity of
women’s lives, but also the commonalities of their experiences.
Using a gender analysis and critical social science perspectives to
facilitate a clearer understanding of these complex issues, the
research identifies the key problems that women face in breaking
through the barriers of both gender-based and other forms of social
exclusion.
The study also evaluates the contribution of public and voluntary
sector organisations, including the work of individual women within
those organisations, in meeting women’s everyday needs, raising
aspirations and providing the necessary support to enable women to
achieve their ambitions. Working closely with women’s groups and
the voluntary and statutory sectors across the region, we have
explored what women themselves think would help and what has
helped them get to where they want to be.
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1.1 Why a gender analysis of women’s lives?
A gender analysis is essential in order to understand the ways in
which women’s lives both in the Yorkshire and Humber Region and in
the UK as a whole are conditioned by socio-cultural and patriarchal
structural frameworks. As succinctly explained by Nayak and Kehily
(fc.2008);
‘By examining gender practices, and in particular how they
are produced, regulated, consumed and performed, we can
gain a fuller insight into broader gender patterns and
arrangements. This enables us to interpret the relationship
between gender and power and to see how gender is
institutionally

organized,

discursively

constituted,

embodied and transfigured in social life. It can begin to
explain how gender relations are embedded within the
social fabric of human societies and serve to shape the
choices and possibilities open to us as gendered subjects.
This suggests that gender is not simply a matter of choice,
but a negotiation that occurs within a matrix of social and
historical forces enshrined in the ideological arenas of law,
religion, family, schooling, media, work and so forth’
(Nayak and Kehily, fc.2008:5).
A gender analysis of women’s lives continues to be of critical
importance in today’s society despite equalities legislation which
might suggest otherwise. Women have come a long way since our
grandmothers and great grandmothers fought for the right to vote.
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We have made major advances in the kinds of work we are permitted
to do, the institutions we are allowed to be members of, and the
levels of political, educational and sporting attainment we have
reached. From being excluded from education, over the course of
the past hundred years women have entered educational institutions
at every level to the extent that they are now out-performing boys
and gaining better overall grades at primary, secondary and higher
educational levels (Department for Children, Schools and Families,
2006).
Women are now allowed to become doctors, lawyers, judges and
‘captains’ of industry. We see high profile women succeed in all
walks of life and enter previously male-only domains. Indeed, the
extent to which women have pushed at the glass ceilings, jumped off
the sticky floors, and knocked down barriers to equality of
opportunity can lead many younger women in Britain today to feel as
if they have it all, to believe that they do not face discrimination on
a daily basis. However, despite the real advances we have made as a
result of women’s continued and extensive struggles over the course
of the 20th century, the goal of gender equality has not yet been
reached. Gender discrimination and segregation across public and
private spheres continues to be a stark reality of women’s lives in
21st century Britain.
Politics is still a man’s world
Formal politics is still largely a man’s world, and this in itself inhibits
women’s entry and participation. Politics continues to be seen as a
‘male space’. The House of Commons, for example, has been likened
to a gentlemen’s club, famous for having a shooting range but no
crèche, a barbers but no hairdressers, and far too few women’s
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toilets. Following 80 years of women’s suffrage less than 20% of MPs
in the UK Parliament are women (Women and Equality Unit, 2007), of
these only two MPs are Black and there has never been an Asian
women MP (Fawcett Society, 2007). At this rate it will be another
200 years before women achieve numerical equality of political
representation, rising to 300 years for Black and Minority Ethnic
women. These facts speak volumes about the status of women in
positions of power and decision-making (EOC, 2007, Fawcett Society,
2007).
Gender segregation in education continues
Despite girls gaining higher grades than boys at every level of
education, they continue to be faced with complex socio-cultural
pressures that lead to extremes of segregation in education along
traditional gender lines. At F.E. and H.E. levels, for example, the
vast majority of students studying literature and languages are
female, whilst the overwhelming majority of those studying sciences,
engineering and computing are male (ONS, 2006). Vocational training
is even more highly segregated: 97% of early years care and
education and 90.1% of hairdressing apprentices are women,
compared

with

men

constituting

99.2%

of

apprentices

in

construction, 94.8% in engineering manufacture and 98.6% of
apprentices in the motor industry (Fuller, Beck and Unwin, 2005).
This

in

turn

contributes

to

gender

segregation

in

paid

employment
Women continue to be concentrated in low-paid, gender stereotyped
(and often part-time) jobs, representing, for example, 79% of
workers in the health and social care sector, 98% of childcare
workers, 95% of receptionists, and 76% of cleaners. At the other end
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of the scale, only 10% of senior police officers and 9% of the judiciary
are female, whilst 83% of directors and chief executives and over 70%
of private sector managers are male (EOC 2006). Women still face a
stark gender pay gap, earning an average of 17% per hour less than
men in full-time work, rising to a gender pay gap of 38% for part-time
employees (EOC, 2007). Within individual employment sectors the
gender pay gap can increase, for example, women earn 22.5% less
per hour than men in full-time work in the private sector as a whole,
rising to 41% in the banking and insurance sector (EOC, 2006).
Gender discrimination at home
Women clearly continue to experience gender discrimination in the
public sphere, and despite women’s place supposedly being ‘in the
home’ discrimination also permeates the private sphere. Women
perform, and take responsibility for, most of the reproductive and
community management work in the household: cleaning, cooking,
shopping for household provisions, managing household finances and
maintaining extended family networks. Women also take most
responsibility for caring: for children, for disabled or sick relatives
and for elderly family members.
The feminist movement has been calling for greater recognition of
this work for decades, including demanding wages for housework on
the basis of its direct value to the national economy. A recent UK
government report, through the Office of National Statistics, made
an attempt to put a value on housework. They calculated that if the
time spent on unpaid work was valued at the average rate for paid
employment it would be worth over £700 billion a year – more than
three quarters of the value of the paid economy (BBC, 2002). Data
also shows that women spend an average of just over 3.5 hours per
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day on unpaid domestic and child care tasks in addition to their
regular paid work. That’s almost twice as much time as the average
man spends on similar tasks (Gershuny, Lader and Short, 2005).
The home as a site of domestic violence
Despite, and because of, all their hard work within it, women can
find their homes a source of comfort and security, but all too often
the home is a site of fear, abuse and violence. In the UK, one
incidence of domestic violence is reported to the police every minute
and one in four women experience domestic violence during their
lifetime. On average two women are killed every week by a male
partner or former partner, constituting over a third of all female
murder victims (Home Office, 2007).
It is clear then, that gender inequalities continue to exist at both
national and regional levels. However, in order to understand the
experience behind such statistical representations, we have to speak
to women about their lives and experiences inside the household, in
local

communities,

in

the

work-place

and

in

educational

establishments. Empirical research such as that undertaken in this
study is crucial as women themselves are best-placed to understand
and communicate their own life experiences. However, this research
not only documents the continuing social barriers and inequalities
that women face: it also provides evidence of the struggle of women,
both as groups and individuals, to challenge and break through those
barriers and to ensure that other women find the help and support
they need to do so.
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2.0 Methodology
This research employed both qualitative and quantitative methods,
underpinned by a methodological approach grounded in feminist
research and praxis as well as ethnographic understandings. The
adoption of a mixed-methods approach, led by the collection of
qualitative data, was chosen to best facilitate the capturing of broad
gendered experiences of education and employment in this region.
The employment of qualitative research strategies facilitated the
collection and analysis of

personal beliefs and experiences,

commonalities and women’s own understandings of their lives.
Initially in this section we present some of the epistemological and
theoretical stances which underpinned the approach to data
collection and analysis that was adopted. We then proceed to outline
some of the main data collection methods employed.
Feminist research methods
This research was informed by a feminist standpoint and research
methodology. Ethical considerations were paramount in all aspects of
carrying out this research, and were informed by the ethical
guidelines produced by the British Sociological Association, as well as
academic debates about ethical procedures in research. Brayton
(1997) suggests there are three methodological elements which make
research feminist:
1. Addressing power imbalances between research/researchers
and research subjects
This research was conceived in collaboration with Hull Women’s
Network (HWN), a strategic partnership of women’s service providers
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in Hull. The design of the research activities was done with the needs
of participants in mind. We adopted a reflexive approach throughout
the research process, for example, early findings were fed back to
participants and they were encouraged to comment on the
appropriateness of the emerging themes and the researcher’s
depictions of women’s lives.
The findings presented in these reports are presented as subjective
understandings created through dialogues between people, each of
whom brings to the topic a set of pre-conceived perspectives and
positions.

Such

an

approach

facilitates

the

recognition

and

integration of different standpoints and experiences through allowing
women’s voices to speak for themselves.
2. Politically motivated and with the aim of promoting social
change
This research aims, through presenting women’s understandings and
experiences of the opportunities and barriers they face in their day to
day lives, to promote better appreciation of gendered opportunities
and constraints. Further, this research has developed practical and
strategic recommendations for the improvement of gendered
experiences in the Yorkshire and Humber Region.
On a strategic level, this project has, where possible sought to
contribute to individual participants’ empowerment. Taking part in a
research project such as this can enable women to reflect on their
lives and on the ways which individual, socio-cultural and structural
factors impact on their situation and the choices available to them.
This facilitates women’s understandings of their lives as situated
knowers.
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Practically, the researchers have sought to facilitate and support the
self-development of participants where possible. Being involved in
research of this nature, and re-telling life histories can call up all
manner of emotional experiences for women. For many this is,
ultimately, a positive experience and most women in this research
commented, after the interview, on the fact that having someone to
just sit and listen to them was itself, a rewarding experience. Some
women raised aspirations during interviews, such as wanting to get
back into education, and, where appropriate, researchers sign-posted
them to possible training or sources of information or, for other
women, to other relevant support services.
Whilst such support is not the primary role of researchers, in a
research project exploring gender inequalities, to ignore such
possibilities of pointing women in the direction of potentially lifechanging services would have been failing the participants and the
wider goals of this research.
3. Begin with the experiences and standpoint of women
This research has sought to understand and articulate women’s
perspectives and experiences as they are framed within the
patriarchal context of today’s UK society. The themes and issues
which have become prominent during this research have been defined
and refined by the participants themselves. Analysis was conducted in
a grounded manner, developing the main themes and analytical
concepts from close scrutiny of the experiences of women in the
Yorkshire and Humber Region.
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Research methodologies
The methods employed in this research were all informed by the
epistemological stance developed in the discussion above. A range of
different techniques were employed, which are briefly outlined
below.
Interviews
The main data collection strategy for this research was through indepth, semi-structured interviews. A total of one hundred and ten
separate

interviews

were

conducted

with

women

and

key

professionals across the Yorkshire and Humber Region. These were
subdivided into two main types;


Life histories

Life histories, lasting from around 1 to 4 hours in single or repeated
sessions, were collected from women across the region. This strategy
was adopted in order to capture the complex interrelations which
exist between different parts of women’s experience and to elucidate
the ways in which gendered identity constructions impact on
women’s lives. Life histories were conducted using an interview
guide, however, researchers were not constrained by the question
areas in front of them and, instead, allowed women to focus on and
develop particular issues as they arose.


Key Theme Interviews

Interviews were conducted with key service providers in the arenas of
education, vocational training, community and voluntary services,
employment, business, social and emotional support provision, local
government and statutory services.
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Focus Groups

The team conducted a series of twelve discussion groups involving 69
people with a range of diverse groups:


Women returners to education



Women in ‘traditional’ gendered occupations



Women making decisions around work/care after having a first
child



Young parents



Women users of community and voluntary services



Women service providers

Focus groups were employed for a number of reasons, particularly as
they can encourage participation from people who may feel nervous
about a one-to-one interview. Further, a major strength of focus
groups is that they facilitate observation of group dynamics by
promoting open discussion, questioning and interaction between
group members. This means that the parameters are not set entirely
by the researcher, but instead come to reflect what members of the
group feel are important and relevant to the topic introduced.
Focus group discussions were designed, in each case, to cover topics
relevant to the people comprising the group. Each of these discussion
groups lasted between 1 and 2 hours, dependent upon the wishes of
the group and were either recorded using a mixture of sound
recording equipment and note-taking or solely through note-taking.
Participant observation in a women’s centre
Part of the research team were based in a working Women’s Centre
in Hull for the duration of the project. This provided insight into the
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issues which women face on a daily basis as well as the major issues
experienced by people working in the voluntary and community
sector.

Such

close

level

involvement

elicits

insights

and

understandings which are difficult to gain from methods which do not
take such a long-term approach.
Questionnaire/Survey
Following initial literature reviews and exploratory interviews with
key informants a number of themes were identified as central to
understanding gendered experiences of education and employment in
the Yorkshire and Humber Region. A questionnaire was designed to
cover these themes and was delivered through both electronic and
paper media. This resulted in a total of 323 responses collected from
across the Yorkshire and Humber Region. All questionnaires were
anonymous and provided respondents with the opportunity to contact
the project for more information.
Two main distribution methods were used for the questionnaire:


The electronic version was designed and delivered using a webbased survey creation tool. Hyperlinks to this questionnaire
were placed on the web-page of the Hull Women’s Network
(HWN) and on the project website as well as being distributed
to relevant email lists and through personal networks. This way
of distributing the questionnaire meant that respondents could
click on the link and complete the questionnaire anonymously



Paper copies of the questionnaire were targeted to parts of the
population for whom computer skills or access to internet
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could

be

issues

in

preventing

them

completing

the

questionnaire
Finally in this brief section on methodology we return to the issue of
ethics to address two areas directly.
Confidentiality and informed consent
All participants in this research project have confidentiality assured
through being identified by pseudonyms, allocated in a random
pattern using the letters of the alphabet in turn. In a small number of
cases it has also been necessary to amend or omit certain other
personal details to ensure anonymity. Participants’ quotes are coded
by pseudonym, age-range, occupational sector, if they are a parent,
and geographical sub-region. For the purposes of confidentiality,
‘North Lincolnshire’ has been combined under ‘Humberside’.
Participants were informed, as far as possible, of the uses to which
the information they provided will be put. They were also given the
opportunity to withdraw part or all of the information they provided
in interviews. Where contactable, participants were invited to the
research dissemination events2 and provided with copies of the
executive summaries of the reports.

2

The dissemination of the research is also an example of feminist praxis in as
much as a wide a range as possible of people were invited to the events,
including the research participants, policy makers, academics and members of
the public. The events were held in accessible locations, were free of charge,
and bursaries were made available to pay for travel and child-care costs.
Copies of the executive summaries were made freely available to everybody in
attendance and complimentary copies of the final reports provided.
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3.0 Executive Summaries
3.1 Report 1: Gender, Confidence and Mental
Well-Being
Whilst not initially setting out to focus on women’s mental wellbeing, it soon became clear in the course of the research that mental
well-being was a recurrent issue for women, cutting across indices of
difference such as socio-economic background, age, ethnicity,
educational attainment, occupation and location. In addition to
clinically significant experiences of depression, self-harming and
other mental health issues, women repeatedly raised - both explicitly
and implicitly - a range of broader well-being issues such as low selfconfidence and low self-esteem as obstacles to their personal and
professional development.
Key findings:
The impacts of reduced self-esteem and under-confidence can
include:


Impacts on employment, for example, loss of earnings for
women and costs to employers through physical and mental illhealth



Lower dynamism and initiative in the workplace. This can
become reflected in economic disadvantage, for example, in
terms of reduced earning potential



Being less able to protect oneself from harm, for example,
bullying or harassment at home, school and in the workplace
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Limiting educational and career aspirations, posing obstacles
to reaching one’s full potential. This can include women being
self-limiting



Negative affects on women’s physical health, potentially
contributing to chronic ill-health and the related impacts on
those around them

We accept that there are aspects of self-esteem and mental wellbeing that can be especially gendered experiences for women qua
women. We argue, however, that there must be a reconfiguration of
the individuation of these connections and a recognition of the
fundamental implication of socio-cultural structures in the creation
of mental ill-health as a ‘woman’s problem’. In other words, whilst
the ways in which women’s gendered identity is constructed leave
them more prone to mental ill-health, the flaw lies not with
individual women but in the normative patriarchal constructions of
their gendered beings: of femininity, women’s roles, divisions of
labour and their relative status in society.
Women are more likely than men to seek support, are more likely to
be offered medical treatment, and to be ‘labelled’ as having mental
health problems. It is crucial, however, to recognise that mental
health issues impact on both women and men. Thus, whilst calling
for greater resources and support for women and men with mental
well-being issues, the cultural construction of mental health as a
feminised arena per se should be resisted. Rather, we need greater
understanding and acknowledgement of the ways in which mental illhealth is a condition of human society which is fundamentally
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conditioned by the constructions of both men’s and women’s
gendered identities into falsely immutable categories.
We focus in this report on three areas that are particularly gendered
in terms of women’s experiences and mental well-being: gender
socialisation; motherhood; and domestic and sexual violence. Finally,
we look briefly at the role of women’s and women-oriented voluntary
and community services, particularly in the context of women who
have been supported through experiences of domestic and sexual
violence. We argue that there is a need to employ a gender analysis
to address both the causes and consequences of low self-esteem,
lack of confidence and issues of mental well-being in the broadest
sense.
Recommendations:


Taking far more seriously the problematic gender stereotyping
in social institutions such as the family, schooling and in the
media and discourage negative gendered discourses

 Increase gender analysis training for educators, employers,
civil servants, health specialists etc.
 There needs to be a renewed debate about the structural
causes and consequences of domestic and sexual violence and
a wider recognition of the long term impacts of such violence
on millions of people’s lives
 Undertake a comprehensive cost-benefit analysis of providing
greater levels of service provision and increased resources to
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tackle both the causes and consequences of domestic and
sexual violence


Greater emphasis needs to be placed on social rather than
individual models of mental well-being in approaches to
mental health care provision



Provision of more personal development training and the
development and valorisation of ‘soft skills’



Provide more individual, familial and institutionally-based
support for mothers and women-returners to facilitate
transitions from employment/education to motherhood, and
for women returning to paid work or training after a break.
This

might

include,

for

example,

more

systematic

development and application of mentoring systems putting in
place support strategies within work places or educational
institutions.

3.2 Report 2: Gender, Education, Training and
Aspiration
This report explores the impact of gender on women’s aspirations and
on their experiences of education and training. These research
findings show that women’s experiences of education and training
continue to be strongly influenced by gendered socio-cultural
expectations which are also translated into structural gendered norms
and practices. By placing women’s educational experiences within
broad context this research also makes clear the ways in which
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gendered experiences of education have life-long implications in
terms of the kinds of paid employment and other roles men and
women do and the rewards they accrue for these.
During this research we talked to women about current experiences
of, and future aspirations for, higher, further, and adult education
and training. We also explored women’s reflections on their schooling
and other previous educational experiences. This report presents the
various factors which constrain or enable women in imagining
possible futures and attaining them for themselves.
Key Findings:


Education continues to be experienced largely along gendered
lines despite long-term efforts to equalise boys’ and girls’
education. When choice becomes available, girls and boys tend
to choose different types of subjects due to a complex mix of
factors including; peer pressure, ideas about ‘suitable’
subjects and imaginings of appropriate futures



Subjects which are traditionally seen as ‘boys’ subjects
continue to be valorised over those traditionally seen as ‘girls’
subjects



Formal and hidden curricula structures ‘stream’ students into
particular subject areas, often along gendered lines



The careers advice which participants received was often
directed along gendered lines, meaning that pupils may not be
provided with the full range of career options, limiting
possibilities for both boys and girls
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The impact of educational choices is often life-long. Although
girls outperform boys at almost every level, this does not
translate into economic and social rewards due to the
differential rewards which ‘male’ and ‘female’ occupations
attract



When women engage with education or training as adults they
often feel that their multiple roles and responsibilities are not
recognised or catered for. Women commonly experience
problems such as finding childcare whilst in learning, or may
struggle to juggle domestic responsibilities and learning
commitments



Gendered Issues are often particularly marked for women
undertaking education/training in areas traditionally thought
of as ‘male’ areas



Community-based education often provides a vital resource for
women. Such organisations aim to offer a range of educational
provision and do so in supportive environments in which
holistic approaches are taken to understanding the needs of
women learners

Recommendations:


Continue to promote equality of opportunity and expectation
in schools and work to further address the impact of the
formal and hidden curricula constraints
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Through the promotion of gender awareness training, work
towards provision of more broad-ranging careers advice in
schools which provides equality of opportunity for both girls
and boys



Work to challenge gendered stereotypes of subject and
occupational

value,

and

encourage

awareness

of

the

consequences of valorisation of particular subject areas for
women’s life chances


Exert pressure on providers of further, higher and adult
education to recognise and support the multiple roles parents
and carers occupy



Address issues of gender disadvantage in areas of education
and training which are not traditionally taken up by women



Consult with, and provide support to, community based
education and training programmes which work with women
and recognise the value of a holistic approach to women’s
adult learning

3.3 Report

3:

Motherhood:

Choices

and

constraints
This report focuses on the impact of motherhood on women’s
choices, particularly as it relates to domestic roles, educational
chances and employment. These research findings show that,
although women’s lives have changed significantly, and more women
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are combining work and motherhood, the ways in which they do this
are heavily constrained by cultural and institutional gendered
identity constructions and expectations. This means that mothers
continue to carry a heavy burden of domestic labour and, where they
take on paid work outside the home, are concentrated in low-pay,
low-status work with fewer chances for progression than either men
or non-mothers. Utilising women’s stories of motherhood and nonmotherhood this report presents the various factors which constrain
or enable women in developing successful roles for themselves.
Key findings:


Women are increasingly seeking to combine motherhood and
paid employment outside the home



The

impact

of

motherhood

for

women’s

choices

and

opportunities is much greater, and more detrimental, than
that of fatherhood for men


Experiences of direct discrimination amongst mothers and
women who are pregnant are rare. Women can, however, feel
that they are not fully supported when they make decisions
about maternity leave or returning to work



Socio-cultural expectations and stereotypes mean mothers
often struggle to negotiate satisfying and successful roles both
in and out the home. This is worsened by the conflation of
childcare responsibilities with other domestic labour, meaning
mothers often also take greater responsibility for, and spend
more time on, tasks in the home
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Time spent at home can result in loss of self-confidence and
well-being, in underestimation of women’s transferable skills
and

in

women

feeling

ill-prepared

to

re-enter

education/employment


Opting for part-time work in order to achieve a work/family
balance

has

serious

implications

for

women’s

career

progression chances and mothers continue to be concentrated
in low-pay, low status employment


Women generally welcome recent UK government work/family
policies however these are not always flexible enough to meet
the diverse situations of mothers



Childcare

remains

a

significant

barrier

to

mothers’

participation in paid work and in education. Concerns about
childcare are not simply about levels of provision and
affordability, but also quality, location and flexibility


Whilst motherhood is still the norm for women in the UK, and
undoubtedly

brings

personal

and

emotional

rewards,

increasing numbers of women are delaying (or refusing)
motherhood in order to concentrate on achievements in other
areas of their lives
Recommendations:


Take far more seriously the continuing gender stereotyping in
social institutions such as the family which mean there is a
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perception that women are responsible for caring and
domestic labour


Work to promote the understanding that there is no necessary
link between caring for children and other domestic labour and
encourage greater parity between men’s and women’s roles in
the home



Provide more individual and institutionally-based support for
mothers and women-returners to assist in women’s transitions
both from employment/education to motherhood, and after a
career break when women choose to return to paid work



Promote recognition in institutional structures, families and
policy that fathers also have responsibilities for childcare and
work to increase parity of opportunity for mothers and
fathers, for example through enhancing paternity leave
provision



Work to address the gender discrimination inherent in much
UK work/family policy which continues to place women in the
home to a greater extent than men



Improve the flexibility and affordability of childcare for
children of all ages, as well as increasing the numbers of
places available overall
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3.4 Report 4: Women’s experiences of work:
breaking through the barriers
This report focuses on the importance of gender in women’s
participation and progression in the work place. Here, we make
visible the profoundly gendered nature of our everyday worlds.
Women’s experiences and practices, both at home and at work, are
set within the social context in which they live and embedded in
their individual biographies. The study shows that although the world
of work is changing, for women there are many factors that continue
to operate to their disadvantage. This report presents the issues
that, in women’s experience, have helped or hindered their
participation and progression in the labour market.
Key findings:
The key factors that women felt limited their participation and
progression in the work place are:


Processes of gender socialisation can negatively impact on
women’s levels of self belief which, in turn, can cause them to
be self-limiting in their expectations and aspirations



Gendered expectations of families, friends and peers mean
that women are encouraged/discouraged to enter particular
kinds of employment



Women’s triple burden of paid, reproductive and community
management labour, for example, women retain the majority
of

responsibility

for

caring

roles,

domestic

work

community-based labour in addition to their paid labour

25

and



Career breaks to raise children mean that women can
experience occupational disadvantage upon returning to
employment



The difficulties of finding appropriate, flexible and affordable
childcare continue to be a barrier to women’s equal
participation in the paid labour force



Part-time work, frequently opted for by women, continues to
be associated with the highest level pay differentials, is
feminised, and attracts poorer working conditions and lower
status



Part-time workers can be perceived as lacking commitment to
their paid work and so are less likely to be considered for
promotion or more responsible tasks



Gender segregation in education combined with poor career
advice can serve to limit career options



The lack of role models in non-traditional female occupations
and in high-level positions limits women’s aspirations



Women continue to experience gender discrimination and
sexual harassment at work
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Recommendations:
 Work to challenge gendered stereotypes of occupational value
and promote equal value for ‘traditional’ female occupations
 Encourage equality in family and home life through wider
debates around power relations in the home with the aim of
closing the unequal division of domestic labour
 Exert pressure on Government and Local Authorities to provide
more flexible, affordable, accessible, quality childcare
 Through the promotion of gender awareness training, provide
better quality careers advice in schools which provide equality
of opportunity for both girls and boys
 Develop links between schools, industry and commerce in
order to broaden the range of possibilities which school pupils
imagine for their futures
 Positively promote female role models in non-traditional
occupations to help dispel the myths that work to limit
women’s aspirations
 Continue and formalise funding for first-rung interventions in
women-oriented voluntary and community sector services
 Promote and enable women’s self-development through
proactive support programmes which encourage women to
apply for promotion and through the increased development of
mentoring programmes designed to meet the needs of women
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 Recognise issues of diversity and difference and seek to
promote organisational structures which are not predicated on
hegemonic masculinity, where women’s needs are seen as
‘other’
 Promote campaigns to end gender discrimination and sexual
harassment in the work place
The stories provided by many women in this research clearly
show that gendered expectations affect their experiences of
education, careers advice, work and home thus impacting upon
women’s careers. Policies need to be further developed which
aim to widen women and girls’ horizons. However, it takes more
than policies to change deeply engrained cultural norms and
values. What is needed is a genuine will and concerted action at
all levels to create ‘joined up thinking’ in all areas of life.
Mainstreaming gender, that is, bringing gender into discussions in
families, schools, popular culture and the wider community is an
important first step. We need to push the boundaries and
encourage girls to ‘think outside the gender box’.

3.5 Report 5:

Transforming Women’s Lives:

Women’s Voluntary and Community Services
in the Yorkshire and Humber Region
This report focuses on the role of women’s voluntary and community
sector organisations in the Yorkshire and Humber Region. Within this
we develop a particular focus on the work of women-only and
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women-oriented

services.

In

particular,

we

examine

the

transformative power of engagement with women’s voluntary and
community services for both individual women and their local
communities.
Despite there being thousands of such services in the UK and
hundreds in the Yorkshire and Humber Region, there is little
empirical data examining the work of women’s organisations and the
economic impact of their interventions. This report contributes to
the debate about the value of voluntary and community service
provision through using the voices of service users and providers to
explore women’s differing experiences of, and motivations for,
engaging with women’s services.
Key findings:
Throughout this research the participant’s voices make explicit just
how vital women-only services are in transforming women’s lives.
However, the continued existence of women’s centres and womenonly safe spaces is constantly under threat. Both the lack of
understanding and suspicion of the services themselves, and the
myth that gender equality has been achieved, result in underappreciation of the work that women’s organisations do. This can
contribute to the problem that women’s services exist in a state of
perpetual insecurity, surviving largely on short-term, and increasingly
declining, funding sources.
Women’s and women-oriented voluntary and community services:


Fill gaps in levels and areas of statutory service provision
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Offer women-only ‘safe spaces’ which provide an environment
where women can be supported and encouraged to reach their
full potential



Adopt a holistic approach to engaging with women and provide
a range of services in one space



Provide ‘first-rung’ training in a range of different skills,
through both accredited and non-accredited courses. These
can be an effective first step for women seeking to re-enter
education and employment



Provide encouraging and supportive environments through a
range of different means, including, providing positive role
models and working to raise women’s aspirations and selfconfidence



Seek to engage with women who are socially excluded through
outreach work

Recommendations:


A fuller study needs to be undertaken to assess the social,
cultural and economic impact of women’s organisations for
society as a whole. This could include a cost-benefit analysis



Further assistance could be provided to support organisations
with funding applications and the application processes
themselves could be simplified and made less time-consuming
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There should be greater recognition of, and financial provision
for, the work that women’s organisations do in ‘filling the gap’
and ‘picking up’ from statutory services



Promotion of greater networking and knowledge-sharing
between women’s organisations, be they based on locality,
religious or ethnic affiliation, or around particular gender
issues such as domestic and sexual violence, education or
employment. This would also encourage the recognition of
diversity as a strength of the sector
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Report 2: Gender, Education,
Training and Aspiration
1.0 Introduction
The aim of the Breakthrough project was to explore women’s life
histories specifically in relation to their educational experiences and
employment trajectories. Women’s experiences of education have
changed dramatically over the last few decades and, of the women in
this study, nearly all participants felt that the opportunities open to
women and girls are significantly broader than even a few years ago.
The extent to which women have succeeded in combating barriers to
equality of opportunity can lead many younger women in Britain
today to believe that they do not face daily inequality. The data
presented here, however, reveals how deeply ingrained socio-cultural
and structural gender practices in education systems still contribute
to women facing significant disadvantage across public and private
spheres in 21st century Britain.
In education this is revealed through resulting gender segregation in
areas of employment and the differential status and rewards which
traditionally ‘male’ and ‘female’ subjects and occupations attract.
This research shows that most people still follow clearly gendered
paths in terms of subject and subsequently career choices. We focus
on women’s experiences of education at different points in their lives
and explore two main areas. In the first section we employ women’s
reflections on their experiences of schooling and formal education to
explore the ways that gendered expectations, stereotypes, peer
pressures, institutionalised systems, and gendered ways of learning
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have all impacted on women’s education, and subsequently, on their
life chances, aspirations and occupational choices. Within this we
interrogate

women’s

experiences

in

non-traditional

learning

environments to explore the reasons they remain gendered to such a
high degree.
The second part of this report moves on to explore the ways in which
women, as adults, engage with different types of education. We
consider the various motivations for women to re-engage in learning
as well as the factors which facilitate or constrain their engagement.
The final part of this section focuses particularly on the benefits of
community-based learning, for example in offering women safe
learning environments as a first step into other arenas.

1.1 National and local context of educational
achievements
The issue of Education seems to have been constantly in the public
eye for the last few years, whether in debates over the causes of
primary school children’s poor literacy rates, over attainment levels
at GCSE and A-level or the relation between socio-economic
deprivation and educational aspiration and achievement. Education
continues to be a key government focus in planning for improving life
chances, reducing poverty and equipping the UK economy with a
skilled and motivated workforce. As recently stated by Gordon Brown
in a speech at the University of Greenwich calling for a ‘world class’
education system;
‘The Britain I strive for is a Britain with no cap on
ambition, no ceiling on hope, no limit to where your
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potential will take you and how far you can rise: a Britain
where the talents of each contribute to the well-being and
prosperity of all’ (Gordon Brown, Greenwich University,
2007).

1.2 Gender and attainment levels
In spite of these lofty aims, educational experiences, attainments and
life expectations continue to be heavily gendered. Within this,
however, many changes in education for women have been swift and
positive: from being excluded from large areas of education, over the
course of the last hundred years women have succeeded in education
to the extent that they now out-perform boys and gain better overall
grades at all levels, including higher education (Department for
Children, Schools and Families, 2006). Here we briefly outline levels
of achievement at key points for young people in their progression
from education to employment.
At GCSE level there is around a 10 percentage point difference
between boys and girls attaining 5 or more A to C grades and in 2006
63.4% of girls compared to 53.8% of boys reached this level (DfES,
2007). Although girls tend to do better in most subjects, the largest
disparities between boys’ and girls’ attainment - where girls are
doing even better - remain in traditionally gender stereotyped ‘girls’
subjects such as Humanities, Arts and Language, with smaller
differences in Sciences and Maths (DfES, 2007). Gender also impacts
on the extreme distribution of grades, with girls more likely than boys
to attain an A* grade and boys more likely to obtain a G grade, or to
gain no GCSEs at all (DfES, 2007).
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Girls are also now more likely to stay on in full-time education at 16
and 82% of girls are entered for A-levels compared to 72% of boys
with 54% of entrants overall being female. This contrasts starkly with
previous generations and shows the huge gains that women and girls
have made in education. In the 1950s and 1960s, for example only a
third of A-level entries were female (DfES, 2007). Not only are higher
percentages of girls pursuing education to A-level, they are also
getting better grades. There is a gendered difference of 4 percent
across the board at A-level with girls more likely to get an A grade in
the majority of subjects (DfES, 2007).
At Higher Education (H.E.) levels there is a trend for more females
than males to attend university. The gender imbalance is becoming
more pronounced with men now only accounting for 45.3% of those
applying to higher education and 46.2% of those accepted in 2006
(UCAS, 2006).
This increase in women’s participation in Further and Higher
Education (F.E. and H.E.) is not solely through school leavers, the
numbers of women taking up opportunities as mature students has
increased and is much greater than men. Over the last decade more
than 70% of the increase in full-time undergraduates in the UK has
been female while nearly two-thirds of part-time students are female
(Berliner, 2004). In terms of results, again female students are outperforming male students overall. In 2007, for example, of the
proportion of graduates who gained first or upper second class
degrees, 58% were women as compared with 51% of men (DCFS,
2007).
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So we can see that women have been extremely successful in terms
of educational achievement in recent years, now gaining higher
qualifications overall than their male counterparts at all levels. This
is not, however, the end of the story. Women continue to be
segregated into feminised subject areas and are less able than their
male counterparts to convert their qualifications into career success
when measured through occupational advancement and earnings. We
focus further on these issues in the subsequent sections.

1.3 The impact of gender on subject choice and
occupational experience
There continue to be significant gendered divides in the types of
subjects which boys and girls take after 16 (although the differences
are less marked before this level). Although, in the last decade, there
has been great concern about boys underperforming in school
compared to girls, the achievements of girls in school has not been
translated into commensurate rewards in the workplace (Skelton et
al.,

2007;

EOC,

2007).

Moreover,

the

issue

of

boys

‘underachievement’ has partially served to obfuscate the long-term
gendered inequalities faced by girls and women.
This issue continues to be so marked that there is recognition that
‘[i]t is already clear that there are a variety of ways in which the
Government can influence women’s opportunity through taking a
gendered approach to education and training, infrastructure,
supporting families or regulation where appropriate’ (Prosser,
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2005:1). The Gender Equality Duty3, introduced in April 2007,
requires schools to take a proactive approach to tackling gender
inequalities in subject segregated achievement. This is a welcome
policy initiative and whilst it is too soon to see any concrete impacts,
it may contribute to positive changes in gender-based educational
problems in future years. Further, it has been suggested that since
the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988, a legitimate
space has been provided for girls to take on traditionally ‘male’
subjects (EOC, 2001, Arnot et al., 1996).
Currently however, Skelton et al. (2007) note that as soon as subject
choice is introduced, there continues to be an extreme gendered
division, with young men typically pursuing technical and scienceoriented subjects and young women typically pursuing caring, or
arts/humanities/social science subjects. The DfES (2007) also suggests
that by A-level gender differences and divisions are more marked. The
most popular subject choice for girls is English, whilst for boys it is
Maths.

Psychology,

Art

and

Design,

Sociology

and

Media/Film/Television Studies are amongst the 10 most popular
choices for girls (but not boys), while Physics, Business Studies,
Geography and Physical Education are in the top 10 for boys (but not
girls) (DfES, 2007). Such choices continue into Higher Education where
the vast majority of students studying literature and languages are
female, whilst the overwhelming majority of students in sciences,
engineering and computing continue to be male (ONS, 2006).
3

The Gender Equality Duty (GED) is a statutory duty which came into force in April 2007.
All public authorities in England, Wales and Scotland must demonstrate that they are
promoting equality for women and men and they are eliminating sexual discrimination and
harassment. The requirements of the duty place the responsibility for putting in place gender
equality policies and practices on organisations. Organisations have to show that they are not
directly or indirectly discriminating against employees or customers/service users because of
their gender.
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Vocational training is even more highly segregated: 97% of early years
care and education and 90.1% of hairdressing apprentices are female.
Males, on the other hand, constitute 99.2% of apprentices in
construction, 94.8% in engineering manufacture and 98.6% of
apprentices in the motor industry (Fuller, Beck and Unwin, 2005).

1.4 Lifelong learning initiatives
The UK government set out its commitment to lifelong learning in the
late 1990s with the publication of the Green Paper ‘The Learning
Age’ which was part of a consultation process on learning in the UK.
It states the Government has ‘put learning at the heart of its
ambition’ and ‘[t]he fostering of an enquiring mind and the love of
learning are essential to our future success’ (Blunkett, 1998:1).
In

England

12.4%

of

the

working

age

population

have

no

qualifications. Women are slightly more likely than men to hold no
qualifications (12.8% versus 12.0% but the gap is reducing, from 2.7%
in 2001 to 0.8% in 2006 (DCSF, 2007). Compared to the national
average, figures in the Yorkshire and Humber Region are slightly
higher. In this region, 22.6% of people of working age have Level 2
qualifications4, 19.7% below Level 2 and 14.3% have no qualifications.
It is recognised that for people with low educational attainment this
impacts not only on their employment chances but also on their
overall quality of life. In 2003, the DfES study ‘Get On’ found that
29% of adults - as many as 11 million people – couldn’t calculate the
area of a floor. Over 10% couldn’t understand the instructions on a
seed packet, and less than a third could work out the amount of
4

A Level 2 qualification is equivalent to five ‘good grades’ at GCSE.
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plastic covering needed to line a pond - even with a calculator, pen
and paper (BBC news website, 2003).
The UK government is currently supporting initiatives to ensure that
all adults attain qualifications to Level 2. It is worth noting here that
the rise in Level 2 or higher attainment is being led by women with
an annual increase for females of 1.4% to 73.7% more than 4 times
that of males, which has risen by 0.3% to 74.1% (DCSF, 2007).
The Regional Economic Strategy for the Yorkshire and Humber (2006)
recognises the importance of promoting increased skills for the
region. Meanwhile ‘a key aim of the Learning and Skills Council is to
bring about greater participation and attainment in post-16 learning,
so that by 2010 people in England will have the knowledge and skills
to match the best in the world’ (LSC, 2007:2).
Lifelong learning is recognised as a means of tackling basic skills
amongst adults, ensuring accessible learning opportunities are
available to people from all sections of society, promoting equality of
opportunity for all learners and providing the facilities through which
people can engage in self-development. However, lifelong learning is
not just seen as a mechanism through which to improve the skills of
adults, but also to improve the chances of their families and local and
regional communities and economies.
In sum, there is now common recognition of the value and importance
of encouraging adults into learning. This is seen as a mechanism
through which to improve the UK economy, to reduce social exclusion
and to promote the life chances of individuals and families. Lifelong
learning also offers people a chance to ‘change direction’; to learn
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skills in areas which they may not previously have engaged in which
may be especially important for women who, as this report
elaborates, often feel constricted by choices in formal education.

1.5 The lifelong implications of gendered subject
choices
Whilst people taking on subjects and careers which interest them
should not, in itself, be problematic, these decisions tend to set men
and women off on different trajectories which potentially impact on
them for the rest of their lives. From a gendered perspective,
moreover, this also then contributes to women’s lower earnings,
lower status in employment situations and relative position within
families. A stark example of this is that three years after graduating
female graduates earn, on average, 15 per cent less than their male
counterparts (Women and Work Commission, 2005).
Although the Equal Pay Act was introduced as far back as 1970 and
gender discrimination

laws were

further

tightened

with the

introduction of the Gender Equality Duty in 2007, expectations about
what constitutes appropriate female work and remuneration remain
(Dale et al., 2005). Similarly, it is still the case that the areas of work
that women ‘traditionally’ do are generally undervalued compared to
those areas traditionally regarded as male (Grimshaw and Rubery,
2007).
Indeed, studies of gender segregation in the workforce since the
Second World War have all confirmed similar patterns of horizontal
and vertical segregation by gender to the extent that ‘women and
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men are concentrated in different industries and that within the
same industry women are over-represented in the least-skilled and
lowest-paid jobs’ (Charles, 2002:23). According to 2004 figures, for
example, ‘[f]or every ten women in employment, six work in just ten
occupations, typically those that pay the least. [Women] make up
less than 10% and 1% of employees in engineering and construction
occupations respectively. In contrast, nearly all childminders and
nursery nurses are female’ (Women and Equality Unit, 2004:1).
These figures closely, and unsurprisingly, mirror the statistical data
on educational subject choices for boys and girls. The point being
that, as previously stated, the ‘choices’ made during schooling are
taken into the workplace and set the pattern of people’s differential
status, income levels and, ultimately, life chances.
In 2004, the government’s ‘Women and Work Commission’ was
launched with the remit of looking at how women can ‘get a fairer
deal in the workplace’ (Women and Equality Unit, 2004:1). Within
this a particular area of focus is upon occupational segregation which
they acknowledge ‘is one of the barriers which prevents women and
men from fulfilling their potential in the labour market, and
consequently contributes to the pay gap’ (Women and Equality Unit,
2004:1). Moreover, as this study similarly confirms, they state that;
‘[o]ccupational

segregation

is

foreshadowed

by

the

educational experience of boys and girls. Evidence from
the EOC suggests that subject selection at GCSE is
determined by gender stereotypical influences, and these
in turn determine the kind of career paths embarked on
following school. If pools of talent for some occupations
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are influenced from a young age, this can in turn restrict
the opportunities for young men and women to fulfil their
potential when they enter the world of work’ (Women and
Equality Unit, 2004:1).
In this report whilst we recognise that other socio-economic factors,
such as class and ethnicity, are also significant influencers of
educational choice and achievement5, gender is still ‘an independent
and significant predictor of attainment’ (DfES, 2007; 4). Further, the
Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC) report ‘The Gender Agenda:
The Unfinished Revolution’ (2007) warns us that true gender equality
is still generations away and calls for urgent action across all aspects
of life to close the ‘stubborn gaps’ within ten years.
The statistics and data presented above provide a clear picture of the
extent to which gender continues to have a major impact on
educational experience, and subsequently on an individual’s life
chances. We welcome government recognition of this problem and
their policy strategies aimed at addressing these issues6. The data
above,

however,

does not

tell us about the

complex and

contradictory ways that women experience and imagine their
educations, nor the inter-relations of education with other areas of
their lives. In the rest of this report we employ the rich qualitative
5

Girls’ choices of subject have also been shown to be influenced by socio-economic group
and ethnicity, with white girls from lower socio-economic groups being more likely to follow
gender stereotypical paths (Biggart, 2002; Francis, et al., 2003, cited in Francis et al. 2005).
6
In the highly segregated vocational training sector, for example; the LSC’s Exploiting the
Marketing campaign promotes non-traditional examples of work and supplies information
packs to head of Work Based Learning and Marketing; the Adult Learning Inspectorate has
been instructed to focus on the achievement of individual providers in attracting and retaining
atypical apprentices; and the Government has set up a UK Resource Centre for Women in
Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) which works to raise the profile of women in
SET professions, such as through website profiles and information on career options and good
employment practice (Women and Equality Unit, 2004:4).
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data gained through in-depth, qualitative research to draw out some
of the common and individual experiences and aspirations of women
in the Yorkshire and Humber Region.

2.0 Schooling and gendered
experiences of formal education
In this section we present women’s experiences of formal education
and the diverse ways they feel these experiences have impacted on
the personal lives and careers they have built for themselves. Almost
all the women we spoke to in this research felt that gender had been
significant in their educational aspirations and achievements7. In the
Breakthrough quantitative survey, only 36.9% of respondents agreed
or strongly agreed that ‘At school boys and girls were encouraged to
take the same subjects regardless of gender’ and a minority of only
26.8% of people disagreed with the statement that ‘Subjects
traditionally taken by boys are valued more than those traditionally
taken by girls’.

2.1 The nature/nurture debate: why do boys and
girls appear to be so different?
It is clear that, as in all parts of society, gendered expectations
impact on children’s experiences of schooling. Whilst it is not the
purpose of this report to repeat the nature/nurture debate, it is

7

There is an extensive literature which deals with differential educational experiences and
attainments of boys and girls which there is not space to deal with here (for useful overviews,
see, for example, Charles, 2002, Marchbank and Letherby, 2007).
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important to note that such naturalising discourses create and
constrain ways of thinking8. Although the majority of people
recounted the ways that social pressures had impacted on their
choices, others felt that differences between girls and boys are
based, to a large extent, on ‘natural’ preferences. As one teacher
commented;
‘You usually find that a lot of the girls will still choose the
arty crafty subjects and the boys don’t as much although
some do […] role play areas and things, boys still tend to
want to be soldiers and knights and have pretend weapons
and girls want the fairy palace and… You still find that and
as much as you try and address that they naturally tend to
choose certain activities’ (Frances, mid 40s, manager,
education sector, mother, North Yorkshire).
Such notions about the different tendencies of men and women, boys
and girls, are deeply ingrained and impact on all areas of life, from
appropriate ways of behaving to educational chances. Genders and
gendered behaviours, however, are relational, meaning that people
act out and perform genders in both conscious and subconscious ways
in opposition to what they wish to define themselves as ‘not’ as much
as what they wish to define themselves ‘as’.

8

It is also worth noting that, in the survey, which offered people the chance to self-identify as
‘male’, ‘female’, ‘transgender’ or ‘other’, 2% of people chose ‘other’ or ‘transgender’,
revealing how naturalising discourses of binary gender may be beginning to be broken down.
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2.2 Educational/School structures and gendered
subject choices
Gendered expectations are also built into structural elements of
school organisation. It is popularly believed that people are either
‘arty’ or ‘good at science’ and few are both. Because of this many
school timetables, in the experience of our respondents, were set up
to stream students into one area or another9. Practically, because of
associations of boys with science and girls with arts, this means that
schools can stream people by gender relatively early in their
educational career. As Miller et al., (2004) note ‘[t]he making of
early educational choices that effectively close off certain career
options remains one of the prevailing barriers to the entry of women
into areas of non traditional work’ (2004:15). These hidden
curricula10 effects begin early, as Becky describes;
‘You had of course the timetabling issues, so you had that
kind of hidden curricula effect where you couldn’t
physically take a feminised subject and a, err, a kind of a
subject that was seen as more masculine, because they
were timetabled against each other’ (Becky, late 30s,
part-time administrator, mother, East Yorkshire).

9

In an ethnographic study based in a School in the Midlands, Gillborn notes that the
timetabling structure of options pupils took at 14 years old meant that ‘students who might
otherwise have been tempted to study a non-traditional choice in addition to a more traditional
one, were forced to choose between them’ (1990, n.p.). He goes on to describe the ways that
subject choices which were seen as not gender appropriate by staff were questioned,
sometimes causing students to change their choices.
10
The hidden curriculum refers to the things which students learn through being at school
rather than things which are part of the formal learning curriculum.
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Rhona, who ended up in what might be thought of as a traditionally
male area of work notes similar restrictions which serve to underline
the opposition between male and female subjects;
‘That’s one thing, at that school you had to choose. Um,
you had to fight to do all three sciences, to be honest.
The timetable didn’t really allow you to do physics,
chemistry and biology. But there were some who fought
to do that. […] I couldn’t have done home economics, I
couldn’t have done art. It didn’t fit with the timetables’
(Rhona, mid 30s, engineer, West Yorkshire).

2.3 Socialisation, socio-cultural expectations and
gendered subject choices
There has been a great deal of research and writing exploring early
gender socialisation, the processes by which gendered behaviours and
normative constructions of masculinity and femininity are created
and shaped through social situations (Humm, 1992, Andersen, 1993,
Alsop et al., 2002, Marchand and Letherby, 2007). The ways that
males and females learn appropriate gendered behaviours in early
socialisation processes are an important factor in gender segregation
in education and beyond, drawing girls and boys to different areas
(Skelton et al., 2007, Gillborn, 1990). Many women pointed out, for
example, their feeling that the ‘choices’ they made were not really
individual ones. Rather, they resulted from pressures from those
around them including parental and teacher expectations, peer
pressure and general societal assumptions about appropriate routes
for men and women. Although, in reality, boys’ choices are equally
constrained in different ways, women also thought that boys had
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more freedom, possibly because ‘boys’ subjects are valorised
compared to ‘girls’. Whilst the continuing gender preferences are
marked, explaining their continued strength is less easy. Ideas of
what is ‘appropriate’ for their gender means student’s subject
choices reflect the desire of individuals to align themselves with
gender appropriate subjects. Further, perceptions of a gendered
subject curriculum appeals to boys and girls with different gendered
interests11. We begin here by exploring some of the choices women
make in schooling and the factors they felt influenced these.
Erica’s memories of subjects at school, and the language she uses to
describe the choices available make it clear how different subjects
were perceived;
‘Yes, I think boys were veered off towards maths, physics,
chemistry very much so and the girls were sort of moved
into biology for some reason and the languages and there
was typing still, you did typing. […] girls were moved off
to sort of the typing pool and ‘Do the typing, that’ll be
really nice for you’ which I managed to keep out of typing’
(Erica, mid 30s, self-employed, mother, North Yorkshire).
Stepping outside expected gendered roles can bring disapproval,
ridicule or isolation, thus the process of changing gendered norms
tends to be long and difficult. As we see below, girls and women who
opted for non-traditional subjects often had just those experiences.
Such gendered expectations also apply to behaviour and manners.
11

For example, literacy and English are often constructed as ‘naturally female’ due to their
‘feminine’ curriculum content. While girls may find this confirms their constructions of
femininity, boys may find it challenges their constructions of masculinity. (Skelton et al,
2007).
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Girls who adopt behaviours which are not perceived as appropriately
feminine

can

be

sanctioned

by

teachers

(Stanworth,

1983,

Walkerdine, 1989, cited in Charles, 2002) as well as by others such as
friends and family. Discouragement can be active, as in the
experiences of the women below;
Imogen, who grew up with lots of animals was interested in pursuing
a career as a vet;
‘Umm I wanted to be a vet, I was told very clearly that I
wasn’t particularly clever enough […] ‘Don’t mix your
hobby with your ambitions umm because it sometimes
doesn’t work’ […] that was the time my sister wanted to
do umm architect work, ‘No it’s a man’s job’ and she’s
now an architect, but, you know, did it later in life’
(Imogen, mid 40s, part-time administrator, mother, North
Yorkshire).
‘I wanted to do metalwork, me and my friend wanted to
do metalwork and we moved heaven and earth to try to
get on there and they wouldn’t… it was just ‘no’, but
probably because we were female, and females just didn’t
do

it’

(Tanya,

late

40s,

part-time

carer,

mother,

Humberside).
Alternatively, discouragement may be much more subtle and those
doing it may not even be acting with deliberate intent. Educators
may help to maintain these patterns, consciously or unconsciously
encouraging girls and boys to pursue ‘gender-appropriate’ subjects
(Gillborn, 1990). Researchers have repeatedly found that teachers’
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expectations for pupils differed dramatically according to their
gender: expectations tended to be gender-stereotypical and were
more ambitious in the case of boys (for example, Stanworth, 1983,
Walkerdine, 1989, Rees, 1992).
Peer pressure
Peer pressure and the influence of friendship networks are also
important factors that impact on subject choices at school and
particular ways of behaving (Fuller et al., 2005). Heather’s story
reveals how, even when teachers and family are supportive towards
girls pursuing non-traditional areas, the power of social pressures and
gendered identifications of what is ‘appropriate’ still operate to
constrain the options which women/girls perceive are open to them;
‘I always remember as well, um, which is a bit strange,
um, one of my teachers thinking I was really, really
exceptional at metalwork, but I refused to take it as an
option because, for me, it was a boys’ subject […] I
absolutely was adamant I wasn’t doing a boys’ subject […]
But, um, I think I just didn’t want to leave the group of
girls I was with probably. I don’t know. But at school there
was no way I was going to be seen to be doing it at school.
Actually, most of my friends, um, were actually but not
particularly interested in a lot of academic things. Um, so
they all planned to be hairdressers and to do other types
of things like that really. Um, so they were most of the
girls I mixed with really. So they probably influenced my
thinking back then a lot as well’ (Heather, late 30s, selfemployed, mother, North Yorkshire).
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2.4

The

impact

of

future,

gender

appropriate,

expectations on student’s decisions
People’s educational experiences are not separate from the rest of
social life, and both boys’ and girls’ experiences of education are
framed within the social context of how they, and others, see their
lives progressing beyond school. This means that the future
expectations of gendered roles have a significant impact on the
choices which are made. We have seen above how gendered
constructions of appropriate behaviour and choice influence decision
making, we now turn to explore the ways that imaginings of
particularly gendered life paths impact on schooling in both formal
and informal ways.
Information, Advice and Guidance
There are currently a wide range of both statutory and third sector
bodies involved in providing advice to young people in their choice of
subject and career. The confines of this report do not allow for a full
consideration of their activities or impact. However, the issue of
careers advice provision in schools is one that has been subject to a
great deal of discussion recently based on the contention that careers
advice does not offer a broad enough choice for girls and women. The
Women and Work Commission (2005) note concern about ‘girls’
access to information and support to make informed choices about
educational subjects, training, jobs and careers’ and they are
working to ensure that future developments in careers advice
provision takes concerns around constraints to girl’s and women’s
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choices seriously in order that ‘their horizons are broadened and
aspirations raised’ (Women and Work Commission, 2005 n.p.).
Recent reports have highlighted the fact that many girls feel they get
poor careers advice at school and are steered into stereotypical
female jobs (Youth Work Now, 2007) and denied better job prospects
because they lack all-round careers advice (Fuller et al., 2005). A
2005 EOC-funded study found that few students receive advice about
non-traditional work placements (Francis et al., 2005) and that work
placements can operate to perpetuate stereotyping by leading boys
and girls into traditional areas12.
There is awareness at all levels that there needs to be more gender
focus in Careers Advice (Rolfe, 1999). This concern prompted the EOC
to commission further work in this area (Rolfe et al., 2007) in which
they provide a detailed assessment of Information, Advice and
Guidance (IAG) services and provide recommendations in three areas
key to this report. First, identify 'key agencies delivering IAG on jobs,
learning and careers to young people and adults'; second, '[a]ssess the
extent to which these agencies enable individuals to consider and
pursue non-traditional choices and ways of working and encourage
women to overcome the barriers they may face in participating in
work and learning'; and third, '[a]ssess the extent to which agencies
recognise and relate to the changing nature of work, including
flexible and other non-traditional working patterns‘ (Rolfe et al.,
2007:4-5).

12

This research also found that large numbers of girls and boys would be prepared to consider
a non-traditional work experience placement, although these were not translated into practice
in most cases (Francis et al., 2005).
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Women in this study echoed the concerns and issues raised in recent
policy documents. Here Christine is talking about the ways in which
her experiences of positive support and encouragement from her
teachers were not matched by her experience of careers advice,
which directed her towards more appropriate ‘women’s’ careers;
‘careers advice, you go along even then, 1970s, very
different to the teachers at school who wanted me to stay
and do A Levels and who had encouraged me to do sciences
because they wanted more girls to sciences. Teachers were
proactive with regard to this imbalance. Whereas I
remember distinctly the careers advice was ‘oh you’re a
girl with quite good results, you can be a dental
receptionist, or why don’t you go for this office job?’’
(Christine,

late

40s,

self-employed,

mother,

North

Yorkshire).
Other women recalled careers advice at school being directed
primarily at students who were seen as academic. The ‘high-fliers’
were given a wider range of options whilst the majority of girls were
simply directed into ‘traditional’ female jobs, as described by Fern;
‘Girls, maybe the bright ones that were maybe going on to
teach and girls that might go on to do medicine, and
certainly two of the girls from my secondary school did […]
but there wasn’t the same for us. The thought was that
you still went into secretarial work, nursing, teaching, you
know, there weren’t any other areas you were encouraged
to go into then’ (Fern, mid 40s, manager, agricultural
sector, mother, North Yorkshire).
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Women’s roles
Although we interviewed women whose ages ranged from late teens
to early 90s, we found that women of all ages told us of the low
aspirations which they experienced in school, and many of the
women we spoke to felt they were being trained for social roles
rather than provided with the tools they needed for professional
careers. Other women we interviewed felt that schools encourage
girls who are not seen as academically high achievers to enter caring
professions. It could be argued that this is due to essentialising
discourses that women would ‘naturally’ be better at these jobs and
that, further, because this kind of work is perceived as ‘natural’ it
therefore requires little or no skill. Opal, for example told us this
when we asked if she thought she was being educated ‘for a
purpose’;
‘Um, no…Um, it’s sort of like…well, to teach you how to
behave properly. You know, the read…to read and write
and, um, sort of like the basic skills of knitting and sewing
[…] You just do this, you know, add up, read, write, um,
sew things, cook, domestic sciences, how to use a washing
machine’ (Opal, late 50s, volunteer, mother, Humberside).
Notions of socially appropriate and inappropriate jobs appear to have
shaped the lives and career choices of many of our younger
respondents too;
‘Prior to that I was at college doing what’s expected of a
girl [laughter] learning how to type and secretarial skills…
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Yes, my father said, my careers advice from my father was
‘learn to type it’s always good for a girl’, which is a bit
naughty nowadays but…’ (Gayle, mid 30s, education
sector, mother, Humberside).
‘Erm, but I think there was, there was still quite a lot of
emphasis on, on girls choosing women’s careers, you know.
So I, I, I left school and did a secretarial course’ (Belinda,
mid 40s, manager, health sector, mother, South Yorkshire).
May describes the ways that other people made assumptions about
her career plans which clearly indicate the different expectations
associated with appropriate career aspirations for men and women;
‘I used to work in a shop and people would come in and ask
what I was doing and I’d say, ‘Going off to university […]
I’m going off to study languages’ and people would say so
many times, ‘Oh, so you want to be a bi-lingual secretary?’
And I was so indignant, because I was quite strongly
feminist even at a young age and it was like, ‘No, I don’t
want to be the secretary. I want to be the boss’ kind of
thing…’ (May, late 30s, part-time, education sector,
mother, North Yorkshire).
Other women told us that they regretted the gendered limitations
they experienced in their own lives, which they feel have prevented
them from achieving their ambitions and hope things have changed
for their children. Becky had been refused a work experience place
on a local newspaper for being a girl, putting an end to her
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aspirations of becoming a reporter and is now working to ensure that
her daughter has different experiences;
‘I don’t ever want her to think that she can’t do anything
because she’s a girl because, as far as I’m concerned,
there is nothing she can’t do […] You know, she can do
anything she wants to if she sets her mind to it and I don’t
ever want anybody to tell her different’ (Becky, late 30s,
part-time administrator, mother, East Yorkshire).
Or, as Nasreen comments on how she would like her daughter’s life to
be;
‘I wouldn’t restrict her to as much as I’ve been restricted,
even though I haven’t been as restricted as much as other
people, so obviously I’d give her, me and my husband,
would give her more freedom in terms of education…’
(Nasreen, mid 20s, part-time manager, community sector,
Humberside).

2.5 Self-Confidence and women’s educational
expectations
As discussed in Report 1 of this series (Clisby et al., 2007:52), issues
of confidence and mental well-being are rooted in the ways that girls
are socialised into being girls, and becoming women. The roots of this
female socialisation can have a significant impact on how women and
girls feel about themselves, their abilities and their rights to achieve
success as individuals.
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Through everyday processes of gender socialisation, girls may absorb
messages that their brothers are assumed to be, or expected to be,
‘better’ in a range of ways; more intelligent, better at sports, better
able to negotiate the public arena, more confident, be more likely to
eventually have a better career and so on. Confidence is also about
fitting with stereotypes and images of appropriate femininity and
masculinity. Ullrica describes feeling intimidated by boys who
appeared to be cleverer than her, until she realised that this was just
the result of acceptable gendered ways of behaving;
‘It always appeared that the boys knew quite a lot of
things, it took me quite a long time to realise, I could
never work out why they didn’t seem to do better in
exams. Eventually I decided they are just better at
bullshitting than the girls’ (Ullrica, early 50s, manager,
engineer, Humberside).
Rosalind worked in a secondary school for over twenty years, meaning
she saw the powerful effects of gender stereotyping and the
socialisation of young people into normative gender identities. She
was also concerned about girl’s levels of confidence in their own
abilities, and the impact this could have on their aspirations. Here
Rosalind explains the internal barriers she feels women face;
‘I think the main thing would be issues to do with women’s
confidence in the first place. I think barriers always seem
bigger if your own self-esteem’s lower don’t they? […] And
maybe the barriers wouldn’t be there at all if the selfesteem bar was raised. And so I would imagine that it’s
something that's very fundamental in terms of bringing up
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young girls still’ (Rosalind, early 50s, self-employed, nontraditional sector, West Yorkshire).
Some of the women we spoke to appeared to be self-limiting in their
educational achievements and aspirations due to lacking selfconfidence to go after what they really want. Many things can serve
to reduce girl’s and women’s self confidence, sometimes all it takes
is a small set back;
‘Working with kids was just what I wanted, I absolutely
adore it, marvellous, but once the childcare fell through
with the YTS I just thought well, I don’t think I could have
ever had the confidence to go back to do A levels […] I
didn’t think I was good enough to do it, and that’s always
been a big issue is confidence’ (Tracy, early 30s, parttime, community sector, mother, North Yorkshire).
The quantitative data collected in this research confirms that women
tend to underestimate their abilities. In the survey data, whilst a
majority (73%) of women agreed or strongly agreed that they were
‘usually

a

confident

person’,

when

asked

if

they

‘often

underestimated their abilities’, a majority (74.8%) of women also
agreed or strongly agreed that they did.
Confidence is an issue at all levels, as Rachel notes;
‘Yes and I think what you might find is that women tend to
do even more training… to do more before they actually
get into employment […] the brightest of brightest young
women that there are, to get into [university] they still,
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when asked, didn’t feel competent enough to move onto
the next stage. These are the brightest of bright young
women and still felt they hadn’t quite made the [grade]
and it’s like they made every grade… I think it’s to do with
the way women view themselves, that they need… not
everybody, but there’s a sense of always needing to, ‘you
must need something more’ I think it’s about something in
the psyche’ (Rachel, early 40s, community sector manager,
Humberside).
Expectations and aspirations are linked, not only to gender but are
interwoven with class-based norms and expectations (Charles, 2002).
Several women stated clearly that their aspirations were further
restricted by the wider expectations of their communities. Fiona
describes the options she felt were open to her;
‘It was expected and that’s what I did, that I’d probably
go into secretarial work… or hairdressing or nursing
because they seemed to be the only options at the time…
It was never even considered that I’d go onto University…
never… never even… it was something that I didn’t think
about’ (Fiona, late 40s, manager, community sector,
volunteer, mother, Humberside).
As Pamela sums up the expectations;
‘…and the girls would be slotted off somewhere along the
way for something nice and easy’ (Pamela, mid 40s,
community sector manager, volunteer, Humberside).
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A recent EOC report (2007a) ‘I want to fulfil my dream’ reveals how
the career ambitions of some ethnic minority girls and women are
limited by family, faith and culture. This can create a gap between
their individual aspirations and their social circumstances. Girls, in
general, are often socialised into being demure, modest and selfeffacing, but such expectations are more pronounced for some ethnic
groups. Or women may feel their aspirations are not understood by
older generations;
‘I suppose when we were young, because my mum’s never
been educated so she didn’t see the importance, obviously
education for her is important but she’s thought that for a
girl you must be able to cook and clean your house,
manage your house and then education was probably
second, I think now, like my other two sisters, it’s slightly
different to what it was with us, I think education does
come first before the house and cooking and whatever’
(Nasreen, mid 20s, part-time, manager, community sector,
Humberside).
Ayesha

describes

the

potential

conflict

between

educational

aspirations of individual girls and family/community aspirations for
them;
‘I think my main clash would be education, employment
and marriage so a lot of parents they don’t like to educate
their daughters to a point, usually until secondary and
then prefer to get them married off, which I think is an
individual thing, I mean if the girl wants to study I don’t
think anyone should stop her. If she wants to get married
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fair enough, as long as they’re happy, that’s how it should
be really, but I don’t think they should be stopped if they
want to carry on…’ (Ayesha, late teens, part-time,
community sector, Humberside).
Zaima describes her own experience of returning to education and
building an independent life instead of looking for more conventional
support by remarrying;
‘I just kind of decided that I want to go back to
university… and my mum was really worried that I wasn’t
being my normal self, you know and she was just shocked
because she was actually expecting me to be thinking
about re-marriage and she had a […] daughter who was
going to go back to uni which she found very, very difficult
to take’ (Zaima, mid 30s, civil service, Humberside).
In this section we have shown the ways that girls and women are fed
into

particular

subjects

by

strong

socio-cultural

gendered

expectations. We now turn to explore the ways in which these have
consequences for girls and women, beginning with the differential
valuations given to boys and girls, and the subjects which are
associated with them.

2.6 Gendered valuations and experiences of
education
Firstly, we note that some participants felt the debate about the
‘underachievement’ of boys in education may actually reflect deeply
held assumptions about the relative value and intelligence of boys and
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girls. Helen suggests that moves to do away with coursework at GCSE
are designed to preference boys;
‘Now they’re scrapping course work, girls do better at
course work than boys, at GCSE they’re scrapping course
work now, and it always makes me wonder if that’s
because girls are doing better than boys at school and I
find that interesting that course work’s been successful
for years for girls and now they’re scrapping it…’
(Helen, early 20s, student, Humberside).
The idea that ‘boys are better’ was also communicated to Alice, who
describes the valorisation of her brother and concomitant devaluation
of her achievement;
‘I just always knew that my brother was cleverer than me,
which is absolutely not true at all. Um, as it’s transpired
[laughs], but it was always assumed that he would be
cleverer than me. And also my dad had a very strong…he
always tried to make it into a bit of a joke, but it wasn’t a
joke, we had a very strong attitude that sciences were
boys subjects and they were the only subjects that were
taken seriously. And, everything that I did was waffle
because I did the social science stroke humanities stroke
English’ (Alice, late 30s, manager, education sector,
volunteer, mother, West Yorkshire).
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Understandings of relative value are internalised by women,
contributing to the ways that women are less confident than men13.
This is revealed, for example, in the ways in which women repeat the
differential assessments of male and female subjects. Some, for
example, talked about being ‘forced’ to do cooking whilst being
‘jealous’ of boys who were ‘lucky’ to be doing subjects such as
technical drawing. Whether or not this reflects how girls felt at the
time, it demonstrates the ways in which complex gendered
assumptions and valorisations operate to undermine ‘female’ areas
and accomplishments14. Elizabeth is quite disparaging about the
subjects she took at school, and clearly sees these are connected to
an expectation, whether hers or other’s, that women would end up in
the domestic sphere;
‘And, erm, a lot of it was compulsory. And I ended up
in, erm, needlework and cookery. Skills that a woman
needs […] It was […] all gender geared. All your
subjects, girls were pushed into Domestic Science and
Needlework. And the boys were allowed to do
Woodwork and Metalwork’ (Elizabeth, late 30s, parttime student, mother, Humberside, emphasis added).
Polly shows similar assessments of subjects associated with feminine
pastimes, whilst valorising boys subjects;
‘There was quite a strong science department there. Um
there was nothing like technology. Err I used to be very

13

Refer to Report 1 of this series, (Clisby et al. 2007) for further exploration of this issue.
For a fuller discussion of the low value placed on ‘female’ tasks such as cooking and
housework see Holdsworth et al. (2007) and for a fuller discussion of the intersections
between gender and self-confidence see Clisby et al. (2007), both reports in this series.
14
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jealous of the boys at the boys’ school down the road
because they did – was it called technical drawing, or
something? They did things like that and we weren’t
allowed to do that; just cooking’ (Polly, early 40s, parttime,

community

sector,

mother,

North

Yorkshire

emphasis added).
‘Easy subjects’ versus ‘difficult subjects’
That girls pick up, and absorb, the differential values accorded to
‘boys’’ and ‘girls’’ subjects is perhaps not surprising given that
similar processes occur through early socialisation in the home.
Further to this, we found that there are differential value
judgements still being made around the relative difficulty and worth
of particular subject areas, as revealed in many of the previous
quotes. Wendy describes how she was discouraged from doing the
subjects she wanted to, which one could argue were female subjects,
because she was seen as too intelligent and should be an ‘academic
achiever’;
‘Totally stereotyped subject choices, I was, I actually
wanted to do home economics, or food and nutrition I
think it was called at the time, but it was, apart from one
boy, it was all young women in the class, I remember that
I wanted to learn to type, there was a typing class, but I
was basically refused from doing that because they wanted
me to concentrate on a more academic subject, but typing
is a really good life skill and would have been very
helpful. I was encouraged at school, I was an academic
achiever, and they allowed me to do additional O’levels’
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(Wendy, late 30s, manager, community sector, volunteer,
Humberside).
Carol, whose schooling experiences are very recent makes the same
associations between intelligence and ‘male’ subjects;
‘I think, because I’ve always worked in the top classes in
school, I think I was just encouraged by everyone to go for,
you know, like science or maths, or something like that’
(Carol, late teens, student, Humberside).
Messages such as these in schools mean that girls come to understand
clearly what their present and future expectations should be. These
findings are also reflected elsewhere. Dale et al., (2005), for example
conducted research with women in non-traditional occupations and
found that a ‘majority had been dissuaded by schools – because they
were girls, because they were clever, or simply because at girls’
schools the topic had never been raised. As one woman said, “I just
didn’t know it was a possibility”’ (Dale et al, 2005:16).
Is the answer to separate boys and girls?
Finally in this section on participants’ experiences of schooling and
formal education we consider some of the arguments put forward for
single sex schooling and the impact that this has on both educational
expectations and on subject choice. Our study found that participants
had had conflicting experiences of single-sex schooling and differed
quite strongly in their opinions. This mixed response echoes other
research and the DfES suggest that the ‘jury is still out’ on the impact
of single sex schooling on educational attainment (DfES, 2007:8).

66

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that pupil’s attitudes to
subjects are influenced by whether they attend a single sex school
they are, for example, less likely to hold stereotypical ideas on
science subjects (Francis et al., 2003). Moreover, some research
suggests that girls may benefit from being taught in single sex classes
as this provides them with a space away from the distractions of
boys. It also provides environments within which teachers can redress
stereotypical constructions of particular subjects (Phillips, 2003).
The question of different learning styles for boys and girls remains
contested and some believe gender differences in learning are not as
marked as sometimes suggested (Marchbank and Letherby, 2007). Our
mixed findings here confirm other research that whilst girls and boys
as groups may tend to have preferential learning styles there is a
great deal of variation within these groups (Skelton et al., 2007).
Nevertheless, imaginings of difference between boys and girls impact
on the ways that people think they should be taught;
‘I do think that males and females should be taught
different because I think males think different […] and I
think they actually enjoy all that hands on stuff’
(Tanya, late 40s, part-time carer, mother, Humberside).
Some women noted that learning in all girl environments provided a
safe and supportive learning environment;
‘I didn’t really miss like not mixing with boys or
whatever. But, um, for me, it… I think it was really
good, I got loads of opportunities, got like encouraged
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to do everything by all the teachers. And, it was really
sort of a female empowerment school, you know, they
were really into like getting people to do… have a
fantastic career and stuff’ (Laura, late 20s, community
sector, mother, Humberside).
When Laura went to sixth form she was thrown into a co-educational
environment. She noticed huge differences in the ways boys and girls
conducted themselves;
‘Well we had half our lessons at the girl’s school and
half our lessons at the boy’s school. And when we got
to… when we got to the [boy’s school] all of us were
like, this is such a rubbish school, you know, there was…
it was more chaotic […] it’s a really good school but, it
was more chaotic, and there were… like people were
shouting and… and everything was really loud and the
boys were just causing chaos everywhere. So, it was
quite different […] they just didn’t stop moving
[laughs], they were just running around everywhere all
the time…’ (Laura, late 20s, community sector, mother,
Humberside).
Other women suggested that being in an all-girl environment removed
some of the pressures of gendered expectations and peer pressure
which, as we saw above, are significant factors in girl’s decision
making about subject choice and career aspiration. Helen describes
how she felt about being in a single sex learning environment;
‘We were allowed to do woodwork, we were allowed to
do cooking and things like that, and I think probably
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more girls did like woodwork than would have done if
we’d been in a mixed school […] the classes were
definitely

smaller

in

like

more

male

dominated

subjects, they were smaller but probably there was
more freedom for the girls who actually did the subjects
without having boys there […] I suppose there was more
support for the girls that actually did do like other
technologies ... because there was no males in the class
to be favoured, so I think they probably got like a fairer
deal for it, rather than us who just stuck to what we
knew’ (Helen, early 20s, student, Humberside).
Our research confirms research conducted elsewhere that by the time
young women leave school, the majority, for a variety of complex
and interlocking social and structural reasons, have opted for more
feminised subject areas that attract, in the future, lower earnings
and lower status. This research found that most women we spoke
with recognised coercive elements in the way their schooling was
directed. They saw the valorisation of boys subjects, and internalised
these perceptions, as well as talking about the ways it was made
clear to them the sorts of things they should expect from their lives
in the future. This included strong messages received by women
during their schooling that they were not as clever as boys, that girls
subjects were not as academically challenging and they should not
raise their aspirations too high.
We now turn to explore the ways that women are able to break out of
traditional expectations and engage in non-traditional subjects. We
also explore some of the things which help them to make this
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decision as well as what support mechanisms are appropriate to meet
their needs.

3.0 Education and Non-Traditional
Choices
There is currently recognition at all levels of the need to attract
more women into non-traditional areas in order to fill a skills gap. In
response to this there are a number of Government-led initiatives,
especially in vocational education and training however, as Miller et
al., (2004) note, there is a ‘lack of explicit recognition of equal
opportunity and gender segregation issues’ which could lead to
‘reinforcement of traditional gender divisions in education and
training, contrary to the intention to increase opportunities’
(2004:iii).

3.1 Changing times and women who break
the mould
In spite of gender equality legislation and popular conceptions that
men and women now experience parity of experience and
opportunity, legislation does not, in itself, bring about cultural
change and consequently, for many, roles in the home, education and
work remain organised along traditional gendered lines (Madden,
2000). Sagebiel et al., (2006) argue that ‘[i]t is not a deficit in
abstract thinking, etc. by women that drives them away from
technology, but the content and climate of technical institutions,
referred to as an atmosphere of ‘dominant masculinity’ (2006:6),
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something that women we spoke to said was also a problem in other
areas.
Of course experiences which put women off non traditional areas are
not universal; some women who participated in this research had
experienced

positive

reinforcement

and

support

during

their

schooling and chosen careers that followed paths that might be
considered unusual. Not all women we spoke to felt that they were
pushed into ‘women’s subjects’, and instead suggested that boys and
girls had had similar educational experiences and opportunities;
‘When I first started secondary school, umm, we had to do
metal work and woodwork, which I felt, was fantastic, the
fact that girls had a chance to do that and the same for
the boys, they would be in the cookery class’ (Olive, early
40s, self-employed, North Yorkshire).
Making non-traditional choices, however, was commonly experienced
as the exception rather than the norm and women commented on
how this must have been ‘difficult’ for those making them. Erica
describes how the majority of people followed traditional routes but
she had one friend who opted for sciences. Erica suggests that it was
not the subjects which were hard, but being a girl with all the boys;
‘Um, a lot more girls did English and the boys were very
much maths orientated although my best friend who is
now science… she’s a school teacher, but she’s a trained
scientist, she went down the chemistry, you know,
physics, maths route… and had quite a hard time
keeping up with it, because there was so many boys in
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there and I think when you’re going through all that,
you know, teen years… it’s hard enough as it is, never
mind being surrounded by a load of boys. So yeah, I
think there was definitely still quite a split between
girls you go off and do arts and English and boys you
stick to maths and science. Yeah’ (Erica, mid 30s, selfemployed, mother, North Yorkshire).
Some of the women we spoke to noted that changes in school
terminologies were helping to remove some of the old stereotypes.
Imogen felt that altering the names of courses, from ‘cooking’ and
‘needlework’ for example, was important in opening up subjects to
both genders;
‘They’re all new headings now aren’t they. They’re all
new titles but it just seems now that they’re all taught
the same and it’s equal ops for these little kids that can
go in either direction’ (Imogen, mid 40s, part-time
administrator, mother, North Yorkshire).
Discussions around women entering non traditional occupations often
suggest that women who are successful in these arenas develop,
independently, interests which are then further developed in formal
educational environments rather than the other way around. These
assumptions were repeated by some of the women in this study who
saw their own interests developing in this manner. Others, however,
disagreed and argued that if women were given more chances earlier
in life, and the complex mix of socio-cultural influences could be
altered, more women would be able, in school and beyond, to opt for
‘male’ subjects. It was further argued that this is important due to
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the

wage

differentials

for

‘male’

and

‘female’

trades

and

occupational areas.
Rhona uses this kind of understanding in talking about how she
developed her interest in engineering, describing this as an early
interest that was strong enough to overcome the obstacles in her
way;
‘When I was a child, I mean, my mum must have despaired
of me. I don’t ever remember getting told off for it, but I
pulled vacuum cleaners to bits, and irons to bits, wanting
to know how they worked. […] Um, so, I think, and at, and
at school, you know, God, I remember making, uh, a sun
dial, and how exciting a project was that, you know? I
didn’t want to sew and embroider. I wanted to be building
a sun dial. And how do you, you know, how do you work
out when it’s the right time, and all that? […] And I guess,
I never really saw the girl/boy divide. I just wanted to do
that, and I’d do it with whoever. And I don’t think I ever
realised it, to be honest’ (Rhona, mid 30s, non traditional
sector, West Yorkshire).
It is widely acknowledged that women are the UK’s single most
undervalued human resource, and attracting more women to science,
engineering, technology and other non traditional areas, is a vital
strategy in combating shortages in these areas. One way of doing
this,

for

example,

by

addressing

gender

segregation

in

apprenticeships is recognised by Learning and Skills Councils
nationally as a priority issue (Miller et al., 2005). Initiatives from both
policy and third sector have continued seeking to draw women into
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non-traditional areas, with limited and varied levels of success, some
of the reasons for which we discuss below.
In the next section we explore the experiences of women who are
involved, either as learners or teachers/lecturers in non-traditional
areas for women. Through exploring the stories of women we raise a
number of key points which limit women’s participation and
progression in Non Traditional Occupations. It is not always easy for
women to enter into non-traditional areas. As discussed above they
can be seen as failing to conform to appropriate behaviours,
something which can attract notice, and sometimes sanctions, from
friends and family. Social and cultural attitudes inform gendered
expectations (Dale et al., 2005), which can affect career choices,
creating barriers to certain areas of employment. Here Fay is talking
about women attempting to train in the construction industry;
‘The other thing that they felt was there were […]
barriers with society as a whole, so the way that they
would be looked on and that it wasn’t right that they
should be doing that, particularly families wouldn’t want
them to do it’ (Fay, early 50s, manager, community sector,
mother, South Yorkshire).

3.2 Equal Treatment or equality of opportunity –
why ‘treating men and women the same’ is
not the answer
In order to encourage women into non-traditional areas it is not
enough to simply treat men and women learners the same. This is not
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simply in addressing the various learning styles present in any
context, but recognition of the fact that women entering training in
non-traditional areas often have needs which are different to those of
their male counterparts.
Women may be at different points in their life course
Dale et al (2005) note that many women entering training in NTOs are
often older than their male counterparts and are training as part of a
career change. This is in part due to poor advice at school which
meant they did not aspire to, or could not realise their aspirations to,
enter non-traditional training for careers. This can mean that when
women enter training they are distinguished from other learners by
age as well as gender.
This age difference is a significant reason why it is inappropriate to
‘treat men and women the same’ in such learning environments as
this does not take account of the additional domestic responsibilities
which women often bear. Several people in this study, for example,
raised issues of learning hours which cause problems for women with
childcare. Apprenticeships in areas traditionally associated with men
often mirror the working hours of this sector, treating the needs and
behaviours of men as normal and those of women being defined,
therefore, as aberrant or problematic.
Being the only one – inclusive learning strategies
For many women, being the only one on an NTO course is problematic
and can lead to women leaving. Miranda, who developed a career in
science, describes how she was isolated when doing her degree
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course; she was one of only two women on the course she feels was
dominated both by men and male ways of being;
‘The boys were okay they just didn’t speak to me much,
there was no animosity or anything but they kind of all
stuck together so for the most part I studied alone’
(Miranda,

late

20s,

non-traditional

sector,

mother,

Humberside).
This meant that Miranda missed out on the networking elements of
learning in a communal environment as well as having fewer support
structures in place for when she found things challenging.
Rachel, who works to encourage women and girls into non-traditional
areas, talks about the need for sympathetic classroom management
when there are a small minority of women in learning. She notes that
it is a difficult balance between ignoring women and making them
‘stick out’;
‘We’ve developed training for FE lecturers to encourage
them to look at inclusive learning, how do you make sure
that you’ve got one, you know, you’ve got one female in,
that you don’t sort of make her stick out but you don’t
actually just act as if she’s not there, you know, and
that’s very challenging training for organisations that have
been predominately, you know, male, along the way’
(Rachel,

early

40s,

manager,

Humberside).
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community

sector,

She goes on to discuss strategies for engaging young women in areas
they might not normally consider. Here she suggests that girls are
more likely to engage when they can see the practical benefits;
‘You need to change the mind set about maths and
physics, about it’s… is it really any harder or just
different, just requiring different, you know, different
skills. They seem to be saying, for a lot of girls to do
physics they need to see its use, they need to be able to
see that it’s going to be useful in the future so there’s
some research that showed if girls did… they would do
physics in order to become doctors, wouldn’t necessarily
do it for the pure joy of physics. There aren’t that many
boys who would do it for the pure joy of physics but there
are more boys who just think physics is funky, just… no
matter what its application is…’ (Rachel, early 40s,
manager, community sector, Humberside).
This is something which is also raised in the following passage where
Rachel describes girls’ attitudes to engineering changing when they
are given practical demonstrations of its utility;

‘Quite by chance, the school had been raising funds for
[charity], just the term before, so it’s just by pure chance,
we didn’t know, you know, when our colleague got up to
do this presentation that they’d done that, but the head
teacher said that was instrumental in turning, in turning
peoples’ views around about engineering and it was about
linking up this woman who talked about what she did in
Africa and, you know, how they dig the wells and
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everything

and

everybody

was

thinking,

‘Oh,

it’s

something very real’’ (Rachel, early 40s, manager,
community sector, Humberside).
However, even when women do attempt to engage in non-traditional
learning, they can face direct prejudice. Here Kate reveals how
concepts of appropriate roles for women can impact on their chances
in concrete ways;
‘I'm seeing a lot of women that are now looking at what
have

been

predominantly

been

male

dominated

professions, like ‘how do I become a plumber?’… the
courses are there for them. They can do their NVQ Level 2
in plumbing but it’s work-based. They need to find an
employer that will take them on… but no employer will
take them on’ (Kate, late 40s, manager, mother, North
Yorkshire).

3.3 Provision of targeted support mechanisms
Women entering into areas of non-traditional learning often lack selfconfidence, heightened by being in a minority of girls/women.
Margaret, who is involved in projects which are designed to assist
young women into non traditional training and careers, feels that
even when women don’t experience direct discrimination on courses,
they can feel under-competent and under-confident, leading them to
leave. She argues strongly for more single sex training to provide safe
and supportive environments for women and help overcome the
isolation many feel in mixed environments;
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‘But I think it does take pre-vocational area of work where
they are nurtured so a centre on their own, females only,
you know, to gain their confidence, the confidence in
using tools, apart from anything else, and then gradually
that confidence will grow’ (Margaret, mid 50s, manager,
non-traditional sector, volunteer, Humberside).
Where women are taught in mixed environments they may feel they
need personal assistance to help increase their self-confidence. Tricia
describes how her experiences of training in a male-dominated
environment on a painting and decorating course made her feel
undermined from the start;
‘I had a careers meeting at the time and I sort of flipped
off the top of my head that I wanted to do painting and
decorating. And I was put in touch with what was a YTS
training scheme then and that's what I went on to do from
leaving school… Yeah. There was me and another girl only
on the course and that was it. And on the first day the guy
who was in charge of it sort of went round and said you’ll
make it, you won’t. You, you’ll make it, you won’t. And
you won’t… I think I lasted six weeks’ (Tricia, early 30s,
student, part-time, retail sector, North Yorkshire).
The barriers that women in this project experienced reflect research
findings which have shown repeatedly that gender equality is not yet
a reality in the UK (EOC, 2007). Research also shows that what
women need is to be actively encouraged to successfully pursue
careers in non-traditional areas, especially in the early stages (Dale
et al., 2005), and the data from this project confirms this;
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‘Quite often when you ask why women have gone into
careers there’s been somebody significant, they’ve either
had a parent who’s been in that area, they’d had a really
good physics teacher […] Very rarely do they just get there
by accident. There’s something, something that’s actually,
actually triggered it off’ (Rachel, early 40s, manager,
community sector, Humberside).
Women also talked about the importance of having a positive role
model or inspirational person who was prepared to support them in
their choice. The significance of role models and mentors in positive
career

choices

and

professional

development

is

increasingly

acknowledged in a range of recent research and policy contexts (Dale
et al., 2005, JIVE, 2007). This also emerged as a crucial factor in the
lives of those who participated in this study. Role models are an
important way of influencing young people whether that is in
traditional or non-traditional jobs or being exposed to positive role
models in education (Dale et al., 2005). Research shows that pupils
are more likely to be attracted to occupations which they think are
done 'by people like me' (Francis et al., 2005) and so encouraging
greater connections between employers of women in non-traditional
areas and schools/IAG providers could be an effective way of
increasing non traditional participation.
One reason women want to go into non-traditional occupations is that
they perceive the possibility of self-employment in these areas as a
positive reason for taking up training. One draw is the flexibility
offered by self-employment which may allow women to more easily
combine domestic and caring labour with paid work. It is clear that
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when women are offered appropriate learning environments, support
and encouragement larger numbers will train and remain in nontraditional areas and initiatives such as those supported by JIVE15 see
high levels of engagement and success (JIVE, 2007).

4.0 Adult / Community Learning
In the final section of this report we address issues directly related to
adult/community learning. As discussed in the introduction to this
report, the UK Government believes that addressing the shortage of
necessary skills in the UK labour force is crucial to making the UK
economy internationally competitive as well as improving the quality
of life of individuals and communities. Community-based adult
learning provision is a key element of the Government’s lifelong
learning strategies and strategies to tackle social deprivation through
neighbourhood based facilities (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister,
2003). There are several strands to adult learning programmes but
they are underpinned by an increasing awareness of the need to link
learning to strategies to close the skills gap, one way to achieve this
is by encouraging women into non traditional areas.
The Government’s recent initiative ‘Train to Gain’, for example,
launched in 2006, and run by the Learning and Skills Council, is
designed to help businesses get the training they need to succeed
through offering advice on business needs, matching training needs
with training providers and ensuring that training meets the needs of
employers. This will help to address the shortage of skills in the UK
15

JIVE was a five year project funded by the European Social Fund to address occupational
segregation in Science, Engineering, Construction and Technology sectors (SECT) through
developing partnerships across different sectors.
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workforce and will include Skills for Life Qualifications, first full Level
2 qualifications, Apprenticeships and Advanced Apprenticeships as
well as NVQ level 3 and above.
During the course of this research we spoke to women who were
engaged in learning at all stages from basic skills to postgraduate
degrees and professional training. Here, we draw out common
threads, challenges and experiences for women who are engaged in
learning at all these levels, focusing particularly on experiences of
women who are undertaking learning in the voluntary and community
sector. Many of the women we spoke to, for example, explicitly
mentioned low self-esteem, lacking in self-confidence and lack of
opportunity previously in their lives as factors which had limited their
achievement and which impacted negatively on their engagements
with learning. Additional to these, practical things such as childcare
and cost were also prohibitive. Initially in this section we explore
women’s motivations for returning to learning.

4.1 Women’s motivations for returning to learning
Elizabeth became a lone parent when her husband left. She feels that
people make judgements about her because of this, and worries that
people place her into a stereotypical category of ‘single mother’.
Elizabeth is quite disparaging about her attainment at school, leaving
with what she describes as ‘weren’t very good grades’. After school
she dropped out of sixth form and then tried college for a while
before leaving to get a job. Through her marriage Elizabeth describes
how she took a supportive role for her husband and she ‘pushed him
through his education and his career while I stayed at home and
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looked after the children’. When Elizabeth’s husband left this was a
catalyst for her to make change in her life and she decided to go back
into education;
‘And this lady wanted me to go on this Access course, but
it was the Christmas. She said, ‘I’ll fast track you.’ And I
just looked at her, and I said, ‘No.’ And, and I was
frightened. I was absolutely terrified, because I just
thought, well, I wasn’t very clever at school in the first
place. So I just thought, ‘Well, maybe I need to learn how
to use a computer.’ So I did, my friend baby sat for a year
for me, while I […] went on a computer course. And then
the following year, I joined the Access course at the uni…,
at the college’ (Elizabeth, late 30s, part-time student,
mother, Humberside).
For Elizabeth a major motivation for re-entering education was to
escape what she felt were negative judgements from other people for
being a lone parent. She feels that now people look at her
differently;
‘Yeah, they do. Yeah, because you’re not just living off
the state, are you? You just, you’re trying to better
yourself, to get a better job, to be able to bring your
children up and provide for them’ (Elizabeth, late 30s,
part-time student, mother, Humberside).
Elizabeth’s story reveals the complex pressures which women often
feel subjected to in their roles as mothers and individuals. She reentered education explicitly with the aim of improving the quality of
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life for her and her children, but also in order to combat what she
felt were public judgements of her as a single parent. One could
argue that social constructions of child-rearing as lacking in value
contributed to Elizabeth experiencing low self-esteem. Many of the
women we spoke to told similar stories around re-engaging with
learning as adults, showing the ways in which women’s decisions are
interwoven with public constructions of them. Some of the main
reasons women noted for re-entering learning were;


Loneliness / meet new friends



Improve basic skills



Develop a new hobby/interest



Gain new professional qualifications/develop work related
skills

So, as in Elizabeth’s case, many women told us they engaged in
learning as part of a strategy to improve their quality of life, to
improve their chances of gaining employment but significantly, this
was often explicitly to help improve the lives of those around them,
for example, to provide a better life for their children.
Ella, who works with young parents, talks about what she perceives
as motivations for them to return to education, again this is makes
clear that women’s motivations are not entirely for personal
development;
‘I spoke to young women who’ve said ‘oh I hated school, I
hate reading, I hate writing, but I have to learn’ and it’s
like it’s a real shame you couldn’t have got that before
the baby was around, which is a bit of a shame so, but
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they only start having aspirations because they want
something good for their child, not for them’ (Ella, late
30s, manager, community sector, volunteer, Humberside).
The next section of this report initially focuses on some of the main
barriers which women raised relating to learning as adults, before
moving on to provide examples of good practice and exploring what
promotes successful learning experiences for women.

4.2 Barriers to Adult Learning
‘Women’s’ problems
The first major obstacle which challenges women’s engagements with
adult learning results from their prime responsibility for domestic
labour and childcare. In a similar manner to the way this limits
women’s participation in the labour force16, imaginings which place
women in the home affect their abilities to seek self development
through

education

and

learning.

Becky

shows

clearly

how

responsibility for childcare limits her opportunities;
‘Part of me wants to be a professional photographer. I’m
not sure I’m artistic enough and I need to do a
photography course to do that. And I can’t do a
photography course because they’re on in the evening and
my husband works and I can’t get childcare […] Or I could
do one during the day actually, but I can’t afford then to

16

For a fuller discussion of constraints and opportunities for women in the labour force see
Fairbank et al., 2007. Report 4 of this series.
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pay for the additional childcare’ (Becky, late 30s, parttime administrator, mother, East Yorkshire).
Women repeatedly used the word ‘juggling’ to describe how they
thought they coped with the demands of domestic labour, childcare
(if they had children) and learning.
‘Juggling

working

and

studying

was

a

nightmare…

especially juggling that with being a single mum, my
daughter was one year old when I began my degree and
four years old when I finished […] When I would get home
from work/university I would spend some time with my
daughter, give her tea and put her to bed then I would
begin my studying I was usually up until 1am or 2am in the
morning’

(Miranda,

late

20s,

non-traditional

sector,

mother, Humberside).
For other women, the barriers which they experience are less about
the ways that assumptions about the roles of men and women play
out in the division of labour in domestic spheres and more about the
overall position of women in social life. Becky describes how her
parents’ more traditional ideas about the roles of men and women
meant that they did not support her when she wanted to go back into
education. Her father’s reason was, simply;
‘I was married… Therefore I did not need an education.
[…] And I said, ‘I don’t see how the two are connected’’
(Becky, late 30s, part-time administrator, mother, East
Yorkshire).
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Margaret, who works to support young women who have had poor
educational experiences back into education, comments that one of
her major constraints is lack of support from sections of the local
community resulting from;
‘assumptions that the women and girls really shouldn’t
rise above their station, that’s a bit old fashioned term
but that’s how it seems to come over, you are who you are
and your lot is this and that’ (Margaret, mid 50s, manager,
non-traditional sector, volunteer, Humberside).
These assumptions about the place of women play out in a variety of
ways. Control of finances within the family, for example, is one way
in which women’s opportunities can be limited. Octavia describes her
understanding of how family financial arrangements can limit
women’s learning opportunities;
‘There is the categories of like women want to go onto some
accredited courses but they’re in a, they can be in a family
environment where the husband is working, but they keep
their wife on a very, or partner, on a very tight budget, and
although she wants to educate herself she can’t come into
the category where to get her education free because her
husband’s got this job but he won’t give her the money to do
it […] from my own experience with my husband, my husband
left me with very little money’ (Octavia, late 40s, mother,
volunteer, Humberside).
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Institutionally-based obstacles
Formal educational institutions cater for a wide range of different
types of student. Widening participation strategies in the last few
years in both F.E. and H.E. have sought to make education accessible
to potential students from all sections of the population and ensure
equality of access for all who can benefit from education. These
inclusive policies have greatly increased the numbers of mature
students re-entering education, and particularly women. In spite of
these successes, some women in this study said that they thought
institutions did not appreciate the complex mix of roles and pressures
that women returners to education can face.
Ina, for example, describes feeling that, in spite of inclusive policies,
the reality is that women like her are seen as out of the norm;
‘At the moment I don’t think they support parents with
young children… I feel like basically [institution] is built
around nineteen year old students who are supported by
their parents, they have all the time in the world to
commit to their studies […] all they see is that you’re
there to do a degree… I don’t think that they consider the
fact that people have other areas of their life that are
also important […] you have an employer who sees you as
an employee, I have a [institution] who sees you as a
student, and I have a daughter who sees me as a mother,
and neither one of them recognises the other areas of my
life’ (Ina, mid 20s, student, mother, Humberside).
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Elizabeth also describes the ways that she feels her institution,
overall, does not recognise the needs of mature students;
‘I think, you know, they think you’re there to get on with
it, regardless of what else is happening at home, in
general… I think, erm, lecturers, individual lecturers have
been quite sympathetic […] Erm, but I think an overall
sympathetic view of the fact that you’ve got all these
other commitments, no, in general’ (Elizabeth, late 30s,
part-time student, mother, Humberside).
Lack of confidence
Lack of confidence, arising from deeply rooted gendered identity
constructions, has already been raised as a barrier to women’s
participation. Nasreen describes how, sometimes, women just taking
the first step into learning is enough for them to gain the confidence
to carry on;
‘About the confidence, […] I’ve noticed definitely with the
ladies who come, they’ve just come here, maybe to just
do a bit of [course] but most of them since doing that are
doing other courses as well which I don’t think they would
have done otherwise’ (Nasreen, mid 20s, manager, parttime, community sector, Humberside).
Ella raises self-confidence as key to women’s ability to participate in
activities outside the home. She also points to how the ways in which
girls and women are treated throughout their lives means that they
come to lack confidence;
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‘Other barriers are things like, you know, the culture of
learning, if you’ve not done well in school before or you
hated school because you were told you were stupid or you
were rubbish or you know, things like that, a lot of the
women are very hesitant to go to college, big colleges,
they’ll come and do short courses and things like that, or
they love the [centre] because [it] tries to treat them as a
learner and a young parent and recognise that both are
important’ (Ella, late 30s, manager, community sector,
volunteer, Humberside).
Whilst both men and women can lack confidence, women’s lack of
confidence arises partly out of their underestimation of skills
resulting from the hegemonic patriarchal masculinities which places
greater value on the ‘things that men do’. This leads women who
have been at home for a while to perceive they have few valuable or
transferable skills (Holdsworth et al., 2007). Professionals working in
adult

learning

environments

repeatedly

raised

women’s

underestimation of the range and value of their skills as a major
obstacle for women to overcome when returning to learning;
‘They don’t feel they’ve got any skills. We, we try and
make a positive out of that. They do, you know, and make
them realise that if they’ve managed a home, they’ve
looked after children, they’ve, you know, been responsible
solely for their children, that they have got skills’ (Jackie,
early 40s, civil service, mother, North Yorkshire).
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Edward notes that there needs to be a revaluation of ‘soft skills’,
something which would promote women’s confidence;
‘So I mean the one thing I would say if we were looking
generally right across the board, I would say the one thing
we need to concentrate on and the government maybe
needs to concentrate on is the soft skills’ (Edward, early
40s, manager, education sector, father, North Yorkshire).
Lack of information
The traditional roles that women are expected to fulfil combine with
low levels of self-confidence to mean that often women don’t know
what services are available in their local area;
Yeah. It’s, um… then it was through my involvement with
[centre] and we were talking about having a website and I
was looking on the Internet for… for training and that is
how I came across the Open University. And I started
looking through the courses and I thought, ‘I want to do
that. I want to know about that one and about that one
and about that.’ It was like this just enormous box of
assorted chocolates…’ (Opal, late 50s, volunteer, mother,
Humberside).
Funding and Finances
Finally in this section we consider some of the financial issues which
limit women’s participation in education and training. Miller et al.
(2004) note that there is little financial support available for adults
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over 24 wishing to study. This potentially constitutes a major barrier
for women who are wishing to return to work if they need to retrain
or up-date previous skills. Adult Learning Grants, which are being
rolled out across the Yorkshire and Humber region in 2007/2008
(Learning and Skills Council, 2007a) offer grants of up to £30 per
week for people on low incomes who are studying full-time towards a
first full level 2 or 3 qualification.
Whilst such funding is welcome, it also serves to exclude some groups
who may be keen to access learning opportunities. Women wishing to
retrain in a new occupational area but who already possess
qualifications will face problems, as will women who, for whatever
reason, wish to study part-time. Vivienne’s story reveals some of the
financial issues she faced when she wanted to retrain;
‘The only way that I could change direction was, erm, by
leaving my job, but then I would have to pay for child care
and because my husband was not on a fantastic wage, but
not low enough to get any benefits, so if I’m on benefits,
you’re on a low income, you can get all the training, all
the courses they’re all free. If you’re at the top end, it’s
no problem because you don’t need to work, you can
actually afford to pay for it, but it’s like us in the middle,
that is stopping so many people that want to get out and
get educated, do different things’ (Vivienne, mid 40s,
community sector, mother, Humberside).
Octavia, who works to support adults in learning, argues that
financial issues are always significant and ongoing problems, both for
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the women doing the courses and for the ability of learning providers
to put courses on;
‘So there’s going to be a big gap now for the older, you
know, more mature ladies to actually gain… and its been a
big impact on the women’s centre as well because we did
put a lot of those courses on and we’ve had that taken
away from us now, so we haven’t got that facility as much
to offer now’ (Octavia, late 40s, volunteer, mother,
Humberside).
Or, as Tessa explains about the conflicts she faced in trying to
combine education and her caring role. After leaving her marriage,
Tessa wanted to start building a new life for her and her son and
enrolled in course at a local college. Tessa was upset, not only by the
financial struggle, but by the way she felt that her financial problems
caused her to be perceived by her tutors;
‘I’ve no restrictions, it’s just me and [son], um, so I looked
into doing a course and I got on an art course. Um, but
unfortunately the course was very expensive… the tutor
wasn’t very accommodating, um, for a single mum. He
took my sort of lack of funding, you know, lack of being
able to afford to buy the certain things that I needed for
the course as non commitment to the course’ (Tessa, late
30s, part-time clerical, mother, North Yorkshire).
This conflict, and the lack of understanding that she felt she
received, led to her leaving the course before completion.
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Professionals working in adult learning also noted that the way
learning is funded, being geared towards sequential progression, can
be problematic both for providers and learners. For many women
returning to learning who have confidence issues, with previous
experiences of learning which may have been less than positive, and
juggling other commitments in their lives, the requirement to
‘progress’ may be daunting, and reduce their ability to engage;
‘The way learning is funded as well is a big barrier
because you’re expected to progress upwards, to get
funding for courses the [funder] is very much hierarchical,
so you’ll do a level 1 and then you’ll immediately go to a
level 2, but some people need to do several levels at once
and organisations can’t always get the funding to let them
do that’ (Ella, late 30s, manager, community sector,
volunteer, Humberside).
This issue is beginning to be addressed by the major funders and
providers, as recognised by Deirdre;
‘Learning Skills Councils, and the big people, are starting
to listen. You know, if we change somebody’s emotional
feeling, it’s a sideway progression. It doesn’t have to be
that they start on a non-accredited course and they end up
on a degree course in university or whatever; it isn’t.
Some people’s lives are never going to ultimately change,
but if they can feel better about themselves on a level and
feel more comfortable on one level...’ (Deirdre, early 40s,
manager,

community

sector,

Humberside).
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volunteer,

mother,

Having explored some of the barriers to learning which women in this
study raised, we now turn to present what women feel would enable
them to achieve success in adult learning environments. Here, we
focus particularly on community-based provision and the work they
do in attempting to overcome factors women raised as being
obstacles to accessing learning.

5.0 Community-based provision
One of the key things which women, including learners and service
providers, raised was the importance of local, community-based
learning opportunities. This approach is also in line with recent
government

strategies

to

tackle

social

deprivation

through

neighbourhood-based facilities (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister,
2003). In the course of this research we talked to people who were
providing educational activities in a range of environments including,
local pubs (out of opening hours), schools, community centres, youth
centres and women-only local spaces. Vital for the success of all of
these was the provision of learning in contexts which people felt
were non-threatening, accessible and, crucially, flexible;
‘If you do it on a community level people are coming of
their own accord and want to do something and they can
just be involved as much or as little as they wanted but
they can get sort of a therapeutic value if you will, you
know, just kind of out of the social side of it and about
doing something that makes you feel good and having

95

barriers

taken

away’

(Abigail,

late

20s,

manager,

community sector, volunteer, Humberside).
Another major benefit of community-based learning provision is the
role it can play both in the development of grass-roots networks, and
in the increased visibility of such learning opportunities amongst local
communities. This then serves to raise aspirations and encourage
more people to enter into education and training. Many of the
providers we spoke to, for example, conduct specific outreach
activities to attract women into learning. Local community-based
provision also makes it easier for women to attend courses with
friends, a significant factor for people lacking confidence. Here
Gabriel is talking about a project based at a women’s centre in the
heart of a community which aimed to encourage young adults into
education and training;
‘I think the lot of, erm, we’ve found with [project] again
that if, erm, if one girl is coming she will come if her
friend is coming, or ‘can I bring my friend?’, ‘yes you can
bring your friend’, and they will come, but if the friend
doesn’t come, ‘oh I’m not coming next week because so
and

so

is

busy’’

(Gabriel,

early

40s,

part-time

administrator, mother, Humberside).

5.1 The importance of first-rung provision
A further significant benefit of community-based learning provision is
its ability to facilitate first-rung education and training opportunities.
Service providers we spoke with were explicit about the importance
of first-rung provision, particularly for women who may not have had
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positive educational experiences or outcomes in the past, as Fiona
describes below;
‘People for whatever reasons, maybe they had bad
experiences, possibly they have no formal qualifications,
so for them it is the first step into engaging with or back
into learning’ (Fiona, late 40s, manager, community
sector, volunteer, mother, Humberside).
First-rung provision is defined by its ability to respond to the needs of
individuals and communities and can encompass a range of courses
from self-confidence, self-esteem and assertiveness to information,
advice and guidance and basic skills in maths, literacy, and
computing. It can provide the essential first step back into more
formal education or employment;
‘You know, but going straight into work is a big leap.
Going straight into college is a big leap. It’s, it’s just that
bit in between we need to sort of fill that gap’ (Jackie,
early 40s family services, mother, North Yorkshire).
Community-based first-rung provision is often best-placed to provide
non-threatening, on-hand learning environments for women seeking
to re-engage with learning. Daisy, who provides first-rung learning
through a community-based women’s centre, makes this point
clearly;
‘When you’ve been out of the education loop for so many
years, whether that’s bringing your family up or working
or not, you know, it could be illness or anything, to
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actually walk back into an educational establishment is
very, very difficult’ (Daisy, early 40s, manager, community
sector, volunteer, mother, Humberside).

Approaches to first-rung learning are the most successful when they
are able to recognise the diversity of people’s needs and experiences.
It is important to see the learner as an individual with a raft of
needs, needs that may not necessarily appear related to, but are
nevertheless factors that impact on their ability to engage in,
learning. Here Abigail is talking about the value of providing firstrung education within a community-based setting that can also meet
women’s wider needs;
‘It’s nice as well to be within an organisation that offers
other support mechanisms, so you know a woman can come
and be struggling with financial difficulties and then she
can see one of the outreach workers and I think it’s really
important for us as a project to be part of a bigger thing
because I think when a woman comes to start a new hobby
or you know begin an education, there’s a whole host of
other things that can be happening in her life’ (Abigail,
late

20s,

manager,

community

sector,

volunteer,

Humberside).
Abigail goes on to explain how her organisation both provides flexible
first-rung learning and signposts women on to further training
opportunities;
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‘We try and take it in small manageable steps, really.
Erm, judging on the customer, we start off with, er,
interviews with us, interviews with like a skills coach
advisor, maybe try and find them some little courses that,
like a lot of schools do have courses that, erm, mums can
access through community education… where they might
just start off doing a couple of hours somewhere. […] And
just doing one course might just give them the incentive
and confidence to think, ‘Oh, I can do this’ […] it’s just
getting over that first hurdle […] And that wanting to do
more, really’ (Abigail, late 20s, manager, community
sector, volunteer, Humberside).
First-rung learning usually includes an element of confidencebuilding, encouraging women to appreciate their own skills and
abilities. In fact, greater appreciation for ‘soft skills’ was raised
repeatedly as a necessary shift in order to allow women to recognise
their own skills and build their self-confidence to develop new ones.
Working in small groups in which learners develop close working
relationships with service providers facilitates a deeper empathy
with, and understanding of, the learner’s wider needs. Within this it
is also important that learners feel confident enough to ask questions
and are given the space to keep asking if at first they don’t
understand something. An often increased level of empathy and
flexibility within community-based provision can stand in contrast
with larger, more formal educational arenas;
‘The feedback we get is if you’re at college you kind of ask
the question twice and then don’t want to ask again and
the man kind of rolls his eyes. [Here] you just ask as many
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times as you need to ask and we’ll just explain it and that
is okay, you can spend as long as you want just asking that
question’ (Abigail, late 20s, manager, community sector,
volunteer, Humberside).
The value of community-based education is not purely felt by
learners themselves, providers too gain a sense of reward and
achievement when they are able to see the positive outcomes of their
work. This can be all the more satisfying when, as is often the case
within first-rung provision, the distance a leaner travels from initial
input to positive outcome is significant;
‘To see other people progress on to other courses when
they say ‘I’m not capable of doing’ and I’ve sort of said
‘how do you know until you give it a go?’ And they’ve been
very… for them to actually take what I say on board, you
know, and confide as well and to take my word for it, and
they’ve actually gone there, built their way up and
actually gone out and got themselves a job’ ( Octavia, late
40s, volunteer, mother, Humberside).
Essentially what women are asking for are safe and supportive
environments which provide encouragement and inspiration but are
also flexible in recognising the needs and talents of women as
individuals. Treating women learners as ‘whole people’, taking
account of their other commitments with family, earning, and
community roles, as well as the problems which women face ‘as
women’ due to the continuing cultural stereotypes and expectations
placed upon them.
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5.2 The impact of education for women
This research found that engaging with learning is almost always a
life enhancing experience for women. As discussed above, women are
often swayed by a variety of social pressures in making their career
decisions at school and welcome a ‘second chance’ as adults to either
improve skills they already possess or to learn new skills and progress
in their careers. For many women adult learning also provides social
opportunities and an environment where they can build confidence;
‘But I mean I’ve had so many ladies come through that
have gone on and done short courses, or they’ve gone and
got themselves a job and been successful, you know, and
it’s worked for them’ (Edward, mid 40s, manager,
education sector, father, North Yorkshire).
‘It’s changed every area of my life from my marriage to
my job to everything. It’s completely changed, I'm in a
completely different place to what I was when I started
out’ (Tricia, early 30s, student, part-time, retail sector,
North Yorkshire).
For other women, enhancing their lives through education can also
have impacts on other areas of their lives. Women’s self development
can lead to problems or transitions as they seek to change their
accustomed roles and relationships with those around them. Carla
describes this issue succinctly;

‘He’s not changing, he’s just staying the same and, in the
past it has caused divorce and things like that, […] because
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obviously the woman has actually grown, the man’s just
stayed there and he hasn’t changed but you know whether
that was going to happen anyway I don’t know…’ (Carla,
mid 40s, manager, community sector, North Yorkshire).
Although this report focuses on women and learning, this draws
attention to the similar learning needs of men. Women who engage in
all types of learning which is developed to meet their practical and
intellectual needs often find this opens new doors, both in
employment and in their private and social lives. Community-based
learning which takes a holistic approach to understanding the needs
of learners offers a significant service in this area.
The experiences of learning which women shared with us during this
research demonstrate the variety of different learning opportunities
women engage in, and the positive changes which can arise from
learning, in both personal and professional lives. It also makes clear
that women themselves are well-placed to communicate the needs
which they have in relation to adult learning, and what would
enhance their experiences.

6.0 Conclusion
This report has presented some of the gendered issues which women
face in their experiences and aspirations of education. We have
focused particularly on what women themselves feel has both
hindered and enabled their experiences in school and beyond. A
report of this nature cannot hope to cover all aspects of women’s
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experience and so here we have presented the most commonly
occurring issues arising from our data.
In this report we are keen to stress that we acknowledge and
welcome the current government’s recognition of the need to tackle
educational, vocational and occupational segregation along gender
lines. Many of the strategies that are being initiated to raise gender
awareness within non-traditional training, such as the LSC’s
Exploiting the Marketing campaign and the establishment of the UK
Resource Centre for Women in Science, Engineering, Technology
(SET), are extremely positive. Similarly the work of various statutory
bodies should be valued, such as that of the Women and Equality Unit
and the Learning and Skills Council, as is the increasing building of
gender awareness into Information, Advice and Guidance services.
This study is not attempting to undermine such initiatives.
Conversely, this research adds further weight to the need for their
continued efforts in this area because, as we have demonstrated,
gender still acts as a significant factor in educational choice and
aspiration. However, the factors which constrain and limit women
and girls are not necessarily the result of conscious discrimination.
Rather they are rooted in deeply held social and cultural beliefs
about ‘appropriate’ behaviours and interests for males and females,
which then translate into ‘appropriate’ occupational aspirations.
Whilst women enjoy de jure equality, the de facto reality is that the
differential value attached to ‘male’ and ‘female’ subjects - which
subsequently translate into occupations - means that they can
experience life-long economic and status disadvantage resulting from
educational choices. Tackling this necessitates a more strategic as
well as practical approach to such gender needs.
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To reiterate…


Gender continues to have a significant impact on educational
aspiration and experience, being closely linked to subject
choice at school and beyond. This is due to a complex mix of
socio-cultural pressures including; peer pressure, constructions
of appropriate masculine and feminine behaviour, and
culturally created expectations of future adult roles



Formal and hidden curricula structures in schools combine with
social pressures to ‘stream’ students into particular subject
areas, often along gendered lines



Some women feel that the current attention paid to the
‘underachievement’ of boys in school reflects wider social
prejudices about the relative skills and abilities of boys and
girls. Linked to this are continued assumptions about the
relative difficulty of ‘male’ areas compared to ‘female’, which
tend to be associated more often with ‘natural’ attributes



Careers advice which participants received was often directed
along gendered lines. This means that students may simply be
directed into traditional routes and may not be provided with
the full range of career options. This serves to limit the future
career opportunities available to both boys and girls.
Information, advice and guidance services are, increasingly,
building gender awareness into their programs
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The impact of educational choices can be life-long. Although
girls outperform boys at almost every level, this does not
translate into economic and social rewards due to the
differential values accorded ‘male’ and ‘female’ occupations



Adult learning initiatives present a valuable and vital
opportunity for many women to acquire new skills. When
women engage with education or training as adults, however,
they often feel that their multiple roles and responsibilities are
not recognised or catered for. Women commonly experience
problems such as finding childcare whilst in learning, or may
struggle to juggle domestic responsibilities and learning
commitments



Gendered Issues are often particularly marked for women
undertaking education/training in areas traditionally thought
of as ‘male’. Lack of self-confidence can be made worse by
being in a minority. Adapting such learning environments to be
inclusive of women’s needs is not about simply treating women
the same as men, nor about an ‘add on’ approach but about
developing flexible approaches to learning which will benefit
all students by taking account of their individual needs



Community-based

learning can

provide a

safe

learning

environment through which women can re-enter learning
and/or employment. Such organisations aim to offer a range of
educational provision and do so in supportive environments in
which holistic approaches enhance understandings of the needs
of women learners
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Recommendations


Continue to promote equality of opportunity and expectation
in schools and work to further address the impact of the
formal and hidden curricula constraints



There needs to be a continuing development of careers advice
services that incorporate gender awareness and promote
equality of opportunity for girls and boys. This should also
extend to other types of preparation for work in schools such
as Work Experience Placements. The provision of positive role
models is also shown to be effective in encouraging girls to
broaden the range of their career aspirations



Work to challenge gendered stereotypes of subject and
occupational

value,

and

encourage

awareness

of

the

consequences of valorisation of particular subject areas for
women’s life-chances


Exert pressure on providers of further, higher and adult
education in all areas to recognise and support the multiple
roles parents and carers occupy



Continue to address issues of gender disadvantage in areas of
education and training which are not traditionally taken up by
women



Consult with, and provide support to, community-based
education and training programmes which work with women
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and recognise the value of a holistic approach to women’s
adult learning
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