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EQUAL AGENDER HORTICULTURE PROJECT  
 
 
 

Introduction  
 

 
The Equal Agender Horticulture Project was delivered by Bournville College 
between 2nd May, 2006, and 29th June, 2007.  It focused upon delivering training 
that would increase and develop the support that Children’s Centres could offer 
to women in girls and to work with employers to counter job segregation and 
gender pay inequalities.  All beneficiaries of the project were women and four 
introductory sessions were held in order to promote the training offered.  All of 
the beneficiaries were taught in ‘women only’ sessions at allotment sites at 
Doddington Grove and at Kings Heath Park. 
 
The Project aimed to deliver accredited training to 16 women and to offer one to 
one support to each beneficiary in order to ensure their retention on the 
programme and to assist in achievement.  Employer views were to be 
researched and the progress of the women was recorded throughout their period 
of training with six women chosen as specific case studies.  Outcomes and 
recommendations were to be identified and actioned to the Agender 
Development Partnership.  
 
 
The Project  
 
Four Open Days were held to promote this project on 8th and 15th May, 2006 and 
the 5th and 12th March, 2007.  College staff were on hand to market the 
programme and to discuss the curriculum with potential recruits.   The Open 
Days were held at Doddington Grove Children’s Centre and at the Kings Heath 
Park complex and were well attended.  In total, 23 women enrolled for the two 
programmes that were delivered and received Learner Action Plans to confirm 
their tutorial sessions. 
 
The College Health and Safety Officer undertook a Risk Assessment at the sites 
which identified potential hazards for beneficiaries.  These included: 
 

a) incorrect or inappropriate use of tools 
b) unsafe lifting techniques 
c) slippery conditions and the possibility of falls 
d) tetanus and leptospirosis 

 



 

 
 
 
The H & S Officer briefed the vocational tutor on the need to – 
 

a) deliver appropriate training to learners on the safe practices of tool use 
b) instruct them to identify safe working procedures and correct lifting 

techniques 
c) promote awareness of slipping and tripping hazards 
d) promote awareness of tetanus and lepiospirosis and issue public health 

leaflets to all beneficiaries 
 
During induction sessions, the tutor ensured that all learners were carefully 
inducted in health and safety and all were issued with HSE ‘Be Safe’ booklets. 
 
 
Programmes 
The first programme was delivered at the 
allotment in close proximity (walking distance) to 
the Doddington Grove Children’s Centre.  A 
package of support was provided, with 
beneficiaries being able to leave their children at 
the nursery at the Children’s Centre and all 
clothing and materials were provided and locked 
in a shed on the allotment site.  The tutor interspersed physical activity with 
classroom theoretical learning to ensure that underpinning knowledge was in 
place. This tutor also acted as personal tutor to her students in order to offer 
extra curriculum support and guidance.  The College provided all seeds and 
fertiliser used for planting as well as the equipment required for tending to the 
vegetable patches. 
 
The second programme was delivered at Kings Heath Park as this venue was 

able to offer indoor facilities 
(Greenhouses) for use in inclement 
weather and also had a teaching 
room attached to the site.  
Recruitment was through local 
Children’s Centres and transport to 
and from the Park was provided.   
 
At both of the above venues, 
participants were able to study 
garden design, organic gardening, 
growing flowers, fruit, salads and 
vegetables and propogation.    

 



 

 
 
The programme design included the following: 
 

·  Induction, Health and Safety, Site Assessment and Planning 
·  Clearing beds, introduction to composting, sowing salad leaves, 

planting bulbs 
·  Soil preparation, planning beds, 

crop rotation, sowing salad 
leaves, tool care, potting on 
strawberry runners 

·  Bed preparation, planting onions 
and garlic 

 
 
·  Pests and diseases, ground 

preparation, sowing broad beans 
·  Ground preparation, sowing 

green manure, introduction to soil and soil improvement, portfolio 
building, sowing peas 

·  Sowing winter lettuce, building compost bin, introduction to 
fertilisers 

·  Sowing broad beans, weed ID, crop rotation and planning beds, 
ground preparation 

·  Bulb planting with nursery 
·  Indoor seed sowing, aftercare of plants, mulching 
·  Pests diseases and disorders, portfolio building 
·  Careers in horticulture, tool maintenance, course evaluation, 

portfolio building 
·  Celebration of success 

 
The horticulture tutor provided new course materials detailing information on – 
 

1. Careers in horticulture 
2. Tool identification 
3. Developing Skills for using and maintaining tools 
4. Wildlife in the garden 
5. Common garden disorders 
6. Common garden weeds 
7. Indoor seed sowing 
8. Plant characteristics 

 
The generic appeal of these new resources was checked to confirm that there 
was no male bias in the materials and that they would be appropriate for all 
learners. 
 



 

 
 
Case Studies  
 
 
MICHELLE  
 
Michelle is a twenty six year old single mother who lives in the Bartley Green 
area of Birmingham.  She did not complete her education as she was excluded 
from school and, in the intervening years, spent time in prison for assault and 
possession of class A drugs.  Michelle has a strong personality and enjoys hands 
on vocational work such as horticulture and painting and decorating and is proud 
of her accomplishments in redecorating her flat and dealing with issues on her 
own.  She was able to utilise the childcare facilities at the Doddington Grove 
Children’s Centre and was relieved that her daughter enjoyed her time there.  As 
she said ‘ previously I relied on family for childcare but those options aren’t there 
anymore – the free place at the Children’s Centre enables me to do things I 
couldn’t do without childcare provided’ (Soft Indicators Evaluation – University of 
Central England).  Michelle stated that ‘I’ve met and made friends … it gets me 
out of the house for 3 hours doing something I want to do’.  
 
Michelle enjoyed the physical work that she undertook on the allotment and even 
went back, in her own time, with her young daughter to weed and to water the 
growing plants. She stated that ‘I feel positive about women working in 
horticulture but digging this clay soil is really hard physical work.  I sort of realise 
that that’s why men tend to do it’.  Michelle particularly enjoyed instructing her 
daughter in how things grow and said that ‘watching things grow has been really 
great to feel that you achieve something on your own’. 
 
It was Michelle who picked the produce and took it back to the Children’s Centre 
to be sold, or given freely, to mothers attending the venue.  She was delighted to 
cook the produce that she had grown, including courgettes that she had never 
considered using before, and utilising her newly found knowledge of nutrition to 
produce fat free, cost effective and nutritional meals for herself and her daughter. 
 
Michelle would not be ‘pushed’ or coerced into progressing to further training but 
said that the experience that she had enjoyed through the horticulture project had 
given her untold confidence in her own abilities.  She wanted to set up a small 
business in decorating and in clearing gardens and stated that she would return 
to the College for support in establishing a small business when she was ready. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
SHAISTA 
 
Shaista found out about the programme from publicity on display at Doddington 
Grove Children’s Centre and she was keen to learn about ‘all areas of 
horticulture and to know how to prepare soil, plant and maintain crops.’  She was 
particularly interested in learning about composting and growing fruit and 
vegetables. 
 
With three small children still at home, Shaista could not have participated in this 
Project without the childcare facilities available to her.  She stated that her Indian 
ethnic background had given her a keen interest in growing food and herbs and 
using them in her own cooking and she had had an interest in growing organic 
produce to sell within her community or to raise funds for her community group.  
She had concerns regarding the eating habits of the younger generation and 
wanted to extol the virtues of healthy eating to her own children. 
 
Shaista had a quiet nature and enjoyed working with the plants and crops at 
Kings Heath Park.  She enjoyed learning the underpinning knowledge that many 
participants found boring and produced an excellent portfolio of evidence for 
moderation.  She stated that when her children were at school, she would be 
interested in taking a Diploma in Horticulture offered at Kings Heath Park on a full 
time basis.   
 
During her time spent on the Project, Shaista affirmed that she had grown in 
confidence and that ‘planting and watching vegetables and fruit grow and then 
picking and eating it was a wonderful experience’.  She was proud to take her 
produce home and to be able to explain how it had grown and the positive 
aspects of healthy and low fat foods. 
 
 
JELENA  
 
Jelena attended the Doddington Grove site and was one of the first students to 
join the programme.  She wanted to make new friends as she was quite isolated 
on the housing estate where she lived in South Birmingham with her young 
daughter and her husband.  Jelena spoke English as a second language as she 
was born in Eastern Europe and came to live and work in England after meeting 
her husband. 
 
Horticulture as a career prospect was attractive to Jelena but she favoured 
flowers rather than vegetables and crops.  She found garden maintenance and 
digging a hard task but enjoyed weeding and taking cuttings and seeing them 
grow.  She enjoyed planting and growing peas and beans and stated that she 
‘felt more confident about planting and sowing seeds and looking after them.’  
She particularly enjoyed ‘ communicating with people’ and confirmed that she  



 

 
 
would continue to return to the allotment after the conclusion of the course and 
was going to apply for employment in a florists so that she could continue her 
progress within the vocational field. 
 
Jelena confirmed that ‘I feel part of the community now and that is very important 
to me.  I feel much more active – not just alone in my flat’.  She also said that ‘the 
planting has helped me look at other prospects and what is happening locally …. 
I like to do the planting and watch the plants grow…. I wouldn’t mind doing 
something locally related to this type of work (Soft Indicators Evaluation – 
University of Central England). 
 
As English was a second language for Jelena she was able to use the medium of 
horticulture to make friends with the rest of the group as they had something in 
common.  She enjoyed the jokes and the laughter that was shared as they all 
worked on the allotment together and for the first time ‘felt like one of the group 
and not an outsider’. 
 
 
LISA 
 
Lisa is a 34 year old single mother who lives on the Bartley Green Estate in 
South Birmingham with her two children.  At her initial interview for the 
programme, Lisa stated that she wanted to learn how to grow vegetables and 
explained that she had been maintaining the allotment over the summer break 
period and had enjoyed taking her children along and ‘getting them involved’.  
She was keen to start growing vegetables in her own garden and involving her 
children in growing and eating their own produce. 
 
In evaluation Lisa stated that she had enjoyed all the course except the hard 
digging work needed for vegetable and plant propogation.  She did not think that 
this would be attractive to most women and would put them off from considering 
horticulture as a career.  She was keen to progress to higher level horticulture 
programmes but needed them to be close to her home due to childcare 
constraints.  She had ‘grown in confidence with her horticulture and gardening 
skills’ and intended to visit the allotment and continue harvesting the produce 
following the conclusion of the project.  She was proud that her children had 
helped her grow such produce as courgette and spinach and had helped her 
cook and eat it – something they would never have considered prior to this 
programme. 
 
During tutorials, Lisa stated that she had never really worked as she had her first 
child almost immediately she left school and had never been asked by careers 
advisers what type of career vocations she would consider.  She had never  
 



 

 
 
considered work traditionally undertaken by men as a possibility, even though 
she maintained her own home and was excellent at DIY.   
 
She thoroughly enjoyed tending the allotment but had never considered that she 
could undertake such work in a paid capacity.  She simply equated horticulture to 
gardening and growing produce for personal consumption.  Lisa stated that she 
was now going to consider her future prospects with more vision and would think 
about work in a wider context than previously. 
 
 
MICHELE 
 
Michele is a lone parent who lives with her children in the Woodgate Valley area 
of Birmingham.  She explained that she enjoyed gardening and ‘found it 
therapeutic’.  She was particularly keen on learning about ornamental gardening 
and garden design.  She would have enjoyed a longer programme and was keen 
to further her knowledge and understanding of horticulture.  She enjoyed 
‘spending time on the allotment and with the other women’ and had made friends 
in the area for the very first time.  She said that, although she had seen the other 
women at the Children’s Centre she had not spoken to them previously as ‘we 
tend to keep ourselves to ourselves around here’.  Meeting whilst undertaking 
physical activity had broken down the barriers and the women were now meeting 
socially in each others homes as well as on the Project. 
 
Michele, in common with the other women, stated that she found the hard 
digging difficult and ‘back breaking’ and she would not enjoy doing that for a 
living.  She would really enjoy working in a horticultural environment but not 
undertaking hard physical work. 
 
This was the first course that Michele had ever enrolled in and she was now 
eager to progress her knowledge and join other courses.  She had enjoyed 
meeting outside (when the weather was nice) and making friends with the other 
participants on the programme.  She said that she now ‘felt more confident but 
would get a rotivator if I had to do digging again’.  She did not mind going to 
College but enjoyed the local environment of the allotment much more.  She did 
not know if she would ‘bother’ if she had to travel to a college and sit in a 
classroom.  She said that it was the friendship of meeting up with the other 
women and being able to leave her children safely in the nursery that had made 
the course so enjoyable for her. She loved working ‘on her own initiative and 
seeing it work’. And, if she was half an hour late attending, then it did not matter.  
As a mother of young children she said that it was often difficult to get 
somewhere on time and, at College, she would feel embarrassed if she had to 
walk in late.   
 



 

 
JOSIE 
 
Josie lives in Bartley Green, Birmingham, with her husband and was keen’ to 
have a go at something different’.  She was interested in growing vegetables and 
wanted to learn about soil types and weeds and plant diseases.  She ‘thoroughly 
enjoyed’ the programme and obtained her OCN qualification with ease.  She said 
that she ‘even enjoyed putting her portfolio of evidence together’ and would use it 
as an aide memoir in the future.  Josie had been out of the labour market for 
many years and was now wishing to return.  She had lost much of her confidence 
over the years at home and considered that joining a horticulture programme had 
helped her confidence and self esteem to grow ‘enormously’. 
 
Josie, along with the other participants, enjoyed all aspects of the course except 
for the heavy digging.  She said that she did not think that women would be 
prepared to do such heavy work and that this would put them off undertaking 
horticulture as a career.  ‘It is good to do work that you previously did not feel 
capable of but no woman wants to hurt herself by doing such heavy work.  Why 
should we?’.  Josie also said that she did not attend the allotment when it was 
raining and would rather stay home – even though she missed the 
companionship of the other women and was disappointed with herself. 
 
She particularly enjoyed planting and harvesting produce that she had never 
previously purchased or eaten, such as garlic.  She particularly enjoyed learning 
‘about soil types and which produce grew best in which type of soil’.  She 
enjoyed planning the outlook of the garden on the allotment and found her 
creative streak when she directed the display of the produce that had been 
harvested in the Children’s Centre.  She said that she hoped that this ‘would 
encourage other women to come and join us on the allotment’. 
 
 



 

 
 
 
Viewpoint from Employers  
 
Four employers were contacted and interviewed as to their thoughts on the 
employment of women in the horticulture sector.  These were – 
 

·  Birmingham City Council 
·  Birmingham City Football Club  
·  Botanical Gardens 
·  Woodgate Valley Country Park 

 
The comments from the employers were all quite similar.  They all hoped that 
more women would join the sector but did not know how attractive the work 
would be to them.  All of the employers stated that they would wish any women 
employees to have a good knowledge of numeracy and literacy and excellent 
communication skills.   
 
All felt that female employees would be able to communicate better than male 
employees.  It was also necessary that they had good organisational and project 
management skills in order that they could work independently and think laterally 
without having to receive specific instructions. 
 
All employers would require any female staff to have prior knowledge of plant 
knowledge, soil science, horticultural skills and report writing skills.  As with all 
other vocations, it was necessary now for reports to be written for management 
and for funding organisations and this was often problematic for people who had 
never had to consider this part of the role before. 
 
Although Birmingham City Council and the Botanical Gardens employed women 
in horticultural roles, Birmingham City Football Club and Woodgate Valley did not 
have any women in their employ.  There was no specific reason for this but both 
reported that women had never responded to job advertisements and would have 
been considered equally along with male candidates.  Both employers stated that 
they would enjoy having women on their team and thought that it would be 
beneficial to their organisations. 
 
The employers all stated that heavy manual work played a large part within 
horticulture and they considered that this would create barriers to women within 
the sector.  Also, that much of the job role involved constant repetition and that 
women might find this boring and laborious.  They also thought that women 
would not enjoy working ‘in all weathers’ and might not even turn up to work if 
they thought that they had to work out in rain or snow.  Three of the employers 
thought that there was a low opinion of gardening/horticulture as a career and 
that ‘it was not considered to be a profession’ and that wages were often poor. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The employers stated that ‘horticulture is portrayed as a low paid, low skilled, 
unprofessional job with poor status’.  They all thought that this had to be changed 
in order to attract people to the sector, especially women.  They thought that 
good career progression was required and that the technical and professional 
aspects of the work should be highlighted. 
 

 
 
 
There are very few women involved in the 
horticulture sector at the moment, unless they 
are working in family businesses.  The 
employers considered that women could play 
a key role in the vocation but that changes in 
image were needed before this would 
happen. 
 



 

 
 
Findings  
 

·  All of the women who attended the horticulture programme stated 
that they had enjoyed the experience 

 
·  85% of the participants stated that they would prefer to study 

horticulture in their locality rather than to have to travel to attend 
training 

 
·  95% of the women stated that they did not enjoy the heavy manual 

work involved and this would put them off working in the sector 
 

·  100% of the participants enjoyed the design aspects of the 
programme 

 
·  All of the women with young children stated that they enjoyed 

bringing their children to the allotments and helping them to learn 
where food came from 

 
·  75% of the women attending the Doddington Grove programme 

attended the allotments at times outside the designated class times 
and stated that they found it relaxing and therapeutic. 

 
·  When it rained or snowed, attendance on the programme was poor 

– participants simply did not turn up. 
 

·  80% of the women stated that they would now consider a career in 
horticulture 

 
·  100% of the women with pre school children stated that they could 

not have attended the programme without free childcare places in 
nursery 

 
·  Only 11 women completed their portfolios of evidence for 

submission to the awarding body.  The other women stated that 
they wanted to attend the programme but did not wish to study for a 
qualification.  They would have found this too stressful. 

 
·  Women who are attending Children’s Centres are at the start of 

their potential careers and most are not ready to make ‘life 
changing’ decisions as to their future work prospects. 

 
·  None of the women attending horticulture classes had previously 

considered horticulture as a career choice. 



 

 
 
Recommendations  
 
 

·  Free childcare must be available to women who are returning to 
learning from Children’s Centres 

 
·  The confidence building aspects of vocational training, including 

horticulture, are as important as the specific learning to women 
returners 

 
·  Women are more interested in the design and creation of gardens 

and vegetable patches than they are in heavy manual work 
 

·  Horticulture, as a possible career vocation, needs to be made more 
attractive to women by publicity and marketing and demonstrations 
of the wider work roles involved 

 
·  Employers should market their work vacancies in ways that are 

attractive to women and not focus upon male audiences 
 

·  More use should be made of community allotments in order to 
deliver training to women in their own localities as most are not 
willing to travel due to care constraints. 
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