TRANSCRIPT OF MELISSA BENN’S TALK
I would like to talk briefly about how the ideas of Raymond Williams relate to more recent development of education, particularly community and adult education.
Three main points:
FIRSTLY
In The Long Revolution RW showed a highly sophisticated and densely woven understanding of how social and economic structures relate to education, and how that have developed over the centuries.
But also charted movements of resistance and change.
1944 was one such key, dialectic moment: it introduced secondary education for all, but had two key weakness that RW identified: maintenance of elite education, and introduction of grammar/secondary modern divide.
60 years on from The Long Revolution that divide has been profoundly challenged and confirmed.
Private sector still there ( but in state of weakness, comparable to the 1930’s) - but is being challenged for the first time in a long time on grounds of fostering inequality.
Leaving age has risen to 18, as RW advocated, and we have had a comprehensive revolution in the 1960s.
But grammars remain, as do ideas ( expressed in less direct form) about ‘types’ of mind and ‘types’ of learner. RW very good on this; he recognises that a good education is about putting resources into every kind of child, rather than sorting children, and then allocating resources to them on basis of that false categorisation.
In short, our system today still grants the more affluent access to a ‘better’ education, through a number of means: private schools, grammars, and schools using covert social selection. COVID crisis makes all these inequalities worse.
I believe that RW would grasp surreal gap that exists today between official / almost obsessive rhetoric regarding educational equality, but resounding silence on our hierarchical system and profoundly unequal provision.
SECONDLY
RW is excellent on the need for a broad, rich curriculum.
In The Long Revolution, he lays out the essence of a curriculum that would still, with minor changes, be relevant today.
Sober to compare it to the more narrow educational ‘offer’ of today, plus the effects of cuts, in art, drama, music, citizenship, oral communication.
THIRDLY
We know how much RW prized adult education, and was himself a tutor in the WEA for many years post 1945.
I was honoured to sit on the Centenary Commission, with Sharon, looking at developments in adult education from 1919-2019.
The CC was careful not to fall into a narrative of decline: a golden age that has faed etc. Instead we identified key ‘golden nuggets’ of the 20th century such as: the 1919 Commission itself, the Open University, the incredible work of WEA and continuing education departments in universities.
I remember coming out of the LSE in 1979 and straightaway enrolling in a WEA course.
RW would, I think, have analysed that period ( the 1960’s/70s) as one of significant state resources and a democratic opening up of the culture.
One significant moment of change, interestingly, came in the late period of New Labour, around 2006.
Famous speech by Alan Johnson ( New Labour minister) in which he said adult education had to shift from Pilates to Plumbing, from Flower Arranging to Precision Engineering.
Shortsighted observation in terms of development of the economy!
Another change was that employers and individuals had to contribute more to the cost of adult ed. This cut out the poor, and those not in work.
The CC charted this change, but also found in its work, many examples of new kinds of adult education growing up/flowering. All had in common, those worst affected by unemployment/ life difficulty/austerity/imprisonment coming together and providing their own sort of ‘mutual aid.’
I visited one project in Rochdale, which set up the Citizens Curriculum in 2014.
I wrote about the project in the Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/oct/29/how-rochdale-launched-fightback-sex-abuse-poverty-adult-education
The key element/s of the CC is that it starts where people are; it recognises that you can’t begin to re-skill or educate yourself if you don’t have a home, or are embroiled in after-effects of sexual abuse as a young woman, or you are isolated at home.
It also puts emphasis on those who work for the project being as much ‘learners’ as those they approach.
It is rooted in the community, and informal discussion.
I saw examples of young men developing computer skills ( and yes, going on to get jobs) and young women who had been in care, gaining qualifications and going on to get work.
But all sorts of competencies and kinds of confidence flower under the scheme.
In budgetary terms, the scheme has saved Rochdale Council money. For every £1 spent, £4.50 is saved in reduced police call out/children in care/ambulance/doctors.
Post COVID, these schemes are more relevant than ever.
We are heading for mass unemployment and mass despair, but the pandemic has also shown up the vital importance of neighbourhoods and communities and mutual aid.
It may not be the kind of adult education envisaged by the 1919 Commission but it is highly relevant to our situation in 2020.
Thank you.

