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‘We still want to change the world, and to
make it more equal, democratic and just’
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The WEA relies on people like
you to be volunteers. Whether it’s
in the classroom, or behind the
scenes, your skills can help us make
more of a difference on lives,
in communities and in society.
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stories. The Highway is a natural

future in which people will be living.
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When I was a girl growing up in a

WEA has an increasingly important

mining community in South Wales,

role to play, by providing continuing

I remember a well-thumbed copy

access to education for large

of The Highway in our home. For

numbers of adults. We are in

me reviving and relaunching The

communities around the country,

Highway is a symbol of the renewal of

reaching out to the most needy, and

the WEA with a strong and relevant

keeping alive the enduring value

vision and purpose. We still want to

of learning which inspired

change the world, and to make it

the founders of the WEA.

more equal, democratic and just.

None of this can be

Today we bring adult learning within

achieved without the

the reach of more than 50,000

support of our

learners across over 2,000

members and

community venues every year.

volunteers.

As a WEA volunteer
you can ...

part of this.

• Make real change
to people’s lives.
Join us today!
Visit: wea.org.uk/volunteer
Email us: volunteering@wea.org.uk

When I first started volunteering in the WEA office,
I was very nervous and unsure of myself. I lacked
confidence – I couldn’t even answer the phone.
I’ve come a long way since then. It’s great to
engage in work that’s satisfying and work with
people to improve my communication skills.
I’ve helped the WEA and the WEA has helped
me and together we’ve achieved a great deal.

Today, every day, I am reminded of

RUTH SPELLMAN
CEO and General Secretary of the WEA

We’re also in an age in which the

Wherever

how proud we should all feel at our

you live and

achievements in recent years, and I

whatever you

KAMRAN KHANW
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I

n October 1908 the WEA first

encouraging MPs and Peers to properly consider

So welcome back. We hope you enjoy the return of
The Highway. Oo

the future of adult education.
We’re thrilled to profile Lee Hall’s address to the
WEA at our student awards. He’s best known for his
fabulous script for Billy Elliot, for which he received an
Oscar nomination. He is also dear to the WEA, not only

FRED BURT
highway@wea.org
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HISTORY

History of WEA
1904

First volunteer-led branch
established in Reading.

© TUC Library, part of London Metropolitan University's Special Collections

STRENGTH

1909

FROM ADVERSITY

Women’s Advisory Committee established
to promote education for women.

FOUNDATIONS

1903

Association founded by Albert and
Frances Mansbridge and renamed to
Workers’ Educational Association in 1905.

Douglas Bence, South West Regional
Chair, looks back at a pivotal moment
for the country…and the WEA.

1908

First WEA tutorial (Rochdale & Longton).
‘The Highway’ first published.
William Temple elected as first president.

T

GROWING INFLUENCE

1919

1924

First Scottish branch (Glasgow).
More than 200 UK branches. WEA
influences government to give
local authorities responsibility
for adult education.

1934

WEA has
20,000
students.
© Sirkka-Liisa
Konttinen
courtesy of Am ,
ber

1944

A group of miners from Ashington
studying with the WEA ‘accidentally’
discover painting. Known as the
Pitmen Painters, they document their
lives, work and community through
their now-famous paintings.

1947

Education Act with free secondary
education, nursery schools,
free school meals and ample
provision of adult education.

The International Federation of Workers’
Education Associations (IFWEA) is formed at
a London conference convened by the WEA.

POST WAR

1945

A new Labour Government
overwhelmingly elected with at least
56 WEA activists as MPs and 14 of
them serving in the government.
WEA has 80,000 students

1990s

During the 1990s, WEA work expanded
by 25% to over 100,000 learners

1973

Influential Russel Report (Government’s
Committee on Adult Education) states
‘The needs perceived in the WEA’s original
purpose still persist’. Results in growth of
targeted provision organized by paid staff.

2003

WEA celebrates 100 years of
championing adult education

CHANGING TIMES

1991

National Delegate Conference
agrees an integrated
constitution for a single
organisation in England
and Scotland.
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1996

WEA becomes a Special
Designated Institution
with safeguarded
rights to funding for
non-accredited work

2012

Ruth Spellman
appointed as the
first female WEA
General Secretary

he WEA emerged from World War 2
on a high. In 1939, the threat of conflict
with Germany for the second time
in a generation threatened its survival.
But providing courses for military personnel
and helping frame the 1944 Education Act
gave the WEA a future that would aid the
post-war recovery.
Between 1939-45 the WEA increased its
student numbers from 63,000 to 81,000 and
raised the number of branches to 135.
Amazingly, 14 members of Clement Attlee’s
Labour government in 1945 had been involved
with the WEA and over 50 MPs in parliament
that year were former students, tutors or
members of the executive committee.
Most strikingly, two were government
ministers. These were former WEA tutor Hugh
Dalton, who was Chancellor of the Exchequer;
and WEA vice president Arthur Creech-Jones, a
one-time civil servant who had been imprisoned
as a conscientious objector in World War 1,
and who was Under-Secretary for the Colonies.
Given the way Prime Minister Winston
Churchill had led the National Government
after the collapse of Neville
14 members Chamberlain’s Conservatives in
May 1940, the Labour landslide
of Clement was a surprise. Richard Crossman,
Attlee’s Labour one of the new MPs with WEA
connections, outlined the reasons
government in for Labour’s success in a Highway
1945 had been article published in October 1945,
which perhaps echo the
involved with reasons
success of Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour
the WEA Party in 2016.

New Prime Minister Clement Attlee celebrates with supporters
after Labour’s surprise victory in the General Election. July 1945

Crossman was a former tutor and member
of the WEA Education Advisory Committee,
and a politician who would go on to become
Minister of Housing in Harold Wilson’s 1964
government and later Lord President of the
Council and Leader of the House of Commons.
In that 1945 article he wrote about secondary
and adult education, and how over the previous
20 years it had created a new class, a new
intelligentsia, with an influence both at home
and in the armed forces:
‘The Conservative Party, disregarding this
silent revolution, tried to rally the working-class
vote by the methods which had proved
successful in the past. The Labour Party talked
its own language’ he wrote. The Association
‘had a profound influence’ on the 1945 election,
not through propaganda or any political party
affiliations, but through the powerful effect
of its adult education provision.
‘Education is a far more revolutionary force
in the long run than political organisation.
It creates the mental atmosphere in which
political change is possible’ he said. ‘The real
job must always be done by teacher and pupil,
and the idea which inspires a democratic state
system can only be kept alive by voluntary
associations of adults, like the WEA.’ Oo
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EDUCATION

AN UNCERTAIN
FUTURE FOR
EDUCATION
Peter Horrocks CBE, Vice-Chancellor of
The Open University, shares his thoughts
on the future of education.

T

he importance of education has never
been greater than it is today. We have
a society that is significantly divided;
and we have people who are at risk of
being left behind by economic development,
and the already significant changes caused
by robotics, artificial intelligence and other
technologies which are automating, and will
continue to automate, the repetitive tasks in
the workplace.
I spoke recently to a senior executive at one
of the UK’s leading supermarket chains who
revealed that they have reduced their
workforce by 20,000 in the last 2 years while
still serving the same number of customers.
Whether it is automation in warehouses, or
self-scanning checkouts, or the countless other
applications of these technologies, change
is happening, and more quickly than many
imagine. These are not just blue collar jobs
that will be replaced, many white collar
roles – clerical jobs, for example – will be
better served by machines.
I share the view that machines are likely
to complement rather than replace humans,
and the UK economy will need highly skilled
employees. It is interesting that soft skills
such as creativity, empathy, or problem
solving, appear to becoming more
important, and are now valued in ways
that they haven’t been for some time.
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EDUCATION

This is where education has a real
England. There is wide agreement that the
opportunity: to provide the technical,
strategic changes in higher education policy,
vocational skills along with the softer skills such funding and provision made in Wales a
as communication, collaboration, or resilience.
few years ago have struck a better balance
Increasingly we’re seeing businesses look to
between the individual and the state.
assess these softer skills, regarding them as
The funding issue is much more polarised
being as important an indicator of a
in England, however, and is likely to make
candidate’s potential as harder qualifications.
it harder to come up with the necessary
However, the system that should be
structures that will address some of the
providing society and the economy with the
skills shortages we have. Without the right
skills we require – both hard and soft – doesn’t
strategic response to these problems, I’m
seem to be working.
concerned this is a situation
IN NUMBERS
Some parts are encouraging.
we will come to regret.
Businesses understand the nature
Regardless of the policy
Our part time
of the skills we will need better
context, much of the necessary
education crisis
than any individual, or arguably
re-engagement with education
government, can, and many are
needs to take place in
taking proactive steps to develop
communities. For many, the step
Since 2008/09, entrants to
them. Creative ideas like the
back into learning needs to be
part-time undergraduate
courses
in
England
are
Apprenticeship Levy are starting
made as easy as possible, so that
down 61%.
to help. We were also pleased that
those who are unsure – for
the post-16 review that the
whatever reason – can get
government announced recently
started. Given its communityThis is a cumulative
acknowledged that there has been
based provision and unique scale,
reduction of 660,000 in the
a catastrophic decline in part time
the WEA is going to play a critical
number of people entering
study, and that the rules to support
role. This is one of the reasons
part-time courses.
mature learners and those that
why we are huge supporters of
want to earn and learn are
the WEA at the Open University:
to
The proportion of
insufficiently flexible. The review
we see so many students come
part-time students in
intends to take a more holistic
to us with a passion to learn and
the system has plummeted
view of post 18 education overall,
a self-confidence that had been
from 40% to 25% in
a step that has been long overdue.
initially kindled at a WEA course.
just five years.
Both sides of the political
Therefore, I encourage all WEA
In an employment market
where employers are
spectrum are focused on
members, indeed all of us, to
concerned that there may
education delivering outcomes
redouble our efforts. If we can
not be enough highly-skilled
that improve prospects and
create the right environment
people to fill future roles,
change lives. The issues
for learning, with generations
these numbers matter.
surrounding literacy and
encouraging one another, with
numeracy are well understood. And so,
education being a continuing and lifelong
while the policy solutions may not be in place,
pursuit, and we do this at a local level, we’ll
there is an understanding that we must equip
be creating the strong social foundation for
ourselves to better respond to these changes.
learning that I am certain will have a
However, we still place too much emphasis
profoundly positive impact. Oo
on individuals needing to determine things for
FURTHER INFORMATION
themselves when they haven’t got the right
See Ruth Spellman's interview with the
information or opportunities in front of them.
Open University at wea.org.uk/media
And we have a pronounced problem in

61%

660,000

40% 25%
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WEA IMPACT

Measuring
the difference
we make

O

ur aim at the WEA is to
make a difference every day,
with everyone who comes
into contact with us. We know that
our courses make a difference to the
lives of the people we touch, and every
year, in order to prove this, we carry
out research and publish our Impact
Report. For the 2016-2017 year we
surveyed over 4000 students and
we’re delighted to say the findings
were clear. The WEA is making a
tremendous impact.

DID YOU KNOW
THAT LAST YEAR…
• We taught 50,397 students
• We ran 8,082 classes
• We taught more than
2 million hours
First of all our scale is unmatched,
and made possible by our local reach
through over 2,000 community venues
across England and Scotland. Because
of this community reach, 7 out of 10
of our students reported that they
live within 3 miles of their course.
This is vital for many of our students.
Not only are many of them unable to
travel longer distances, but also being
able to study in a familiar environment
is critical to those students who
want to get back into education
but feel nervous about doing so.
But it is what happens within
these venues where the real value is
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PUBLIC POLICY

Making the case for Adult Education
THE WEA’S WORK IN WESTMINSTER

WE’RE HELPING
CREATE JOBS

WE’RE HELPING
RAISE OUR KIDS

Over half of students
who were unemployed
and looking for work
became employed
after taking a
WEA course.

61% of parents with no
qualifications said they
had gained confidence
in helping their children
with schoolwork
after studying.

WE’RE EASING THE
BURDEN ON THE
WELFARE STATE

WE’RE HELPING BUILD
COMMUNITIES

35% of our students
were claiming
means-tested benefits
before they started
their WEA course.
Around four months
later, after their courses
ended, around a third
of these were no longer
reporting claiming
these benefits.

Students become more
understanding of other
cultures and more
engaged in their
community through
their WEA course.
Half our students
reported being more
understanding of other
cultures and over
a third felt they were
more respectful to
difference than they
had been previously.

felt, as illustrated above here.
These are compelling statistics. The
fact that so many benefit from our
work makes us enormously proud and
is a tribute to the support of our staff,
students, our partners, our volunteers
and, of course, our members. Oo

WE’RE HELPING WITH
THE HUGE ISSUE OF
MENTAL HEALTH
82% of students with
mental health issues
reported improvements
in their condition after
studying with us.

WE’RE HELPING
THOSE WHO
FEEL ISOLATED
More than 1 in 5
of WEA students
describe themselves
as being carers for their
ill, disabled or elderly
relatives or friends. We
see particular impact
among this group. More
so than our average
students, they made
new friends, increased
their self-confidence,
and were motivated to
improve their health.

SEE THE DIFFERENCE

If you want to find out more,
go to wea.org.uk/about-us/
our-impact where you can
find the full report and see
all the ways in which the WEA
is delivering.

J

ust over two years ago, our
CEO, Ruth Spellman, was
knocking on the door of
Number 10 Downing Street
delivering a petition of over 10,000
names in support of the Save
Adult Education campaign. Soon
afterwards, the Chancellor’s budget
announced a favourable settlement
for adult education funding (rather
than the planned cuts) and the
immediate threat passed. We’re not
claiming it’s us ‘wot won it’ – politics
is usually more subtle and complex
than that – but we know that the
campaign was noticed and we’re
sure it had an effect. It inspired us to
establish and support a new All Party
Parliamentary Group – the APPG for
Adult Education – to keep an interest
in matters relating to adult learning
and skills fresh in Westminster.
We often work in Westminster
and Whitehall alongside other adult
education organisations, usually
as part of the Institutes for Adult

October 2015: WEA CEO Ruth Spellman delivering
a petition as part of a campaign to save adult
education. The WEA helps alert parliamentarians
that adult education could be part of the solution
to the issues they are wrestling with.

Learning, a network of learning
providers from across England.
This helps to make a broad case
for adult learning – and adult
learners. While most policy-makers
understand that adult learning is
‘a good thing’, it isn’t often top of
their agenda. Usually the challenge
is to alert parliamentarians to the
fact that adult education could be
part of the solution to the issues
they are wrestling with, be that
increasing social mobility, improving
productivity or promoting good
health and well-being. We launched
the most recent edition of the WEA’s
Impact Report at a meeting of
the APPG for Adult Education in
Westminster for just this reason –
to impress upon MPs and Peers
that adult learning has a wide
range of positive contributions
to make in many different contexts.
At the same meeting, our colleagues
from the Institutes for Adult
Learning presented a similar study

demonstrating the positive impact
of residential colleges. This helped
to make the point that adult
learning comes in different forms
– but its impact is always positive
and wide-ranging.
As well as our own Westminster
work, we also get invited to contribute
to other parliamentary events. In
January, Ruth Spellman was invited
to speak at a meeting of the APPG
for Students (which is supported by
the NUS) on the subject of mental
health. The meeting focussed on how
a worryingly large number of students
face significant challenges with their
health and wellbeing in universities
and colleges today, often finding their
situation worsened by the pressures
of the learning environment. Our
findings – which are that most
learners on our courses report a
positive impact on their mental health
– provided an interesting contrast,
a fresh perspective and another
side to an important debate
which was useful to share with
parliamentarians and our colleagues
at the National Union of Students.
Since the APPG for Adult
Education was established there
has been the EU Referendum and
the 2017 General Election so being
able to join with allies such as the
Institutes for Adult Learning and
the NUS to keep adult learning on
the agenda has been immensely
helpful. No one can predict how the
next chapter of our political history
will unfold but through our work
with the APPG and elsewhere in
Westminster we will make sure that
the voice of adult learners is heard. Oo
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ANNUAL LECTURE

ANNUAL LECTURE

WORDS CHRIS BUTCHER,
RESEARCH & PUBLIC POLICY OFFICER

A place for

learning
Matthew Taylor, Chief Executive of the RSA,
delivered the 2018 Annual Lecture – ‘A Place for
Learning’- in February to a packed house at the RSA.

A

s well as our core work
of providing high quality
education to communities
across England and
Scotland, the WEA has always
participated in the wider public
discourse on policy and practice
relating to adult learning. We
speak at and run conferences, we
publish research and, as described
elsewhere in this edition, we brief
parliamentarians. In recent years
we’ve held a lecture to provide WEA
members with the opportunity to
hear a leading advocate of adult
education speak about the current
issues, often from a very personal
point of view. Joan Bakewell, Baroness
Tanni Grey-Thompson, Dame Jenni
Murray and, last year, Sir Vince Cable
have all shared their thoughts on
the importance and future of adult
education, alongside some anecdotes
of their own encounters with it.
This year’s WEA Annual Lecture was
delivered by Matthew Taylor, chief
executive of the RSA. The RSA (or The
Royal Society for the Encouragement
of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce
to use its full name) is dedicated to
“enriching society through ideas and
action”. It commissions research,
publishes reports, facilitates debates,
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and has a wide network of Fellows
who are active thought leaders
around the world. The RSA’s history
and mission made it a perfect fit as
a partner for the WEA – indeed
having been at the cutting edge of
debate and ideas for 260 years, the
RSA is one of those rare organisations
that makes the WEA (at a youthful
115 years) feel young.
The primary reason for inviting
Matthew to deliver the WEA Annual
Lecture came from the publication
– in summer 2017 – of Good Work,
his independent review of modern
working practices which had been
commissioned by the Government.
On its publication most of the
headlines were about the pros
and cons of the so-called gig
economy, and the report certainly
had important things to say about
self-employment, agency working
and short-term contracts. Beyond
the headlines, however, were
some very interesting insights and
recommendations around learning,
training and skills development, which
entirely coincided with WEA interests.
Matthew was very happy to
accept the invitation to expand on
these elements of his review but he
also suggested that he would like

Matthew concluded with a big idea,
which is to call for a City or Place
of Learning along the model of the
European Capital of Culture
to explore the issues through the
theme of “place” – how where you
live and the educational settings
available to you can influence the
experience of learning. Again, as
the WEA is committed to learning
within the community and has a
presence in every region of England
and Scotland, this seemed like a
particularly fruitful line of enquiry.
As is becoming the tradition at the
WEA Annual Lecture, the speaker’s
own family experience of lifelong
learning came to the fore early
on. In Matthew’s case he praised
his mother who since retiring from
paid employment has become a
volunteer Tate Modern guide and a
local historian. “Learning hasn’t only
kept her young and positive it has
meant she is a source of happiness,
support and inspiration to her friends
and family including three proud

grandchildren” he said, touchingly,
while his mother sat in the audience
trying to hide her tears of pride.
Matthew’s long experience as a
thought leader and policy maker then
came through, though in a surprising
way: ‘I have also started to question
my lifetime commitment of policymaking – in think tanks, a political
party and in Government itself. It
wasn’t easy for me to admit but a
great deal of policy fails, particularly
if that policy is seeking to address a
complex challenge or trying to change
the way people behave’. We hadn’t
expected one of the country’s leading
policy minds to renounce his whole
raison d’être at our own Lecture but,
of course, far from quitting on the
spot, to our relief, Matthew used
the rest of his time to outline some
exciting policy ideas.
The first of these was the idea of

‘a national framework of
employability skills’ which had been
one of the recommendations from
Good Work. By happy coincidence,
the Government had issued its
own response to the Review just
a few days before the Annual
Lecture, which gave Matthew the
opportunity to reflect on what might
be implemented from the Review.
The ‘national framework’ is one of the
ideas which could become a reality
if it is supported by those in the
education and business sectors. Put
simply, it would be a rationalisation
of the myriad existing employability
frameworks into a single, nationally
recognised framework, so that there
is a level of consistency in definitions
and headings. This would help those
in work and training to record their
learning (including so called soft
skills, which often go unrecorded)

in a consistent way, and which in turn
would be recognised by employers
and educators nationally.
The second idea was to encourage
people to get behind the RSA’s work
on Cities of Learning. In Matthew’s
words, ‘The City of Learning is a way
of thinking about how the learning
assets and resources of a place can
be combined creatively to support
greater engagement in learning and
progression to new opportunities’.
The RSA are working towards a City
of Learning pilot in 2019 and the
WEA will be speaking further with
the RSA about ways in which we
can contribute.
Matthew concluded with a big
idea, which is to call for a City or Place
of Learning along the model of the
European Capital of Culture. Going
beyond the RSA’s template for Cities
of Learning, this could encompass
a competition where places are
encouraged to develop, innovate
and showcase new approaches to
learning, ‘evidenced by high levels of
participation’ and with a particular
focus on ‘those who may have missed
out on formal learning’.
The lively Q&A session which
followed showed that these ideas
had inspired some creative thinking
in the room. There was much in the
Annual Lecture to inspire further
thought and action and we look
forward to working with the RSA
and others in the year ahead.
We would like to offer our thanks
to Matthew and his colleagues
at the RSA for a memorable and
inspiring event. Oo
LEARN MORE

The whole Lecture, including
the Q&A, can be viewed on
wea.org or thersa.org
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WELLCOME TRUST FOUNDATION

LLOYDS BANKING GROUP

STEMM what?

Teamwork that is working

G

Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths and Medicine
(STEMM) might be the latest buzz in workforce
development but what does it mean for the WEA?
Branches often struggle to get science provision off the
ground, with natural history and the night sky remaining
the main staples. However all that is changing.

T

he WEA is half way through
an inspiring project funded by
the Wellcome Trust. One of
the main partners is the Faculty of
Health and Life Sciences, University
of Liverpool. A Russell Group
university, this is the only UK faculty
to offer education spanning the
full range of life sciences. They are
supporting our community events,
co-ordinating the involvement of
researchers and helping to train and
inspire a new generation of tutors.
The work of Wellcome reflects
the interests of their founder,
Sir Henry Wellcome, who was a
medical entrepreneur, collector
and philanthropist. The trust
now helps thousands of curious,
passionate people to explore ideas
in biomedical science. Through the
project we are bringing the world
of biomedicine and the challenges
presented to society within reach
of our students.
After a successful first year
developing the programme, we are
now set to roll it out across England
and embed the approach both
in the WEA and through working
with other community education
providers. We are developing a mix
of longer and shorter courses as
well as interactive day schools.
In a world of fake news and filter
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COMING
SOON
Examples of the
kind of activity that
may be coming your
way are:
• ‘Meet the scientist’
events with postgraduates from our partners
talking about key questions
of the day.
• Engagement activities such
as ‘The Art Heist’ in which
participants help solve a
crime using biomedical forensic
techniques including looking
at fibres under digital microscopes
and taking and processing
finger prints.
There are four courses in
development that will make cutting
edge science both accessible and
interesting to a wide range of
WEA students. These are:
• CSI Forensic Psychology
• The Psychology of Addiction
• The History of Public Health
in the 19th Century
• How the brain works, specifically
focussing on Dementia and
Alzheimers

bubbles, it is vital we help students
develop critical thinking and
analytical skills, whether through
a science curriculum or through
other means. In doing so, we’ll help
people more effectively influence
the decisions that policy makers,
corporate organisations and
politicians make. So we are delighted
to have forged this
partnership with the
Wellcome Trust to help
us develop our science
based curriculum.
FURTHER INFORMATION

Look for Excite With Science
at wea.org.uk

iven the scale of the
social challenges we
face, we recognise that
no organisation can expect to
succeed without help. That’s
why the WEA has been building
relationships with a variety of
partners, a key example being
our partnership with Lloyds
Banking Group. Despite
the two organisations being
radically different to one another,
our partnership has been founded
on some shared goals. At the
WEA, we know that making adult
learning accessible is a crucial
building block of a more equal,
democratic and just society.
At Lloyds Banking Group in their
comprehensive Helping Britain
Prosper Plan, they have identified
the need for accessible skills and
training for adults.
Given these aligned ambitions,
since 2015 we have been bringing
together WEA students and Lloyds
Banking Group volunteers with
the aim of improving workplace
skills and changing lives. We have
developed a programme, in which
the WEA trains and supports
volunteering Lloyds employees,
who then work with our students
in order to help them with digital
and employability skills, to improve
their confidence to learn, and to
help them back into the workplace.
The feedback we have had from
the volunteers has been amazing
(see Making Their Own Luck on
page 24 to read one volunteer’s
account). They’ve discovered that
many of the skills that they take

for granted at work, such as the
ability to interview for a job or
even write an email, are skills which
many people simply don’t have.
Some of the WEA students, for
example, had been unemployed
for some time and needed help
with the basics so they could
apply on-line for jobs.
The programme has been a
tremendous success with WEA
students as well. 2,500 WEA
students across Scotland and
England have already benefited
from support and coaching
from over 500 Lloyds volunteers.
Of those, more than 350 WEA
students have developed their
digital skills with the help of Lloyds
Digital Champions, and around
600 WEA students have received
support to build a career from
Lloyds’ employability coaches.
In 2018, we’re building on this
success and developing a flagship
Into Work programme, which
will support students through
work placements, job interviews
and into the start of full-time
employment. We will be training
more Lloyds volunteers to mentor
adults in vulnerable circumstances
– helping them to complete their
courses and live better lives.
In doing so, we will be helping
maximise the chances
that unemployed
WEA students not
only start a job,
but they keep the
job and continue
to develop through
being employed.

SPRING / SUMMER 2018 I WEA.ORG.UK I 15

SLUG

WEA PEOPLE

WORDS JENNY WHITE
MAIN IMAGE: HARRY BORDEN/GETTY

BE QUIET
AT THE
BACK

Playwright, screenwriter and
WEA Fellow Lee Hall talks class,
exclusion and the impact of Billy
Elliot and The Pitmen Painters
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Northumberland, who decide
to learn about art with the
WEA and begin to paint.
Hall’s writing is firmly rooted in
the expression of political themes
through the extraordinariness of
ordinary lives, and at its heart is
what he describes as ‘a tragedy
for everyone’ – class.
Hall was born in 1966 to
working-class parents in
Newcastle, the son of a house
painter-decorator and a
housewife. He went to Benfield
School in Walkergate, where he
remembered that Shakespeare
was deemed too difficult
for its O-level students.

© AF archive / Alamy Stock Photo

L

ee Hall is the most unlikely
of hero figures. When you
meet him, as many of us
did in November in London
while he was being inducted
as an inaugural Fellow of the WEA,
it is clear he prefers to be creating
the limelight for others rather than
himself ….as he has done so
successfully through his career.
He is perhaps best known for
writing the Academy Awardnominated screenplay for Billy
Elliot (for the record, the winner Cameron Crowe’s Almost Famous
- was far less commercially
successful). More recently he wrote
the original screenplay for War
Horse, based on Michael
Morpurgo’s book, and for Victoria
and Abdul. He has also written a
string of radio and stage plays,
which is where we get to his
connection to the WEA. His play,
The Pitmen Painters, was the
Evening Standard’s best play in
2008. It tells of a group of miners
in the 1930s from Ashington,
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LEFT: The Pitmen Painters took a WEA class in Art Appreciation. The visiting lecturer,

THE PITMEN
PAINTERS SPENT
EIGHT HOURS IN
THE MINES AND
CAME OUT AND
HAD THIS RICH
LIFE THAT
COMPLETELY
CHANGED THEIR
EXISTENCE.
Hall was lucky: through local
opportunities with theatre and
music groups, in particular the
Wallsend Young People’s Theatre,
he was given his first real taste of
the arts. After studying English
Literature at Cambridge, he
worked as a youth theatre
fundraiser in Newcastle and at
the Gate Theatre in London.
Hall acknowledges that there are
fewer opportunities now, and as a
result there is a shortage of young
playwrights from his sort of
background. ‘Thirty years ago,
people like me would be ten a
penny, but I think someone from
Newcastle from my background
would find it very difficult to come
and work in the arts now. That’s
because there has been a
closing down of opportunities in
education. I don’t think theatre
has changed but society has.’
Hall believes education is being
treated as a commodity. ‘We live
in an age of enclosure where what
was common was stolen, fenced
off, commodified and sold back to
us and nowhere is this process more
clearly illustrated than in the world
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Robert Lyon encouraged the group to ‘learn through doing’ and ‘paint what you know’.
RIGHT: Forty years later the art critic, William Feaver, wrote a book about the project

© Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen, courtesy of Amber

which became the inspiration for Lee Hall to create a play, performed here at the
Oldham Coliseum Theatre. Photograph by Joel Chester Fildes. BELOW: Lee Hall (third
from left) at the 2009 production of Pitmen Painters at the National and being elected a
WEA Fellow. OPPOSITE: George Blessed - Whippets, c.1939. © Ashington Group Trustees.

of education.’ He is particularly
concerned about the role of
information technology as it
relates to identity. ‘It’s an age
where culture and information
– even our own information
about our own lives – is not legally
owned by us. It’s an age where an
education is seen as a commodity
rather than a consummation of
ourselves. I see it as an attack on
all of us; it deludes our common
culture. We pay for it literally and
metaphorically in a way that I
think would shock the people who
started the WEA a century ago.’
And Hall is deeply concerned
about the exclusivity of education
today: ‘I think the thing that we
forget is that billions of pounds are
invested every year in keeping us
stupid, in distracting us from what
has mattered to people from time
immemorial, which is a common
life, the riches of which are
immaterial. It’s about learning
things, it’s about sharing things,
about creating a common worth
of knowledge, and of wisdom to
be passed on. This is the process
that we normally call life.’

THE PITMEN
PAINTERS
Lee Hall’s play is a true story about
a group of coal miners who came
together in 1934 through the WEA
to study 'something different'
- art appreciation - and went
on to create their own critically
acclaimed work. It premiered at
Live Theatre in Newcastle in 2007
before moving to the National
Theatre in London and then onto
Broadway in New York.
Discover the artwork of this
remarkable group of men at
Woodhorn Museum in Ashington.
For more information visit
experiencewoodhorn.com

The immateriality of the riches of
education are apparent when one
reads The Pitmen Painters. The play
is based on the true story of a group
of miners who took art appreciation
classes with the WEA and went on to
create their own critically acclaimed
work. As Hall had written in Billy Elliot
in the 1990s, the play addresses
how art can be integrated into
everyday life, and how it can fuel
aspiration. Hall said of The Pitmen
Painters: ‘The play is about
a real group of miners
from Ashington in
Northumberland,
who in the depth of the
depression in 1934
hired a Professor
of Art from
Durham
University,
through the

auspices of the WEA, to teach them
art appreciation. All of them had
left school when they were 11 but
within a couple of years they were
celebrated artists.’
Notably, the painters didn’t
seek to make their fortunes out of
their art. Money was not the driving
motivation, nor was a change in
employment. ‘The Pitmen Painters
spent eight hours in the mines and
came out and had this rich life that
completely changed their existence.
They were – and still are – part of
a bigger conversation about what
was of value in their lives.
They were having
conversations with the
great artistic minds of
their generation.
I’ve read the
correspondence and
they were equals.’

The Ashington Group showed
what can happen when we recognise
that adult education and culture are
not just for an exclusive elite. As one
of the characters in The Pitmen
Painters puts it: ‘For centuries and
centuries they’ve kept all the good
stuff for themselves but they’re not
gonna leave yer Shakespeare and yer
Goethe just for the upper classes no’.
Lee Hall was made a WEA Fellow
in recognition of his outstanding
service to literature and the arts.
When talking about the WEA, Hall
said: ‘Growing up in the North East
you knew about the WEA and how
important it was to ordinary people.
The WEA recognises that learning
needs to take place in your own
community for the social strength of
that community, so all our common
life is richer. Generations have come
to the WEA with this understanding
and have been enriched by it and
it’s wonderful to see that idea is
still flourishing.’
As his speech came to its close,
he left us with a clear message
that it’s simply wrong to exclude
anybody – regardless
of age, background or lifestage
– from this heritage of culture
and ideas, skills and knowledge.
‘And that’s the point of the WEA:
to bloody well put it right’. Oo
FURTHER INFORMATION

To read The Guardian’s interview
with Lee Hall on the 30th anniversary
of the miner’s strike, google
“Spielberg, Scargill and me”.
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What I’ve learnt

JOANNA CAIN
Director of Education and Deputy CEO, Joanna Cain, shares
some of her personal experience of working for the WEA

Adult education has been a key
part of my life for 25 years or
more – I still remember the feeling
I had when I first started running
workshops with co-op members
in the early 90s and thinking:
I can do this. Maybe it would
be possible to get a proper job
in adult education?
The co-op was also my first
introduction to working in an
organisation with a strong
membership and volunteering
ethos. I’m proud to have been
part of 3 organisations with
shared roots and history and
common goals to empower and
give a voice to working people:
the co-operative, the trade union
movements and now the WEA.
I came to the WEA from UNISON
in 2015, and it was there that
I first learned about the WEA.
I remember writing a speech
for my then boss Dave Prentis
to give at the WEA’s centenary
celebrations in 2003 and later on
as head of learning at UNISON,
I managed the relationship with
the WEA and worked with many
of our inspirational students who
had changed their lives having
started out on a WEA course.
When my current role came up
I thought I’d just have to give it
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a go. I wanted to work somewhere
with strong values and I was
curious too to understand more
about the breadth and depth of
what the WEA does. I had worked
in membership and campaigning
organisations for many years, I’d
worked in education, as a school
teacher, in trade union education
and at Ruskin College, and I’ve
always been absolutely committed
to the transformative power of
adult education. Where better
to go than the WEA?
My job is to make sure that
every class we teach enables our
50,000 plus students to learn,
to be challenged, and to gain in
confidence so they can meet their
goals and to progress. Looking
forward we need to be in a place
where we are offering relevant,
challenging education for adults
long into the future, across all
four of our WEA themes – health
and wellbeing, employability,
community engagement and
culture. Key to my role is promoting
both the WEA and the tremendous
impact of adult education, both
with partners and governments – at
both national and regional levels.
There are real challenges.
We are currently implementing a
big change programme that will

enable the WEA to continue to
innovate, respond to what our
students and their communities
want, and grow. I’m really
conscious that the benefits of
these changes are not all evident
yet, so an immediate priority is
to work with colleagues to make
sure we get our new ways of
working functioning properly.
We rely on significant funding
from the Education and Skills
Funding Agency in England,
and we know that that funding
arrangements are likely to change
over the next 2 years. And, with
over 2000 venues across England
and Scotland we have challenges
in making sure that everything
we do in terms of teaching and
learning is excellent.
It has also been incredibly
rewarding. It has been great to
get to meet and work with our
committed and innovative tutors,
volunteers, staff and students.
Everyone across the WEA should
feel really proud that Ofsted
last year recognised the pivotal
role we play in supporting our
students to move on into work,
volunteering and involvement
in their communities, and the
great progress we are making
in digital learning.

Looking forward, we’ve got
new initiatives like our Pathways
programme to roll out – routes
into work and volunteering in
key curriculum areas including
schools and parenting, adult
teaching and community
interpreting. Over the next few
months I will also be working
closely with colleagues in the new
mayoral combined authorities to
get involved in making devolution
a real success for our students,
branches and community
partners. And beyond that,
we want to be reaching many
more new students and partners.
As befits an organisation which
is committed to encouraging critical
thinking and transformation
through education, working for the
WEA has been a brilliant experience
- with something to learn every day. Oo

My job is to
make sure that
every class we
teach enables
our 50,000 plus
students to learn,
to be challenged,
and to gain in
confidence to
meet their goals
and to progress.
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NEVER TOO
LATE TO LEARN
WEA student Margaret Callaghan’s teacher
taunted her as a child because she couldn’t read.
Her confidence evaporated. 40 years later, encouraged
by her WEA tutor in Falkirk, she is now a published
poet….and a WEA Student Award winner as well.

I

was dyslexic growing up. When
I was at school, I did my best to
hide it, but you can’t, can you?
I was good at maths, and was
moved up a class. But when my
teacher found out that I couldn’t
read, she called me a stupid girl,
and that was that. When your
teacher calls you that, you just
lose all confidence in your ability
to learn.
It was my daughter Debbie
who first suggested coming to
the WEA in Falkirk for a literacy
class. I wasn’t sure. I’d hated

BELOW: Margaret and Debbie receiving
their WEA Student Award Winner

teachers. I’d hated school. But
we could go to the class between
shifts and Ross, our tutor, was
amazing. I left that first class
feeling: I can do this. He made us
feel so positive about ourselves.
After the first class, we’d really
got the bug, so we both pushed
Ross to do some more with us.
He got us writing these wee
stories and poems. And, you
know what? They were good!
And that’s when he suggested
publishing a book of our work.
I went up the road when the
book was first published, and I
felt like the Queen of England.
I just thought nobody can beat
me now!
You’re never too old to learn.
Never. If I could speak to my
13-year old self, I’d tell her to ask
for help. If you can openly admit
you have a problem, your life will
change – definitely. I wish I’d
heard of the WEA years ago. My
life would have been so different.
BE INSPIRED

View Debbie and Margaret’s video
on wea.org.uk/inspiringstories
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THE MIRROR

Margaret Callaghan

When a wiss wee
whit did a see
A wee chubbie lassie
lookin back at me
When a wiss 13
whit did a see
A stubberen teenager
lookin at me
When I wis 25
whit did a see
Two wee bairens stonnin
right nicst to me
When a wiss in ma 50s
whit did a see
Ma mither lookin right
back at me

If you can openly
admit you have
a problem, your
life will change –
definitely. I wish
I’d heard of the
WEA years ago.
My life would have
been so different.
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Life is all about learning
Peter Holliday, who has been a member, volunteer,
tutor and more, with the WEA in the West Midlands
since the ‘70s, talks about the importance of
continuous learning in rural communities.
We don’t have a university
or a tertiary college here in
Herefordshire, although one
has been approved. If you’re
interested in studying something
beyond school level, you’re
rather stuck. So the WEA
has been a lifeline for many,
many people.
I still think too many of us make
judgements about people, that
all they want to do is go to the
match or the pub. That’s not
been my experience. When you
get through to them, you find
they’ve all got real interests,
that they can be articulate.
One ordinary, working class
bloke came up to me at the end
of a class, and said that he
happened to have an interest in
something I’d touched on. Just
the fact that he came up to talk
to me afterwards, even though
he wasn’t an educated chap,
took real courage.
You see, it’s easy for us who are
used to education to think that
there are no barriers, that a
school is an open and welcoming
place, but that isn’t the case for
so many students. It’s a cultural
thing – so many people feel that
they wouldn’t understand, or
feel that it’s pretentious to be
involved. And for many, the mere
prospect of going back into a
school or a college puts them
off. So the more relaxed and
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open we can make
the setting the better.
Lots of people don’t
see this, and we have
to reach out to them.
We have to reach out
to as many people as
possible, especially
younger people, and
ask ‘how can we help
you?’ and help them
see that the WEA is
about learning on
their terms.
I’ve enjoyed teaching
and learning with the
WEA, and I’ve loved
engaging with people at
a very personal level. It’s a
one-to-one relationship. Your
eyes can be opened to things
that formal education is not
going to teach you. A lot of
lecturers became friends with
their students. And you can learn
as much being a tutor as you do
being a student. I’ve found that
if I can take the right subject and
pitch it in the right way, I can get
local people and younger people
involved…and that is the most
satisfying thing.
I believe learning is a
continuous process, and that
is very much part of life.
You’ve got to continually see
what new areas you can
explore. I couldn’t live without
learning – it’s what life is about.

Growing pride in the community
Without the right language or IT skills, it can be almost impossible to find a job
that reflects your abilities. Rehana Mohammed, who runs our Rochdale branch,
has mobilised WEA support to remove barriers for Asian women in her community.
Twenty years ago, I was a mum with
two kids, looking for work. It was futile.
The WEA was here, but it didn’t have the
computer course I needed to get a job.
But I’m not one to give in. I sat down
with a friend, hand-wrote some flyers
in Urdu, and went door to door to find
like-minded people. The next week, 12
of us turned up at the WEA doorstep.
They found a tutor and we were off!
Later, I became a tutor myself.
At first, it was hard getting Asian ladies
out to learn English. But when family
members came to the end-of-course
celebrations - when they saw the pride

and confidence in the faces of their wives
and daughters – they started to realise
we’d started something special.
The WEA is now thriving in Rochdale.
Why? The community needs us and
supports us. I’ve had students living on £5
a day who still pay their bus fare to come,
because it means so much to them. Some
are now becoming tutors and volunteers,
just like me. Everyone involved feels
they are part of the WEA. Community
support made it all possible. Life’s not
easy in Rochdale. There are a lot of
hardships. But at least with the WEA,
there is always hope.

Making their own luck
Ian is a WEA volunteer with the Lloyds Banking Group (see earlier article on
our partnership). He lives in Edinburgh and volunteers in Kilmarnock. By helping
others find the right route, he now appreciates his own journey through life.
I’m very lucky. I had a settled
upbringing and a good education.
My career’s going well. It’s easy to take
for granted how lucky you are to be
working full time. Volunteering with
the WEA brought this into focus.
You meet people who are really keen
to have just a little bit of what
you’ve got. They’re all warm,
intelligent people. They’ve
got the ability. But they’ve
just not had the luck
and they lack a bit of
confidence as a result.
What strikes you
immediately is how positive the
tutors and the students all are

about getting back into work. That’s
crucial. When you think about how little
opportunity many of these people have
had to learn, it’s really important the
tutor doesn’t make it a frightening
experience for them.
It’s the local communities where
the benefit of the WEA is felt the most.
The guys want jobs to help their families.
For me personally, it was great to help
them back into employment. I certainly
felt that the students walked away having
benefited from my workplace experience…
and that’s an amazing feeling. Oo
SEND US YOUR INSPIRING STORIES

Email shareyourstory@wea.org.uk
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Your WEA, your way
The WEA has always been shaped by the ingenuity and
energy of our members and volunteers. Here are just a few
examples of the many ways in which members are being
proactive and creative in bringing education for all.

room full of people passionate about
lifelong learning and I felt very proud
to be part of such an organisation.”

CLOCKWISE
FROM TOP:

From learner to volunteer
in just 3 months - Gill Wardle
‘It was my tutor who suggested I
work on my computer skills over
the summer holidays as the office
needed a volunteer for a digital skills
course. I had only been using an iPad
for 3 months myself, but I felt this
was an opportunity for me to help.
I enjoy the challenge of helping to
develop the programme and push it
forward – i.e. talking to people,
distributing leaflets, trying to think
of new places to go. I have seen
isolated and lonely people blossom
through involvement, even in difficult
circumstances such as bereavement.
Volunteering keeps me fit, happy
and laughing. The courses are for the
students…but I’ve learnt a lot too.’
More than just a course
Volunteers in North East region are
being supported by the Heritage
Lottery Fund to explore the decade
of upheaval which followed the
First World War.
58 Volunteers and 123 students
have so far been involved in what has
become more than a course. Through
the ingenuity and imagination of our
volunteers, we have held training
sessions in research skills, and visited
archives, both locally and nationally,
with a three-day trip to London. We
even have a ‘pop-up reading room’
where we host events with a ‘then
and now’ perspective.
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Volunteers will be researching
topics such as: women’s
empowerment, including the
post-war role of female engineers;
how WEA members and affiliates
were involved in post-war
community regeneration; and what
became of the Conscientious
Objectors and other radical
thinkers. You can read more at:
weaturbulenttimes.wordpress.com
Friendships forged through learning
The WEA has always welcomed
leaners of all types, as Hanna King
has discovered. Hanna is not like
the average member of the
Biggleswade branch of the WEA.
She’s considerably younger, is in a
wheelchair and has cerebral palsy.
This didn’t stop her classmates from
giving her a warm welcome when
she arrived in 2016.
Among them was 81-year old
Dorothy Jamieson, who with Hanna
is on the ‘Unions and Strike Actions:
Literary Representations’ course.
Dorothy gives Hanna practical
support when she needs it, bringing
her refreshments at break time and
helping her read aloud from extracts
of the novels they’re studying. ‘To be
honest, I don’t think I’d have come
on this particular course if I wasn’t
helping her, but I’m glad I did,
I’m really enjoying it.’
Hanna is clear about her reasons
for coming to the branch every

Dorothy and
Hanna; Penny
Stewart; North
East region
volunteers;
Gill Wardle

week. ‘I don’t just come here to
learn,’ she says, ‘I come here for the
social aspect – I’m a very sociable
person. I’m the only disabled person
here, but the others say that having
a disabled person in the class brings
a new perspective. To anyone
thinking of coming to study with the
WEA I would say, come! Give it a try,
it’s fantastic for your self-esteem.’
A lifetime of WEA volunteering
Penny Stewart has given her time
generously to the WEA with passion
and commitment for more than
25 years. As the driving force of the
Petts Wood and Orpington branch
in Bromley, she has built a committee
of 12 members who together plan
and support a large and varied
programme of courses including a
number of extremely well attended
Saturday schools. She networks
tirelessly to promote the work of the
WEA, and is often found putting up
displays of students’ work at the
local library, or updating the history
of the branch. She has also inspired

many people to become volunteers
and, as a result of her enthusiasm,
the range and number of courses
on offer to students has increased.
Penny also embodies the term
‘lifelong learner’. She attends
courses both in the branch and
in other branches. She has always
been keenly aware of the need
for change, and is known for
continuously exploring ways to
attract new and younger students.
And so it came as no surprise to her
colleagues when she won the WEA
Volunteer Award in 2017. At the
awards ceremony in London she said,
with trademark humility: “I listened to
the stories behind the different awards
it was inspirational and humbling…
It was in fact wonderful to be in a

From volunteer led start-up to
the WEA’s largest volunteer-run
branch (Paul Kingston).
‘When in 2009 Reading University
closed its Department of Continuing
Education, I was one of a group of
recently-retired folk who decided
to start providing classes. We
quickly realised we didn’t have the
necessary expertise but once we
discovered the WEA, and spoke to
them about running a WEA branch,
we found they knew exactly how to
help. This included connecting us
with local branches, showing us
how to organise ourselves with
designing and printing a brochure,
and teaching us how to contact
tutors and collect offers of classes.
We were lucky with how generous
people were. For example, a local
college had a building they were
thinking of closing, which had
classrooms and even parking space.
The owners were sympathetic and
charged us a reasonable rent.
When we ran our first AGM at
the end of 2009, we had £20,000
collected in course fees, £3,000 in
the bank, twelve volunteers on the
committee and a committee contact
in every class, a brochure for the next
two terms published, 19 courses
and day schools running…and lots
of people to thank.

We have since become (we
believe) the biggest volunteer-run
branch in the WEA, running around
50 courses and Day Schools
resulting in around 1,000 bookings
each year. Our volunteers have
worked tirelessly, and each day
we’re learning how to better
manage our branch.
Taking advantage of the
WEA Innovation Fund
The WEA Innovation Fund is designed
to help members and volunteers
get their exciting projects off the
ground. The North East Scotland
branch recently used a grant from the
Innovation Fund to provide training
for volunteers to identify the impact
that the WEA groups had on learners’
lives. Two key findings are already
being implemented. The branch
discovered it needed to widen its
ideas about how to present
information effectively, and so has
now budgeted for someone to help
do this. And they are overhauling their
communications to ensure they are
delivering their key messages more
effectively. They are currently
planning an event to share the
findings as widely as possible.
Volunteers can apply to the WEA
Innovation Fund for a small grant of
up to £1,000 to take forward their
bright ideas to make a difference
in their community through adult
learning. Contact volunteering@
wea.org.uk for more information. Oo

BE OUR NEXT INSPIRING STORY

If you’re inspired by these stories and want some help on how you can take your WEA branch to the
next level, feel free to email volunteering@wea.org.uk. We’re here to help. And if you feel you’ve
got some experience that other members would benefit from hearing, please email in your stories to
shareyourstory@wea.org.uk and we’ll endeavour to publish them in the next edition of The Highway.
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TO BOOK
We hope you’re as
excited about this year’s
conference as we are.
If you haven’t already
done so, book your place
today using the booking
forms inserted in
this issue.

FURTHER
WITH
EDUCATION

2018 WEA ANNUAL
MEMBERS CONFERENCE.
YOU’RE INVITED.

Neil Bromley OBE,
Chair of WEA West
Midlands Region,
explains why he is
involved with the WEA.

‘Social impact and citizen engagement’ 12th May 2018

H

aving spent my working
life in further and adult
education as, at various
times, a lecturer, a college
principal, an improvement
advisor and an inspector,
to join the WEA as its West
Midlands Chair seemed a
natural extension of my
professional enthusiasms.
I really value the way in which
our staff in the region take
learning out into the furthest
reaches of our
community, and show
such innovation in
attracting students who
would probably never
walk through the door of
the sort of college I had
previously run! The West

YOU HAVE
THE POWER

The WEA is registered as a company
limited by guarantee. This means
our board of Trustees are Directors
and have ultimate accountability for
the organisation. In addition to the
board, we also have the WEA Council,
which is formed by representatives
of the various local WEA committees
that exist throughout England
and Scotland. This dual structure
- the Board of Trustees and the Council 28 I THE HIGHWAY I SPRING / SUMMER 2018

T
Midlands region does amazing
work, particularly in the field of
health and well-being but I am
especially proud of our work
with new and settled migrants
in the Hillfields and Foleshill
areas of Coventry. These
students are those who are
most in need, with no recourse
to public funds, such as welfare
benefits, and who are leading
highly transient lives. Through
the New Links project we have
brought together different
communities and enabled
integration within mainstream
society through enabling
them to actively participate
in their local communities.
I am a WEA council
representative, and I sit

gives you the power to shape the future
of the WEA in a number of ways.
Firstly as a member you directly elect
four of our Trustees by an individual ballot.
Secondly, you are represented on the
board by an additional four Association
members, who are elected by, and
from within, WEA Council.
Outside of the main board’s activities,
WEA Council also nominates three WEA
members who are not Trustees to each of
the WEA sub-committees. Any member
can be part of this if they have the right
expertise.

alongside the Trustees and
co-opted members and
strengthen the link between
the membership and the
governance of the
organisation. I am also a
member of the WEA Audit &
Risk Committee, a delegated
Trustee sub-committee.
I still keep my links with
further education as a
volunteer tutor of literacy,
numeracy and IT; and as
Chair of a large city college’s
board of governors. This
experience reminds me that
the WEA has been fortunate
so far to receive relatively
generous funding for its work,
but that we should never take
this generosity for granted.”

Finally, the (now annual) WEA
Conference provides a forum for all
members to come together to debate
policy matters and put forward
advisory motions.
So whether it’s via your trustees or
through your direct participation at
the Conference, you have the power
to influence policy and strategy. And,
if you have specific expertise or interest
in education, finance, marketing or
risk you can get directly involved in the
governance of the Association via our
various sub-committees.

he WEA Annual
Members’ conference,
which is free to all
members, is set for Saturday
12th May 2018…and we
sincerely hope you’ll be there.
It’s your chance to shape the
future direction of the WEA
whilst having fun meeting
other members.
Last year we successfully
streamed the event live to
multiple locations. We’re
building on this success and in
2018 we will run a connected
conference from three easily
accessible venues, connected
together through a video
conference. It will be taking
place at these venues:
Oo University of London,

Student Central,
Malet Suite, WC1E 7HY
Oo University of Salford,
Chapman Building, M5 4WT
Oo University of Edinburgh,
Preston Suite, John
McIntyre Centre, EH16 5AY

discuss, debate and vote on
the major issues we face as
an organisation.
The content for the day is
taking shape and is already
looking exciting. The theme
this year is ‘social impact
and citizen engagement’.
We have Karl Wilding, head of
Policy and Volunteering at the
National Council for Voluntary
Organisations (NCVO).
He will be considering policy
with a keynote address,
and will be addressing how
charities can compete for
attention in a world where
attention spans are getting
ever shorter.
We are planning workshops
that will draw on the experience
of different organisations
in using individual interests
to motivate people to
support the charity. We have
contributions from the Canal
& River Trust, Imperial War
Museum and National Trust

for Scotland to help stimulate
these ideas, and the outcome
from these workshops will
inform our own volunteer
development strategy.
The day will round off with
a debate on the advisory
motions that have been put
forward by WEA Council,
Regions, Branches and Local
Associations. There are
some fascinating topics up
for debate, ranging from
extending individual member
voting to conference, to
women’s education, to the
celebration of the contribution
of adult education to society
over the past 100 years. Oo
The full programme will be
continuously updated and the list
of motions can be downloaded
by logging in to wea.org.uk/
conference-2018 or obtained
on request by emailing
volunteering@wea.org.uk
or phoning 02074263460.

Karl Wilding, Director
of Public Policy and
Volunteering at the
NCVO.
Karl speaks and writes
widely on issues facing
the voluntary sector,
including whether the
public trusts charities,
and the future of
volunteering and
social action. He is
an advisor to Charity
Bank, a trustee of US
voluntary organisation
Creating the Future,
and a trustee of
Community Central,
which supports
charities in St Albans.

We will also be providing an
opportunity for anyone who
can’t be in these venues to join
online. While it won’t be as fun
and fulfilling as being there in
person, you’ll be able to listen,
participate and, importantly,
ensure your voice is heard.
We have modernised
the format of the WEA
Conference, but it’s purpose
has not changed: to bring
members together to meet,
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to do post-graduate work
in Viking and Anglo-Saxon
archaeology, and since 1996
has lived in the Highlands.
She has been involved with
the WEA as a local history
tutor and project organiser
since the 1990s, most
recently on the history
of women’s suffrage in
the Highlands.
The WEA Screenwriting
for Postal Workers project,
aimed at improving the
literacy skills of postal
workers through the medium
of screenwriting and film
making, has been recognised
as an example of education
best practice through its
inclusion on Education
Scotland’s National
Improvement Hub. This
platform showcases the
best of education practice
Scotland has to offer.
Find out more at
education.gov.scot/
improvement/practiceexemplars and search
for ‘postal’.
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OLDER AND WISER
Since launching in
2015, Older & Wiser
has worked with 15
partner agencies in
the Leicester Aging
Together (LAT)
Programme to tackle
isolation and loneliness
amongst over 50s. 800
older people have
already benefited from
these opportunities
and we continue to
develop productive
relationships with
community leaders, local
businesses and our LAT
partners, together with
Leicester’s two universities
and the Leicestershire
Partnership NHS Trust.
Additional funding to
develop a more targeted
programme for improved
mental wellbeing is being
used in collaboration with
local mental health services.
The Money Matters
Building Better
Opportunities project

for women attending the
Suffolk Refugee Support
group in Ipswich. The
workshops form part of the
PhotoEast Festival, and aim
to encourage participants to
use photography to explore
themes of ‘Belonging’.
Jon Wimhurst, long
standing member of the
WEA, received his lifetime
membership award from the
Hertfordshire and South
Bedfordshire Federation
shortly before he sadly
passed away.
wea.org.uk/eastern

PETTS WOOD
AND ORPINGTON
BRANCH IS
CELEBRATING
70 YEARS
Classes began in Petts
Wood Library and the
friendly house of Mr.
and Mrs. Charles Brown
in 1948, providing a welcome
break from the trials of post
war rationing. Our branch,
which is part of the London
Region, continues to fulfil
this need for lifelong learning.
We have a Committee of
twelve volunteers and we work
on the planning and provision
of courses and Saturday
lectures. We hear so much
about people feeling isolated
and lonely. If only they could
make the first step they would
find a warm friendly welcome.
Our new programme of
courses and Saturday lectures

will start in September.
Everyone is welcome.
The WEA has been working
with the Enfield Town
Schools Partnership (ETSP).
A series of taster sessions, run
by WEA tutor David Brown,
were delivered in the first part
of the academic year with
subjects including ‘Counselling
Skills’, ‘Emotional Health
Mentoring’ and ‘Mental
Health Awareness’. The taster
sessions proved very popular
and have subsequently led to
the development and roll out
of longer courses for the ETSP.
wea.org.uk/london

Pope who has been knitting
costumes for the play Our
Street: 1926, writing a song,
“Surplus Girls”; and producing

some stunning pieces of
felt/applique work on the
status of women in the
post-war period.

‘Active Voices’ is a new
course recently started in
Newcastle, to empower
members of the community
to effectively convey
opinions, connect with those
around them and make
positive changes in their
community. Its success has
led to a bid from Newcastle,
North Tyneside, Durham
and Sunderland branches to
Comic Relief in partnership
with the Elders Council and
the University of Newcastle
centre for ageing. The aim is
to offer the course to older
people with the aim of
encouraging greater crossgenerational connection.
wea.org.uk/north-east

is working in partnership
to offer a range of short,
flexible learning activities
tailored to the needs of
local people, with the aim
of raising skills, knowledge
and confidence in how
money works; how to
manage, earn or make it;
and how to invest it.
A new partnership is being
established with Turning
Point in Leicestershire to
involve adults on a journey
to recover from substance
misuse in education. A range
of provision is being
developed that will
eventually support
students into work.
wea.org.uk/east-midlands

WORKING HARD
History & Heritage
Branch volunteers are
working hard to set
up interesting events
and day schools on
a range of topics,
for example History,
Heritage and the
Environment. The
Branch have been
lobbying Newcastle
Council for a blue
plaque to commemorate
Dr Ethel Williams and this
is looking very positive,
with the potential for it to
be in place as early as July
of this year.
Thank you to the
wonderfully creative Elaine

LONDON

EASTERN

SCIENCE FOR A SUCCESSFUL SCOTLAND
The WEA has contributed to Science for
a Successful Scotland, aimed at enabling
parents and children to learn about science
together, and help parents support their
children in making subject and career
choices in STEM (science, technology,
engineering, maths) subjects. The resource
was jointly developed by the WEA, Dr
Heather Reid OBE, Daniel Sellers and
Glasgow Clyde College, with funding from
Glasgow Clyde Education Foundation.
Find out more at weascotland.org.uk/
news-events

NORTH EAST

CONGRATULATIONS
TO WEA LOCAL
HISTORY TUTOR,
DR SUSAN KRUSE
ON HER AWARD
OF AN MBE in the
New Year’s Honours
list for services
to community
archaeology in
the Highlands.
Born in the USA, Susan
came to the UK in 1977

THE ACTION!
PROGRAMME
£20,000 awarded
by New Anglia LEP
is helping the most
disadvantaged people
in Norfolk and Suffolk
find work.
The ACTION!
Programme is helping
students in Great Yarmouth,
Lowestoft, King’s Lynn,
Watton and Norwich use
film to showcase their skills
to potential employers
in the region. They also
receive mentoring on
communication skills, team
working, project planning
and working to deadlines.
The late Lester Desmond
generously left £2000 in
his will to be used to fund
two adult learning courses.
The money is supporting
two photography workshops

HIGHLIGHT

EAST MIDLANDS

SCOTLAND

All the latest news
and events from the
WEA Regions across
England and Scotland
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TRURO NIGHTS
Spare office space
in Truro has been
transformed into
a learning space by
the Cornwall branch.
“Truro Nights”, a series
of evening talks,
has been arranged
by lifelong WEA
member John Hurst.
The lecturers are
involved on a voluntary
basis and include David

Fryer, Keith Spurgin,
Julie Tamblin.
This February we started
two Level 2 Awards in
Preparation to Work in
Community Interpreting in
Bristol. This is predominantly
made up of students who
had successfully completed
their Level 1 Award. There
have been four level 1
courses and their success
will lead to a Level 3 course
to start in September 2018.
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MAKING A
DIFFERENCE
We’re grateful for
£5,000 from the
Santander Foundation’s
Discovery Grants which
has helped fund a
mobile ICT unit. The
new unit will be teaching
basic computing skills
to unemployed people,
single parent families and
the elderly in West Sussex.
Benjamin Osborne, Branch
Director at Santander’s
Bishopsgate branch, said:
“We are committed to playing
a key part in the community
and we are delighted to be
supporting the WEA and hope
the donation makes a real
difference to local people.”
Jayne Routley, our local
Education Coordinator,

said: “This will make such a
difference. We have been
working with a lot of people
who have little or no computer
experience and really want
to learn but don’t have the
confidence or funds to join
a course that might be a long
way from where they live.
Now we’ll be able to support
them by taking the learning
to them.”
The WEA has developed
a suite of ESOL, numeracy
and ICT courses in
partnership with UNISON
for facilities staff at Solent
University. Although still in
its infancy, the impact of this
partnership work has been
such that we are hoping to
develop the model across
the wider Hampshire area.
wea.org.uk/southern

Najma, one of our
successful Level 1 learners
recently found a job as an
interpreter, and said ‘I have

learnt a lot through the
course as a community
interpreter; it has given me
knowledge in the arts of
interpreting and I am still
learning more and more
every day.’
A new partnership,
delivering accredited
Schools and Parenting
courses, has been forged
with a school in Poole. The
WEA delivered a number
of tasters to school parents

WEST MIDLANDS

A former pro boxer,
Kevin has become a
volunteer at the Allandale
Amateur Boxing Club,
a club created by WEA
students in Seacombe in
2014, and is another great
example of the peer to
peer mentoring work
happening across
the region.
Our Talk Shop discussions
started up again with
the first one on ‘Health &
Social Care’ taking place
in March. The next is
on Driverless Cars and
Artificial Intelligence
in May at Liverpool
Quaker Meeting House.
WEA Education
Coordinator Andy Jurgis
was guest lecturer
at this year’s Weaver
Words Frodsham Literature
Festival, giving a talk on
Seamus Heaney. The festival
had events, workshops and
talks including contributions
from TV broadcaster and
writer Gyles Brandreth
and poet Ian McMillan.
wea.org.uk/north-west

UNLOCKING THE
SEVERN PROJECT
£2000 from the Canal
River Trust for two pilot
workshops has been
used with groups
visiting the Severn
Valley Country Park
in Shropshire and Diglis
Island in Worcestershire.
Huge thanks to staff
and tutors who
responded to this last
minute opportunity
and delivered amazing
learning opportunities.
Students were enthralled
by the Unlocking the Severn
project and we all found out
a lot about shad (fish)
migration. We hope to
continue developing this
partnership later in the year,
pending a decision from the
Heritage Lottery Fund.
Social prescribing networks
and referrers are an
important focus for Jane
Reed, the Aspire project
organiser. This work is critical
to reducing social isolation
and increasing independence
for people with different

to highlight the different
opportunities available
to them. From this we are
now delivering two new
Level 2 accredited courses,
reaching 16 parents. The
Head Teacher at the school
has been so impressed with
the Pathways tasters that
have been delivered, she
is promoting our work at a
Head Teachers conference
in March.
wea.org.uk/south-west

mental health issues.
The Building Better
Opportunities project
coordinators and tutors in
Coventry and the Black
Country have been making
effective use of ‘Into Work’
pathway materials to
support people furthest

YORKSHIRE &
HUMBERSIDE

SOUTH WEST

UNIVERSITY
CHALLENGE
Congratulations to
WEA student Kayleigh
Wright who has gained
a place at university to
study English! Kayleigh
credits her WEA
creative writing group
and tutor Margy
McShane in helping her
develop the skills and
confidence to apply for
a Go Higher University place.
WEA student Kevin
McCann is also celebrating,
after becoming an official
ABA Olympic Judge!

REGIONAL UPDATE

SOUTHERN

NORTH WEST

REGIONAL UPDATE

HELP FOR
SYRIAN
REFUGEES
Yorks & Humber
have been
awarded the
WEA’s first DWP
contract through
the Dynamic
Purchasing
System. This
project will
deliver a
conversation club to Syrian

away from the job market.
They are also making new
relationships with job
centres and other partners
who are keen to develop new
courses and workshops.
Staffordshire Adult and
Community Learning are
funding a new Science

(STEM) project, with the
first two courses starting in
March. We need more tutors
to support the project,
particularly in Cheadle and
Leek. Please contact Clare
White or Claire Stewart if
interested.
wea.org.uk/west-midlands

refugees living in Wakefield.
Wakefield Council are also
funding us for a homework
club for Syrian refugees,
as a way to help parents
and children to learn
together after school.
We are extending our
work with British Council’s
‘Active Citizens’ programme
and hosted an international
study visit. Students from
around the world came to
visit the WEA to find out

more about what we have
been doing.
Clare House, Scunthorpe,
had a successful open day
enrolling new and previous
students & some volunteers
too. There was a Sugar
Craft taster session and a
workshop on the benefits
of volunteering. The event
was also used to showcase
some fantastic pieces of
art by students.
wea.org.uk/yorkshumber
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THE LAST WORD

‘Together, we need to support those who
are desperate to change their lives’
TREVOR PHILLIPS, WEA CHAIR

T

he WEA was born into a world of ferocious
change, and once again it finds itself in a
crucible of uncertainty. A hundred years ago
our founders faced the shock of the industrial
revolution. Today we are wrestling with the impact
of globalisation and the digital economy. Then,
immigration from Eastern Europe unsettled many
nations; today immigration once again presents
politics with a profound set of challenges.
But there are things that are different
from a century ago, not least the speed
of change brought about by new
technologies. In my own grandparents’
day, it was reasonable to expect that if
you set your mind to it and buckled
down, you would make a living, build
a home and raise a family in ways
recognisable to your parents; today’s
school leavers already know that many
of their skills will be obsolete before they
turn 30. The home and the community
are no longer a given.
Our society has a choice about how
it responds. The WEA has always
championed an open, progressive
and optimistic path that offered
new opportunities for people at
all levels of society. But that
better path won’t come into
being by accident.
Together, we need to
act, and most of all to
support those who are
desperate to change
their lives by their own
efforts. We need to
support the immigrants
who want to learn English.
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We need to provide a bridge to the future for
those whose work will be automated – but for whose
capabilities there can be some even more rewarding
use; that is why we offer new classes in wellbeing and
IT for example. And we need to offer a pathway that
is better than populism to those who want to play a
role in our democracy; that is why it still
matters that the WEA champions
citizenship and participation, not
least amongst its own members.
The WEA remains as unique as
it was over a hundred years ago –
community-oriented, democratic
and with an unashamed social
purpose. We are changing our
methods and organisation,
delivering better and more
consistently, but behind the
change lies a purpose – to make
it possible for those who
were not born lucky –
whether through class,
race, gender, or money
– to make their own
luck. The Highway is
one of the windows
into our world for
those who share our
mission. I hope you
enjoyed this edition,
and ask that you
continue to contribute
– to the next edition of
The Highway, and to
the WEA as a whole –
as we move forward in
the important work we
do together. Oo

SuppOort us
Believe in us
Recommend us!
Thanks for being a loyal WEA member.
Your contribution is making a real
difference.
Your help is part of a broader movement
that is bringing adult learning within the
reach of more people than ever before.
We hope that The Highway has
reaffirmed your belief in the importance
of the WEA and of adult learning for all.
If so, we ask that you take one small
step, to help us spread the word.

We need more people
like you.
If you think your friends and family
would be interested in becoming
members, simply pass on our website
link www.wea.org.uk/wea-members.
Or ask them to email us at
membership@wea.org.uk and
we’ll give them more information.
Thank you for helping keep
the WEA special.

James Ward
James Ward
Director or Membership

Membership of the
WEA has brought
be long term
friendships and
personal fulfilment
BETTY WOLFENDEN

WORK FOR US

BecOome a
WEA Tutor
Education should be within reach
of everyone - This belief is central
to our work at the WEA. Our 2,000+
tutors do an amazing job at making
education accessible to adults in
their local communities.

Will you join them?
We’re looking for professionals up
and down the country to teach:
English, maths, ESOL, community
interpreting, history, literature, art,
languages, schools and parenting,
and much more…
Aside from your specialist knowledge,
you will have the skills to communicate
with learners as adults and the
flexibility to shape the course
around the needs of the group.
For further information or to apply
please send your CV and cover letter
to recruitment@wea.org.uk or visit:
wea.org.uk/tutors

I want my learners to feel
they can talk to me about
anything. We’re all in this
together, you know? If I
can open doors for them,
then I’ll do what I can.
REBECCA, TUTOR IN ROCHDALE

