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‘The WEA was
always there
for me’
interview with
new fellow Jimmy
McGovern

Education Commission
Marking the centenary of
the end of World War 1
the WEA leads education
into the digital age

Uniting Britain

How a lone, brave voice
could bring a divided
nation together

The magazine for members of the WEA

Building strong
inner confidence
Carol is a stay-at-home mum
with two children in primary school.
Adult education has changed her outlook
on life after family life became allconsuming.
“I look forward to lessons each week – they are
my time. The courses have really expanded my
knowledge, offered greater opportunities to
further my education and kept me up to date
with the real world – invaluable when I decide
to return to paid work. I have developed
really strong friendships with other parents
and carers whom I’d previously only nodded
to in the playground but never really had
the time to get to know. They give me
inner strength and confidence to deal
with situations I would previously not have
been able to tackle. I now have a strong
support network.
My relationship with my children has
greatly improved and using newly
developed skills allowed me to
deepen our relationship. They both
look forward to our evening chats
where I give them the space to talk
– about anything!
On the practical side, the courses
are manageable and affordable.
They are during school hours
and term time, which fits into my
busy family life schedule. They
have given me another chance
in education and allowed me to
explore and expand an interest
in new topics. If you can muster
up the courage to attend
the first taster class, I can
guarantee you will enjoy!”

Carol
WEA student
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The courses have
kept me up to
date with the real
world - invaluable
when I decide to
return to work

WELCOME

‘Something happens every day in different parts of the
country that proves the massive worth of the WEA’

R

eviving The Highway after a
gap of 59 years was a big
decision, but I’m so glad we
did it as it brings us all
together: members, branches,
regions and all of us here at Luke
Street. Our volunteers have been the
beating heart of the WEA since it
started back in 1903, and so it
remains. This issue is not only aimed
at them all by telling their stories
and acknowledging their
achievement, but also it tries to
encourage new ones.

We have some dedicated member
volunteers who are amazingly
generous with the time they give,
but volunteering need not involve a
large commitment. There are a mass
of vital small tasks that can help
change people’s lives and the
regional offices and branches will be
glad to explain what they are. We
value the enormous contribution of
our volunteers and we are
determined to bring a more
professional approach to the way we
attract, manage and acknowledge
them.
More students than ever are
pre-enrolling on our courses. The
18,960 logged in the autumn is 47%
higher than the 12,864 registered at
the same time the previous year. But
the devolution of power to the
mayoral authorities is changing the
ways in which adult education is
being funded for. We will still receive
some direct funding from the
Education and Skills Funding Agency
(ESFA) but in some areas, such as
the Metropolitan Combined
Authorities (MCAs) the
funding will go directly to
them. The WEA is well
placed to win back some of
this funding over time, and
of course devolution will
create new opportunities
for the WEA.
Last autumn, we
rolled out our new
strategy to 2025,
which confirms our
commitment to the
vision and values of

the WEA and also to become the
best place to return to learn. The
strategic priorities for the
organisation are as follows:
	
We will deliver the best learning
	
We will be a great place to work
and volunteer
	
We will be financially and 		
organisationally sustainable
	
We will raise the profile of the
WEA and of adult education
	
We will make learning accessible
Our education offer is becoming
strengthened all the time by
developing pathways for our
students and a rich curriculum
across our 4 themes, employability;
health and wellbeing, including
mental health; community
engagement; history, culture and
the arts. We are also committed to
reducing barriers to learning and
engaging with a wide cross section
of volunteers, staff and students.
Some of their stories are in the
pages that follow.
Once again I hope that this second
edition of The Highway inspires you
as it has inspired me and makes you
think about how you can make an
active contribution. Thank you for
your continued support.

Ruth Spellman OBE
CEO and General Secretary
of the WEA
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FROM THE EDITOR

Volunteers can help the WEA lead
the way to a demanding future

T

he Highway magazine was revived last year
after a two-generation-sized gap of 59 years
in order to bring the association closer to its
members.

Fred Burt did a brilliant job as editor and it’s an honour
for me to take over from him and follow in the footsteps
of his distinguished predecessors.
Contemplating the future can be a hazardous
exercise, but the direction the WEA needs to take is
clearly pointed out on Page 34 by John Widdowson,
the new chair of the association’s Board of Trustees.
As the nation’s leading provider of adult education,
he says, it is the WEA that must take the baton and
persuade the country not only about the virtues of
education, but also its necessity in a society that will be
increasingly dominated by technology.
Every member can help achieve this. Shouting the
virtues of education from the nation’s rooftops cannot
just be left to John, our dedicated and hard-working
chief executive and her senior management team.
Volunteers have been the WEA’s beating heart for 116
years and they still are. So this issue has been shaped to
encourage new volunteers by highlighting ways in which
adult education can change lives and enrich society.
Look at the Impact Report and the Case History on
Pages 22-5.

Currently there are more low-paid jobs in the UK
than there are applicants, 100,000 of them unfilled in
National Health Service alone, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer said last autumn.
But changes to our relationship with the European
Union could upset that balance. Employment
opportunities in future will also demand new and
different skills as artificial intelligence inevitably
increases its influence over both manufacturing and
service industries.
These two challenges come at a time when
educational funding is tougher to find than ever. So the
new Centenary Commission on Adult Education that
you can read about over the page couldn’t come at a
better time.

Douglas Bence
highway@wea.org.uk

Volunteering comes in many forms: from the minutes it
takes to help someone cross the road in order to attend
their course, or photocopying their lesson material, to
the larger time commitments of those who join their
branch and regional committees and, perhaps, the
council which feeds information from all corners of the
nation to the Board of Trustees.
Adult education came under the spotlight during the
two devastating world wars of the twentieth century. As
there was a risk that there would be more men hanging
up their uniforms than there were jobs, politicians
worried about the consequences. It happened in 1919,
when the long-term results were mixed and again, more
successfully, in 1945. Please see Page 6.
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NEW COMMISSION
LOOKS BACK TO FIND
FUTURE OF ADULT
EDUCATION

I

t’s no coincidence that significant
education legislation follows
periods of conflict; governments
have to cope with war veterans,
some of them mentally damaged,
hanging up their uniforms and
looking for work.

After the peace that followed that
emotionally-charged eleventh hour
of the eleventh day of November
1918, there were a host of initiatives
to rebuild and revitalise a heavily
traumatised country.
Among these were a Commission
looking at adult education.
It produced a major report in

Phil Coward

With the events of last November
marking the centenary of the end of
the Great War, it’s an ideal time to
look at how the armistice changed

society and what we learned from
the legacy it created.

Most of this impressive
collection of educational
worthies, shown here at
Balliol College, Oxford, in
1909, put their names to
1919’s Final Report.
Shown here.

Left to right standing: R. V. Lennard, George Collier, F.W.Kotthammer (later Cuthbertson), Arthur Lionel Smith, C.S.Buxton,
A.E.Zimmern, The Rev William Temple, The Rev W.Hudson Shaw. Sitting: Albert Mansbridge, T.W.Price, L.V.Gill, Reuben George.
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November 1919 that set the
groundwork for a liberal approach
to adult education for the remaining
eighty years of the century.
The centenary of the Commission’s
findings presents an opportunity
for us to reflect on the needs and
possibilities for adult education for
the remaining eighty years of the
present century. But as we believe
that the answers to the problems of
the future often lay in the past, we
need to look back before we project
forward.
From the beginning of the Great
War, the WEA had been asking what
should happen once the war was over.
In a December 1914 issue of Highway,
for example, an article headed
‘Reconstruction’ said:
‘… it is the duty of every man and
woman in these days to think out
for themselves, not only the causes
of the war, but the possibilities that
lie in the reconstruction that must
follow.’
Britain faced immense economic,
political and social challenges
during the war. The government
was repeatedly pressed to consider
what needed to be addressed when
hostilities ended, but it wasn’t until
1916 that Prime Minister Herbert
Asquith formed a Cabinet Committee
to look at Reconsruction. It included a
sub-committee that was to conduct a
‘Review of Education’.
It didn’t go anywhere because its
members were more focused on the
disaster of the war than the future.
When David Lloyd George took over
from Asquith in December 1916, he
was well aware of the need for social
reform. His coalition reconstituted
the near-defunct Reconstruction
Committee, which included an
Education Panel which first met on 30
March 1917.
The panel recommended three
areas of inquiry: juvenile employment,
physical training and a subcommittee to look into: ‘The provision
for and possibility of adult education
among working men and women and
to make recommendations’.

When the committee’s remit came
to the attention of the Board of
Education, it had no concerns, but
suggested that after the words ‘adult
education’ it should insert ‘other than
technical and vocational’. This was
agreed by the committee who also
also decided to drop the reference to
working men and women.
The sub-committee first met on
11 July 1917 with Arthur Lionel
Smith, Master of Balliol College,
Oxford, in the chair. Six days later
the sub-committee became part of
the newly established Ministry of
Reconstruction.*
Nineteen people sat on the subcommittee all of them involved in
adult education. They included;
academics, trades unionists,
teachers, educators, ministers of
religions, the YMCA, co-operative
movement, a Welsh member of
the Women’s Labour League, an
industrialist who owned textile mills
in England and Scotland, and leaders
of the ‘new wave’ of the WEA and
University Adult Education.
Not only was the WEA’s Albert
Mansbridge and economic
historian Richard. H. Tawney on
the committee, but there was also
significant WEA support from the
university representatives and others
like Canon Parry who is described as
a friend in Mansbridge’s book ‘The
Trodden Road’.
It’s significant that although the
WEA had only been in existence since
1903 how quickly it had established a
position of influence.
Also worth noting is that several
of the younger members were not
as famous as they later became.
Frank Hodges, who had the previous
year been elected general secretary
of the Miners’ Federation of Great
Britain, was still in his early thirties.
The Congregational minister Basil
Yeaxlee, already prominent in the
YMCA, Tawney and Ernest Bevin were
in their mid-thirties; Mansbridge and
trade unionist Charlie Cramp in their
early forties. Bevin went on to become
one of the corner stones of Attlee’s

* The Ministry was discontinued in June 1919, but reformed during World War 2 in November 1943.

government following the landslide
victory of 1945.
Two secretaries supported
the committee: Edward Stuart
Cartwright and Arthur Greenwood.
Cartwright, a WEA student and class
secretary in Tawney’s first Longton
class, was by then an Oxford tutorial
class tutor and secretary to the
Oxford tutorial classes committee.
Greenwood, at the time chair of the
Yorkshire WEA and Association Vice
President, was wartime civil servant,
only modestly prominent, and still
quite young. He was to become
Minister of Health and deputy leader
of the Labour Party to Clement
Attlee. He was briefly a member of
Churchill’s War Cabinet during the
World War 2.
The full Committee held fifteen
meetings, mainly at Balliol College,
Oxford, and all of them over at
least two consecutive days. The
Committee took no formal evidence,
but referred specific questions to
sub-committees which:
‘Brought into consultation and
conference a considerable number
of people whose advice and
assistance were necessary to us in
our enquiries.’
After publication, their report
became the most cited ever
document relating to adult
education. So what did it say?
In fact there was more than one
report. Although the final one was
not published until a year after the
end of the war, there were three
interim reports: Industrial and Social
Conditions in Relations to Adult
Education, Education in the Army
and Libraries and Museums.
The Final Report is of its time and
it’s not always easy to put oneself in
the optimistic position of the writers.
However the document is well written,
easy to read and a valuable survey of
adult education at the time.
WINTER/ SPRING 2019
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Readers will recognise the man in the red
gown as WEA founder Albert Mansbridge.
Below him to the left Ernest Bevin, general
secretary of the Transport & General
Workers Union (now Unite) and Minister
of Labour in Churchill’s war cabinet. He
was not noted for his attendance record.
Below right is Arthur Greenwood, one of
the commission’s two secretaries. The two
smaller figures at the bottom are Frank
Hodges, left, and Canon Parry.

… it is the duty
of every man and
woman in these
days to think out
for themselves, not
only the causes of
the war, but the
possibilities that lie
in the reconstruction
that must follow
From the Highway issue
of December 1914
It not only justifies adult
education, but makes a case for
the public expenditure it demands.
Adult education needs, it says, to be
spread uniformly and systematically
over the whole country and not just
be ‘a luxury for a few exceptional
persons’. Adult education:
‘… is a permanent national
necessity, an inseparable aspect of
citizenship and therefore should be
both universal and lifelong’
The report emphasised the need
for learning, not just for economic
recovery, but more importantly
towards eliminating the pre-war
ills of terrible work conditions, low
pay, insecurity and poor housing.
These challenges could only be
faced with a growth in political and
industrial democracy operating in a
democratic, tolerant and liberal civil
society.
It led to an expansion of adult
education provision committed
to enriching communities where
men and women lived and worked
thereby playing a vital, if often
8 I THE HIGHWAY I WINTER/ SPRING 2019

unacknowledged part in developing
the social fabric of the 1920s and
beyond.

which has been in existence until
more recently.

The report called for universities
to organise wider extra mural
provision and also gave local
authorities a mandate and
responsibility to provide adult
education. In addition, it argued
that the value of adult education
to society as a whole as well as
the need for the investment of
public money. In addition it argued
that adult education had an
instrumental value to society, and
therefore the state should pay.

Adult education could become
not just a remedy for educational
disadvantage, but for social and
economic disadvantage, too. The
report laid the foundations of
student centred learning where
adults could introduce their own
experiences to produce ‘liberal’
education. This increased the
importance of libraries, galleries,
museums and festivals all of which
were seen as an integral part of
lifelong learning and still very much
at the heart of the WEA ethos today.

Voluntary organisations should
be at the centre of educational
development, the report continued,
because they had a common
purpose and already had cohorts
of people ready to learn. This
gave new purpose and strength
to existing organisations including
the WEA, university tutorial classes
and evening institutes. The report
underpinned much of the provision
in the public and voluntary sector

The report effectively set the
template for liberal adult education
throughout the twentieth century
and beyond, until the more recent
emphasis on skills and training
took over. It mirrored the WEA
thinking of the time as identified
by Mary Stocks in her history of
the association where she says:
‘There is a lot to be said for getting
one’s publications financed by HM
Stationary Office.’

EDUCATION

FUTURE OF ADULT EDUCATION
FOR THE DIGITAL AGE
There is no better time than now to
start a new debate on the future of
adult learning. While the challenges
are not those arising from the
end of a war, they are at least as
important because of the ways in
which rapidly advancing technology
will impinge on all aspects of
society.
Adult education is as important
now as it was a century ago. The
challenges, although different, are
no less profound. The opportunities
stimulated by the 1919 report have
been largely cast aside so that what
remains is focused on school leavers
and employability skills.
Britain again faces major social
and economic challenges and the
WEA has been working alongside
the Co-operative College,
Nottingham University, Oxford
University and the Raymond
Williams Foundation planning a
series of activities to mark the
centenary of 1919 report and
looking at the role adult education
may have for the 21st century.

A Centenary Commission on Adult
Education is being established
which is designed to stimulate a
wide-ranging debate and open up
new avenues for the development
of adult education for the century
ahead
It will be chaired by Dame Helen
Ghosh and comprise leading
public figures and adult educators
along with young, emerging and
established figures. Launched in
London on 26 November 2018,
its remit will be similar to its 1919
predecessor, but with relevance for
the 21st century. It will embrace
what we know as liberal education
for adults, but also take account
of the many other forms it takes in
today’s digital age.
The WEA will produce a report of
the commission’s recommendations
in November 2019. It will include
inputs from as many sources as
possible. WEA members, students
and staff engaged in adult learning
are encouraged to have a say in
what is needed for tomorrow.

Branches and staff are being
encouraged to arrange local
activities and review how adult
education has helped develop
British society in the last century.
They should also look at the issues
that education faces now and
consider what role adult or lifelong
learning may have in relation to
these.

Materials are available for use
by branches, tutors and staff to
support local activities and suggest
ways in which discussion responses
can to be fed into the commission
up to 31 August 2019. These can be
found on the WEA website:

wea.org.uk/
adulteducation100.

War had drained the available
resources in 1919 and we are as
short of money now as we were
then. But the more engagement
there is with the commission, the
greater the value of it report
which is designed to build on the
work of the last century years
and emphasise the continuing
importance of adult education.
The call for action in the
December 1914 article in the
Highway on Reconstruction is
as relevant today as it was then:
‘Think, inquire, learn, but above
all think.’ Oo

Dame Helen Ghosh, master of Balliol College, chairs the Centenary Commission
on Adult Education, maintaining the Oxford link established 100 years ago.

ARTICLES AND RESEARCH BY PHILIP
COWARD, REGIONAL EDUCATION
MANAGER, WEA SOUTH WEST.
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Volunteering
I S N ’ T W H AT I T U S E D TO B E

L

uckily, volunteering was never
quite like it was portrayed
in the army: ‘We want three
volunteers - you, you and you.
Dismiss and follow me.’ But the
ways in which volunteering could
benefit society, and the rewards and
satisfaction individuals got from
their contributions, urgently needed
reassessing.
‘There is no doubt that
volunteering can make a big
difference’ says Karl Wilding,
Director of Public Policy at the
Natonal Council for Voluntary
Organisations (NCVO). ‘But those
who are in a position to benefit from
using volunteers need to understand
that they have to make it easier for
people to volunteer.’
Data is essential. Those
organisations in a position to benefit
from volunteers need to identify
both the tasks to be undertaken
and the individuals most likely to
fulfil them. They should ascertain
the ages and background of their
potential volunteers and know how
much time each individual is able to
offer.
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DOUGLAS BENCE WAS IN CONVERSATION WITH KARL WILDING,
DIRECTOR OF PUBLIC POLICY AT THE NATONAL COUNCIL FOR
VOLUNTARY ORGANISATIONS, AND ANGELA AINSLIE, HEAD OF
VOLUNTEERING AT THE WEA.

‘To work in the best possible way,
volunteering needs a professional
approach’ says Karl. ‘Volunteers
need both managing and valuing,
and it’s essential that they’re told
they’re valued.
‘They need encouraging with
small, but flexible and measurable
tasks. Measurable in terms of
evidence and data, that’s why you
need to think in terms of profile
building.’
As there is no end to the
contributions that volunteers can
make, a line needs to be drawn
between those who see someone
across the road, make the tea or do
photocopying, and those involved
with the more time-demanding
and socially responsible tasks when
criminal records checks will be
necessary.
‘Companies or charities that have
successfully used volunteers must
realise that what worked for them
in the past won’t necessarily work in
future’ adds Karl. ‘Social attitudes
are changing. People are less loyal
than they were.
‘In an age where the population is
ageing, the demands are increasing.
Many individuals have less time
because family support networks
these days are likely to be spread
over a larger geographic area than
they used to be.
‘Organisations using volunteers
often make things more

complicated than they
need to be. This makes
volunteering more difficult to
manage and inevitably limits
the opportunities for the
volunteers themselves and
can discourage rather than
encourage them.’

VOLUNTEERING

From 2014, an educational
partnership between the WEA
and Lloyds allowed bank staff
to become volunteers and offer
reading, writing and digital skills
support to over 3,000 students.
The project was managed for
Lloyds by Angie Ainslie who last
November joined the WEA as

Head of Volunteering. In order
to understand the WEA and how
it works for volunteers, her first
priority was to gather data by
getting round as many regions as
possible.
‘My role is to help to reinvigorate
the volunteers and the volunteer
offer in the WEA. I can only do this
by speaking to as many people in as
many regions as I can before I can
start looking at where processes
and support for volunteers can be
improved.
‘As Karl says, data is key to
understanding the size of the task,
so I’m beginning to look at what
we know about our volunteers and
members.
‘Who are they? Are they one and
the same, or is there a disconnect?
Where are the gaps, do we have
succession plans and what is it that
makes someone volunteer with the
WEA?
‘At the moment I have all the
questions and hope that the
members will help me find the
answers. If you’re keen to get
involved and want to join some of
the focus groups I’ll be setting up,
please contact me at aainslie@wea.
org.uk.
‘I’m keen to have a cross section
of volunteers/members on these
groups representing both different
roles and regional challenges. This
will hopefully ensure that that the
changes we make have a positive
impact on our people which will
ultimately be of huge benefit to
WEA as we move forward and
deliver the 2025 Strategy.’
Given the shortage of money
available for health and social

Find out
more about
volunteering on
our website

My role is to help
to reinvigorate
the volunteers
and the volunteer
offer in the WEA
Angela Ainslie
Head of Volunteering

services, it’s no wonder that
developing a volunteer strategy
across the country has on occasions
been suggested by government.
Attracting individuals from the
private and voluntary sector to work
for nothing had worked well enough
in the 1990s with health authorities
and the old Training & Enterprise
Education Councils.
While expenses were paid, there
was no renumeration. Rewards
for those who volunteered might
ultimately have come in the shape
of an MBE or the occasional
knighthood.
The last effort was David
Cameron’s so-called Big Society;
earlier Labour’s Tony Blair called a
similar volunteering initiative the
Third Way.
According to NCVO’s Karl Wilding,
the Big Society failed due to poor
timing and because the volunteer
industry as a whole disapproved of
the political overtones.
Although institutions like
Samaritans and the Royal
Holloway university have volunteer
programmes, there is still a lot of
ignorance in the sector, and this is
where NCVO helps with advice and
volunteer training schemes. Oo
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PATHWAYS
POINT WAY TO NEXT
STEP IN LIFE

A

ll great education and learning is about
ending in a different place from where
you started. It is about how having
greater knowledge, confidence, skills,
ideas or a combination of all these, determines
what to do next in your life.
Over the last two years the WEA has
developed a range of courses to support
students to progress from initial taster courses
into longer accredited courses which can lead
into work or further learning.
The Pathways are aimed at adults of all ages
and interests who are interested in helping in
schools. The Schools and Parenting Pathway
leads to qualifications in volunteering and to
training as a teaching assistant.

WORDS JOANNA CAIN
DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION AND DEPUTY CEO.

For ESOL students, our Community
Interpreting Pathway leads to Level 3
qualifications. Our more general Into
Work and In Work Pathways support the
development of a range of skills and,
as important, build confidence; from
understanding the local job market and
recognising the skills you use in daily life, to
developing skills to enable you to advance
at work, with our new Management Matters
course, for example.
All Pathways start with a ‘Get Started’ range
of tasters which are often short courses lasting
between two and 12 hours. Discover courses
are the second stage, which may include some
accredited courses, and Moving On courses
are at levels two or three (equivalent to
GCSEs) and will support a student into work.
For adults who are returning to learning
after a long absence, progression is neither
straightforward nor linear – so the Pathways
are very flexible, and it’s fine to move between
them or on to other WEA courses or indeed to
courses at local colleges and university.
A great example of this is the students who
attended parenting and schools courses in
a school in London, who then progressed to
a University of East London New Beginnings
degree course.
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At the WEA we work in partnership with
hundreds of community organisations,
employers and trade unions across
England and Scotland delivering
adult education ‘within reach’ of local
communities.
Another key feature of our Pathways is
that we deliver them in conjunction with
partner organisations. We work with
partners to understand their needs and
customise the Pathways accordingly.

Joanna Cain

progression
is neither
straightforward
nor linear – so
the Pathways
are very flexible

And the approach works. Eastern
Region regional student award winner
Punitha Chenthil told the regional
annual general meeting recently that
the parenting and schools Pathway she
attended had ‘changed her life.’
Other Pathways that have been
developed include Teaching and Training
Adults, Health and Wellbeing, Adult
Social Care and Workplace Learning. Oo

If you would
like to know more
please email
pathways@wea.org.uk
or visit
wea.org.uk/
pathwways
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Building a sustainable
future for WEA Scotland
THE STORY SO FAR

T

here’s an old adage in
management that says
‘change before you have to’.
When I joined the WEA in
July 2016 this was not the case. We
changed because we had to.
Although it’s challenging, and for
some difficult, change is essential. I
knew that when over two and a half
years ago I made a presentation
entitled ‘Building a sustainable future
for WEA Scotland’.
What I said was built round what I
could find out about the WEA from
the outside looking in. Reflecting on
it now, I’m pleasantly surprised to say
that a number of my observations
about what was necessary were
broadly right. But a number of the
assumptions I made were wrong. They
over simplified the scale of some tasks
and, above all else, failed to realise
what an enigmatic organisation the
WEA is.
Like most enigmas the WEA has
some fascinating, wonderful qualities
that we don’t make enough of. It has

The WEA is the
education world’s
best kept secret.
We have so much
to shout about
and be proud of.
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WORDS RAY MCCOWAN
DIRECTOR SCOTLAND.

some exceptional employees and a
strong team ethic. I’m privileged to
lead the WEA Scotland staff who
have coped admirably with significant
changes over the past two years and
still maintained an excellent service to
learners, stakeholders and funders.
In terms of curriculum innovation,
the WEA also offers a number of
programmes that set it apart from
other providers.
It cares passionately about its
learners and provides life-changing
opportunities for those who need them
most. When the WEA talks about
being learner centred, it means it.
Uniquely in my view, the WEA is a
strong, values-based organisation.
Unlike many other institutions who
dust their values down every five years
when they refresh their strategic plan,
the WEA lives its values and these
influence its organisational behaviour.
Whatever the challenges, these
qualities make the association a great
place to work.
Inevitably, there’s a flip side to these
positive qualities. We really know
how to complicate things and use 100
words when ten would do. You won’t
need to talk to many staff to learn
that I’m often the biggest culprit.
We have structures and processes
that slow our rate of change in

an environment that is moving
increasingly faster. Our management
and governance arrangements
provide high levels of effective scrutiny
and ensure that the WEA rightly
remains a democratic organisation.
I’ve been lucky enough to be
supported by the WEA Scotland
Board who have rightly moderated my
appetite for change and powerfully
argued their case.
While effective governance is
essential, especially in the light of the
recent adverse publicity brought down
on the sector by some charities, huge
amounts of management and staffing
resources are needed to maintain our
structures and committees.
As part of our WEA Strategy 2025,
we should ask ourselves whether more
resources should be directed outwards
to grow and develop the WEA rather
than just maintaining the status quo.
The WEA is the education world’s
best kept secret. We have so much to
shout about and be proud of. When
the establishment catches up with
us, we’ll be a century old, overnight
success.
These observations are mine and
mine alone. You may agree with some
of them or none. What is important,
however, is that the exchange of views
form part of the change dialogue that
Strategy 2025 aspires to deliver.
Results in Scotland have been very
encouraging and a credit both to all
staff and the WEA Scotland Board.
We have turned annual six figure
losses into a surplus in 2017-18 and a
forecast surplus for 2018-19.

INTERVIEW

Ray McCowan

At the same time, we have continued
to moderately grow our enrolments and
received unqualifiedly positive feedback
from both Education Scotland and the
Scottish Government on the quality of
our programmes and their impact on
learners. Both bodies have been equally
positive about our work with partners.
Great change has been achieved with
apparently little disruption.
With WEA Scotland now on a more
stable footing, I am looking forward
to working with the Education Forum
that we plan to establish with the
WEA Scotland Board and our Local
Association. This proposed forum will
develop and build on our core education
strengths and evaluate our provision
to see what we can improve or do
differently.
We want to better reflect on what
we do, raise standards and improve the
capture of the learner voice and use this
to inform the way we deliver services in
the future.
I would also expect that the emerging
developments with Canvas (see overleaf,
Page 16) will provide new opportunities
and hopefully enable WEA Scotland to
either offer a different blend of learning
or potentially enable WEA Scotland to
reach new groups of learners.
Bearing in mind what I said earlier
about changing before you have
to, we will continue to look for new
educational ideas and opportunities
that stakeholders and funders will find
attractive and want to commission. This
should enable us to build a medium to
long-term financially sustainable WEA
Scotland.
Some colleagues in England may feel
that they, too, will change because they
have to. While the immediate challenges
will clearly be the precursor to some
short-term change, the real catalyst
should be the WEA Strategy 2025.
Our appetite for changes, and the
rate at which we can implement them,
should be driven by this Strategy which is
the means by which we future-proof the
WEA, not just for the next seven years
but onwards to our second century. Oo
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FLEXIBLE LEARNING
GOES VIRTUAL WITH A
NOT-SO-BLANK CANVAS
In its 116 years the WEA has worked to deliver
education with a social purpose to people wherever
they are and whatever their situation. It has always
worked alongside adults to explore new learning and
the opportunities it presents.
Last year the WEA was successful
in a bid to the Flexible Learning
Fund to help us continue this
approach and to try out new ways
of learning which meet the needs
of disadvantaged adults and those
with specific needs in maths, English
and digital skills.
The project was, and continues to
be really exciting. We are working
with existing partners including
Unison and the Lloyds Banking
Group, alongside new ones which
include the Behavioural Insights
Team. This is otherwise known
as the ‘nudge unit’. It is sharing

Virtual
environment
will not replace
face-to-face
learning
16 I THE HIGHWAY I WINTER/ SPRING 2019

with us interesting ideas about
ways to support students through
their courses. The other partners
are Business in the Community
and Clarion Futures, a housing
association we also work with in the
Eastern region.
We were one of 31 organisations
who were successful in securing
the funding from the Flexible
Learning Fund along with the Open
University, National Numeracy and
the National Land-Based College.
As part of the project the WEA
has developed a new virtual learning
environment called Canvas. We

WORDS NICK HOWARD
SENIOR BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
MANAGER.

will be introducing it through the
year, and it will increasingly mean
that tutors have the option to post
relevant information in a secure
space for students.
Canvas also means that students
will have access to online forums
where they can discuss their class
topics, complete extension activities
and receive feedback on written
assignments.
This opens up the possibility for
people to learn at different times
and in different places. Someone
working unsocial hours in the gig
economy, for example, can work

EDUCATION

Learning is
sufficiently
flexible to help
those in the
gig economy

with employers and trade union
partners so that it is totally relevant
to students.
Alongside this, we are developing
a ‘blended learning’ approach
which combines face-to-face, video
conferencing and online learning.
This is not about making things
digital for the sake of it, and it is
definitely not about replacing faceto-face learning which will always be
core to what we do.

outside the class and post videos of
their progress, complete quizzes and
assignments in order to cement their
learning, with support from mentors
and other students in the class as
well as their tutors.
As part of the flexible learning
project we will be running short
courses to enable students to
develop their digital skills as they
learn English or maths – and we will
also be ensuring that the course
content is developed in conjunction

We are looking
to develop this
programme and to
engage a range of
volunteers starting
with our LBG
partners.

Watch this space!

Canvas will help us motivate and
support existing and potential
students to overcome some of the
more obvious hurdles they face. We
hope that what we learn from the
project will support the WEA and
enable it to increase its flexibility
and be responsive to what students
are interested in. Oo

Find out more
about the
project on our
website
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Uniting a divided nation
WILL TAKE MORE THAN COURAGE
As the WEA fights for funding, Douglas Bence looks at
how Brexit has split the country and how a lone voice
could change it

H

ow best to unify a divided
nation and fund adult
education so that it can
continue to change lives
for the better.

It’s the question we’re all asking,
and while there are some that think
Brexit is the answer, I find that
impossible to accept.
While the referendum was
designed to unite a divided
Conservative Party, it is the result
of that flawed exercise that is
fundamentally responsible for
splitting the nation, not bringing it
together.
Personally I think it will be people
power that provides the answer,

but I have no idea how or when it
will happen.
When it does will it be the voice of
an individual, one of political
courage, or will it emerge from
something like the so-called
People’s Vote march that brought
over 700,000 to London last
October?
I asked Paul Blomfield, an
advocate of education who has
been involved with the WEA in a
number of ways over the years.
He is one of the six sitting MPs in
Sheffield, a city like Birmingham in
that it voted for Brexit - these were
the only two large cities that voted
to leave. Note that Paul is shadow

Brexit secretary and represents
Sheffield Central, a constituency
that voted to remain.
Paul admires the bravery of those
who take real risks to pursue
political change and, as someone
who became involved in politics
through the Anti-Apartheid
Movement, cites Nelson Mandela
and also talks about the civil rights
movement in the south United
States during the 1960s.
‘Nothing I do is very courageous’
he says. This despite being on the
receiving end of flak when he voted
to trigger Article 50, while
representing a constituency that
voted 70% remain. Or, when he was
Parliamentary Private Secretary to

We are a
divided country,
but we are not
alone
18
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Hilary Benn, Shadow Foreign
Secretary, voting against his boss
who urged Britain to join airstrikes
against the Islamic State in Syria.
‘What will bring this country
together is not courage, but
policies that tackle widening
inequality. The divisions that
fuelled Brexit can only be healed
with policies that address peoples’
concerns: affordable housing,
secure employment, decent public
services and a society that will
leave its children better off than
those of the previous generation.’
He says that Jeremy Corbyn’s
predecessor as Leader of the
Labour Party, Ed Miliband, was the
first to point out that after
generations of improvement that
was no longer the case.

‘We are a divided country, but
we are not alone’ Paul says.
‘Look at what’s happened in the
rest of Europe. This is a
dangerous time for western
democracies with the increase
of right wing populism in
Germany, France, Austria, Italy
and even Sweden. We are living
in an age of politics shaped by
internet shopping; where
people look for instant
gratification perfectly tailored
to their individual wishes.’
It can certainly be argued that
individuals from all generations
have developed an Amazonian
philosophy. Whatever it is they
want, they demand that it be
delivered next day at the lowest
possible price in a cardboard box.
He accepts that this is the case
with his constituents in Sheffield, his
home since the early 1960s when he
was nine years old, a fact that
made him a life-long Sheffield
United supporter - popularly known
as the Blades.

‘Sheffield was the first city to
vote Labour in 1926, before
Liverpool, and it continued
without challenge until 1999’ he
says. ‘When I was a kid there
were 47,000 people, 20% of the
male population, working in a
heavily unionised steel industry.
Now there are just 2,700 steel
jobs.’

Over the last 15 years he says,
like democratic socialist parties
across Europe, the Labour Party
has watched its traditional working
class vote diminish. Paul thinks this
is because of the way in which
traditional communities have
crumbled and large collective
unionised workplaces have
disappeared.
He’s got a point. After Margaret
Thatcher marginalised the unions
in the early 1980s successive
Labour governments did nothing to
restore their power. Perhaps it
wasn’t so much the trade union
vote that went away, but that the
voters had become so affluent that
they no longer saw themselves as
working class and convinced
themselves that they belonged
somewhere else.
Some think that Brexit will bring
Britain together. Accept the reality,
leave the European Union and get
on with it, they say. The biggest
factor in voting to leave was
immigration which to many
individuals seemed out of control
and threatened to damage their
community and take away jobs.
‘Those who voted to leave
because of the problems of
immigration will be disappointed’
says Paul. ‘Yes, the number of
people moving to Britain from
Europe are dropping, but the
numbers from outside the
European Union are increasing.
The net figure is unlikely to change
much.
‘Already Environment Secretary
Michael Gove is looking outside the
European Community for
agricultural workers and is
considering Ukraine. With 40,000
unfilled jobs and fewer Europeans
willing to come to the UK, the
National Health Service is looking
to India, Jamaica and the
Philippines for nurses.’
A new reality for those who
thought Brexit would signal the end
of uncontrolled immigration. So as
far that faction is concerned, we’ll
remain a divided nation.
As Paul Blomfield says, we are a
divided national along with many
other parts of Europe. Will there be
a voice that can bring Britain

together, if not the whole of
Europe. And if so who will it be?
Will it be a politician, a writer or a
celebrity we know? Probably not.
More likely someone we don’t yet
know, but will not forget
afterwards.
Single voices have changed the
world in the past. Women like
novelist Jane Austin, nurse Florence
Nightingale or suffragette
Emmeline Pankhurst. Men like
Winston Churchill, Nelson Mandela
and Mahatma Gandhi, who fought
the Indian independence
movement against Britain with
non-violent civil disobedience,. Or
more up to date, the father of the
World Wide, Web Sir Tim BernersLee or Malala Yousafzai, the
Pakistan-born teenager who
fought for the better education of
women.
My personal favourite was a
‘voice’ that never spoke and was
never identified. You’ve all seen the
picture of the man who in 1989
stood in front of a tank in Beijing’s
Tiananmen Square and faced down
the Chinese army who were
violently cracking down on student
protesters. He managed to change
the world’s view of China and
nobody knows who he was.
I’ll end with a quote from former
US President Barack Obama. On
the eve of his election in November
2012 he said: ‘One voice can
change a room, and if one voice can
change a room, then it can change
a city, and if it can change a city, it
can change a state, and if it change
a state, it can change a nation, and
if it can change a nation, it can
change the world. Your voice can
change the world.’ Oo
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How the WEA helped an
ambitious scouser crack it

T

he new WEA fellow was ‘a bright lad’
with GCSE Ordinary Levels, but when
he approached the local universities,
they all said no and slammed the door
in his face.

He finally got a place at the Ethel Wormald
College of Education operating from a former
hospital in Mount Pleasant, not so far from
Liverpool Cathedral and got, not a degree,
but a teaching certificate.
After the Liverpool-born writer found
fame for TV dramas including the award
winning Cracker, Common, Hillsborough,
Priest and last November, Care, the
universities started knocking on his door.

Screenwriter and producer
Jimmy McGovern left his
Liverpool secondary school
at sixteen with ambitions
to become a teacher.
‘Liverpool Hope University waved an
honorary degree at me. Liverpool John Moores
did the same. And, most recently, Liverpool
University dangled a doctorate. I politely
declined them all’ says Jimmy.
‘I said something about not wanting “to make
a fuss” when what I really wanted to say, to
scream, was “Why didn't you do this forty years
ago when I was banging at your doors begging
to be admitted and you just laughed in my
face?”’
The Ethel Wormald didn’t laugh in his face
and neither did the WEA: ‘It was always there
for me and the millions like me. I’ve attended
quite a few WEA classes in my time. I’ve taught
on a few as well although the details have
faded now.’
His 1999 TV film Dockers, where the writing
credit is shared with Irvine Walsh, emerged
from a WEA course run during the 1995-8 strike
when the workers were let down by their union,
the Transport & General Workers, now Unite,
and locked out by their employers when they
refused to cross a picket line.
So it’s no surprise that Jimmy’s speech at the
WEA Awards in November was an inspiration
to those who see the power of education and
adult learning on a regular basis. ‘It was a
privilege to be there’ he said afterwards. ‘I
found the whole thing inspiring and moving.’
After studying to get his teaching certificate,
Jimmy taught for a time at Liverpool’s Quarry
Bank Secondary Comprehensive School.
But like many writers he felt words fighting to
get out of his head. Getting them on the page
was made possible by Liverpool’s Everyman
Theatre at the north end of Hope Street
between the two cathedrals.
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Since it first opened its doors in 1964,
the Everyman has helped or influenced
the careers of poets Roger McGough
and Adrian Henri, playwrights Willy
Russell and Alan Bleasdale among
others and actors Julie Walters,
Jonathan Pryce, Pete Postlethwaite,
Anthony Sher and Bill Nighy.
‘Generally I find the theatre boring,
but around 1980 or 81 I adapted a play
by the Italian Nobel Prize winner Dario
Fo and that went on at the Everyman’
says Jimmy. ‘I couldn’t write for the
theatre, but I didn’t know that then.’
Around this time Channel 4, which
started broadcasting in 1982, was
planning the Liverpool-based soap
opera Brookside and needed local
writers one of whom was Jimmy.
‘I was in the right place at the right
time with a body of work which wasn’t
good, but it showed I had stamina. For
12 months on Brookside I didn’t know
what I was doing, so everything I learned
I learned there. My early scripts were
no good, I know that, but I also knew I
could generate stories from inadequate
briefs. One, for example, was titled
“Tracy wins a hairdressing competition.”’
Brookside was focussed round six
Liverpool households, lasted for 21
years until November 2003 and ran to
an amazing 2,915 episodes. When it
started, Jimmy had over thirty years
of life to draw on. He was one of nine
children in a working class Liverpool
family, had a stutter until he was eight
and attended a Jesuit secondary school,
St Francis Xavier’s College in Liverpool.

perverts and paedophiles. I had one and
I named him and everybody knew who
he was.’
These strong views emerged in his
later work, with the film Priest with Linus
Roache in 2011, and the six-part TV
series Broken with Sean Bean broadcast
on BBC 1 in 2017. His reputation was
well established by then. Jimmy could
write great drama that never lost sight
of the human tragedies that triggered
it. His scripts flow brilliantly, read well
and may look easy.
They are anything but, take
enormous amounts of research
and frequently become as much an
emotional ride for the writer as it was
for those who featured in the event that
inspired the play.
‘I’m like lots of writers in that I’m
always looking for an excuse not to
write. If the words don’t make me cry
when I write them, how can I expect an
actor to cry when he or she reads them?’
Although Jimmy describes himself
as a half-arsed socialist and halfarsed trade unionist, there are no
halves about him. He has no time for
Guardian or Champagne socialists
and despairs at the way the working
class have been betrayed by successive
governments, from the miners in 1984-5
to Hillsborough thirty years ago and
Grenfell Tower in June 2017.

‘I still don’t know how the miners
lost that strike’ he says. ‘It’s one of the
reasons why as a television dramatist
I try to give a voice to those whose
stories aren’t often heard: the poor, the
dispossessed, the wrongly accused and
the betrayed.’
That will still be the case when we
next see his name on TV. His latest
project features Anthony Walker,
a black British student of Jamaican
descent who was murdered with an ice
axe by Michael Barton and his cousin
Paul Taylor in an unprovoked, raciallymotivated attack in 2005.
‘It’s another Liverpool story. This
horrendous crime was in Huyton,
Merseyside. Anthony was eighteen
years old and in his second year of
A-levels. I’ve been talking to the family.’
It’s what Jimmy does. He sees the
headline, winkles out the story behind
the reality, goes to see, and gets under
the skins of those involved.
While the stories are often
desperately tragic and shouldn’t have
happened, its the complexity and
depth of the characters that makes
his dramas work. When they reach the
TV screen, the tragedies are seen by
millions and the injustices they reveal
powerfully exposed. Oo
WORDS DOUGLAS BENCE.

‘Catholic teaching in the the 1950s
and 1960s was harmful’ he says. ‘It’s
a faith that teaches you that the only
decent woman that ever lived was the
Virgin Mary, who never had sex with a
man - then it tells you to go forth and
multiply, when everything you've been
told is that sex is filthy. As a teenager,
you’re tortured, it’s horrendous.
‘And the only thing worse than being
a practising heterosexual in a Catholic
church is to be a practising homosexual.
They just throw up their hands in horror.
The Catholic Church sent out twisted
people like me. Absolutely twisted. We
were totally screwed up. Anybody who
went to a Catholic school in the late
50s-early 60s had direct experience of

Sean Bean BAFTA
TV Award Winner
for Best Leading
Actor from 2018
production of
Broken.
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Impact report

shows adult education at crisis point
Participation in adult education has hit a 20-year low
and the lack of sustained funding means that unless
things change quickly, the situation will get worse.

T

he facts are alarming. In England
over 9.5 million adults have no
qualifications and almost half
of these, 4.6 million, are aged 65 and
over.
A century ago the 19 members of
the Adult Education Committee said in
their final report that adult education
was essential and needed to be paid
for (See Pages 4-7). The same case is
being made today, but although the
arguments are irrefutable, they fall on
deaf ears.
Based on the findings of over 4,000
adult students answering questions
relating to the impact of their learning,
the WEA Research Unit suggests that
the situation has reached crisis point.
‘And yet the environment for
learning is becoming more hostile
with pressures on time, overstretched
resources and a lack of financial
support for adult students’ says WEA
Chair of Trustees John Widdowson.
‘The positive impacts that we see in
this report are achieved against the
tide, not with it.’
Of course, further education is not
the only area of society starved of
government funding, but it is currently
so near the back of a long queue that
the positive impacts revealed by the

report are threatened.
During the 2017-18 academic
year, the WEA in England taught
over 48,000 students on 8,681
courses. Of these 37% were living in a
disadvantaged postcode area, 43%
were on income-related benefits and
42% had either no or very low-level
qualifications.
Many of the courses helped those
who participated in the survey into
employment. For example, 44% of
students unemployed or looking
for work before the course became
employed afterwards. Additionally,
81% of job-seeking students said their
courses boosted the skills they needed
for work.
A quarter of those taking multiple
courses reported earning more, while
following a single WEA course, 13%
of students stopped claiming meanstested benefits.
Before starting their WEA course,
38% of students were claiming meanstested benefits, but four months after
their courses had ended, the figure
was down to 25%, meaning that there
was a 13% decrease in those claiming
benefits.
Of those students with reported
mental health issues, 82% said their

DID YOU KNOW THAT IN
THE ACADEMIC YEAR 2017-18
Oo Over 3,000 volunteers
Oo Taught 48,000 students
in 8,681 courses
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ENHANCING
EMPLOYABILITY
44% of students unemployed and
looking for work before the course
became employed afterwards
81% of job-seeking students said
their courses boosted the skills they
needed for work
24% of students taking multiple
courses said earnings increased
13% of students stopped claiming
means-tested benefits following a
WEA course

IMPROVING HEALTH
AND WELLBEING
82% of students with mental
health issues reported
improvements in their condition
(68% reduced stress and 65%
managed stress better)
72% of WEA students made fewer
visits to the GP compared to the
national average

WEA IMPACT

courses helped their condition, while
68% reduced their stress and 65%
said they managed their stress better.
Meanwhile, 70% of students with
learning disabilities felt the courses
truly helped them.
Courses focussing on critical
thinking, communications or problem
solving, were grouped together under
the umbrella of skills for life: 54%

believed that their critical thinking
was enhanced, 51% boosted their
communication skills and 23%
improved their language and literacy
skills while 29% improved in terms of
problem-solving.
Social cohesion was another
area where WEA courses produced
beneficial effects. For example, 40%
felt a heightened sense of belonging
to their community, 39% gained
a greater understanding of other
cultures and 29% felt more respectful
to those who were different to
themselves. Interestingly, 23% said
they wanted to improve their local
areas after attending WEA courses.
Commenting on the impact survey,
WEA Chief Executive Officer Ruth
Spellman said: ‘Society and the way
we all work are changing and yet the
environment for learning is becoming
more hostile with overstretched
resources and a lack of financial
support for adult students.
‘The figures in this report highlight
the vital role adult education plays in
our communities – from re-introducing
students to learning; giving them the
life skills they need to move into work
and addressing key issues around

health and social isolation.’
John Widdowson said because
the WEA was present and active in
communities across the country, it
could reach people who were switched
off by more traditional ways of
learning.
‘Our experience is different from
that of any other provider’ he said.
‘We accompany our students on their
journey, working alongside them,
giving support and advice when it is
needed. Those journeys are as varied
as our students.
‘Some focus on enhancing
employability, building confidence and
the skills demanded by the modern
world. Others use learning to help
improve their health and wellbeing,
while some use their experience to
have a positive impact on parenting
and family life.
‘And we should not forget those
for whom learning and practising
a new skill is a self-fulfilling end in
itself, helping to enrich lives and
communities. This report demonstrates
how WEA courses help students to
overcome challenges or make positive
changes in their lives. It also highlights
the relevancy of the 1919 report
outlined on pages 4 - 7. The WEA has
a clear role in empowering its students
to fulfil their goals and to get to where
they want to be.’ Oo

SEE THE DIFFERENCE

DELIVERING SKILLS
FOR LIFE
54% enhanced their critical
thinking skills
51% boosted their
communication skills

SOCIAL COHESION
40% felt a heightened sense of
belonging to their community
39% gained a greater
understanding of other cultures
29% felt more respectful to those
different to themselves
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Educational
success
IN FACE OF ADVERSITY

E

leven national winners gathered at the London offices of the
accountancy and auditing specialists KPMG on 22 November to
celebrate their outstanding achievement in adult education at
the WEA’s 2018 Educational Impact Awards.

Every winner has an inspiring story
that highlights how adult education
benefits individuals, their families and
the communities they live in.
Now in their sixth year, the awards
celebrate students, tutors, volunteers,
partners and staff, all of whom have
through lifelong learning transformed
not just their own lives, but also those
of others round them.
One of the winners was Kevin
McCann, a WEA student on the
charity’s Endurance programme. This
was developed specifically for those
with addiction problems.
It really helped turn things around
for Kevin, reconnecting him with
his love of boxing. He is now a
boxing coach and working towards

his Olympic boxing certification
as well becoming a mentor on the
programme. To find out more about
Kevin, go to the ‘inspiring stories’
section of the WEA website.
The student group winner went to six
remarkable Syrian refugees. The preESOL course, delivered in partnership
with Jobcentre Plus, helped them
develop not only their language skills,
but also their confidence to support
themselves and their young families.
Together they have progressed in
learning English and self-employment.
WEA chief executive officer Ruth
Spellman said: ‘Since the WEA was
founded in 1903, we’ve looked to bring
educational opportunities to every
community in Britain. The simple

2018 National
Winners
Outstanding student:
Kevin McCann
Outstanding student group:
Jobcentre Plus Syrian Refugee
group
Outstanding Volunteer:
Ronnie (Sharon) Stewart
Impact in your local
community:
WEA Reading Branch
Outstanding tutor:
Vivien Vernede
Outstanding staff
member/team:
Ross Weatherby and Deb
Walsh (joint winners)
National Partner of the year:
Clarion Housing
Outstanding regional partner:
Enfield Town Schools
Partnership
Social Impact award:
New Routes Integration
Olive Cordell foundation tutor:
Maria Crimmins
Olive Cordell foundation
student:
Tulay Cenik Akfirat

Pictured top left: Tulay Cenik Akfirat with
Lynn Smith WEA President, top right:
Vivien Vernede with Davinder Sandhu UNISON
and Bottom left: Kevin McCann with
Iain Bannatyne, KPMG.
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learning is
for everyone,
and that
learning is
for life

WEA AWARDS

idea that learning is for everyone,
and that learning is for life, underpins
everything we do. The WEA Awards
event is our way of recognising the
impact of adult education.
‘Every winner has demonstrated
this impact, and it’s our privilege to
celebrate their success. My heartfelt congratulations to all our award
winners and nominees this year - you’re
an inspiration to us all.’
Another triumphant student was
Tulay who moved to the UK from
Turkey with her husband and young
family. Her tenacious efforts on her
learning journey have paid off and she
now teaches Turkish Language and
Literature and works as a language
advisor to OFQUAL and an examiner
at the International Baccalaureate.

Vivien Vernede was the year’s
outstanding tutor for her inspiring
work on the WEA Schools and
Parenting Pathway in Oxford.
Maria Crimmins was awarded the
Olive Cordell foundation tutor award
for her influential work teaching ESOL
in Bradford.
Clarion won the national partner
of the year award, and Enfield Town
Schools Partnership was presented
with regional partner of the year for
their successful work with the schools
and parenting pathway.
New Routes won the social impact
award for their stimulating work
supporting refugees and asylum
seekers in Norwich. The Reading
branch won the impact in the local
community award.

Twelve regional winners also
received awards at the event, while
English screenwriter and producer
Jimmy McGovern and former Mitie
Group chief executive Baroness Ruby
McGregor-Smith CBE were made
fellows of the WEA. Oo

Find aout more
about the
awards and
WEA winners
on the website
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EDUCATION

T

his year one in four people
living in Britain will suffer
some kind of mental health
problem. They can be
relatively minor, like short spells
of depression or anxiety, to more
persistent conditions that for
those who experience them can be
disruptive, frightening or even life
threatening.
Simon Stevens, Chief Executive of
NHS England, says: ‘Mental health
problems are the largest single cause
of disability, representing a quarter
of the national burden of ill-health,
and are the leading cause of sickness
absence in the UK.’

Together they are estimated
to cost the country £100 billion
a year. This includes the cost of
treatment, lost working days and
reduced income. No wonder that
improving or maintaining the
mental health of students is so
vital in what the WEA does.
One particularly successful
and long-established initiative
is Aberdeen’s Reach Out Project,
financed by both the local authority,
through its Fairer Aberdeen Project,
and the Lottery.
‘It is not confined to mental health
issues, but is also aimed those going
through the criminal justice system,
those with substance misuse issues,
the long term unemployed and
those with learning difficulties’ says
organiser Ross Weatherby.
‘There’s a rough camping side to
the project, too, which once saw the
group high up in the Cairngorms
National Park halfway between
Inverness and Dundee enduring
26 I THE HIGHWAY I WINTER/ SPRING 2019

temperatures thirteen degrees
below freezing.’
This is the John Muir Award, a
national environmental scheme
available at three different levels
that encourages people to connect,
enjoy and care for wild places.
Ross, a former offshore roughneck
and furniture restorer, works with
Roslyn MacDonald, who once had
health issues of her own, but has
since passed all three levels of the
John Muir Award and can deliver the
course herself.
Various bodies have been recently
extolling the mental health benefits
of walking and claiming it as a first.
This rightly irritates Ross as there
are plenty of similar initiatives in
different parts of the country.

WORDS DOUGLAS BENCE.

‘I’ve been involved with the project
for nearly twenty years and Reach
Out started ten years before me.
Walking and other outdoor activities
offer a lot more than just benefits for
those with mental health issues.’
He reels off a list: reducing
social isolation, widening social
circles, raising confidence and self
esteem, improving physical and
mental health, lifting self respect,
respecting the environment,
tolerating the views of others and

EDUCATION

John Muir
was a Scottish-born
farmer, sheepherder,
naturalist, explorer,
writer and
conservationist.

their lifestyles and learning more
about your surroundings.
The programme includes more
than just walking and includes
employability, cooking within a
budget, arts and crafts, basic IT,
football and gardening. There also
something dubbed Dynamics aimed
at helping 16-25-year-olds, many
of them with learning difficulties
getting ready for the workplace.
Most of the programme is
delivered by Ross, his colleague Kevin
McPherson and their assistants
Moraig and Clare.
‘In many senses it’s getting
outdoors that matters most. It’s that
which gives the greatest benefit to
those with social issues’ says Ross. Oo

The facts and figures
here are taken from

‘Achieving Better
Access to Mental
Health Services by
2020’ published in October

2018 by the Department of
Health and NHS England.
You can download it here:
https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/
file/361648/mental-healthaccess.pdf

He was born in 1838 directly
east of Edinburgh in the small
coastal town of Dunbar and
went to school there until the
age of eleven when his family
emigrated to the United
States, first to Fountain Lake
near Little Rock in Arkansas
and then to Hickory Hill Farm
near Portage, Wisconsin.

Their father was a harsh disciplinarian and John and his younger brother
worked the land from dawn to dusk. Perhaps it was this that inspired him to
invent a bed that tipped him out just before dawn. When they did manage
time off, they explored the rich Wisconsin countryside.
He also carved some curious, but practical devices in wood and made a
clock that kept time accurately. When he took these to the Madison State
Fair he won prizes. After getting good marks at the University of Wisconsin
he odd-jobbed his way round the northern United States and Canada.
In 1867, working at a carriage parts shop in
Indianapolis, he suffered an eye injury that left
him blind for a month. It changed his life.
He turned his eyes to the fields and woods and
walked a thousand miles from Indianapolis to
the Gulf of Mexico, sailed to Cuba and Panama,
crossed the Isthmus and sailed up the West
Coast to San Francisco.
After moving to Oakland, California, he went
to Alaska where he discovered Glacier Bay.
He married and had two daughters, moved to
Martinez, California and went into partnership
with his father-in-law and ran a family fruit
ranch.
But it was California’s Sierra Nevada and
Yosemite that had taken him when in 1868, he
crossed the San Joaquin Valley through waisthigh wildflowers and into the high country. He
continued to travel and went to Australia, South
America, Africa, Europe, China and Japan
producing ten books.
He drew attention to the devastation of
mountain meadows and forests by sheep and
cattle, and due in large part to his efforts an
act of Congress created Yosemite National
Park. In 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt
visited Muir in Yosemite and together they laid
the foundation of Roosevelt’s conservation
programmes. Muir died in 1913. Oo

WINTER/ SPRING 2019

I WEA.ORG.UK I 27

New connections and
new beginnings
Tulay was unable to access the ESOL classes she
needed when she arrived in the UK from Turkey –
until she discovered the WEA's New Links project in
Coventry.
When Tulay arrived in the West Midlands, immigration
restrictions prevented her from enrolling on publiclyfunded courses to improve her English language skills.
But the WEA’s New Links project gave Tulay a
lifeline. Designed to offer help to both new and
settled migrants who cannot access welfare
benefits, New Links gave her the chance to start a
course in English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL).
Since then, Tulay has progressed to further WEA
courses and her new confidence enabled her to
enrol on a course at the local college.
Tulay is now working as a language advisor to
the Office of Qualifications and Examinations
Regulation (Ofqual) and is an examiner at the
International Baccalaureate.
Tulay’s tenacious efforts on her learning journey
have paid off. She has made many new friends
in the city she now calls home and is able to
support her two children with their schoolwork
and communicate with their teachers about their
progress at school.

Tulay
WEA student

Now I stand on my own two feet
as an independent woman. I am
learning lots of new things about
life and people – I do not feel
alone anymore
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MEMBER NEWS

Members this year will be able to take advantage
of the changes to the WEA voting rights made at
the 2018 conference.
The franchise was extended so that
individual members could vote on
formal Motions to Conference and
the trustees have since incorporated
that change into the government
documents.
So we hope for a good attendance
at this year’s conference which is being
held on 11 May in London.
Our focus will be on the ways
in which the study of history, art
and culture can enhance our
understanding of the world we live
in and how we can use those studies
to devise ways of making the world a
better place.
We will be asking how the WEA’s
adult education programme helps
us to study and participate in our

communities through our cultural
studies classes and events.
WEA courses and events relating
to history, art and culture are both
successful and wide-ranging.
They give insights into how authors,
historians, artists, film makers, art
galleries, concert halls, archives,
museums, libraries, community
facilities and community groups can
share ideas and information about the
past, present and the future.
Already we make learning
opportunities available through
practical activities in the arts, film
making, social and historical research
and social action.
In future we will look at more ways of

WORDS COUNCIL MEMBER, PAT KYNASTON
CHAIR OF CONFERENCE PLANNING GROUP.

making our successful cultural studies
programmes available to as wide an
audience as possible.
Conference workshops will consider
examples from our programme and
look to ways in which we can enhance
and expand that provision to benefit
all local communities. Remember our
mantra: adult learning within reach. Oo
THE CONFERENCE THEME IS IN LINE
WITH THE CORE VALUES OF THE WEA:

Democratic
Equal
Inclusive
Accessible
Open

WEA Conference 11 May 2019
Making sense of
society through
history and art
Please put the
date in your diary
and look out for further
details. Contact will
be made directly to as
many Members and
Groups as possible.
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RegIional
UPDATE
EAST MIDLANDS

All the latest news
and events from the
WEA Regions across
England and Scotland

THE DERBY BRANCH
HAS HOSTED AN
‘EVENING WITH
DALJIT NAGRA,’ the
BBC Radio 4 and Faber
& Faber published
poet who delivered
a creative writing
workshop and reading.

Earlier, a new
branch was opened in
Buxton, while Derby
was awarded the
Best Partner Agency
award by Women’s
Work. Derby also
continued to nurture
its partnership with
the Mental Health Team in
Chesterfield.

The following four pages not
only give a flavour of what
the WEA is doing all over the
country, they show what is
planned for the year ahead:
new courses, additional
partnerships and original
initiatives that will help change
people’s lives. As it’s impossible
to detail everything we do, read
these pages as the tip of the
WEA iceberg

England Co-Operative to
equip students with learning
difficulties and/or disabilities
with basic food hygiene and
baking skills. It was attended
by 185 people.
Mandy Grocott was joint
regional winner of the WEA
Educational Impact Awards
2018 for her exceptional
compassion as a volunteer.
New partnerships were
developed in Lincolnshire &
Northamptonshire with the
TeamWork Trust, LiNCHigher,
Northamptonshire Adult
Learning Provision Team and
Cathedral View.

In Leicester, Leicestershire
& Rutland, the staff team
and branch volunteers added
four new courses along with a
new student support group in
East Leake.

In July, students’ artwork
was on display at the Central
Lincoln Library. Another
student artist was second in a
local art competition that led
to their work being exhibited
at the Lincolnshire Show.

Alongside developing
new partnerships with
Leicester College, Wesley
Hall Community Centre and
Somali Community Parents
Association, a Celebration
of Learning event concluded
a project funded by Central

Nottingham Branch
volunteers expanded their
Talks and Walks programme.
As a result new students
enrolled with the WEA
and the weekend provision
was developed with higher
numbers of male students
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and increased engagement
with social media.
During the summer term,
Chris Lewis-Jones was
appointed as Lead Tutor
(Art & Craft). A Tutors’
Community of Practice
was established and an
inaugural meeting held at
Nottingham’s Mechanics’
Institute. Teaching and

learning approaches were
discussed and in the coming
months the forum will be
extended to other areas in
the region.
Meanwhile, regional chair
Robin Cook has stepped
down to become an elected
trustee of the Association.
wea.org.uk/east-midlands

EASTERN REGION HAS BEEN
WORKING WITH SOME
EXCITING NEW PARTNERS
delivering employability and
positive thinking courses. The
partners include Hertford
Jobcentre Plus and the
Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire,
Cambridgeshire and Hertfordshire
Community Rehabilitation
Company.

Project 41 is a charity focussed on the
local church community in Bedford. GPs
refer patients for its services relating
to managing finances and friendship
groups. The Kings Arms project in
Bedford is a homeless charity providing
similar services. We’re proud to be
helping them both deliver courses.
In Essex, we’re working with new
schools in Southend and Chelmsford
and a new children’s centre in Wisbech,
supported by our partner Clarion
Housing. We’ve also worked with Clarion,
Broadland and other housing
associations delivering digital skills

NORTH EAST

Charities like Suffolk’s Emmaus, the
Salvation Army and the Suffolk Refugee
Group are also helping us to reach new
students in disadvantaged areas.
After a two-year break, we are again
delivering the Unison Women’s Lives
course in Hertfordshire. The course
is designed for women from all walks
of life and is particularly suitable for
those who have been out of education
for a long time or had few educational
opportunities in the past.
We’re building a programme of
courses supporting Health and Well
Being, including new yoga courses in
Fenland, along with Photography and
Dance courses in partnership with
Cambridge Community Arts.

WORK WITH A RANGE OF
PARTNERS HAS HELPED THE
LONDON REGION win the
Regional Partner national award
(See Pages 22 - 23). One partner is
the Carramea Community Centre
in Harrow run by Tony O’Hara and
his staff who support a range of
community groups encouraging
individuals to engage in learning
to improve their employability
prospects. The WEA classes are full of
achieving students whose confidence
and independence grow through
volunteering at the centre.

Looking ahead we want to explore
how we can do more to tackle loneliness
and isolation.

As part of the Festival Learning
and ‘Have a Go’ month in libraries, the
London region also delivered taster
courses across Bromley Libraries.
Local WEA branches helped promote
the events and the library recruited
75 students through a social media
campaign 29 of whom were new to the
WEA and keen to enrol on classes.

wea.org.uk/eastern

wea.org.uk/london

a WEA class and a local refugee
group to produce recipes and an
app to support language learning.

wea.org.uk/northeast

THE REGION HAD A
SUCCESSFUL YEAR
IN CHALLENGING
CIRCUMSTANCES ARISING
FROM THE ASSOCIATION’S
RESTRUCTURING.
One highlight was the brilliant
Ofsted inspection. The North
East was one of several regions
visited and the inspectors’
opinion helped gain the overall
result of good.
Branches and staff organised
a programme of courses and
exhibitions and worked hard
developing new, externally funded
projects.
These included the Heritage Lotteryfunded Turbulent Times project which
looked at the WEA and affiliated
organisations in the1920s. It involved
dozens of volunteer researchers
facilitated by tutors who wrote original
songs, a play, created a film and a
produced a celebratory copy of The
Highway.
Another highlight was the Lingacuisine
project, funded by the European Union,
which involved Newcastle University,

courses aimed at residents hoping to
move into work.

LONDON

EASTERN

REGIONAL UPDATE

The Bridges to Learning project,
a partnership between UNISON,
the WEA and the Open University,
continued its educational
programme for staff working in
the health and care sector.
Meanwhile, the Active Voices
project, funded by Comic Relief,
helped build skills and confidence
with volunteers aged over 65
so they could develop new
campaigns and groups in their
own communities.
New officers were elected to
the regional committee who
have acted as deputy chair and
treasurer. Having people to fill
these roles gave the regional
governance more scope to
work together and cover more
meetings, particularly national
ones.
wea.org.uk/northeast
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THE SOUTHERN REGION
HAS BEEN IN PARTNERSHIP
with East Surrey College
since 2007 delivering Adult
Community Learning provision
across East Surrey working
in the heart of communities,
engaging disadvantaged
students and working with
volunteers. In 2017-18, 1,100
individual students were part of
this contract.

Tess Shepherd won the Personal
Achievement Award for her
commitment to adult learning and
inspiring others to learn.
She overcame her personal barriers
and following her work placement
continues to volunteer in a local school.
She recently appeared on the Victoria

Derbyshire TV Show talking about
Adult Education and the positive
impact it had on her life.
Other WEA award winners included:
Parvin Ahmed as Community
Champion, Maya Swaminathan for the
Volunteering in the Community Award
and Jackie Pearce for the Fresh Start
award.
Jackie started volunteering at the
Epsom Down’s Children’s Centre after
she became a parent. She attended
a series of courses which gave her the
confidence to apply for paid work as a
sessional crèche worker.
She continued studying and was
offered her dream job of full-time
Family Support Worker at Epsom
Down’s Children’s Centre. She’s now in
her fourth year.
wea.org.uk/southern

Jenny Bennett, a founder member of the Herne Bay Branch, has died at the local
Haydon-Mayer Care Home. For 35 years Jenny’s energy, infectious enthusiasm for
everything that engaged her and a love of learning has meant a lot to the branch
and she will be missed.

SOUTH WEST

NORTH WEST

WHILE THE RECOGNITION
OF WEA LEARNING
MANAGER REHANA
MOHAMMED with an MBE
for services to the education
of marginalised women in
Rochdale and Oldham was
perhaps the highlight of the
year, there were many more
things going on in the North
West.
For example, the Interfaith
and Communities event
at Deeplish Community
Centre, marking interfaith
and community cohesion week in
November, was attended by more than
100 people.
These included local Imams,
church representatives, teachers
and community leaders. There were
also representatives from the WEA,
Link4Life, Living Well, Rochdale
Community Safety, GM Police team,
Rochdale Islamic Academy, Rochdale
Football Club, Living well Rochdale and
Deeplish Children centre.
Highlighting the interfaith work in
Rochdale the Reverend Mark Colman
said: ‘Faith is a spiritual matter and we
should support our neighbourhoods
and promote brotherhood through
faith. My experience in Rochdale
has been very much welcoming and
enriched with faith and cultural
diversity.’
Earlier in the year saw the official
launch of the Wellcome Trust project
at the World Museum, Liverpool.
This was a CSI public engagement
exhibition delivered by Think Forensic
in Huddersfield. The courses are free to
delegates and funded by the Wellcome
Trust.
Back in June, at the WEA’s
Celebration of Learning event, local
groups, individuals, community centres
and volunteers were celebrated
for their individual and group
accomplishments to raise educational
aspirations in Greater Manchester. The
event, hosted by the WEA, was at the
Manchester Deaf Centre.
wea.org.uk/north-west

SOUTHERN

REGIONAL UPDATE

IN THE SOUTH WEST WEA STUDENTS with learning disabilities learnt
all about poppies and Remembrance Day on a course in Bridport. They not
only produced some stunning poppy art work, but with other community
groups made poppies for the River of Poppies on Colmer Hill.
The region was involved with Inside: Out events run in Exeter and
Dartmoor Prisons. These are an opportunity for education and charity
organisations to showcase courses and programmes available for prisoners
to help them reintegrate with the community. A pilot took place at Lawson
house in Plymouth complete with follow-up courses and taster sessions for
staff.

A new community provision is now operating in Minehead built on
the WEA’s branch work. It has so far included life skills and art courses for
adults with learning difficulties along with a dementia awareness taster
session. The project involved working with Positive Aims, a Minehead
charity providing community support. Last year it delivered tasters to 50
students.

Several new partnerships were developed in Gloucestershire: Severnvale
Housing; Priors Park Neighbourhood Project; and the GL11 and GL3 Community
Hubs. Courses included digital skills, employability, volunteering and arts and
crafts.
GL11 won the Queens Award for Voluntary Services to the community and the
WEA was part of it. The highlight of which was a session of Singing for Pleasure
where two choirs came together.
wea.org.uk/south-west

REGIONAL UPDATE

SHEFFIELD MAYOR SET
ON RAISING LIVING
WAGE EMPLOYERS
There are only 38 Living
Wage employers in the
new Sheffield City Region
Combined Authority which
has a population of 1.8
million and mayor Dan
Jarvis both wants and
expects this number to
increase.
The combined authority
takes in South Yorkshire
and parts of Derbyshire and
Nottinghamshire, specifically Sheffield,
Rotherham, Doncaster and Barnsley,
Chesterfield, North East Derbyshire,
Bolsover and Derbyshire Dales, and
Bassetlaw in Nottinghamshire.
As one of the 38, the WEA was invited
to attend a Living Wage event at the
Advanced Manufacturing Park in
Rotherham. Yorkshire & Humber REM
Trish Land and senior area education
manager Rob Hindle attended for
the WEA along with human resources

specialists Margaret Johnson and Julie
Harling.
Reflecting on the impact of the
devolution process on the WEA, Rob
asked the mayor whether the combined
authority would consider organisations’
commitment to the Living Wage in
issuing future contracts.
While mayor Dan Jarvis didn’t endorse
this entirely, he said that he definitely
wanted 'to work with and champion
those organisations which pay the
Living Wage.’
As well as the mayor, Trish and Rob
talked to the leader of Rotherham
Council, Chris Read, vice chair of
the Sheffield City Region LEP Nigel
Brewster and managers from the Living
Wage Foundation.
They discussed the impact of our
work in the region and stressed our
willingness and ability to make an
important contribution to Sheffield
City Region’s Skills Strategy which

Following the meeting, Dan Jarvis was
invited to a WEA event at Sheffield’s
Cutlers’ Hall in Sheffield in April which
will focus on the impact of a project on
adults with mental health difficulties.
The event will include a meeting to
discuss the WEA’s role and funding
within the devolved structure in

aims to provide ‘inclusive growth and

Sheffield City Region.

progression opportunities for all’

wea.org.uk/yorkshumber
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THE LAST WORD

Further education is a neglected sector and it needs a
strong advocate to tell the nation about the huge
benefits it can bring to a rapidly-changing and
increasingly technological society.
John Widdowson CBE, WEA Chair

T

hese are the words of John Widdowson, newly
appointed chairman of the WEA Board of
Trustees and for the last twenty years principal
of New College Durham.
He has no doubt that as the country’s leading
provider of adult education, it is the WEA that should
take the initiative and spell out the enormous benefits
and he’s determined to help make that happen.
‘Education is a good thing, but not everybody sees it
that way and we need to change that. Society is
developing in ways that will make further education
increasingly important’ he says.
‘We are living and working for longer in a world
increasingly dominated by information technology and
everybody needs to understand the expanding
potential of that technology. Look at the way it’s
already dictating our healthcare and community
wellbeing.
‘In future it’s not going to be enough for an individual
to demonstrate their competence in using computers,
they’ll need to know more, not about how it works, but
about what it can do.’
John started life as a lawyer in local government. His
family has some roots in the cotton industry and in
conversation his gentle Lancashire burr is still easily
detectable.
He says he got into teaching by accident thirty years
ago, starting off by teaching in an Further Education
college when he realised how rewarding teaching
adults could be.
Although it is easy to say that the rest is history, John
did take time out to qualify as a Chartered Secretary
to add to his law degree and that clearly helped him
navigate the twists and turns of the further education
system.
Teaching appealed to his sense of social justice, but
he is clearly driven by a lot more than that and adult
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education should benefit from his energy and
dedication and with it the WEA.
‘There’s a lack of understanding about what further
education can achieve and consequently a lack of
financial support. All anybody needs to do is look at
some of the amazing stories that emerged from
individuals at the WEA Awards, living proof of the
power of education to change lives.
‘Everybody employed today
will need to draw on
education before the
end of their working
lives and maybe in
retirement, too.
The sooner the
establishment
recognises that
and realises that
education will
need to be paid
for, the faster we
will start moving
in the right
direction.’ 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 need more people like you.
If you think your friends and family would
be interested in becoming members, simply
pass on our website link wea.org.uk/
wea-members.
Or ask them to email us at membership@
wea.org.uk and we’ll give them more

We hope that The Highway has

information.

reaffirmed your belief in the importance

Thank you for helping keep the WEA special.

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.

James Ward
Director of Membership

Try it
Believe it
DOo it!
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.

As a WEA volunteer
you can ...
	Use and develop your
own skills and interests
	Meet new people
in your community
	Make real change
to people’s lives.
Join us today!
Visit: wea.org.uk/volunteer
Email: volunteering@wea.org.uk

