Centenary Commission Research Circle: Summary of Activities 2021-24
(Prepared by Sharon Clancy and lain Jones)

There have been three sets of online events in successive years, each with an
overarching theme.

2021

In 2021, we examined ‘Resources for Hope’ during the Covid pandemic. These provided
an opportunity to learn about existing practices, to meet and think about different forms
of democratic adult education, and to imagine new forms of critical engagement. Fifty
adult educators, from the UK, Italy, Bulgaria and Canada, listened to presentations and,
in small and large groups, discussed key questions and emerging themes. Participants
highlighted the power of learning about existing practices and ways of re-shaping new
forms of adult lifelong education with an explicit social purpose.

The possibilities of an education for social change were woven through each
presentation: the 2021 presentations can be viewed on the Raymond Williams
Foundation (RWF) YouTube site: see the links below.

Rose Farrar, from WEA West Yorkshire, began by showcasing an innovative
collaboration with Rich Wiles, an artist and photographer. The power of the video-
photo stories of the lives of refugees, near Hull, was a starting point for dispelling
stereotypes, myths and misconceptions. You can see this discussion here. What was
especially importantin this work was the idea that everyone has things to teach as well
as learn; and how conviviality can be created in sharing food and storytelling.

Rob Peutrell and Mel Cooke then discussed the voices of students and lecturers and
asked how the politics of ESOL relates to different forms of citizenship. They highlighted
struggles between dis-citizenship, and having capacities stripped away, and acts of
citizenship and contesting exclusions and claiming new rights. You can watch the
discussion here. (Rob and Mel have also edited a book, Brokering Britain, Educating
Citizens: Exploring ESOL issues and principles). Nalita James then asked how diverse

forms of ESOL, in Leicester, related to different communities of place and multiple
senses of belonging. You can see Nalita’s contribution here.

Further presentations extended the discussions about the scope and range of practice —
and why these matter for practice — and policy. Richard Hazledine reported on young
adults, in Nottingham, who are furthest from work. Their mistrust and lack of
confidence, because of what has been done ‘to them’, embodied the danger of scarring.
This was a starting point for his work and re-thinking practices. You can see what he

said here.

Elaine J. Laberge joined us from the west coast of Canada and argued why
the Shoestring Initiative was formed. Communities of mentorship, advocacy,


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PJ_9G3WgHNo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oPobyVZ75dI
https://www.multilingual-matters.com/page/detail/?k=9781788924627
https://www.multilingual-matters.com/page/detail/?k=9781788924627
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i6wlD02jZAM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Dg8hTFEopY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W__q24RH074

intercultural connectedness, and belonging are being created for students with lived
experiences of persistent poverty at Canadian universities.

The final presentation, by Jeremy Goss and Jayne Ireland, related the work of Raymond
Williams on social purpose in adult education to contemporary practices —and to each
of the other presentations. Williams’ 1961 Open Letter to WEA tutors defined his own
purpose as a teacher ‘as the creation of an educated and participatory democracy’.
Jeremy and Jayne argued that the foundations for a democratic curriculum could be
developed by learning democratically, learning for democracy and learning about
democracy. Watch them here.

2022: Dialogues for Democracy: Cultures and Ecologies in Crisis

The second series of events (2022) sought to develop and broaden our focus to examine
and counter the current crises and hollowing out of representative and participatory
democracy with three events focusing on ‘Dialogues for Democracy: Cultures and
Ecologies in Crisis’.

This link takes you to the RWF website and four films from 2022 events, including:

o Keynote presentation for Adult Education Research Circle - ‘Dialogues for
Democracy: Cultures and Ecologies in Crisis’ — Health Inequalities in
Communities: What is the role of Community Adult Education? chaired by
Professor Marjorie Mayo, Emeritus Professor in Community Development at
Goldsmiths, University of London. The event, on 17 May 2022, featured this
keynote from Professor Sir Michael G. Marmot, FRCP, Director of the University
College London, Institute of Health Equity entitled ‘Build Back Fairer’.

e Video presentation by Professor Helen Chatterjee, Professor of Biology, in
University College London Biosciences and UCL Arts and Sciences: The role of
cultural, community and natural assets in addressing societal and structural
health inequalities in the UK. At Dialogues for Democracy: Cultures and
Ecologies in Crisis Health Inequalities in Communities: What is the role of
Community Adult Education?

e DrAna Cruz’s presentation, Professor of Education at St. Louis Community
College-Meramec, who won the 2022 Paulo Freire Democratic Project Award of
Social Justice: Paulo Freire’s Political-Pedagogical Approach to Education:
Questioning Inequalities Through Dialogue.

On June 10", 2022, we focused on ecological/climate emergency and environmental
action. This session aimed to debate and plan possibilities for adult lifelong education,
tackling ecological climate emergency and taking environmental action. Short
presentations were given by Professor Steve Martin, University of Nottingham; Mel
Lenehan, Principal and CEQ, Fircroft College, Birmingham, and Ross Weddle, Chair,


https://weaeducation.typepad.co.uk/files/raymond-williams-an-open-letter-to-wea-tutors.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TiUYspW72E8
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLw8qBNDC_ODfISy3uzlXZCIM3IauL0Qeb

WEA Green Branch. This was followed by opportunities to join discussion groups and
plan action.

On September 15", 2022, we looked at universities and their relationship to
participatory action and social movements, asking ‘What should the University’s social
and cognitive responsibilities be in the face of rising inequality and injustice and how
should research engage more directly with “real life” problems and politics? What is the
role and function of the “public academic” and the critical activist?’ The event featured
10-minute presentations from Shirley Walters, Professor Emerita from the University of
Western Cape, South Africa, who talked about universities and their relationship to
participatory action and social movements, and Michael Hrebeniak, Convenor of

the New School of the Anthropocene, who outlined the role of NSOTA, configured as a
new kind of school which ‘is born out of a need. Linden West (Canterbury Christ Church
University) also dialogued with Professor Laura Formenti (University of Milano-Bicocca,
Italy) about universities and social responsibility in Italy and the UK. An important link
was made around the theme of dialogue and democracy in the classroom, and how this
could build communities in diverse locations, linking back to the tutorial class
movement in the UK and family learning in Italy. Their argument was clear: we must
practise what we preach. The mainstream university has proven unable and unwilling to
engage with the condition of social crisis and the prospect of democratic and ecological
ruin that characterise the 21st Century.

2023

In April and May 2023, we examined the possibilities of Learning Cities (using the case
of Cork, Ireland) and listened to several dialogues/presentations: first, between Linden
West and Fergal Finnegan (Maynooth University) on Learning Cities and the roots of Irish
community education, which included Catholic Social Action and liberation theology.
The second, with the Scottish academic, community activist, poet, psychotherapist,
author and Freirean scholar, Colin Kirkwood and, thirdly, Professor Antonia Darder, in
dialogue with Dr Jo Forster. The dialogues focused on the work, ideas and values of
Latin American educator Paulo Freire, his critical as well as deeply relational pedagogy
and the challenges and relevance of his work in the struggle for participative democracy
today.

In October, we built on these earlier presentations and dialogues by deepening
connections with lived experiences and possibilities of democracy and learning in
specific places and neighbourhoods. By critically examining Speaking Truth to Power:
Putting Popular Education into Practice, Sharon, in conversation with Jan Vincent,
Director of Aspire Learning Support and Wellbeing in Durham, discussed the
importance of community adult education, the power of place in relation to community
building and Jan’s evolving work over many years, as both a learner in community adult
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http://www.nsota.org/

education and as Director of a Women’s Learning Centre, in response to the challenges
of place-based activism. In another dimension of this theme Jo Forster, in conversation
with Niall Cooper, Director of Church Action on Poverty, reviewed their Speaking Truth to
Power Programme. It provides learning opportunities to people struggling against
poverty to speak up and take action on the root causes of poverty. By bringing together
people with diverse direct personal experiences of poverty to speak truth to power both
locally and nationally, participants develop the skills, training and support to speak
confidently and powerfully to local and national media, politicians and other power-
holders. Jo and Niall asked how learners become effective campaigners and
spokespeople in their own right, and inspire others to action.

The contributions to each of the events highlighted the power of listening to
systematically marginalised voices and to those whose experiences challenge
conventional structures of lifelong learning.

2024

Our series, in 2024, Backwards travellers, looking forwards: learning from the past to
inform our future has a specific focus on class, working class activism and culture. We
have begun to reflect on cultural, spiritual, political, working class histories of
education, with a view to learning from the past to inform our future. The first event, in
April, launched Sharon’s new book: Sir George Trevelyan, Residential Adult Education
and the New Age: 'To Open the Immortal Eye' published in 2023, by Palgrave Macmillan
(and reviewed by Cilla Ross in this issue of FORUM).

The second seminar was in three parts. In ‘Voice, Memory and Storytelling: the place of
Imagination in Adult Education’, Sharon met Professor Liz Hoult and, through their
poetry and other forms of writing, focussed on the role of the imagination in the
education of adults and its centrality in helping us to re-imagine our futures. The event
combined this conversation with a presentation by Professor Tom Woodin on Listening
in adult education: A useable past?

Tom considered the neglect of E. P. Thompson and Raymond Williams’ role in adult and
workers’ education, using examples from their work to think about how a ‘useable past’
might contribute to processes of listening and learning today, and to a renewal in adult
education. An open discussion explored how these tensions between a loss of policy
memory and spaces for creative re-imagining of our futures may relate to our third event
(in October 2024) on adult education, lifelong learning and the Fortieth Anniversary of
the 1984-85 Miners’ Strike.


https://link.springer.com/book/9783031359545
https://link.springer.com/book/9783031359545

