Adult Learners Week

What a Difference a Week Makes

Martin Yarnit

Londoner Chris Brown used to live in a van with his dog. Then, he enrolled on a basic skills course, and went on to a job as a Council caretaker. ‘I’ve gone from being a down and out with no prospects to being a valuable member of the community’. Chris received an Adult Learners’ Week Individual Award in 2001 in recognition of his achievements. Adult Learners Week (ALW) was invented for Chris and the two thousands others who have received an award – individual, group or specialised – since the first Week in 1992.

Despite being overshadowed by a General Election, that first Week created a stir, and ten years later, what is now a national institution, has its imitators in 46 countries across the world. So, what difference has it made to the people who matter most, the learners?

The main impact has been to encourage people across the UK to sign up for a course, as surveys year after year have confirmed.  Typically, in 2000, 52% of respondents declared their intention to enrol, and of these, 44% had already done so. This was the year that a record 70,000 contacted the national helpline to request course information, a disproportionate number of them unemployed, suggesting that the reminder of the helpline telephone number sent out with girocheques works
.  A participation survey carried out just before ALW last year showed a marked increase for the first time in twenty years.

Arguably, the Week has been the biggest single factor in bringing about a more positive national climate towards learning over the past decade. Hard to remember that the first Week accompanied the introduction of the infamous Schedule Two of the 1992 FE and HE Act which divested local authorities of control for colleges and polytechnics. NIACE and the Women’s Institute banded together to run a spirited campaign against Schedule Two which won all the arguments but lost the battle with the Tory’s ideological convictions.

Yet, by 1994, ministerial statements during ALW about the value of non-vocational routes to qualifications were effectively conceding the error. The government was still running behind major employers like Ford and Rover whose employee development programmes offered a free choice in taking up learning opportunities. A further shift came in 1996 when Gillian Sheppard, the Secretary of State, could be heard to repeat with wonder the story of the school dinner lady, one of that year’s award winners, whose life had been transformed by learning. But it fell to her successor, David Blunkett, to preside over the rehabilitation of adult learning as a social good.

With a new Labour Government, the policy shift was predictable but it was reinforced by the Week. The combination of media support, national and local awards ceremonies and the massive national helpline operation made the event inescapable for politicians and policymakers. Local  provider partnerships organised 5000 events and taster sessions, and distributed 360,000 booklets about the Week. For the first time, the divided and competing world of education was learning to collaborate and to present a united face to would-be learners.  The Daily Mirror carried a supplement to promote the Week, whilst 30 Sainsbury’s stores worked with local colleges to hold taster sessions. There were over 1400 articles in the national, regional and local press. The BBC’s Computers Don’t Bite campaign, which coincided with the Week in 1998, provoked an extraordinary response - exceeding the previous year’s 100,000 enrolments and almost overwhelming 4000 course centres across the UK - with a corresponding thrill amongst ministers in a government sold on the internet. 

The Week’s achievements are worth celebrating:

· The creation of learndirect, a learning innovation without equal beyond the UK, providing access to a comprehensive database of learning opportunities (have you seen how many courses there are on chainsaw use and maintenance?) as well as national promotional campaigns for a range of branded courses

· Well-established links between learning providers and tv : Brookie Basics (basic skills on Channel Four’s Brookside), and BBC Webwise lead on to a new generation of BBC Learning Zones - learning centres in local radio stations, piloted  in Blackburn and Hull

· Local partnerships to promote the value of learning -  competition between providers is ebbing even if collaboration is still sometimes uneasy

· Hundreds of thousands have taken up the offer of free tasters – now funded by the LSC – and participation is up.

Up – but not necessarily wider: learning has become more popular amongst the upper social classes, minority ethnic groups and the young, but older people, men, unemployed people and those in social class DE continue to be resistant to its appeal. A third of adults still do not take part in any learning activity.
 That is the unfinished business for the next decade of Adult Learners’ Week and it will require new techniques. More targeted promotion -  sending out a reminder about  the learndirect helpline with girocheques is worth doing more than once a year -  coupled with direct outreach  by learning advocates in every street and workplace, family learning, informal learning: these are some of the approaches that we know to be effective.
 

The trick, nonetheless, has succeeded beyond our wildest dreams. And all for the price of the £5000 of NIACE’s reserves which it cost to mount the first ALW. 

(892)

� 20% of the calls to the helpline in 2000 were initiated via the giro, 21% as a result of press coverage and 46% through tv coverage (source: learndirect).


� See: Fixing or Changing the Pattern: Reflections on Widening Adult Participation in Learning by Veronica McGivney (NIACE, 2001), Chapter 2


� McGivney, op.cit., Chapter 6
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