Glasgow and Gothenburg: Tale of Two Learning Cities

Martin Yarnit

This is a tale of two cities which are re-shaping their education and training systems to meet very different social and economic needs. Determined to be a world leader in vehicle IT systems, Gothenburg is building a  specialist learning and research capability in the midst of a massive riverfront generation scheme. Glasgow is creating a city-wide network of learning centres – the REAL network – as a means of improving  IT literacy, raising the skills of the workforce and drawing more people into learning.

If you take the ferry across the River Alva, you can see Ericsson’s new building going up on Gothenburg’s north bank. Whilst reducing its presence at many of its other branches across the world, the company is committing itself to expansion at Lindholmen, the heart of the city’s massive waterfront development. The lures are obvious. Not only does Gothenburg have an enviable record of rapid recovery from industrial crisis, it has a clear strategy for ensuring that it remains in the forefront of world developments, as I saw on a recent visit with a party from Doncaster keen to learn the secret of its educational and economic success.

Very little remains of the industry that once dominated the riverfront. The last ship was built in the late 70s and now the planners maintain tight limits on the ship repairers, such is their determination to establish Gothenburg as a global force in vehicle IT or telematics. But Lindholmen is not just an industrial zone. It has been consciously constructed as a learning quarter rooted in a cluster of telematics and related companies. And that is the attraction for Ericsson. The new company base will be surrounded by firms in a similar line of business, with plenty of opportunities for face to face contact, plus an impressive range of learning institutions focused on the skills and knowledge requirements of advanced electronic engineering.

Typical of Gothenburg’s determination to redesign its learning and industrial base in tandem is GTG, the technical high school set up jointly by the City Council and Volvo to train the motor engineers of the future.  It is not so long ago that Volvo, like other manufacturers, was encountering a dearth of young human recruits to its new robot-driven factory on the city’s northern outskirts. But the attractions of the new high school have created a long waiting list for places. Students, who are taught in a purpose-built learning centre with the latest Volvo models to practice on, have the opportunity to earn a decent income during spells spent gaining experience of production management and engineering. They also know that they can progress to university if they complete the high school course successfully.

What is especially appealing about GTG to British eyes is the way it combines high level general education with a fixation on the industry’s current know-how needs. 40% of the credits counting towards the final qualification are for general and social studies, designed to ensure that students are able to make sense of rapid global change and to communicate in two or three languages.

Gothenburg’s two universities are key to the transformation of the city’s learning system. The University of Gothenburg and the technical Chalmer’s University are collaborating on a range of new initiatives  drawing on their diverse strengths. They have joined forces to create a new IT University dedicated to developing ingenious solutions to industrial and social problems. Typical of the new approach is a  two year master’s course starting this autumn and recruiting internationally. It brings together the fine arts faculty of the University with the engineering and electronic expertise of Chalmer’s in a course pitched at the boundary between art and technology, the fertile meeting point for  digital innovation. Underlying the collaboration, as the University of Gothenburg’s  Professor Karl Olla Wolhammar explained,  is a growing production  trend  towards systems created by  multidisciplinary teams as the diagram shows:
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Product design is being replaced by the creation of corporate communications systems or solutions by multi-disciplinary teams.  Studio-based design teams of artists and engineers are already with us, as his Chalmer’s colleague, Peter Ullmark explains – and as we saw when we visited the new Caran/WM-data studio. Based in a massive converted machine shop, Caran specialises in integrated design solutions, typically for  vehicles and  military aircraft, which explains the high security arrangements which barred us from much of the company’s premises. A DIY espresso bar behind vast plate glass windows overlooking the river is the scene for a constant too-ing and fro-ing of engineers and designers, in search of relaxation and fresh ideas. Outside, close by, are dozens of similar companies, sharing restaurants and other social facilities. The paradox is that in the age of virtual reality, innovation depends on face to face contact. That is why Ullmark spends weeks every year at  the cutting edge think centre, Palo Alto, in California’s Silicon Valley,  which reflects a determination to keep Gothenburg at the centre of global developments.

Glasgow has its Lindholmen, too, or at least it has a major riverside development. But this is a conventional industrial park. The learning city takes a different, more distributed form in Scotland’s second city.  Unlike Gothenburg where over 90% of young people are in full time education at 18+, Glasgow is contending with an engrained culture of under-achievement with low staying on rates. 30% leave school with minimal qualifications and a similar percentage of the workforce is unqualified.The priority, therefore, is to raise the skill levels of the workforce but also to re-engage young people and adults in learning, 30,000 of them over the next few years. The solution is REAL – that is the name for a city-wide network of learning centres designed to drive up participation rates
. REAL is a physical and virtual network involving education, business, libraries and  community groups, and strongly backed by Scotland’s University for Industry (SUFI) and Scottish Enterprise – Glasgow. 

Stephanie Young, Scottish Enterprise’s Director for Employability in Glasgow, is one of the  main architects of the project. It fits with her mission to establish Glasgow as a learning city. She talks of establishing 180 business-based centres  by 2004,  plus centres in all the city’s 32 libraries  and 30 community learning centres bringing learning opportunities to companies, employees and unemployed adults alike in a concerted attempt to create a local learning culture. REAL members – there are already more than 10,000 – gain an email address and access to a content-rich intranet fed by Glasgow’s two major universities. There is also a ‘walk-in environment’ tailored to individual interests and the potential for simultaneous on-line connections. 

REAL was set up by a partnership of Glasgow’s learning providers including Scottish Enterprise, the City Council, the three universities and FE colleges. Much of its funding comes from Scotland’s Objective 2 programme which is managed in the Glasgow region by the well-established and strategic minded West of Scotland European Partnership led by Laurie Russell.

Glasgow Caledonian University’s new REAL centre - Real @ Caledonian -  must create a new benchmark. Deliberately located just across the road from a grim inner city housing estate, the first impression is of an inviting café buzzing with life. And then you realise that this is a large internet café with more than 60 PC workstations for individuals and groups as well as lounge areas.  Wireless connections throughout for laptops are integral to the ground-breaking design. The aim  here is to open up membership of REAL to local residents as well as  students.  

One area where REAL is making local inroads is in Glasgow’s peripheral estates such as Drumchapel and Castlemilk. Langside College Principal Graeme Hyslop  argues that  word of mouth is key to engaging local people in learning. What REAL adds to that, he says, is a student record system, access to specialist content and the ability to link up easily with like-minded people through a virtual chat zone. Backing the expansion of the system are Learning Champions, a friendly and accessible face of IT literacy in communities and local businesses. 

So, two radically different answers to the question, what is a learning city. But there are some important underlying similarities. Stable, far-sighted political and programme leadership is a common factor, as is a capacity to think big and long-term. Useful lessons here for other UK cities such as  Doncaster, Hereford, Birmingham and Belfast currently  planning major reforms of their learning systems.

Tale of Two Cities

	
	Gothenburg
	Glasgow

	Aim
	To become world force in knowledge-based industries
	To refocus education and training system to meet needs of knowledge economy and to promote social inclusion

	Problem
	Transforming derelict shipbuilding area

Re-equip workforce modern skills

Integrate big influx of refugees
	Low participation rates at 16+

Poor qualifications in workforce

Major basic skills deficiencies

	Solution
	Major redevelopment project for 5km of north riverbank siting a complex of educational and research facilities alongside hi-tech companies 
	REAL – city-wide network of learning centres

Re-focus education and training system on workforce development, preparing young people and meeting R+D needs

	Assets
	Clear-sighted stable  political leadership  with long-term view sets up

company to manage large-scale waterfront development

Well-established world companies: Volvo, Ericsson, Astra-Zeneca, SKF

Two universities: Chalmer’s and Gothenburg
	Clear-sighted stable political leadership with a long-term view of city’s future

West of Scotland  European Partnership provides strategic direction for transformation of education and training system and identifies and matches resources from Europe and elsewhere

Three universities: Caledonian, Strathclyde and Glasgow

	Contrasts
	20% of population born outside western Europe

Over 90% 18 year olds in full time learning
	Under 5% ethnic minorities/refugees/asylum seekers

Under 50% of 18 year olds in full time learning


� See the website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.intoreal.com/" ��http://www.intoreal.com/�
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