Glasgow Notes

The Challenge

1. There is a strong rationale for developing LLN and the LL infrastructure and that is set out in the   R3L/Grundtwig source documents.

2. The case study reports show the progress that has been made in each of the three countries on the project present today.

3. The rationale is tightly focused on internal sector improvements in the field of adult education. For example, in the German case, the priorities have been

a. Educational counselling to foster change management – organisational guidance, instruments for guidance 

b. Learning centres, curricula, courses, certification 

c. Permeability between relevant stages (from the cradle to the grave): Transmission from school to employment 

d. SME as relevant partners and addressees for training and qualification 

e. Communities as learning centres: Learning communities 

4. There is, however, a case for asking how improvements in the sector contribute to macro social and economic development, especially for city-regions, a key concern of Pascal. As Norman and Mike observe in their book

...regional management is simply not aware, neither of the nature of the challenge nor of the opportunities that exist, to move forward. Learning cities and regions, however urgent they may be to their economic and social survival, are simply not presently at the forefront of local and regional authority priorities. (p.233)

5. The argument I made in my review of the book was that the LC has little appeal for the people who run cities and regions because

a. it seems to be an education thing

b. because in some respects they were actually doing what Longworth and Osborne (and I) would like them to do, but using a different language and different set of symbols.

6. I gave a couple of example of cities embarked on learning journeys that do not call themselves learning cities: 

a. Oldham, in NW England, next door to Manchester,  after the so-called race riots of 2001, and under the visionary and forceful leadership of the principal of the town’s sixth form college, Nick Brown, has carved out a clear strategy for economic development and social cohesion, using education as a growth engine.  The aim has been to make Oldham a regional centre for science education, underpinned by better schools and a rich cultural offer. The vision has been carefully designed to win the commitment of Asian and White British families, alike.  Yet, if Google is a reliable guide, nobody refers to Oldham the Learning City. 

b. Another example, from Brazil, is Sao Paolo, the seat of the successful experiment in participatory budgeting that is currently been trialled by a number of English local authorities with government blessing. Sao Paolo,  the largest city in the southern hemisphere with 11 million people, is a member of an international network,  the Global Cities Alliance, linking cities in Brazil, Italy and Mozambique, with a focus on learning the lessons of urban development and poverty reduction.  Again, there is no reference in Google to Sao Paolo the Learning City. 

7. I still believe that the LC idea can contribute to solving the big problems faced by cities all over the world - cohesion, diversity, climate change and globalisation. This requires an intense collective feat of reflection, problem solving, negotiation and, yes, of learning. Cities and regions will be the poorer if they regard education and learning simply as a sector that contributes to growth or helps to tackle social and health inequality, important though those are.

8. Even more now than when the LC idea was first developed in the 80s and 90s, it also has a major contribution to make in two other ways:

a. in developing the capacity for creative problem solving amongst governors and governed

b. in developing the capacity and will of distinct communities of interest and geography to engage in dialogue about solutions to problems of common concern.

9. The challenge for the AE and LL sector – let us call it that -  is how to engage with those issues and with the various actors and how to demonstrate the relevance of its expertise. 

Lessons from England and the US

10. Ownership is critical. The sector has to ask not what the city-region can do for us but what can we do for the city-region. 

11. So is relevance. But in order to have something compelling to say, we need to better understand the key issues facing city and regional leaders and populations now. From that point of view, it is worth looking at two examples, that of the Core Cities in England – the eight major cities outside London, which together account for  a third of the country’s population – and the work of the Brookings Institute in Washington DC.

12. The Core Cities’ primary focus is on economic and social development, and on lobbying central government to recognise their potential contribution to national policy. So, for example, their recent paper on employment and skills for a meeting with the deputy prime minister, Nick Clegg, lays out initiatives taken on city-region employment and skills boards and on using council spending and procurement purposefully to improvement employment and training, especially for young people and disadvantaged groups. 

13. Largely absent from their work is a focus on social cohesion as a dimension in economic development and  an awareness of the contribution that engaged citizens can make to solving urban problems.  Yet, social disorder is clearly a disincentive to investment and growth. The potential for a broader approach is hinted at in a paper by Chris Murray, the Core Cities’ director:

There is another kind of creativity, one that is rooted in the daily grit and reality of cities, the inventive, imaginative collaboration that relies on quick witted and experienced elected members and local officers working together with the public, transcending political and administrative boundaries; creative cities in action.

14. That potential can also be seen in the practice of the Core Cities. For example, in  Nottingham, Leeds, Bristol, Leicester and Sheffield’s adoption of the status of sanctuary city, which reflects a long-standing citizen commitment to offering a home for refugees and asylum seekers. The City of Sanctuary criteria for membership stress the importance of citizenship engagement. 

15. So this is an area of activity in which it is easy to envisage an important supporting role for the AE and LL sector, helping to bring together host and immigrant communities, organising conflict resolution workshops and exploring the context of global migration. 

16. There are stirrings of a new urban movement in the US, what Bruce Katz of  Brookings Institution refers to as The Metropolitan Moment. With a growing proportion of the national population and responsible for a growing proportion of GDP, cities in the US have not only achieved a new level of critical mass, ‘They are also the undisputed vehicles for environmental sustainability and social inclusion’, according to Katz.

17. What typifies the new moment is a shift from competition to collaboration:

‘Transformative initiatives are being delivered and co-produced by networks of corporate, political, civic and community leaders. Governance is replacing government as the vehicle for change’. Alongside this, there is a new focus on the value of self-awareness. This replaces the urbanology mindset of the last twenty years characterised by the search to be the ‘world’s most competitive city’ or ‘Europe’s most technologically advanced city’, in which every city’s mission was a replica of its  assumed competitors’. 

18. Self-awareness here means a profound understanding of the historical and cultural mainsprings of a place and how these can be built on to create new forms of prosperity including cultural and social capital. Or in Brookings-speak, ‘to leverage the distinctive strengths of their disparate economies’. 

19. Portland, a city that prides itself on its collaborative culture, according to a recent report, provides an example of leveraging your distinctive strengths:

But Portland’s successes have come not from mirroring the economic policies of its bigger and richer neighbours, but by enhancing its own uniqueness as a place. And while its famous brands are part of its economic story, the region has thrived through its focus on creating and building its local identity. …Portland has maintained its small-town feel; it has encouraged civic participation and a ‘do-it-yourself’ culture; and it has used policy and planning laws to build a city based around people. City centre buses are free, neighbourhood associations are recognised by local government, and a ’20 minute neighbourhood’ concept aims at placing all local amenities within a 20 minute walk.

20. Portland’s approach contrasts with the dominant trend in British city building with its emphasis on economic development at the expense of place making. 

Ways Forward

21. So what conclusions can be drawn from this brief review of city building in the US and England for the role of the AE and LL sector?

22. Place making and understanding the distinctive assets of a city and its people are being discovered as one of the key to re-building urban prosperity and sustainability.  Collaboration may be replacing an earlier focus on competitiveness with a related shift from urban government – a focus on institutions – to urban governance – a focus on networks and relationships. The summer riots in London and other major cities have sparked a new political interest in the relationship between   inequality and weak social cohesion on economic and social sustainability. 

23. These are areas in which AE and LL has a distinct role to play, potentially, in supporting learning networks that bridge social and political divides. On the whole, though, the sector is largely absent from this field of action. This  partly reflects the pressures of public funding, which pushes the sector towards institutional activity such as curriculum development and basic education.

24. But in my experience, it is as much to do with the outlook of the sector and its leadership. It does not see itself, with some limited exceptions, as intervening in the macro issues of urban development.  

25. One way of changing this mindset would be for Pascal and its partners  to advocate a sister R3L- perhaps  through Grundtvig -  focused on building the links between AE and LL and urban governance. 

26. Such a programme would need to learn from existing good practice. Here are three examples from England that I know about. 

27. Leicester, one of the most UK’s most  ethnically diverse cities, provides an example of the adult skills and  learning service taking the initiative to organise a programme of events under the title of Leicester Speaks  to celebrate Democracy Week November  2011. 

28. Another example is the work of the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) in Yorkshire and the Humber.  Funded through the government’s transformation fund to promote informal adult learning, the WEA’s strengthening democracy  programme  dealt with issues such as Understanding migration, Why vote? and  Climate change. 

29. A third example is the Community Learning Champions (CLC)  programme.  Government funded and run by a partnership including NIACE (National Institute for Adult Continuing Education), the WEA, unionlearn (the TUC’s education arm) and Martin Yarnit Associates, the programme helped to set up and support 50 learning champions initiatives throughout England.  Using locally recruited and trained volunteers, the focus of the programme was on encouraging more people to take part in informal learning as an end in itself.  ‘ Adult community learning is an important tool of social mobility and social justice’ in the view of Skills and Lifelong Learning Minister, John Hayes. 
 2000 learning champions reached out to and engaged with 100,000 people in mainly disadvantaged and migrant communities during 2010-11. This demonstrates the impact that  properly supported volunteers  can have in their own communities where they become known and trusted.

30. The learning champions worked in a variety of ways:  promoting healthy lifestyles, encouraging women to take part in learning and community activities, giving migrants a voice in designing their own learning initiatives, stimulating better use of museums and art galleries in poor communities.  The report on the programme concluded that the Community Learning Champion approach ‘has a  particular salience for public agencies and others that are addressing key issues such as preparation for work, the ageing society, health and well-being, improving family services and digital inclusion’. 

31. The report’s  advocacy for  volunteers as  a significant aspect of  future learning provision has been accepted by government.

32. In addition to the Pascal-led programme suggested above, there are other ways of challenging the narrow mind-set of AE/LL and encouraging links between it as a sector and urban governance. 

33. Those links could encompass

a. creating agreements between local authorities, their partners and AE/LL agencies about the latter’s role in promoting citizen engagement in urban governance 

b. local volunteer programmes  -  similar perhaps to the Community Learning Champion approach – involving local residents in  adult learning activities

c. training programmes for AE/LL professionals and volunteers in urban governance so that they can collaborate with council leaders and senior officers in mounting events and courses. 

34. Finally, on this theme, I would propose a conversation between Pascal and NECE – the German-based Networking European Citizenship Education  - whose conference,  Closing the empowerment gap through citizenship education, is taking place as we speak in Warsaw. 
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