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Foreword

Thisreport gives an insight into what might be called the
‘learning culture of Hull. Poor educational resultsin the
recent past have meant that Hull has often been
characterised as not having a culture of learning and
achievement.

However, this report argues that the reality is more complex,
suggesting that there is a strong culture of learning, but of
informal learning that stems from the type of learning
common to Hull’'sindustrial past.

The voices of Hull residents are used to look at the types of
learning that are valued and the reasons why; the reasons
why somearen’t involved in formal learning; and the stories
of others who have re-engaged with learning later in life. As
such there are plenty of thoughts about how formal learning
could be made more attractive for people, as well asideas and
discussion that can stimulate debate about learning in Hull.

lain Springate
Research Manager, Volcom
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| ntroduction

Thisreport isinterested inwhat it is
that makes someone coming from a
working class background less likely to
do well in school and beyond. It
explores some of the challenges and
issues that people face. It does this by
using evidence gathered from a series of
interviews conducted by the Learners
Forum during 2003 and 2004. Over 100
people of all different ages and from all
different backgrounds and areas of Hull
took part in the research about attitudes
to learning in the city. This report
focuses on some of the findings of this
study, in particular highlighting
individual storiesin order to gain greater
depth and insight into the issues that
some of the peopleinterviewed raised in
relation to learning in the city. In doing
so the emphasisis put on depth and
detail, rather than broadly sweeping
quantitative analysis that paints a
picture of trends across populations, but
from agreater distance. Both the
general (large scale quantitative
analysis) and the particular (in depth
personal histories) are important in
understanding the issues around
education.

Nationally the increase in pupils gaining
five A-C grades between 1988 and 1997
indicatesthat it is possible for
attainment to improve. AsHull has
some of the poorest exam results
nationwide at GCSE and is made up of
some of the most socially disadvantaged
groups of learners, it has the hardest
lessonsto learn, but these lessons have
the most to offer the rest of the country;
what works here can only be of
inspiration to other LEA’swhere pupils
are not reaching their potential.
Looking at the cultural landscape of
learning in Hull through the eyes of

people who livein Hull can helpin
understanding how attitudes to learning
areformed. Thisisimportant asit aids
understanding of how Hull could
achieve more educationally. It will be
argued in this paper that thereisa
distinction between ‘learning and
‘education’. It will aso beargued that
the people of Hull do have a strong
learning culture, but for avariety of
reasons including itsindustrial heritage,
anatural inclination to learn has not
aways transpired into a respect for
education or the institutions that
accompany it. If trust can be built in the
educational system then people's
learning can develop further.

Of course, there is not one homogenous
white or working class view of learning
as peoples opinions and the experiences
and opportunities they have been
exposed to vary widely and produce a
complex picture. What followsis not
even exclusively the opinions of white
working class people, but opinions of
residentsin what is a predominantly
white, working class city in an attempt
to deconstruct some of the different
attitudes to learning in Hull and thus
help explain the city’s educational
‘probleny.

Thisintroductory chapter has five
sections that aim to introduce the
themes of thisreport giving it context
and flavour:

The following section ‘Hull’s
educational ‘problem” discussesHull’s
educational performance and why
schoolsin Hull might appear to be
performing so badly.

‘The problemisnationwide arguesthat
underperformanceis not alocalised
issue and that how well a young person



performs educationally is directly
related to the socio-economic
background they come from. Hulll
schools appear to do badly because of
Hull’s socio-economic make-up and the
unique way the city is divided up, not
necessarily because it has worse schools
than the rest of the country.

‘The difference between education and
learning defineswhat ismeant by the
terms ‘education’ and ‘learning and
argues that whilst the people of Hull
may not have a strong educational
tradition, they do have a definite taste
for moreinformal learning.

‘Hull’s economic background’ looks at
Hull’'s economy from the post-war erato
the present from the perspective of
residents. It helps explain why it might
be that informal learning is preferred, by
reference to the economy and types of
jobs available to Hull residentsin the
past.

‘From building siteto office looks at the
difficulties people can face when thereis
achangein the type of work availableto
them. It discusses the benefits of
voluntary work aswell as the problems
students can face when going to
university from families without any
history of pursuing higher education,
using the experiences of two people
from Hull as well as other research on
the subject.

Hull’s educational ‘problem’

Hull is a predominantly white, working
class city trying to reinvent itself in a
post-industrial climate. On factors
including health, education,
employment and crimeit is ranked the
ninth most deprived local authority
district in England (ODPM, 2004). In

2004 Hull was voted the UK’s 19" worst
place to live (Jordisan and Kieran, 2004)
amarginal improvement from the
previous year when the city was
awarded first place asthe UK’sworst
placeto live by readers of The Idler
Magazine.

Educationally Hull is one of the worst
performing authorities. 1n 2004 it was
at the bottom of the league tables for
GCSE results with only 32% of pupils
achieving five A-C gradesin 2003
compared to a national average of 50%.
(Citylearning, 2003) Low attainment is
continued post-16;

e 11.3% more of the working age
population in Hull were
qualified below NVQ Level 2
standard in 2001-2002 when
compared with the UK average
of 40.5% (National Statistics
Nomis)

o 11%fewer 17 year oldswerein
full time education or training in
Hull compared to the UK
average and 6% lesswere in any
sort of training in 2001 (DfES &
National Statistics, 2004)

e Wadll over aquarter (31.7%) of
the working population is
believed to have poor literacy
skillsand 29.6% are believed to
have poor numeracy skills.
(Basic Skills Agency, 1997).

Education has never been more
important politically as the Government
wants to escape the problems of
industrial decline by creating a new
knowledge economy. Britain's
businesses can no longer compete with
low-skilled, low-paid workersin Asia.
Ensuring that Britain has awell-skilled



workforce involved in high-value
production is seen by the Government
as an essentia task in order to maintain
the country’s competitivenessin global
markets.

Education and skills are also important
inthelocal arena. Hull’s poor
attainment in schools and collegesis
thought to be its Achilles hedl; its
relatively lower skilled work, when
compared to the rest of the country, only
make it harder for Hull to reach its goa
of becoming a‘top 10’ city.

Improved educationa performanceis
therefore part and parcel of regeneration
strategiesin the city. It iswidely held
that it lacks a culture of learning and
many strategies assume that if people
could only be persuaded to equip
themselves with qualifications and
training then Hull would be well on its
way to being oneof Britain’stop cities.
Hull residents are often blamed for
holding the city back; it is believed that
they lack athirst for education and self-
improvement, and have no desire to
better themselves through learning.
ThisisHull’'seducationa ‘problen.

The ‘problem’ isnationwide

The poor performance of Hull
educationally isnot just alocal problem.
Across the country there are big
differencesin how well children achieve
related to their background. Research
suggests alink between parental
occupations and how well their children
doinschool. Children of parentsin
professional occupations get better
grades at GCSE than children whose
parents have routine jobs. 1n 2002 there
was a 45% difference between the
numbers of children from these two
backgrounds getting five A-C grades at

GCSE with 77% from a professional
background achieving these grades
whilst only 32% of children from a non-
professional, routine work environment
achieved this standard. (DfES, 2003)

The relationship between low skilled
jobs and low educational achievement is
particularly obviousin Hull. Here,
38.9% of the city’sworkforce have
routine, semi-routine or lower
supervisory roles compared to 27.9%in
the UK (Office for National Statistics).
This means that 11% more peoplein Hull
do thistype of work than they do, on
average, in therest of the country. Isita
coincidence that 11.3% more peoplein
Hull are not qualified to Level 2
standard?

Unlike many other cities that will have
pockets of low achievement, Hull has no
compensating wealthier, middle class,
professional populations as the
boundaries of the city cut off more
prosperous areas to the west. The
whole city is educationally an inner city
ghetto, with the better performing
suburbs belonging to the East Riding
LEA. Those living within the
boundaries who either can afford to, or
who win scholarships, privately educate
their children at one of two top
performing, fee-paying secondary
schoolsinthecity. Therest of thecity's
children attend poorly performing
schools, or fight to attend two
successful but over-subscribed and
selective Local Authority schools;
Trinity House (boysonly) and & Mary’s
RC College.

The combination of these two factors
resultsin there being a high proportion
of children from poorer backgroundsin
schools within the city, and this alone
can affect pupils progress. National



research comparing the results of
children receiving free school meals with
more affluent children suggests that the
background of classmates affects how
well pupils progress through school.
The study found that children who
received free school meals did not
progress aswell asthosewho didn’t.
However, when most of the childrenina
school were better off (and therefore did
not receive free school meals) the poorer
pupils progressed better. Likewise,
wealthier children did not progress as
well in schools where the magjority of
pupils received free school meals.
(Mansell, 2003)

Whilst GCSE grades have been
improving nationally, the disparity
between socio-economic groups has
remained. Between 1988 and 1997 the
number of pupils from white, non-
manual backgrounds achieving five A-C
grades at GCSE rose by 23%, from 37%
to over 60%. In the same period the
percentage of pupils from white, manual
backgrounds only rose 17%, from 15% to
32% achieving five A-C grades (Gillborn
and Safia Mirza, 2000). Given this
difference, itisless surprising that in a
predominantly white working class city
only 32% of pupils gained five A-C
gradesin 2004. This figure suggests that
Hull pupils may not be doing any worse
than white working class pupils
elsawhere in the country.

The differ ence between education and
learning

It is argued throughout this paper that
thereis asignificant difference between
education and learning. This hypothesis
is backed up by the work of Alan
Rogers. He believes that learning and
education are very different things, but
that there are also different types of

education; some being more informal
and others more formal.

In hisarticle ‘Looking again at non-
formal and informal education’, Rogers
argues that thereis a clear distinction
between learning and education.
Learning being;

«.al that incidental learning,
unstructured, unpurposeful but the
most extensive and most important
part of all thelearning that all of usdo
everyday of our lives”. (Rogers, 2004)

As soon as learning becomes more
‘purposeful and assisted’ it can becalled
education. However he believes that
there are different categories of
education and that the boundaries
between them are more fuzzy. Rogers
describes these categories as informal,
non-formal and formal education;

«..when wecontrol this (purposeful
and assisted learning) and individualise
it, learn what we want for aslong aswe
want and stop when we want, weare
engaging in informal education. When
we step into a pre-existing learning
programme but mould it to our own
circumstances we are engaging in non-
formal education. When we surrender
our autonomy and join a programme
and accept its externally imposed
discipline, we areimmersed in formal
education.”

Taking Rogers definition of informal
learning (which he believesis akin to
what other people call experiential
learning), | will argue in this paper that
Hull does have a strong learning culture.
Informal and non-formal education also
have strong traditionsin Hull. Itis
formal education that some groups of
peoplein Hull find more problematic.
Possible explanations for this being the
case form the basis of this report.



Hull’s Economic Background

Until the 1970’'sthe UK experienced full
employment with only 2% frictional
unemployment’ mostly accounted for by
people taking time off to ook for better
jobs (Tran, 2002). Hull enjoyed relative
prosperity during the post-war era. Jobs
were easy to find and qualifications
were less important as opportunities
were more plentiful. Thiswas reflected
in the attitudes of some parents and
students at the time;

“..[Education] didn’t matter to
parentsthesame, well | don’t think it
matter sto some parents now, but my
parentsweresuch that ‘oh it doesn’t
matter if you don’t finish your
schooling’ because you could walk into
ajob everyday. If youdidn’t likeone
you left and there was another oneto
start straight away. So | don’t suppose
[education] mattered in those days...”
(58/incapacity/female)

W hen asked what he thought about
school, one 61 year old man replied;

“Not alot. At thetimel didn’t think it
would learn you anything. | tried for
onejob and wasdisappointed | didn’t
get it, butin theend | wasglad. | was
good at woodwork, metal work, sport.
| never twagged, but | never thought
much of school. | left at 15. | joined
[the company | used to work for] when
| was 25. Beforethat | had few
different jobs - | went from job tojob
tojob beforel decided | wanted a
steady job — | applied Thursday and
started on Monday....”
(6L/incapacity/male)

Hiswife replied; “You can’t get ajob
likethat any more!”

There was a sense from some of the
people we talked to in the study that
although formal education was not a
priority in the past, there were plenty of

opportunitiesto train and learn on the
job. When the above person found a
steady job it gave him the opportunity to
learnininformal practical ways,

“By doing things, setting about the job
yourself. I’'vealwayslearnt that way. |
used to watch people. Because of the
job, you would have free time once you
had got the job done but you couldn’t
go home until it wasthe end of the
shift, so | would watch the others;
bricklayers, plasterers, electricians and
talk tothem. | waslearning all the
time.”

Another lady agreed that training
tended to be more;

“..onthejob, | meanin thosedaysyou
learnt shorthand and typing and maths
and thingsand | went into the
accounts department of afirm and |
werejust doing the accounts, those
wer ethe days when there were plenty
of jobs and you could choose what you
wanted todo.” (62/retired/female)

In the post war erawhen jobs were
plentiful, formal education and
gualifications were lessimportant. But
thisdidn’t mean that therewasn’t a
learning culture as people would expect
to learn on the job. However, Hull, like
many other industrial townsin the
north, suffered badly during the
recession of the1980's. Fishing was one
industry that particularly suffered. In
the 1950's Hull was athriving port and
centre of commercial fishing employing
8000 trawler men. These numbers
steadily declined after the Cod Warsin
the 1970's and only 200 trawler men
remained in 2002 (Arnot, 2002)

During the 80's unemployment in the
UK reached as high as 9%. The
economic recession and unemployment
hit industrial areas the most. In terms of
learning and training, if fewer people



were in work, then fewer people were
having the opportunity to learn and
train at work. Theseindustrial areas,
including Hull, had a higher proportion
of Labour voters and it is unsurprising
therefore that Margaret Thatcher, the
then Conservative Prime Minister, is
blamed by many for the problems now
evident in Northern cities. Mark Tran,
in an article on unemployment,
mentions how Thatcher kept interest
rates high in order to squeeze inflation
(Tran, 2002). One person in our study
traced Hull’s problems back to thistime
of high unemployment and economic
difficulty;

“l tend to blame all theills of theworld
on Margaret Thatcher in the 80’s cause
I think that’swhen it al changed, erm,
and it’s sort of trying to swing
back..therewasatimewhen certain
places were helped out by the
government, erm, likethey moved the
DVLA to Swansea and they pumped
money into there and they pumped
money into other citiesfor various
thingsbut Hull didn’t meet thecriteria
| think it was, at thetime it wasfine,
you know, it was probably just alittle
bit too affluent to get that, and asa
result it lost its main industries and
sort of went down the pan abit....”
(45/employed/male)

The economic problemsin the80swere
not resolved by the 90’'sand northern
industrial areas, including Hull, were
the worst affected. According to Coles
et a (2004) both the incidence and
average duration of long-term
unemployment peaked during the 1990-
92 recession; during this time 15 months
was the average time in England and
Wales between someone becoming
unemployed and finding work. Thisfell
to 9 months by January 1999. However,
they state that

«..cross section estimatesidentify a
‘North-South’ divide and alarge city
effect — the long-term unemployed in
thelargest citiesand in the ‘North’
experience longer spells of
unemployment.” (Coles et a, 2004)

International Labour Organisation
figures for winter 1998-1999 as analysed
by David Webster (1999) show awide
range of unemployment levels across the
UK from 2.6% to 14%. Hull fell into the
highest band, he argues:

“The highest unemployment rates (all
above 10%) werein urban areas:
Sunderland, Liverpool and Merseyside,
Glasgow, Cleveland, Hull and S.
Yorkshire excluding Sheffield - all
former industrial areasin the North.
Conver sely, the lowest unemployment
rates (below 4%) werein rural or small
town areas, mainly in the south.”
(Webster, 1999)

He believes that high unemployment
was aresult of the loss of blue collar jobs
in the cities; manual workers were
unable to make the leap into managerial
and professional categories and were
unable or unlikely to commuteto jobsin
other areas. Thiscreated a‘jobsgap’.
(ibid)

For some of the residents we spoke to,
this gap was still evident. One lady, a
single mother, talked about some of the
difficulties she faced in order to be able
look for work outside her immediate
local area. It had been astruggle for her
to be able to learn to drive and although
having a car opened up possibilitiesin
other nearby areas of Hull, working
further afield would still be problematic
because of fitting in the school-run;

«..now | candriveaslongas| can
afford a car dropping her off at school
and picking her up isnot an issue, |
could go and work, ohh, maybe

10



Orchard Park or some distance,
Cottingham, you never know because
before we were bound by the transport.
But it’s been a struggle; we've gone
without loadsto do driving lessons. |
mean it took 40 weeksto take my test
but wewerereal lucky in that | passed
and now we can afford to likeliveit up
-weresaving like£15 aweek when
you look back at the cost of driving
lessons...” (38/income support/female)

New Labour policy on unemployment
focuses on human capital rather than
creating jobs or demand for trained
employees (Nathan and Westwood,
2002). Webster argues that supply side
theories blame the unemployed for being
unemployed; “accordingto thisview
they do not have basic life skills, let
alone specific work skills, they are lazy
(they do not travel far enough); they are
irresponsible in their marital behaviour;
and they are welfare dependent by
choice..” (Webster, 1999).

Another lady’s story madeit clear that
she was not welfare dependent by
choice. It wasdifficult for her to
support herself and her family through
paid work and in order to put something
back into the community she was
heavily involved in voluntary activities,

“I’m unemployed but | have done ahell
of alot of voluntary work — | know |
earn my income support, this past year
has had a big impact on me because |
know | want to work and peoplel
know that have gone to work have only
got one child and | am looking after
three. | went to thejob centre and they
said | would have £16 over a week, but
that £16 better off a week includes
having to pay childcare workers extra,
and er school meals, school clothing so
when youve got threekidsthat’s£16is
for one child not threeand so | think
thisiswhy | do so much voluntary
work because| believethat | am
earning income support.”
(37/unemployed/female)

The problem is not necessarily that
unemployed people are unemployable,
Webster feels that “the problem of the
jobs gap lies mainly on the demand side
of the labour market rather than on the
supply side; and on the demand side in
particular places, namely the former
industrial cities....” (Webster, 1999)

Webster argues that in order to reduce
unemployment; “thereneedsto bea
substantial shift of public resources
from supply-side programmes such as
New Deal towards programmes which
would increase the avail ability of
manual jobs in the areas of highest
unemployment. In particular, this
means spending on derelict land
reclamation, industrial property
development and associated road and
public transport infrastructure.”
(Webster, 1999)

Unemployment in Hull is still relatively
high; the rate in Hull 2004-5 was 7.6%
which was nearly 3% higher than the
average for Britain. (National Statistics
Nomis) Webster argues that increasing
the jobs available would have a bigger
impact on education and training rather
than the other way round. He points
out that;

«..much, if not most “human capital”
formation has always been through “on
thejob” training. For thosewho do not
have ajob, off the job education and
training are usually a poor substitute.
For the samereason it isdifficult to
promote entrepreneur ship directly in
areas of high unemployment, since
potential entrepreneurs need to get
experience and contactsin a particular
trade beforethey can set up on their
own.” (Webster, 1999)

For those in work, Trade Unions were
also excellent promoters of learning.

11



Whilst they continue this role today, a
combination of Thatcher’s reforms and
high unemployment mean that fewer
people are associated with a Trade
Union. Different styles of working, for
example being employed through an
agency or being self-employed, have also
become more common with the
subsequent impact on Union
membership and the learning
opportunities available.

Several residents saw things from a
similar point of view as Webster. One
man felt that increased mechanisation
and technology had led to adeclinein
manual jobs. He also felt that long term
unemployment could lead to people not
valuing education.

He stated:

«.it’slikethe unemployment..they
build carswith robotsand...better cars
but those people have gone, and how
do you employ ‘em...should you pay
peoplefor leisure? | think you should.
I know it soundssilly in away, but the
firms are making money still..with
fewer people and the people who
should have been working thereare
probably hard up..thisisthe problem
that there’'sfewer people employed
because of computers...”
(67/retired/male)

He thought that parental influence was
important in getting kids to see the
value of education, so athough a good
education could lead to a better job,
those coming from family backgrounds
of long-term unemployment were |east
likely to value education;

“you begin torealize that the more
learning you’ve got and the better
education youve got the better job you
are going to get, | mean it givesyou a
choice..you don’t believeit when you
areakid but | mean fortunately my
parents (were) always strict to me and

er it’sthebest thingthat ever
happened looking back on it but at the
timeit wasn’t and | think, you know,
in Hull there’s so many people probably
out of work now that thereisn’t the
encouragement...from thefamily and |
mean without that you can forget
about theteachers| think...it must be
very difficult for akid to get on if his
parentsaren’t interested.”
(67/retired/male)

Asking those in authority to look at the
causes of unemployment and crime was
the message of one respondent living in
adeprived area of the city. Hetold us
about a creative writing workshop he
went on where he wrote a poem about
the areas problems;

«..I actually finished up writing apoem
and | said they are all scroats around
here, it’s because of the lack of money
and thejobs and the drugs and what
have you, drugs and the alcohol and the
prostitute problem er, and | sort of
finished it by sayingwere scroats
because erm we're poor but your
unthinking unfeeling erm, attitude to
usmakesit so, so you’reonetoo. Sort
of saying to peoplein authority perhaps
they should actually look at thisin a
more sensibleway and say well they’re
not just scroats because, you know
they’ve got nothing and do nothing and
so on, maybethereisareason for it and
maybe we ought to belooking at it, and
theguy looked at it and he said ‘but |
don’t redlly likethat last verse and
what you really want to finish isthe
last but oneverse which says

what elseistherefor usto do
but commit our crimes

and snort our lines

and inject into veins
collapsing from abuse.
(58/incapacity/male)

Thekey issueisthat many peopleslives
are affected by circumstances outside
their control; the economy, poverty and
its associated problems and the

12



availability and suitability of jobs.
Looking at those out of work as victims
rather than anti-social troublemakers
may be more helpful for policy makers.
The connections between learning and
work are complex but learning is
inextricably associated with work and
those without ajob are missing out on
many informal and formal learning
opportunities. Thisis compounded in
some quarters when peopledon’t see the
value of formal education. Formal
education can appear pointless when
there are no job opportunities available.

From building site to office

This section exploresin more detail the
concept of ajobs gap from the
perspective of two people who have
tried to crossit. Thetransition from
blue to white collar employment can be
difficult for people to make. A belief that
education leads to better job prospects
is not necessarily enough as people are
not always prepared for the challenges
that they will face when making a
change from the type of work they are
used to doing. Significant barriers can
present themselves both during and
after a course of learning is undertaken
to open up new opportunities.

One unemployed man did not see
himself as capable of working in an
office as he felt more comfortable doing
practical things. He had preferred doing
practical things since he was a child at
school. He enjoyed school calling it “the
best years of your life” but he disliked
academic subjects;

“I mean of course at school therewere
certain subjects| couldn’t careless
about: academic subjects, no. Art,
woodwork, metal work or domestic
science or cookery or whatever you call
it —working with my hands, yes| loved

it. If 1 had to sit down and writel got
bored and | thought | don’t want to do
thisanymore, I’m bored.”
(49/unemployed/male)

Thereason why he‘got bored’ writing
was that he found it difficult. He did
not become comfortable with things like
writing aletter until he started to use a
computer as an adult. His aptitude for
practical tasks and dislike of academic
work dictated the jobs he did when he
left school;

“l wasjust doing labouring work.
Because again you see at thetime | was
one of these people | couldn’t sit for
hours, | wason the move all thetime. |
couldn’t sit in an office, wedidn’t have
PC’slikeyou have now, so you would
have had to have sat therewriting out a
report in an office and ‘oh my dear god’
Id have got up every five minutes and
gonefor awalk, sowith alabouring job
you was doing at that time maybe say
five or six different jobsaday. Soif the
boredom crept into one, you would
finish and start another one.”
(49/unemployed/male)

In the current jobs market any lack of
flexibility is problematic for individuals
as forecasters predict that the majority
of people will need to retrain and enter
different vocations during their working
lives. Another trend isan increase in the
service sector and white collar jobs and
with the decline in heavy industry a
declinein physical labouring jobs.
Those without the ability to adapt could
be left on the wayside.

People often need support before they
feel able to move out of their comfort
zone to learn new skills and enter new
work opportunities. Even then certain
career changes will be easier and more
natural than others. In ‘Learningfrom
the Future (Moynagh and Worsley,
2003), a discussion paper on the sorts of
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education that society will need in the
future, it is argued that whilst a call
centre worker might be willing to
become a care worker, they may not
necessarily want to retrain asa
bricklayer. In places till living in the
shadows of an industrial past the
problem may be thereverse asa
bricklayer is unlikely to want to pick up
the phone; the work environment,
culture and skillsrequired are so vastly
different.

One way of bridging this gap is through
voluntary work. Through volunteering
at acommunity centre the man who said
he‘couldn’t sit in an office cameto
realise that he could use his hobby-
computers- to help people and that to
his surprise he enjoyed it;

“thejob I’m doing now [December] |
started in May, it’s something | would
have said beforehand that | wouldn’t
have dreamt of doing because I’m one
of these people| can’t, or at least |
thought | couldn’t sit for hoursdoing,
but | have sat thereand I’m progressing
and other people have asked mefor
help on well it may just be something
silly like ‘how do you open this
internet? ‘Oh thank you’. It’sthe sort
of thingwherel’vegot all this
knowledge and I’ve never been ableto
passit onto anyone. Now I’m doing so
peopleare ‘oh thank you and I’'m
thinking, ‘ah, I’'m doing something
constructive’ shall we say rather than
just sitting there at home thinking,
‘well I’vegot all thiscomputer
knowledgeand I’m not utilisingit’. So
having worked therefor six months
I’m actually quite enjoyingit. It’sone
of thefew jobs| wish | could get paid
for because at least | enjoy doing it, but
it’sjust one of thosethings...”
(49/unemployed/male)

However, navigating from volunteer
work to paid employment is still
problematic for him. A significant

barrier for this person was hislack of
formal qualificationsin the area. Most
of his knowledge has been built up
informally;

«..unfortunately | didn’t take up Clait
Sage 2, | thought that was enough; |
know enough about computersto
know what I’m doing without blowing
them up. | mean it’sjust me but these
courses I’m doing at the community
centrethey want meto do some
training for people, | said ‘yeah I’ll do
it” but it’s not accredited because |
haven’t got thisstupid little bit of
paper saying that | can train people so |
said ‘I can givethem thebasic
grounding and then you are gonna have
to bring someonein who can train
them to givethem a certificate at the
end of the course..and yet thereare
occasions when you probably know
morethan the person who’sgot the
piece of paper” (49/unemployed/male)

Learning is seen as important by this
person; he values it and respectsit asa
route to success;

“l always say to peoplelearn as much as
you can, learn all you can. Even if
people call you the school swot, let
them, youwll end up getting ajob where
you are earning £30,000 a year and
youve got your own company car and
going on holidaysto the Bahamas,

when they are getting £12,500 a year
and goingto Mgjorca”
(49/unemployed/male)

But this did not necessarily translate
into enthusiasm for formal education.
When asked if he enjoyed learning he
replied, “if it’s something that | am
interested in, yes, if it's not something
I'minterested in| couldn’t careless. |
get to apoint where | get bored and |
don't do bored very easily.” For example
he started on a NEBOSH course to help
him find ajob, but found it less
interesting and more difficult than he
had expected and so stopped going;
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“l went through about seven or eight
weeks and then | got bored, and if | get
bored | get nasty and if | get nasty |
start takingit out on peopleand | don’t
likedoingthingslikethat”
(49/unemployed/male)

The government expects unemployed
people to be able to adapt or retrain for
jobsoutsidetheir ‘usual’ occupation.
Many people, however, have a belief
reinforced since school that they can
only do a certain type of job. This belief
coupled with a preference for informal
learning isa significant barrier to
retraining in a new occupation.

Voluntary work provides an
opportunity for people to gain new
skills and try out new ways of working
without the pressure of paid
employment. Many people do
understand the need to train and want
to do something useful with their time.
Peopl e often have skills and talents
devel oped through a hobby or pastime.
Voluntary work can provide an
opportunity to increase confidencein
and potentially gain formal
gualifications around those skills, which
can then be used to seek employment in
new areas of work.

Moving into a different area of work can
be difficult even for people who do have
the appropriate qualifications. The
process through which education can
lead to a better job is not always clear.
People often realise that thereisalink
and this can be the motivation for
returning to education. One man, for
example, didn't want to bestuck inthe
same job al hislife and so decided to go
to college;

“l wasworking for apotato merchant
and then hethreatened me with ajob,

you know, he said | wanna take you on
the books and that, and so | thought
‘fuck that> and er, went to, started
going to Park Street, | thought well I’ll
go to university coz a couple of me
mates had donethis sort of a thing
Access course where peoplewho’ve not
got A-Levelsand that, any adult can do
it, and you can get into university”
(34/employed/male)

In her initial findings on research into
the experiences of first time entrants
into higher education Mary Stuart has
explored some of the difficulties non-
traditional students encounter at
university. Students often encountered
alack of emotional and financial support
from their families, and to compensate
for this, forming strong, supportive
friendships at university was crucial to
success. Students felt alienated, not
only from the culture of higher
education but also from what it was
‘normal’ for their peersto do.

Sometimes education posed challenges
to personal identity and whilst this
could be beneficid, it could aso provoke
acrisis (Stuart, 2004).

It iseasy for prospective students to
underestimate the challenges they will
face. It may seem like a simple process,
that university will automatically lead to
a better job, but working class students
cometo university relatively less
prepared than better off students.
According to Stuart they often lack
appropriate study strategies and anyway
itisonly the wealthiest in working class
communities who are getting the
opportunities to go to university in the
first place. Fair accessto HE is till
some way off.

Having survived university, graduating
intothe‘real’ world after yearsasa
student can be a bewildering experience.
Even for people from a background of
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family going to university it can be
difficult to negotiate the pathway into
work. Without this cultural capital and
with adearth of graduate jobsin Hull it
is even more problematic for non-
traditional graduates.

Peopl e stepping out of their cultural
mould into formal education may be
unprepared for what comes afterwards,
when their course isfinished. Having
avoided becoming a potato merchant,
this person was not sure what he
wanted to do when he left university
and for two years after graduating said
he

“didn’t doalot, | don’t think, didn’t do
alot. Signed on and smoked a hell of a
lot of gear, and | think that wasthe
two — got a Playstation, and that was
the two years gone”.
(34/employed/male)

He now works in media, but
qualifications cannot be seen as
automatically leading to better paid jobs
and higher productivity. A person’s
ability to do this depends on the support
they receive in getting there and the
opportunities available once qualified.
Not everyone will follow alinear
tragjectory and it needs to be recognised
that it is people, with the skills they
have learnt both formally and informally,
and not qualifications or bits of paper,
that get jobs. People with higher level
gualifications, especially those from
non-traditional backgrounds, can face
the same difficultiesin finding
employment as those with few or no
qualifications.

Education can be financially difficult, it
can be dull, boring, hard work, and eat
up al our spare time (when we would
rather be doing other things). Thereis
often no immediate beneficial outcome

except a bit of paper and the satisfaction
of having completed the challenge. In
today’s post-compulsory educational
system students are asked to make
substantial investments of time and
money with no guaranteed reward of a
job, or abetter-paid job. Even
vocational trainees have no guarantee
and are often seen as cheap labour of
value only for aslong asthey are
training. Seeninthislightitisno
wonder that those from backgrounds
that have not traditionally entered FE or
HE sometimes question the validity of
formal education as aroute to
employment.
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Summary

Hull is at the bottom of the
national league tables for GCSE
results. Thisisat least in part
due to the socio-economic make-
up of the city, and the way the
city isdivided up between Hull
and the East Riding of Y orkshire.

Hull is not the only place where
children from poorer families do
less well than their wealthier
counterparts - the pattern is
repeated across the country. Any
lessons learnt in Hull about how
to improve attainment could
apply elsewhere.

People learn practically everyday
of their lives, mostly willingly.
Despite this the education
system is viewed with suspicion
by a significant number of
people.

One explanation for thisisthe
economic background of the city;
in the post-war erajobs were
plentiful and so qualifications
didn’t matter. During the
recession of the80'sand 90's
Hull, like other northern cities
was badly affected with high
unemployment; once again
quaificationsdidn’t matter as
people couldn’t get ajob anyway.

Some children have grown up in
families where there parents
have never worked; jobs are a
crucia source of training and
learning which the long-term
unemployed are missing out on.

Although it may be increasingly
necessary for people to be
flexible throughout their
working lives, it can be hard for
people to cross the divide
between blue and white collar
work.

Even when people are well
qualified it can still be difficult to
negotiate their way into work,
especialy when they come from
backgrounds that have not
traditionally gone into FE or HE.
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Influences on Educational
Participation

TheLearners Forum study into
attitudes to learning found that the two
most important influences on a person’s
perception of formal education were
their family and their experience of
school. These two factors determined
how likely it was that that person would
take part in formal education once they
had left school.

Family was a source of values and beliefs
not just about education but also about
work, opportunities and aspirations.
Through families other socio-economic
factors were mediated, for exampleif a
person came from a poor background
where the family had not been ableto
afford to send their children to collegein
the past, this meant that the family had
no collective experience of college or
university. This sometimes had an
impact on the value given to post-
compulsory education by family
members.

The second factor was people's
experience of school. Respondents
reflections of their first encounters with
education were not always positive.

W hen people had not enjoyed school
they found it harder to engage with
formal education as an adult and in
order to learn, people had to repair
broken trust and confidencein
themselves and in the education system.

Family influences on attitudesto
learning

The older respondents in the study went
to school at atime when education was

not as freely accessible to everyone. For

many families education had been an

unaffordable luxury in the past and this
left resonances felt by the younger
generationstoday. In some casesthis
was positive, with parents and
grandparents wanting their children to
have the opportunities they had missed
out on. In other cases, families did not
see the value of education because it was
not something they had experienced or
needed themselves.

Hull has alarge working class
population which educationally means
alarge population of people from a
background that has not traditionally
gone to university and where in the past
most people would have left school at 16
(or before) and gone straight out to
work. One man felt that Hull was still
suffering from a hangover from that
time:

«..learning has not always been an
important value, for understandable
reasonslike your main value, or your
main concer nswer e often in the past to
make sure that you had enough food on
thetable, you had clothes on your back
and you had somewhereto shelter from
the weather - basic human needs. And
education in the moder n society would
probably be considered a human right
and a basic human need, er wasn’t in
the past and to some extent perhaps
Hull issuffering from a hangover from
that time...” (44/employed/male)

Some respondentsin their 60’'sand 70's
went out to work straight from school
because their families couldn’t afford for
them to stay in education;

“al 1 know of learning was school,
cause you must remember I’m 74 years
of age, and alot’s happened in them
times, yeah, there’sbeen no extra
schooling for usin them yearsnow was
there, no nothing” (74/retired/female)
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Life experience was the only training
thislady had; “...you learn with life don’t
you, that’show wewaslearnt, you
learnt with life, cause you was rough, |
mean it wasarough time..wedidn't
have no money did we to begin with.
There was no money when | was young.”
(74/retired/female) Sheworkedina
factory until she got married when she
was 22. She says she would have been
more interested in education if she had
“abetter outlook on lifefromthe
beginning”.

Even if this person had the opportunity
to take part in education now, she felt it
was not relevant to her at her age;
learning was for young people, not her;
“you wannabe young when you get into
it...it's anybody when they are young
not old”. This givestheimpression that
learning isfor aset timein your life and
that it isnot alifelong process. Itisin
contrast to the attitudes of some other
retired people who took part in the
study who were still learning and doing
coursesin order to keep their minds
active. Interestingly, these people had
generally been involved with formal
education earlier in their lives too.

The old grammar school system meant
that children from poorer backgrounds
often had no choice about the type of
education they received regardless of
how academically able they were;

«..I failed my eleven pluswhich |
should have passed but in them days
you got chosen if you were only sort of
onekiddie you were sort of pushed
through a bit, but if there were six of
you like there werein my family then
they knew jolly well that we wouldn’t
have been ableto afford all my
uniform... so | sort of got shuffled tothe
back...” (66/retired/femal€)

Although scholarships were available,
you were not guaranteed to get one even
if you passed your eleven plus as one
man found out;

“When | wasat school...| took what
was called the eleven plusin
er...1939/40..but the problem there,
unless you wer e exceptional or had a
lot of money you didn’t get to grammar
school because you could get a good
grade on your paper but they only had
so many vacanciesfor peopleto take
vacancies on a scholarship. But if you
failed..the eleven plusthen if your
parents had the money they could pay
for you to go to grammar school, so
those vacanciesweretaken and that’s
what | found wrongwith the schoal....|
did reasonably well on the eleven plus
examination..and | didn’t get to
grammar school. But afriend of
mine..his parentshad aremoval
firm..hewasn’t quiteasbright |
suppose, whatever you call it, as some
people but he went to grammar school
because his parents paid for it...”
(74/retired/male)

One lady also passed the eleven plus
exam but did not end up going to
grammar school, she said;

“| could have goneto Beverley
Grammar, Tranby Croft, Beverley
School for Girls, York College, | could
have goneto any of those and |

desper ately wanted to go to Beverley
School for Girlsbecause | wanted to
wear asash. My mother wouldn’t let
me because she said | had to go to
Hessle High with everybody else.”

Looking back she does not believe the
reasons her mother gave for this
decision;

«.. now think she couldn’t afford it.
But she said it was because it would
have been a bustherein the morning
and a busback in the afternoon and
therewould be homework to do and it
would betoo much. But | don’t truly
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think that wasthereason, | think
quitefrankly she couldn’t keep up
with what would be expected”
(50/incapacity/female)

Whilst jobs were easier to come by,
educational opportunities were few for
people from poorer backgrounds. One
lady had worked in offices from when
sheleft school until she was 74 when
her role was computerised she said
“whatever | did | taught myself”. She
wished that she had had the
opportunities that youngsters have
today;

“l used to love school and in those days
you left at 14 and went out to work, you
know, therewasn’t the opportunity to go
to college and university likethereare
these days which isa shame because |
would have enjoyed that.”
(79/retired/femal e)

Thislady’s hopes and plansfor the
future were to see her grandchildren
take the opportunity that she never had
to go to university. She wanted to;
“enjoy my grandchildren as they grow
old and see them all go to college and
university, that’sthemain thing | want
todo”.

In the past, women had very different
educational opportunities to men.
Foeaking about her mother’s education
one lady said;

“W hen my mam left school sheleft
with a certificate to say she could cook
ameal and mend clothesand she had to
make her own school uniform and that
passed her test”.

(38/income support/female)

One lady was stopped by her father from
doing the course she wanted when she
was 16;

“l was supposed to go on an
apprenticeship with Hardy Amies
when | was 16 and my Dad wouldn’t let
me, therewas four of usgoingto stay in
accommodation in London, but my
Dad said no, there’stoo many wicked
ladiesin London then, you know
prostitutes and things, so they
wouldn’t let megotoLondon.”
(66/retired/female)

She went to college to study
homemaking which included
“dressmaking and embroidery and how
to run ahome, how to clean a home and
al thetipsthat go with keeping a home
clean..” (66/retired/female) Shefeels
that there are now many more chances
for woman to learn different things; “we
are having alot put to us that we never
thought about in our day”. Although
women have many more opportunities
today, therestill may be ‘hang-ups from
the past where women are expected by
their family to fit into a gender-defined
role, or where they lack afemale role
model who has gone on into further or
higher education. In many ways though,
both male and female young people have
more choice over the direction they take
once they have left school, unlike the
lady (now in her 50's) quoted below:

«.. [1] desperately wanted to teach English
and again it all came down to finances and my
mother made me leave school and get a
job..that’smy oneregret really that | didn’t
have the opportunity to be a teacher because
that’swhat | wanted to do, so thereyou go.
Those wer e the days when really your parents
did organiseyour livesfor you. | don’t think
it would happen nowadays.”
(50/incapacity/female)

Support and encouragement for poorer
students to stay in education after
school was not something experienced
by many older people. Consequently
they went out to work at ayoung age
and built up their knowledge and skills
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through life experience and on the job
training- there was often no other means
available. For these people, and their
children, formal education isthen
something of an enigma; thereis no
collective experience of it in the family
and what little is known may become
something of amyth; ‘peoplelikeus
don't gotocollege or ‘graduateslack
common sense are examples of the sorts
of things people have been heard to say.
Compared to people who come from a
tradition of going into further or higher
education it is hard to be thefirst in
your family to go to college. One woman
described her experiences:

“..Sowhen | went to school [Mam] just
thought ‘oh you shut the door, you go
in, then you comeout’ and I’m like|
went to college, but if | had got a better
start at school then | would probably
have gone on to do a degree; if me mam
says ‘oh comeon do adegree, doa
degree’. | wasthefirst onetogoto
college me mam said ‘go to college?

W hat’sshedoing at college? They was
like - I’ve got 20-28 cousinsand there
was none of them gone. | wasthefirst
onewent to collegeand I’m like, I'm
ninth, tenth down thelineanyway”
(38/single parent/female)

The fact that she went to college
changed the educational culture within
her family and encouraged other
members of her family to continue to
learn;

«..since I’ve gone everybody goesto
college now - they all go - they are
expected to go....me mam when she
started doing courses shewaslike ‘oh
wow?! ..shedid Pathway and sheloved
it and she went on to do GCSE English,
GCSE Maths, she did Sociology and
Psychology GCSE...” (38/single
parent/female)

Another person also found entering FE
was more difficult because no oneelsein

his family had done so previously. He
chose atrade over amore academic
route, not on the basis of ability but of
where he could see himself in the future;
he was limited by his perception of the
sorts of things ‘people like him’ did;

“woodwork wastheonly thingthat | was
really interested in at school apart from
physicsand er, at thetime the avenues |
would say, they weren’t, if | had gone
down the avenue of doing anythingin the
physic¥mathematics sort of coursel just
couldn’t seearoad for methat way. One,
wecouldn’t afford it asafamily and er, |
wastheonly onein thefamily, I’m nearly
the youngest so my elder sistershad never
gone down that way, so it’snot having the
experiencein the family of going into
further education, so an opportunity,
window opened for meto go to technical
college, so | jumped at it”
(46/employed/male)

Some people did not think about going
to university because no one elsein their
family ever had; they had no role model
who they could follow in thefootsteps.
Another reason was that people did not
think they were clever enough. One
woman could hardly believe it when she
made it onto a university course at Hull
University’s Centre for Lifelong
Learning:

“..I’vealwayssaid | don’t havealot up
there, but what little bit I have got |
liketo keep going....Doing this course
it’sreally helping, | was saying to my
mum the other day, | still can’t get my
head round thefact that [whispers]
I’m doing adegree! I’m at university!”
(36/unemployed/female)

Low aspirations and confidence can
impact on individuas educational
attainment and participation in FE and
HE. It stands to reason that the sort of
work a parent does (or not), and the sort
of work a child can expect to do (or not)
will influence their educational
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aspirations. Many jobs require only low
level qualifications and, when they are
routine, involve little or no training or
professional development. Kids
thereforedon’t seetheir parentslearning
and concludethat they don't need to
learn themselves to secure employment
when they leave school. Parents are
role-models and one mother who took
part in the study went to great lengths
to be agood role-model to her children
by doing a part-time degree:

«.al my four children as| said haveall
graduated it isjust my last oneisdoing
his second year degree | thought why
can’t | challenge them that education
does not end, and that | am their
mother and yet | am still doingit. |
find that it’sreally motivating my child
the onewho hasn’t graduated because
when we have essays we compar e and
if hefindsthat I’ve got more - higher
mar ks next time he works harder and
gets better than his mum you see, and
for mel fed it’sgood —it’saway of
motivating youngsters.”
(50/employed/femal €)

Thislady was passing on down the
generations the values that her parents
(not from Hull) taught her; «..my
parents..they realy stressed education.
They said, ‘thereisno future unless you
have agood education’..... They said,
‘You don't want to ask peopletoread a
story book, or to read you a personal
letter — you have to learn to read and you
will be able to read it for yourself.”

Being a positive role model
educationally is not easy for al parents.
In an article published in The Guardian,
Kay Jarvis and Gary Burnett argue that
lots of parents are keen to beinvolved
with their children’s schooling but often
lack the confidence or skills. Teachers
do not always help, Jarvis argues;

“Sometimes when parents meet teachers
they get told off, rather than working from
a starting point of mutual respect. Parents
have said to me many timesthat teachers
make them fedl like a child again.
Sometimes that lack of confidence and
self-esteem can turn into aggression.”
(Jarvisin Curtis, 2004)

Jarvis and Burnett believe that
understanding the way in which you
learn and recognising different kinds of
intelligence is the key to unlocking
students potential. They have been
working with both parents and children
in Hull and Jarvis course ‘Parents and
Children W orking Together’ has
encouraged other parents to be positive
role models too.

One lady, quoted in the article, said;
“learning pulled me back into saying ‘I'm
not useless, I'm not thick, I'm not
stupid’. Moreimportantly the children
saw me in school and they saw that
learning doesn’t end when you leave
school; you learn throughout your life”
(Curtis, 2004)

Raising parents confidence and hopes
for the future will undoubtedly impact
on their children in positive ways.
However some respondents described
how their families had had big
expectations of what they would
achieve educationally. Whilst support
was seen as a good thing that
encouraged children, too much pressure
and parental influence meant that
people ended up doing courses that did
not interest and fulfil them. Onelady
described why she went on to do a
degree;

“It wassuch amiddleclass
environment, my parentswere so
controlling, | couldn’t have borneto
really hurt their feelingstotally, |
didn’t dothesort of drop out bit, |
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didn’t get pregnant, | didn’t dodrugs, |
didn’t do anything much really, | just
got fed up with it all and | wanted to
goto..acollegein London to do ajoint
degreein PE and whatever else and
they torethe formsup, my bloody
parents, and | said, ‘that’smy future’
‘No, but really dear we only went to
college and you’ll believe uswhen
youve got adegree’ so | thought ‘oh
God what am | going to do, they are
only goingto beupset and I’m not
going to drop out just for their sake, all
my friends are going to university’, or

economicswas a part of it and again
getting back to that preciseness, that
was holding me back, but erm |
dropped out in°83 got ajob realized
that it was even wor se than doing that
so | managed to blag my way back and
just did a pass degree coz by that time
I°d been that poor.” (40/employed/male)

When people felt forced into doing
learning they werelesslikely to do well.
This was the experience of another
young man;

whatever and | knew | could easily get
thegrade so | thought well at least I'm
freethat way....” (55/employed/female)

Whilst at university however she
thought; “bugger you”, she says, “I got
really stroppy about doing the degree
and just stopped working, just took a
lower grade”. Shewasdetermined to be
valued for who she was rather than
experience “that sort of selectivevaluing
of me”.

One man also did not really enjoy doing
his degree and had similar reasons for
going to university. He did adegree

«..again from parental, it’skinda my
whole family is steeped in sort of
working class education was the way
to escape....so on my father’sside his

“l was being hassled by my Mum to get
ajob and | didn’t know what | wanted
todo. | knew then that | wanted some
decksand so | waslike I’ll just get ajob
for now. | think | was earning about
fifty quid aweek at first...| wasdoing
from ninetofive every day it waslikea
what wasit called a modern
apprenticeship...some crappy thingthat
pays someone on a crap wage and | was
doing as much work asthey were doing
but | was getting about a quarter of
what they was getting a week. Sol
think after six monthsthey gave mea
job and | was earning about £150 and
then after ayear | just thought why am
| just stood in a washing machine sales
shop wearing a suit and tie when |
really don’t wannabe selling washing
machines, so | just left...”
(21/unemployed/male)

grand, hismother sorry had goneto
university which | supposeisquiterare
back in the 20’s, so yeah therewasno
argument really you’ve got to get
educated sort of thing so | just went
along with it, you know, in a happy
middleclassway that one does.”
(40/employed/male)

There appears to be afine line between
support and encouragement and what
becomes unhelpful pressure to follow a
direction that is not meaningful to that
person. However, even when this
individual was not engaged with formal
education he was actively learning
informally;

Whilst he is now successful in the music
industry, histime at university did not
run smoothly;

“[1] lasted until the beginning of the
third year by, | dunno how | did it coz |
never turned up...I got away withiit,
which was a blag, but thetrouble was

«..I think you have got to beinterested
to enjoy learning ‘coz when | was at
school | didn’t really enjoy learning but
that was only because | was being told
that | had to do that. | was sort of
quiterebellious because | didn’t likeit.
| thought, ‘well why should | do that
when you aretelling meto do that? So
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| was quiterebellious. But now |
would much rather just sit and trial
and error with something like
programmes on the computer or
making music or DJing rather than
someone else going ‘well thisishow
you do this and goingthrough it and
writing things down. Just experiment
with things and seeif you can teach
yourself...” (21/unemployed/male)

In this case he felt that aformal course
of learning did not suit hislearning style
or what he wanted to achieve;

«..I thought about doing likeamusic
cour se, going back to collegein
September. But | just don’t think that
they will teach metheright thingsthat
I will need to know like for our
industry coz we are like setting up our
own business, like. To get intothe
music industry, like the under ground
scene, you don’t need to belearning
about jazz and thingslike that that
they teach you in college. You maybe
don’t even haveto know how to read
music to know how to makeit, you
know what | mean. | can’t read music,
| can sitin front of apianoand doit, |
can play by looking at the notes| know
what they are and knowing they sound
right together. | couldn’t sit thereand
read music. If | wanted tolearn |
probably would beableto.”
(21/unemployed/male)

The influence of family on attitudes to
learning can be summed up as follows:

e A senseof valuein education can
be passed down through
generations and is not
necessarily dependent on parents
or grandparents having had the
opportunity to go to college or
university themselves.

e However, in some casesitis
harder to be the first in afamily
to go to college or university
thanitisif the family has prior

knowledge or experience of what
isinvolved.

e Attitudesto learning are very
much related to employment
opportunitiesaswdll as peoples
ambitions and interests.

e Sdf-confidence and belief play a
significant part in whether
people see themselves being able
to go onto further or higher
education.

e Parental support is key, but too
much pressure on childrenis
detrimental to their experience
of further and higher education.

Family asabarrier and enabler to
learning

Families can provide stability, order, a
value system, role-models and a source
of experience and knowledge. All these
things help create an environment
which is conduciveto learning. One
man, now ateacher, believed that there
were several elements that determine
whether a person grows up enjoying and
valuing education but that family in
particular was important;

“.[it’s] partly your own personality
and your own intelligence and sort of
thingsthat you are born with, partly
your home and your environment,
particularly your home...the values that
you get from the people you live with
which isusually your parentsand your
siblings.” (44/employed/male)

He himself came from aworking class
background and felt that it was the
support of his parentsin particular that
have helped him get to where heis
today;
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“..they were always encouraging and
they always backed you should you
want to do something or stay onin
sixth form, go to university, therewas
never any pressureto go out and get a
job and earn some money...”
(44/employed/male)

He grew up in aculture of valuing
learning;

“l didn’t comefrom aparticularly
middle classhome, well | didn’t have
professional parentsbut er, therewas
always an element of learning -

lear ning was valued, finding out things
was valued, going to new places, you
know, just that pleasure of looking
what’s over thehill...”
(44/employed/male)

He thought that in Hull, whilst people
wanted their children to go to school to
learn, they didn’t always understand the
point or value of education:

“l don’t think that alot of people
extend it beyond the boundaries of
school if you like, and seethe
possibilitiesthat education opensup to
you...it’svery much closed, contained,
limited, it’s attached to an institution —
school. People aren’t being brought up
to think that through education they
can ‘better themselves™.
(44/employed/male)

One respondent for example, when
asked for the first thing that popped
into her head to do with learning
replied, “not alot...becausethekids have
finished with school and everything so
that’sit now. It’sall doneand out the
way now, sothat’sit” (40-50/
unemployed/female). This person sees
education as something the kids do, not
her, and something that happensin
school, but not out of it. Her attitudes
arelikely to be reflected in the way her
children see education too.

It was clear from our research that
families had an impact on learning in
complex ways that were not always
expected. For example one man held his
parents responsible for keeping him out
of trouble when hewas akid. When
talking about other friends who ended
up in prison he said “I could easily have
gonedown that road. If it hadn't have
been for my parents, | think worse than
the policewas my mother”.
(64/retired/male)

Another person talked about the caring
responsibilities she had for her father.
Caring for anyone, whether a child or
sick or elderly relative takes up time and
resources and logically may be
considered abarrier to learning. Itis
also an areathat islikely to impact most
on the poorest families who cannot
afford to pay for carers. However, one
lady demonstrated how the issue is more
complex. Whilst looking after her Dad
made going back into education an extra
challenge, in one way he was the reason
why she went back to college;

“.whilel was caring for my Dad he
used to go to a day care centre one day
aweek, so | thought, ‘I’'vegot aday to
meself one day a week, what shall | do?
You know it waslikereal scary really,
what should | do? And so like, went
back to college and did the nursery
nursing, | did all that one day a week,
and | fit that in with me dad. Difficult
it was, difficult, erm, you know, but |
did it, | managed, erm that wasaBTEC
Nursery Nursing...”
(36/unemployed/female)

Family members wereinfluential in
surprising ways by being reverserole
models. A college student recalled how
her brother spurred her on to work hard
at school because shedidn’t want to end
up in the same situation as him;
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«..hejust completely flunked school and
hewasreally clever but | just think that
he couldn’t do anything afterwardsand |
just thought ‘oh | want to work>”.
(16/student/female)

As children we learn the habits from our
family that will inform our lifestyle
choices when we grow up. Increasingly,
education is being looked at more
holistically and there is more awareness
that thingslikediet impact on aperson’s
ability to learn. In October 2003 the
BBC's‘TheHuman Mind’ featured
evidence that supplementation with fish
oilscan boost children’sreading, writing
and concentration skills. 120 children
(aged 6-11) with learning difficulties
were tested and 40% of the children
improved their scoresin intelligence
tests, whilst a quarter showed
improvements in their reading age from
between 18 months to 4.5 years.
(Omega-3 Information Service)

Learning about the effects of different
foods made such a difference to one
respondent in Hull that it made her
want to study more. She discovered
through a community course on healthy
eating that her child was suffering from
ADHD caused by artificial additivesin
her food;

“l had asocial worker at thetime, with [her]
being, having behavioural problems, it wasn’t
[her] it wasme sort of thing. And | learnt all
about the artificial coloursand E numbersand
things, so | wanted to do something about it,
so | decided | was going to change the [social
wor k] system...” (35/housewife)

She described what happened;

“It was ‘Healthy Eating on aBudget’ in
the community centre, typething, it
was quite good. And somebody went
into the hospital for me and got these
sheets and saw there wer e loads and
loads and loads of all these E numbers,

and sheets of stuff that don’t contain E
numbersin your shopping. And when |
did my health and social care, the social
servicesdidn’t know anything about
these Enumbers..and | wanted to
become a social worker and tell
everyone about these E numbers!”

Because of itsrelevanceto real life and
practical basis the community course
has had an impact on the relationship
between mother and daughter, the
ability of the daughter to concentrate
and learn, and her mother’s aspirations
in terms of education and work; sheis
now doing a part-time degree and says
she would like to get ajob with social
services,

«..I’'m constantly thinking how to
changethings, it has changed my way
of thinking, and my actual thoughts
have changed sort of thing. And then,
when my stepson cameto me, it wasa
case of, | mean, hewas having alot of
problems...I took onelook at himand |
knew what waswrong with him. And
it wasthe samething. Changed his
diet and he’sfinel It’sacase of, if
they’d have known that in thefirst
place he might not have had any
problems. But it’scome from learning,
because with E numbers, if they clash it
just setsthem off.”

Families are enormoudly influential not
only on the way people grow up to view
education and learning but also the
opportunities and support available to
anindividual. Research by the London
School of Economics on exam results
shows that a parent taking an active
interest in their child’slearningiseight
times more important than wealth or
socid class. (Curtis, 2004)

Unfortunately, low aspirations and lack
of confidence in institutions like school
and college and a misunderstanding of
the value of education are often passed
on from parent to child and so the
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amount of support and encouragement a
child getsislikely to reflect social class
even though it need not. So whilst
things could change, and the work of
Jarvis and Burnett is an example of this
happening, the potential disparity in the
home life of students needs to be
recognised; those with more stability
and support will find it easier to
progress through the educational system
and achieve good grades.

It is easy to understand how a bad home
life impacts on a child’s education, as
wasthislady’s experience:

“.. 1 loved being at school but | couldn’t
better myself because | had a bad home
life..l couldn’t take homework or
books home because they would be put
in thebin or burnt and | used to hide
my booksin a bush and then go and
pick them up on the way to school. So
| wanted todowell but | just couldn’t,
| couldn’t doit becauseit wastorture
living at homeand | used to love going
to schoal. It wasthe only placel felt
safe, so yeah school, school to mewas
tops, it wastops, no matter if I could
learn what, it wastopsto methe best
placefor meto be..”
(87/unemployed/female)

Families can be an enabler of learning
by:

e Providing astable, supportive
environment.

e Keeping children out of trouble.

¢ Passing on the value of education
and learning.

e Understanding the sorts of
lifestyle and nutrition necessary
for learning to take place.

e A source of role-models.

When families did not provide these
things they acted more as a barrier to
education and learning. However,
families are complex and therefore their

influenceis not aways as simple asit
seems, for example the lady who went
back to college because she was caring
for her father, and the girl who wanted
to do well at college because her brother
had not done so well educationally.

People’s experiences of compulsory
education; a ‘scary thought’?

Many people interviewed for the
attitude study had positive memories of
their time at school. However, a
significant number had, for various
reasons, either not enjoyed school or had
encountered problemsthere. Their
experience of school continued to affect
the way they perceived education and
their confidence in their own abilities
long into adult life.

Several people remembered how they
were bullied at school either by pupils
or teachers and this made their
experience of school an unhappy one.
One man said;

“| hated school...I wasbullied, and then
| was sent to my senior school and |
was split up from all my mates....and |
didn’t know anybody thereand the
bullying started again so | got in with
thewrong crowd for, like
acceptance...school was anon-event for
me.” (39/unemployed/male)

It is not surprising that he says of
that time:

«..I didn’t seelearning as getting me
anywherein life..” (39/unemployed/male)

Another person’s experience of school
was so bad she eventually refused to go;

«..Junior school | loved it, but | didn’t
likeit at senior school becausethe
teacherswerehorrible. If youweren’t
one of them at the top of the class,
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which | wasn’t, they didn’t want to
know. And | didn’t goto school after
that, after my first year at seniors|
didn’t go.....because theteacherswould
pick onthekidsthat weren’t bright,
thekidswould doit aswell”.
(35/housewife and carer/female)

One 24 year old lady described learning
as ‘scary’ because of theterribletime she

had at school;

“l had bad experiencesat school, erm,
for eleven years| was bullied, so it was
hard enough facing that, erm, me
parents always had the fear that | was
dyslexic but nobody would ever admit
tomebeing dyslexic and it wasn’t till
the end of last year that | actually got
diagnosed with dyslexia, so [learning
is] ascary thought.”
(24/employed/female).

When people had a good relationship

with their teacher they tended to have a

more positive experience at school.
When this relationship was poor it

affected aperson’s ability to learn. One

man remembered;

«..l only respected liketwo teachers, so
I got on with them and quite happy to
work for them but therest of them
were sort of like failed adults who
couldn’t do aproper job”
(34/employed/male)

Another person also had a poor
relationship with staff:

“I lost my dad when | waslike 12, and
then I lost it...| wasreally naughty and
stuff likethat....I didn’t mind learning
at school | just didn’t get on with my
teachersthat’sall it was, at school |
didn’t likebeingtold, erm, what to do,
that’swhat | didn’t like about it, but
now, I’m 25 now so it doesn’t bother
me.” (25/unemployed/female)

For some people a particular teacher
was a problem;

“.when |l wasninel had to move
schools and it really went downhill
from therefor afew years— it was
terrible, because the teacher absolutely
hated me. Shesaid that | can’t read as
good as| could because they
concentrated on the reading and not
thewriting at the other school - it was
beforethe National Curriculum camein
-so | learnt how toread really well,
and | told her the workbook | was on
and shesaid ‘it’snot possible -
absolutely noway’. Well | told my
mam, ‘I’m not reading there again at
that school - I’m not goingto go and
read a single book’ and my mam went
in and said ‘sheison that level’...she
wasareal nasty teacher.” (single
parent/female)

Some people felt let down by their
school, or by a particular person from
within that environment. When staff
had low expectations of pupilsthe
pupils were likely to live up to that
label;

“when | left school, likein thelast year,
you like have car eers advice and they
said to me, ‘don’t bother goingto
college because you are not intelligent
enough. Goand get yourself ajobina
shop or something sothat’swhat | did
and sort of left schoal thinking | wasa
total dunce. Soit took meten yearsto
sort of rethink it and think ‘oh well
maybe I’ll try college’ and | was great at
college so it just showsthat what
somebody saysto an impressionable
young person can have quite long
reaching effects...”
(35/incapacity/female)

Another person had asimilar
experience;

«...coz at school | maybe always thought
| always wanted to go to university but
| thought, ‘no they won’t accept mel’m
not clever enough’ dueto likecertain
reportsfrom theteacher and the put
downsand | thought, ‘no | can’t make
it> but now | know | can makeit after
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doing other coursesand having the
right tutor and giving me the feedback
and that...” (37/employed/female)

One man described how surprised his
teacher was at his achievements. When
he went to Oxford University to train to
be a priest this was his teacher’s
reaction;

“thismaster was sat in the church...he
came up to meand pinched me...he
said ‘I’m just making sureit’sreal and
not adream. If I°d have seen you hung
from the public gallows’, he said, ‘that |
would have believed, but’, he says, ‘you
in a cassock and surplicetraining to be
apriest’, hesays, ‘it’shard totakein?
But that’swhat they expected and
funnily enough most of my friendsfrom
school did end up in borstals and
prison..most of them are dead now, so
that’swhat they expected of us,
nothing else but factory fodder, or in
remand homes and things.”
(64/retired/male)

One person was let down by the quality
of teaching and advice she was given at
school. Having decided at 13 that she
wanted to be a nurse;

“they made medo all these options - |
did Dual level science, now if | had
doneone science | would have passed
it....so | used to do Double science,
maths, English, English literature, now
| dolikereading but not writing about
the books after - so that wasrubbish
and | did dramawhich | loved and like
| said over my dinner time| did
Childcar e because that wasthe only
way | could fit it in - if you wanted to
doit you had to do it over your dinner
hour....Now looking back | am really
mad that they made me do them
options. | wish they had just said ‘do
what you fancy’. My sister did, my
sister hated cooking — sheloves
woodwor k — shetook Design and
Technology...she can’t cook an egg but
she did something she enjoyed. Soif |
had donethe courses| enjoyed | would

have been more happy....” (single
parent/female)

Shefelt that her school let her down
because in some of her subjects there
was no way she could achieve the grade
she needed to be anurseg;

“what | was annoyed about er, the
GCSE paper they made me sit at 15
couldn’t get meagrade C. They put me
in this category — category two — so
they decided basically they wasn’t
gonnateach me nowt for the next few
years and improve my maths....so what
they did wasin thefirst week they
made you sit thistest so that made me
alevel two - therewaslevel onethat
didn’t even get to sit a GCSE exam,
level two whereyou could get aD, E, F
or G. | could have answered everything
and | didn’t have achance of gettinga
level C but | told them what | wanted
todosoevenif | had’vefailed | could
have taken that other paper and at least
have had achance.” (single
parent/female)

She felt that there were also gapsin her
knowledge that should have been
picked up by teachers at her school,
especially since she had hardly any
absences from school where she would
have missed learning a particular topic;

“it didn’t really come out how much |
had missed at school until | started
college....| didn’t passmy GCSE English
at school....but it wan’t until | did this
course....| didn’t know how to start
paragraphs cause | thought you just
kept writing | didn’t know that you
put in linesand | missed all thisand yet
that annoys me because | was more or
less 100% attendance at school....so |
had been at school all thetime sincel
was five but | think it wasto do with
swapping school and therenot being a
National Curriculum. That’stheonly
thing | could think of itsthat that
school wasn’t goingto teach you how
to do thisuntil thistime, but | had
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moved to another school that had
already taught that”.

But she later reflects;

“..theseteachersare supposed to be
watching you and they should have
said ‘there’s something missing here -
she’'snot doingthis”.

(single parent/female)

This person has since gone on to succeed
on many courses and is currently
studying at university; given the right
circumstances people are able to excel.
But her experiences beg the question
how many people are able to overcome
these sorts of hurdles? She says of her
ambitionsto becomeanurse; “I lost
motivation...it was so annoying goingto
do another two year course and then
find out that you had failed basically
because you hadn’t been taught stuff in
school”. Many peoplein thissituation
would abandon their dreams and not
return to education at all.

School itself was not always the
problem. Sometimes peopl€e's personal
circumstances made it difficult for them
to settle and learn in the environment
they werein. Some people found that
because they moved schools fairly often
they were at a disadvantage when it
came to learning:

“erm, personally | didn’t like schoal. |
didn’t likeit at al, | moved around a
lot and so | wasin various different
schools and | think when you move a
lot it makesit harder tolearn because
you are having to spend a lot of energy
trying to get to know new people and
trying tofit into a new sort of group
and so it makesit harder | think to sort
of have a sort of consistency in
learning, asaresult of that | grew up
thinking | wasthick...”
(35/incapacity/female)

A feeling of disruption and frustration
from being constantly on the move,
along with other personal circumstances
drove one young man to the edge. He
ended up punching the head teacher of
one of hisschools. This person
described school as “terrifying” and of
learning as generaly “scary”. He says,
“at the time | thought it was rubbish,
now | think | should have stuck withiit”.
Although he liked some of the lessons,
he never got the chance to attend all of
them because;

“Well | wasin careweren’t |, sol was
too busy running up and down the
motorway trying to find somewhereto
live...I went to lots of different
mainstream schools until year nine and
then | went to a boarding school in year
nine....I hated most of them yeah, |
hated them all actually....I just never got
chanceto settle..”
(18/employed+jobseekers/male)

Throughout his schooling he was not
able to form meaningful relationships
with either his teachers;

“'causethey wereall arseholes. | mean
they wereall idiots....I think we got a
lot of shite off a few teachersjust for
beingin care”

or with hisfellow pupils;

“l never got chanceto get to know
any”. (18/employed+jobseekers/male)

The journey of becoming independent
since leaving care has been his biggest
learning experience and he describes the
process of getting and managing his own
flat as“abloody nightmare’. He has had
to learn how to look after himself and
feelsthisisongoing; “I'm still learning
how to dothat now! W hilst in some
waysit is good that he has been in one
place for awhile now, he feelsthat heis
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trapped because he does not have much
money;

“..just now | can get on with my work
and education ‘cause I’m stuck in one
placetoo long, ‘cause | can’t afford to get
out of it.” (18/employed+jobseekers/male)

Interpersonal issues which affected
peoples experience of education
included:

e Being bullied

e Learning difficulties going
unrecognised (e.g. dyslexia)

e Poor relationship with
teacher(s)

e Lack of stability/ moving schools
frequently

e Benglabdled ‘stupid’ or a
failure or ‘good for nothing

e Poor careers advice

e Poor quality teaching

Learning was “rammed down me
throat”

All the people discussed above felt in
some way that they were let down by an
individual or individuals in the system
or they had personal problems which
stopped them getting on whilst they
were at school. The issues discussed
below relate more to the school system
as awhole and people's thoughts about
going to school in general.

School isthe first taste of formal
education that people have and
experiences from this time either inspire
or discourage people from continuing in
education. This person, for example did
not enjoy school;

“.. wasmadeto feel thick...| never
really pushed myself, | didn’t seethe
point...I couldn’t seeanythingto gain

by it at the end of the day, erm, having
it rammed down methroat, nah.”
(45-49/incapacity benefit/male)

He didliked the structure of school and
his memories of the past caused him to
be suspicious of any structured or
formal learning and in particular of
anybody forcing him to learn;

“l think there’san awful lot of people
out therethat don’t likeastructured
learning process, they don’t feel, maybe
they’ve had the same school
experiencesas me, they don’t ... [feel]
safeand they’repulling it back from
the past, from their experiences..coz if
anybody saysto me ‘you will doit this
way, you will learn thisway, you, you,
you aregonnado it’ fuck you, I’m off, |
don’t need it. And if they start forcing
theissue, | might be crippled, but only
from the waist down, but sat on a stool
just watch me, | don’t need that, I’ve
noticed an awful lot of peopledon’t.”
(49/incapacity benefit/male)

Other people had also been put off doing
acourse as an adult because of their
experience of school;

«.there’sstill that feeling of school really,
it’s still there, that bad experience of
school, so when it comesto cour ses
there’sthat there”

(47/incapacity benefit/male)

People did not tend to have a problem
with learning but the structure,
formality and discipline of a school had
sometimes fostered a negative
impression of education. Even many
years later some people still had very
strong feelings about their experience of
school. One man, who now enjoys
reading and studying many academic
subjects, described how he “detested
every second of school”. At thistime of
his life he learnt much outside of school;
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“It wasn’t that | wouldn’t liketo learn
it, whilel wasat school | used to go
again with older men who knew how
totalk, how toread the stars, taught
me how to poach, and how to survive
out there, which plants| could eat and
all therest of it, | still did alot of
learning. Not academic school work,
boring, no. My attitude now is till |
think if theteacherscamel’d stuff the
books down their throats. Violent |
know, I’'m afraid, | hateit that
much....it was prison....all maleteachers,
all of them bullies.” (64/retired/male).

One person thought that learning had
become politicised and wasin the state's
interest rather than that of individuals.
Learning was, for him, associated with
institutions where you are forced to
learn things you are not interested in.

He thought learning ought to be flexible
where you can choose to learn about
things you are interested in and see as
important;

«..learning, er not somethingthat’s
ever been popular in my mind kinda
thing....It’sfixed in my head as schooal,
university whatever that kinda thing
sort of and it related to what the state
kinda wantsyou to know sorta thing
over what | want to know and it seems
that the state’s concept of learningis
mor e important than what I’'m
supposed to know.”
(40/employed/male)

Attention to individual needs was
significant for another person too. He
felt alienated from an educational
system he did not fit into very well;

“..I hated thestructure, theformal
setting of school. It’slikeafactory....if
you don’t absorb theinformation in the
form they present it, which isavery
limited form, and you don’t happen to
be ableto tuneinto that form then
you’re shoved aside, which isexactly
what happened to me.”

(34/incapacity benefit/male)

The factory metaphor was also used by
someone el se who thought school
‘manufactured’ learning;

“l don’t believein being taught by
somebody who has been taught by
somebody else. I’'m astrong believer in
being, sort of, self-taught if you like.....
It’slike a set thinking, everybody does
the samething taught by the same
teacher. | just think, if they had tried
tofind out for themselves maybe they
would understand it more..”
(21/unemployed/mal )

Theideaof gettinga‘little certificate
didn’t mean much to him either;

“Just because you havealittle
certificate doesn’t mean that you areall
of that, you have got to put it into
practice, you've got to demonstrateit
rather than say well I’vegot all these
bits of paper that say | can do this..|
would rather scrap all of them and
know that | can doit in here[pointsto
head] be sure of it myself rather than
get some examination board to tell me
that I’'vedoneit right...”
(21/unemployed/male)

It was a common pattern for people to
have enjoyed primary and junior school
but then disliked high schoal;

“l went to areally good infant and
junior school and then | went to a
reasonable junior high school and then
my secondary school just cut off
everything and it really just
disappointed me”
(45/incapacity/female)

It is not clear why this was the case but
one lady thought that secondary school
had a different atmosphere which did
not suit her;

«..well primary school was good, junior
school was good and after that it was

horrid...because it was seriousthen....at
the high school nobody got my sense of
humour. You know, it wastoo serious
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and | switched off. Totally.”
(59/retired/female)

Another person did not settle at
secondary school and was deterred by
the pressure to pass exams. Now she
thinks too much fuss was made about
exams as to her they do not seem to be
that important;

“l hated it, | absolutely hated it...I mean
| liked primary school, but | don’t like
[secondary]...just harder and that and
never ever settled..probably being
frightened that you are not going to
passall your exams, but | suppose from
my point of view when | left school it
han’t made adifference..that | didn’t
passmy GCSE’sand | worried about it
at school, but it han’t made adifference
tomeat al.” (21/mother/female)

Sheisinterested in learning and she
realises she needs qualifications so she
can get a“better job”. Asshe hated
school she was reluctant to go to a
college because she feared it would be a
similar experience to school. The more
informal, relaxed atmosphere of a
women's centredid suit her;

“it’salot better than college, it’smore,
erm, with a créche and food and that
and especially with it being just for
women, collegeisjust morelike school
I think”. (21/mother/female)

One person, athough she liked school,
also found the pressure of exams
unhelpful;

“.it wastheexams. That’swhat did it
for me..I wasok during theterm and
then as soon asit cometowalking in
that door and sitting at that desk,
whoah, it all came down. Everything |
doin life, assessments, likel’m doingin
this cour se, assessments, group work,
blah, blah, blah anything likethat I’'m
fine, but exams, not a chance. Not a
chanceat all. But yeah, | enjoyed all the

schools| went to, all the schools, yeah.”
(36/unemployed/female)

Several people did not like the idea of
being forced to attend an institution and
learn things that were not necessarily
relevant or interesting to them. The
evidence from these people reinforces
the idea that Hull does have a strong
informal learning tradition but that
formal education is problematic for
some people.

The key points were:

e Not enough freedom of choice

e School likened to afactory where
students are all put through the
same ‘mould’

e Differenceisnot always catered
for

e Experience of primary school
better than secondary

e School experienceis significant
and impacts on future
participation

Learning isanatural process

One lady’s assessment of formal and
informal learning isinteresting. From
her perspective formal learning equates
‘forced’ learning whilst informal learning
ismore natural and engaging, especialy
for young people. Her story isrelevant
given that many people share her
sentiments, if not always for the same
reasons.

Far from enhancing the development of
children, she believed that school only
disruptsthat ‘lovely natural processthat
[is] flowing when children learnin their
early years;

“if you watch ababy it’s absolutely

fascinating — they change everyday and
learning iswhat they do, all thetime
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they are exploring their environment
and if you watch children who aren’t
inhibited by people making learning
difficult for them and unpleasant they
carry on doing that and it’slovely and
it’sjust part of beinghumanisn’t —itis
being curious” (55/employed/female)

She feels that the learning that is valued
at school only fallsinto anarrow band
and this can cause problemsif achildis
not good at those particular skills; “the
oneswho don't learn toread very
quickly and they are not very beautiful
and they are not neat at writing and they
arenot into anythingmuch”. However
she believesthat learning is a natural
and enjoyable process; “innatetothe
individual, it’stheir right, it’'sanatural
thing, it's curiosity being expressed, it
should bealifdongthing..”
(55/employed/female)

School often only teaches children to
conform; “how to wind up teachers, how
to copy in order to get by, how to keep
their headsdown so they don't get asked
thequestionsin class’ and it can bea
very negative experience for children
who don't fit in. Commenting; “l found
it absolutely soul destroying and so
many kids still do don't they” she
believes this includes the gifted as well
asthe less academically able.

At school shewas ahigh flyer;

“l wasthe sort of person who had
almost photographic visual recall... asa
young kid | had avery high 1Q, very
able at exams completely staggeringly
useless at most things but school takes
such a narrow band of skillsand
abilitiesto focuson but | fitted into
that band so | could pass exams off the
top of my head no sweat, never did a
stroke of work, never took a bit of
homework home, walked through
school, had to do abit at university.....in
terms of what conventional view of

learningis— | could alwaysdo that, |
could always pass exams.”
(55/employed/female)

But her experience of school was not
good;

“l wassointellectually frustrated and
so bored it became physical pain and |
pleaded and pleaded to my parentsto
take meaway and they wouldn’t. It
was the days of physical violence
which I’vealways abhorred...| got to
the stagewhere| could take pain and
show absolutely not a flicker of
emotion becausethe only way | felt |
could stay alivein my head was by not
letting them into my head and they
wer e so invasive and so deter mined to
destroy me..that theonly thing | could
do wasnot mind, so | would stand
there and not be beaten and just look at
them and their stock phrasewas ‘that
bold girl> because | wouldn’t cry or
show remorse or anything....the next
stage which was a grammar school
where, becausewe’d been to private
school, wer e beaten the light out of by
theworking class kidscomingin. We
weretheA stream and they weren’t
and, by God we suffered. | was
ostracised by the staff because | was
gobby, | got thelot. And it just made
mevery very unhappy.”
(55/employed/female)

She felt that school tried to take away
her individuality, but she asks

“what arewedoingto people? W hat
does society want, mindless cretinous
amoral drones? It’snot what | wanted
for my kids and when they were so
unhappy at school | hoiked them out™.

She gives one of her reasons for home-
educating her daughter;

“she had alot of developmental
slownessin the beginning....if she'd
have been in school, she’d have been
labelled urh and bullied probably
whereaswe just had [daughter], you
know, when she could read she could



read and that wasall right and she
went to school when she was about 12
‘cause she got really into sport and she
just wanted to be where there was
mor e sports and stuff, but shegot alot
of racism and it wasvery bad for her..”
(55/employed/female)

She believesthat life provides the
ultimate learning experience;

“l was offered aPhD...and | didn’t
want to do that because it was all the
same narrow stuff and only that bit of
my brain and not the whole person and
| just didn’t want that, sowhat | really
wanted to do is balance a bit and learn
about peopleand how | can relateto
peopleand I think I’velearnt an

enor mous amount by being at home
with thekids...they all look at you as
though you arearetard causeyou are
not doing a career thing, but | really
think | learnt more being at home with
my kids..it givesyou timeto reflect”
(55/employed/female)

For this person, learning is not just
about passing a qualification or getting
enough skillsfor ajob, itisa
fundamental part of out existence and
through it we come to understand
ourselves and our world better.
Learningsreal purposeisto provide
understanding and relief from suffering,
we are then in a position to be able to
help others;

«..I dothink that lifeisabout learning
and | don’t think it’s about anything
elseand if you can learn from
something that might be very painful
for example and then feed it back in, in
away that’s helpful to other people
that seemsto bewhat real learningis
about...”.

This sort of learning requires time to
reflect;

“l don’t think you learn as much asif
you’ve got moretime”
(55/employed/female)

Going to school or college can only be
called learning if a person has chosen to
doit;

“if you’re gaining skills from somebody
who’sgot morethan you and you want
todothat I’veno problem with that,
I’ll call that learning yeah, but if some
poor little bugger’sdragged intothe
room because, you know, they haveto
then all thelearning isrubbish ‘cause
they don’t want todoiit — it’snot
learning anything valuablethen.”
(55/employed/female)

Her own experience of HE was not so
happy. She explains that she only went
to university because;

“l wasjust so totally brainwashed that
I hadn’t enough energy in meto think
of anyone else. It wassuch amiddle
class environment, my parentswere so
controlling, | couldn’t have borneto
hurt their feelings”

So athough she went to university
because her parents wanted her to,
shefelt that her brain was being used
by the university and she was not
learning or being valued for herself;

“all you ever got was ‘oh yes she’s
good at thingsso beniceto her and |
thought ‘bugger you’ and | got really
stroppy about doing the degree and
just stopped working just took a lower
grade degree ‘cause | didn’t want that
sort of selective valuing of me»
(55/employed/female)

For her, the important thing isto find
something you want to learn, something
you are interested in and something you
have ability in as then you will flourish.
For her own children she wants them to

“just find what they areinterested in
and | said ‘look it doesn’t matter, you’ll
find ways of earning money later —just
enjoy what you want. | don’t mean be
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self indulgent, you haveto work at a
discipline but find what you really
enjoy and then find a way of earning
money at that’...it worked really”
(55/employed/female)

Focussing on the positive

Peoples early experiences of structured
education at school are crucial in
determining the way they go on to think
about formal education later inlife. Itis
vital that this experience is seen as
positive by the learner. Unfortunately
thelearners perspective can often be
covered over by the appearance of
positive outcomes like examination
results, league table positions and
attendance figures. Children naturally
perform well when they arein an
environment that nurtures them as
individuals and encourages their talents
to be expressed. Unfortunately many
policies force these outcomes using
punitive methods with the result that
some people are put off ‘education’ for
life.

For example, thereis an increasing
amount of legislation aimed at tackling
anti-social behaviour and school truancy
which punishes parents if their children
don't goto school, and punishes
children if their behaviour is unruly.
Invitational theory (Purkey) offersan
aternative way to deal with the
worrying increase in violent and
disruptive behaviour both inside and
outside of the classroom, and improving
attainment by creating the
circumstances in which children are
ableto do well.

Invitational theory is based on four
assumptions about the nature of human
interactions; trust, respect, optimism
and intentionality. It isthought that
people know what is best for themselves

and given the right environment will
flourish. Given theright environment in
schools pupils cannot help but do the
very best they can. Mutual respect is
believed to be an indispensable part of
human relations. 1t needs to be
manifested not only in peoples
behaviours but in the policies,
programmes and processes of
organisations. A school that has unfair
rules or does not value individuals
cannot expect respect from its students.

Optimism needs to presuppose any
policies, actions or programmes as
people need to believe that change for
the better is possible. In school, head
teachers, teachers, governors, and policy
makers need to believe that their pupils
can do well; thiswill impact on the hope
and self-esteem of the pupils themselves.
Thefinal assumption isthat creating the
right environment which ‘invites people
to achieve their best can be done
intentionally; it does not have to be left
to chance.

Invitational theory arguesthat it is
peoples perceptions of eventsthat
influence their behaviour, not the events
themselves. Everyone holds beliefs
about who they are and the way they fit
into the world, and this ‘self concept’
mediates aperson’sinterpretation of
eventsin their life. Invitational theory
proposes an ideal environment, based on
positive assumptions about human
nature, within which people are able to
realise their potential.

There are five ways of realising these
principles which can be applied to
schools, colleges or any organisation in
order to create an inviting environment
to learn; people, places, policies,
programmes and processes.
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This theory takes a positive view of
human nature, which some people may
feel isunrealistic. However Purkey and
Novak (1996) argue that vision and hope
isan essential element of education and
without it “....educators become mere
technicians and functionariesto a
bureaucratic system. Worse yet, they
become cynics, going through lifeless
motions.”

According to Purkey and Novak, human
potential is best realised by;

«“...places, policies, programmes and
processes specifically designed to invite
development and by peoplewho are
intentionally inviting with themselves
and others personally and professionally”.
(Purkey and Novak, 1996)

The way that an organisation or
individual operates revealsthe
principles that are held by them.
Invitational theorists argue that when
those principles are invitational, what
that organisation or individual doeswill
send out positive messages to encourage
othersto do their best. Most
importantly, education must be a
collaborative not a forced process.

One respondent aso believed that
focusing on the positive rather than the
negative attributes of people was the
way to create change. She usesa
technique called ‘Solution Focus to
work with children having difficultiesin
school. Shebdlievesit isa‘powerful’
way to work with challenging children

saying;

«..it doesn’t look at the past at all, if
you think of atimelineit starts now
and only looks ahead, so you are only
looking at preferred outcomes, so you
might take someone who has a massive
amount of baggage and you don’t want

to know about that, you only look at
positives” (55/employed/female)

She explains how it works,

“..when | look at any kidsstrugglingin
school | say ‘look | don’t know
anything about you...I don’t carewhat
youwvedone, let’slook at what you can
get out of these sessions. How can we
make it just a bit more bearable so you
arenot just absolutely floundering in
misery because you arereally not
happy....if you arein trouble all thetime
and getting lettershomeyou'rejust
unhappy children. Sothey look at
what they want to get out of it and if
they want to feel a bit more
comfortableor if they could just get Mr
so and so off their case and then look at
how, so you are not looking at ‘oh all
those exclusionsand all that row’,
you’re not, you don’t look at anything
except ahead and you look at what
they can do, look at a better day, never
mind the bad days, look at the days
they did just alittle bit better. What
do you think madethem better?Oh
well | supposel didn’t slam me bag
down and | smiled at Mrs Smith’ silly
little things but you develop an
awarenessthat your body language and
your demeanour and your — how you
present, actually affectsthem and if
you goin like Jack the Ripper then they
are going to cringe and get aggressivein
defenceand youregoingto createthat
barrier and they begin to seeit for
themselves..they start feelingin
control”. (55/employed/femal€)

She bdlievesits success liesin the fact
you;

“only look at positives, look at positive
outcomes, tell them what they are good
at cause everybody’s good in some
ways at something and that can really
spark peoplewhen all they’vehad is
bloody criticism...they’ve never had a
niceword said to them since they were
four and three quarters”.
(55/employed/female)
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Thislady's experiences suggest that
positive rather than punitive measures
do work, and may be more useful in
encouraging enthusiasm and confidence
in education especially amongst the
disengaged.
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Education and Work

There are many different ideas about
what education isfor. In November
2004 Prince Charles argued for aliberal
view of education as ageneral ‘good’ that
benefited society and individuals by its
very nature. He suggested in aletter to
the Association of Colleges that society
could only “blossom when we accept
there is no prize more valuable than the
joy and self-esteem associated with, for
example, the mastering of askill, the
defeat of a mental obstacle, or the
sensation of having ones eyes opened to
the beauties of literature, mathematics
and science” (BBC, 2004b).

The government, however, tends to
focus more narrowly on the ‘good’ that
education will have on the nation’s
economy. They would like education to
focus more on what employers want in
order to boost the country’s
competitiveness and ensure that
individuals are able to find work.

Many Hull residents viewed the
relationship between education and
work in very pragmatic terms. They did
not take part in education as such, but
rather learning. Thiswas neither a
higher social ‘good’, nor aqualification
that boosted the economic potential of
their employer. Learning was an
everyday reality that took place
informally at work and at home.

By necessity learning had real outcomes
for people, for example one man
described the last learning he did as
“when | had to do me brakes’
(34/employed/male). He had to fix his
car and rather than pay for someone else
to do it helearnt how to do it himself.
Informally, through trial and error,

following the information in a book, and
asking for help from hisfather (whoisa
mechanic) he learnt how to fix his
brakes.

This experienceisin stark contrast to
the last formal course hetook. He
described thistraining course at work as
a“wasteof time...you turned up and you
passed- that typeof thing”. Hefelt this
way because what he was being taught
on the course he had already learnt from
experience of actually doing the job.

“Toomuchtodointherea world”

Onelady’scommentsin particular
highlighted this division between
education and learning. She believed
that informal learning was superior to
formal education. When asked, for
example, if shewould like to do an
online course, she claimed that she had
“too much to do in the real world”
(65/retired/female). This represents
more than the real-virtua divide of
computerised learning. Her ‘red life is
at odds with the academic world of
school and college institutions; it is no
coincidence that academic can aso
mean ‘irrelevant’. For this person school,
college and university are academic and
bear no reference to the experiences she
has had in her life.

She had developed her skills and
knowledge from reflecting on her day to
day experiences and interactions with
people; “lifelearnsyou love, life".
Practical skills were more important
than qualifications and these, along with
an emotional intelligence, were felt to be
best acquired through practice rather
than through a more removed and
sanitized college course. Talking about
her time as a nurse she said;
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«.I learnt moreand | knew more
because..[ of looking after] your aunts,
your uncleswho have died with
different things, yet a nursewho had to
see summit like that would be
astonished, because reading that book
In’t like getting your handsin thereis
it? (65/retired/female).

She al'so commented; “I've done things
that nurses have never seen and | han't
been to college, but | was doing ajob
that | could do more than them, because
I’'vedoneit in practice not in theory”
(65/retired/female).

Common sense is seen as an important
attribute to be able to deal responsibly
and practically with situations,

“l used totakeadeep breath every time
| went into a different patient and
think —what’sbehind that door-....all
the timeyou are lear ning about
different people’slives...but youreon
your own that night so you gotta use
your own initiative and common sense
‘cause youve got somebody’slifein
your hands..” (65/retired/female)

People who have qualifications are seen
to be lacking in common sense,
comparing her experience of solicitors
and lawyers to the practical skills of her
husband;

«..if aman likemy husband isdoing
thishouse - instead of getting a brush
they wouldn’t know whereto put that
bloody brush on that paint..’causeto
them learning isall nice and cleany
weeny...” (65/retired/female)

So whilst they might be good at what
they do, they are inept at everyday real
jobs. In her mind a metaphorical wall
exists, which cannot be crossed,
between an academic person sat at his
desk and a practical person who uses his
hands.

Experiential learning is given higher
value than formal learning, which is seen
as unnecessary;

“..you can have as many diplomas as
you likeon that wall, it don’t mean to
say you are going to get ajob, but you
can sweep that road and earn three
hundred pound a week, soitsjack of all
trades and master of none, and in my
book it reverses.” (65/retired/female)

She argued that her daughter was “rated
high in her job” although she hadn’t
been to college, making the distinction
again between real outcomes (earning a
living) and academic achievements.

Learning was important for this person,
but it was of a practical not an academic
nature;

“l don’t think you’re ever too old to
learn, but | aren’t onewho’ll sit with a
pen and paper”. (65/retired/female)

Skillsthat have relevance in everyday
life are valued; socia skillsfor example
aregiven ahigh priority;

“| can talk on mostly any level...and
that takes some doing mixing with all
kindsa people, that takes some doing,
mixing with alot of different class of
people”. (65/retired/female)

Staying in touch with her grandchildren
was also important;

“| learn alot becausethey are only 16
and one’s 18 so I’'mintheir generation
aswell. Sol learn again becauseI’min
al these different ....yeah and they all
come hereso | mix with everybody.”
(65/retired/female)

This person has a very pragmatic, down
to earth attitude to learning. She
disregards qualifications as a reflection
of ability and emphasises the
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importance of social skillsand
community values; for her conversations
have a higher valuethan ‘pen and paper’.
Given the strong connection she has
with her grandchildren her views are
likely to influence the way they perceive
their education too.

What are basic skills?

The skills considered necessary for
survival have developed and changed as
society and the way we live has evolved
over time. Over 2000 years ago Plato
argued that the written word was a
‘shadow’ of knowledge compared to ‘the
living and animat e speech of aman’
(Plato, 1995). Feeling that truth and
knowledge are properly found through
the art of dialectic he said of writing;

“.Those who acquireit will ceaseto
exer cise their memory and become
forgetful; they will rely on writing to
bring thingsto their remembrance by
external signsinstead of their own
internal resources. What you have
discovered isareceipt for recollection
not for memory. And asfor wisdom,
your pupilswill have thereputation for
it without thereality...” (Plato, 1995)

The world we livein today has many
differences to Ancient Greece and
reading and writing are considered
‘basic skills necessary for survival in this
modern world. However it isinteresting
that literacy was considered so
unimportant by one of the founders of
Western philosophy. Often literacy is
considered areflection of intellect but it
is not through writing that we first,
either as a species or asindividuals,
developed an ability to communicate
and share skills and knowledge.

There are of course many advantages to
being able to read and write, but as
Sephen Harnard arguesin ‘Back to the

Oral Tradition Through Skywriting at
the Speed of Thought’, our brainsare
adapted for speaking and hearing in a
way they are not for reading and
writing. We have an in-built
predisposition to learn language, but not
to read and write. The part of our brain
responsible for language acquisition is
closely linked to the speaking and
hearing parts of our brain and, Harnard
argues, this suggeststhat it islikely that
the speed of thought is approximately
the speed of speech. After al “it isbetter
that you do not speak faster than | can
understand and | do not think much
faster than | can speak”.

If thinking resemblestalking in its
tempo, and its sequential and interactive
nature, this suggeststhat learning is
more naturally done through dialogue,
not through reading and writing. The
brain is better adapted to manage real-
time discourse. Reading and writing is
off-line; asynchronous, non-interactive,
and slow in comparison. Exchanging
information orally also has advantagesin
that it is faster and independent of the
hands and vision; thisis more useful in
practical situations and societies that
depend on practical skills.

John Abbott arguesin ‘Battery Hens or
Free Range Chickens: What Type of
Education for W hat Type of W orld?
that a style of learning based on
apprenticeshipsis actually more natural
than what goeson in today’s classrooms.
Heremindsusthat ‘learning and
schooling [are] not synonymous. Our
neural structures predate school by at
least 29,500 years. Because our brains
are not fully developed at birth we are
born with anatural predisposition to
learn. Our survival depends on adapting
to the environment we are exposed to;
apprenticeships optimise the learning
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environment to enable the handing
down of skills and knowledge.

Abbott describes how our disposition to
learn naturally can be seen most clearly
in language acquisition;

“ A child born in Sunderland this

mor ning, taken to South Africathis
afternoon and brought up by surrogate
Swahili- speaking parents, would
speak perfect Swahili by the age of
five. Reversethe experiment and the
samething would happen....within our
inner cities children of five can speak
three or four languageswith ease...yet
introduce them to formal language
instruction at 11+ and they labour at a
task that isalmost beyond them.”

Abbott feels that “welearn best from
experience, through interaction with
real timesituations” and hequotesa
Prime Minister and Headteacher who
argued that the perfect education
system will never befound “because
education does not, never did, stand in
isolation from therest of life".

Before industrialised countries
formalised education, apprenticeships
were the predominant ways of learning.
(Collinset a 1990:453 in Oliver, 1999)
Thistype of learning can take place
orally and informally during the
ordinary activities that people take part
in. Thisislikely to still be the
predominant way that people learn in
communities which have not
traditionally participated muchin
formal education and could be why
learning, in the eyes of older residents of
Hull, is disconnected from books and
relocated in the discursive activities of
communities of learners; the way that
human beings have learnt for thousands
of years.

There are economic reasons too for
informal orally based learning being
more popular in former industrial areas.
Humans have a predisposition to learn
to speak whereas writing needs to be
taught. A pre-information society had
fewer economic pressures to enter into
the costly task of educating the majority
of itsworkforceto read and write to
high standards when they were destined
only for the factory. Equally, in hard
times there was no incentive for
individuals to waste time and effort
learning skills that would not be
necessary to make aliving. Prior to and
during the industrial age there was no
requirement for 100% of the population
to be literate and numerate.

Kevin Oliver believes that
apprenticeships are still relevant in
modern society; his beliefs come under
thetheory of ‘situated cognition’:

“Stuated learning theory and the
cognitive apprenticeship model based
on it suggest skills be acquired though
authentic contexts and by
communicating with peersand experts
about those contexts....it ismore
difficult to learn through unnatural
activities. For example learning your
first language or aforeign language by
immersion iswidely held to be easier
than lear ning languages from text
books and vocabulary lists....Cognitive
apprenticeship....provides practical
stepsfor applying situated cognition
theory”. (Oliver, 1999)

Schools, according to Jean Lave who
started the theory (as quoted by Kevin
Oliver) “too often abstract learning,
“unsituate” it, teach concepts removed
from natural contextsand applications’.
Lavestarted the‘situated cognition’
movement which advocates learning in
apprentice-like situations;
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«..think about how your skill or trade
was |learnt beforetherewere
universities.... Architectslearned to
design by working with master
architects. Physicianslearned to
operate by watching and assisting other
physicians.” (ibid)

Not only is ‘cognitive apprenticeship’ a
more natural way of learning, it also
teaches the sorts of skillsrequired by
modern society. Kevin Oliver explains
why;

“In today’s classrooms, for the most
part, studentsare asked to reason
about rules and laws pre-formulated by
others, act on accepted symbols or
systems, and resolve well-defined
problems. Thistendsto produce fixed
meaning which does not transfer well
to new situations”. (ibid)

Thisis compared to:

«..theway most apprenticeslearn.
They reason with unigue models and
cases, act on authentic situations, and
resolve complex, ill-defined problems.
Thislearning istypically negotiated if
apprenticed. It ismore effective
because concepts...continually evolve
with each new occasion of use, because
new situations, negotiations and
activitiesinevitably recast it in a new,
mor e densely textured form.” (Brown
et al., 1989:33 in Oliver, 1999)

Thus what the apprentices learn can be
adapted to new situations, exactly what
is needed in our insecure and fast
changing world. Theflip side of any
reliance on context and environmentsis
that in an area of high unemployment,
large sections of the community are
unableto learn from their work
environment. The situation they find
themselves apprenticed to is one of day
to day survival on benefits. For any
model of apprenticeships to work, there

need to be appropriate situations in
which people can learn relevant skills.

The apprenticeship model helps explain
why some people are proud not to be an
intellectual and not to be associated
with institutions like university.
Examples of this point of view were
harder to find because some people did
not even want to take part in this
research asthey felt it related to the
academic world and therefore not to
them.

One group we spoke to had previously
had negative experiences of working
with graduates. They described how
graduates had joined their company on a
higher wage and in charge of people who
had more experience. The graduates
lacked the experience to deal with
problems and manage staff effectively;
consequently staff would be left to make
decisions or worse to take the blame
when things went wrong. In this
Situation it was easy for resentment and
misunderstanding to build up.

Severa respondents thought that
learning on the job, through experience,
was better than studying from books,
especially when learning practical skills.
For example several people commented
that it was important for tradesmen to
learn their skills on the job from other
skilled tradesmen, not from books. In
this way knowledge was passed on from
one generation to another;

«..you learn it al through your family,
through experience of older
generations. A lot of it, a hell of alot of
it, you learn from older generations. |
mean I’m atradesman, erm, | did a four
year apprenticeship, | mean you could
learn countless things from books but
theerm, best part or the majority of the
skill to enable you to do your job, you
learn it through experience from older



tradesmen who pass on their skillsto
you, and whether you get somebody
who | wasfortunately I’vein the past
I’veworked with quiteafew good
tradesmen, and they’ve passed their
skillsonto me and hopefully I’ve passed
them onto other apprentices..”
(46/employed/male)

Peopl e thought that this element ought
not to be lost;

“In the past if you did your job you
knew your job. Now they don’t know
it. Theyoungones| see, there’s some
shit work because they are shown how
todoit by people who are only young
themselves...they arelearning by
reading a book and all they are going by
isreading. You don’t learn that way -
you need to beactually doingajob.”
(6L/incapacity benefit/male)

Increasingly, vocational courses are
requiring more of atheoretical element.
W hilst recognizing the need for a
balance of practical work and theory,
one person felt that the balance has
shifted too far away from practical skills;

«...over theyears|’vediscovered,
having had apprentices under me, erm,
you say to ‘em ‘oh changethefusein
that plug’ — they haven’t got aclue how
to manage a plug, they know all the
rules, can’t do something simplelike
changing afusein aplug. Now what’s
happened there?

(45-49/incapacity benefit/male)

One lady even argued that the more
academic and theoretically minded the
student, the worse they seemed to be at
the actual job they were training for,
suggesting their people skills were not
aswell developed,

“l just think we are goingdown the
wrong road with these degrees and,
you know, degrees have their own
places, yeah | agree, but we're getting
thewrong peoplein..wevejust got a

load of students comethrough..who
stand out amile, they’re qualifying and
they are absolutely fabulous, really
brilliant midwives..and they’vereally
struggled to get their degree, really
struggled with their paper work and
yet on theward they arefantastic,
they’ve got perfect confidencewith
women, everything and then the group
that werein ahead of them were
rubbish, they’ve got all thesefirst class
honoursand all thisand I think, ‘but
you’rearubbish midwifel ..and you
think will thisfilter down to schools
then, will getting a degree put alot of
people off who are wonderful
wonderful people, wonderful nurses,
wonder ful midwives, because they
think they can’t doit. | wouldn’t doit
now if it was a degree, coz | would just
think | couldn’t do adegree...”
(37/employed/female)

One respondent we spoke to was
finding the route into this particular
profession more challenging. She had
wanted to be a midwife since she was
ten or eleven, but preferred learning in a
more ‘hands on’ way:

“[beingamidwife has] always been a
big, bigambition and I’m slowly
getting there, I’m an auxiliary nurse
now ™. (24/employed/female)

However she had a difficult time at
school as her dyslexiawasn't picked up
on and her teachers would just say;

“oh no, she’sjust stupid, she’sjust
thick, shedon’t listen, shedon’t pay
attention.” (24/employed/female)

Alan Shoreman of ‘Adult Dyslexia
Access believesthat most peoplewith
dyslexiado go through school without it
being picked up; 75% of al dyslexic
people are only identified as dyslexic
after they have reached the age of 21.
(Shoreman in Mallows, 2004)



For this person it has meant that she
finds classroom based learning very
scary. Learning, because of her dyslexia
can be“very frustrating and very, very
hard to get agrip with and then | lose
my temper and get annoyed and think
‘oh! W hy me!” (24/employed/female)

Learning things practically is much
easier for her;

“most of thetime I’m better off
learning in practical situationsthan
writing anything down, questions
what haveya, I’m best learning things
practically, if it comesto practical stuff
I’mreal clued up with it and can pick
things up very, very easily”

and during her life she has

“moreworked meway up theladder
practically than with any certificates
or anything.” (24/employed/female)

However if sheisto achieve her
ambition she must learn to adapt and
cope with the style of teaching and
learning that is part of anursing degree.
Some people thought that expecting
high levels of literacy or numeracy was
unnecessary when people were talented
in other ways and especially if people
were dyslexic. One man talked about a
friend who trained to be ajoiner at the
sametime as him,

“..I had alad that | wereat collegewith
and heweredyslexic, brilliant with his
hands but his coursewor k was sloppy.
But by God, you give him a bit of wood
and he could makeit sing...”
(45-49/incapacity/male)

To become ajoiner he had to go to
college but he remarked that his friend;
“would never go out of hisway to do
something like this unless he was
forced”; he would have preferred to have
learnt in more practical ways.

Several people described the informal
ways in which they thought they learnt.
Observation and talking and asking
guestions were key to the way they
learnt how to do things,

“..I used to get with theelectriciansall
the time, learning what they are doing,
asking questions all thetime, so | learnt
how torewireahouse. Metalworker |
did metal work so | learn how to make
aliving out of metal, erm, the person |
worked with did thejob 50 years...|
learnt so muchin life..”

(6L/incapacity benefit/male)

Interacting and having conversations
with people was an important aspect of
the way another person learnt too, and
although he also wrote things down and
found out information from books, this
was doneinformally. When asked how
he learnt he replied;

«....either from reading books, asking
people who know mor e about the
subject than | do, or just general
conversation - | think ah, thisis a bit
of information I’ve picked up’ and |
either writeit down and storeit on a
bit of paper for later for myself. It’s
how | doit most of the time because
I’'vealwayssaid — if you don’t know,
ask; if you don’t ask, you don’t
learn.....if you go round with ablindfold
all your life because you think it’stoo
degrading to ask, if you ask you learn.
If you learn you can then teach
someone else who then learnsfrom
you...” (49/unemployed/male)

Thisway of learning was not limited to
practical things. Another man enjoyed
having conversations and described
learning as being about the “batting
backwards and forth of ideas’. For him
learningis...

«.talking to an older chap like this
[motionsto afriend who has come to
visit at thetime of theinterview], he'sa
bit older than meand | can learn an



awful lot from him. He’sgot morelife
experience. Like hecan tell me
academic things, and he does, he
discusses quite alot of thingswhich
makes methink. | don’t always agree
with thethings he says, he doesn’t
always agree with thethings| say.”
(64/retired/male)

Whilst the need to learn theory was
understood, one person wanted it to be
taught in away that was grounded in a
practical application and that was easy
to understand. When he was studying
to be ajoiner hesaid “I couldn’'t get me
head round [trigonometry and
Pythagoras theory] at college” and so he
used to ask afriend for help during his
lunch hour;

«...I said by God they’ve given methis
at college, | showshim. ‘Oh’, he says,
‘that’seasy’. Sol says, ‘oh yeah right’
and hesays‘noit’seasy; 3,4,5. 1 says
‘what do you mean 3, 4, 5? He says,
‘that’s all you haveto remember, if its
metres, feet, inches, [motioning a
triangle shape] 3ft, 4ft; your diagonal
lineis5ft. Fivefivesaretwenty five,
threethrees, four fours. He saysif
youwve got threethrees, four foursyou
get your fivefives[clicks hisfinger].
Took it in easy. But the way they were
teaching me at college was, | couldn’t
understand thething. But makeit user
friendly for God’s sake, you
know....why can’t they teach it at
school? Becausethey havetheir way of
teachingit, and in thereal world we
have our way of lear ning and teaching
it (45-49/incapacity benefit/male)

This example shows that the way people
are taught is crucial. Often people do
not lack the ability to understand
difficult concepts, but if thereisa
mismatch between the style of teaching
and the way a person learns, they will be
left feeling like they are being asked to
do the impossible. As Situated
Cognition theory suggests, some people
learn better when what they are learning

is given context, and dialogue is
possible.

Several people felt what they had learnt
through formal education was not as
valuable as the things they had learnt
through life. Like Alan Rogers, one
person made the distinction between
education and learning, arguing that
“learning to live, it's nothing to do with
classroomwork, that’seducation”. He
believesthat “....education iserm,
working towards formal qualifications
which aren’t necessarily any benefit to
you asaperson.” (64/retired/male)

He thought that focussing too heavily on
classroom skills was detrimental to
people whose abilities were more
practically based;

“..Many of the ancient artisans
couldn’t read or writeand yet they
turned out fantasticwork. And you’re
getting young people now, good
artisans, cannot get apprenticeships
becausethey’renot literate enough, or
numerate. I’m afraid theworld is
losing some good people. And these
poor devils are dumped on the streets
and left to take drugs and anything
else” (64/retired/male)

Another person thought that in some
cases life experience made people more
capable at tasks than aformal education
ever could;

“..wehad two chapswho couldn’t read
or write..but it didn’t mean to say they
weren’t intelligent, | mean they could
often think problemsout with a
different way of looking at it than what
an educated person would... education
putsyou on anarrow line, youretold
how tothink....I can alwaysremember
meeting an old farm hand who, we
used to do land drainage quite a bit you
see, to get it level and this chap used to
use a bucket of water and he could get
the level by the water flowing down it,
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but he taught me quitealot, wewere
taught to think along certain lines, you
know, | mean we used to get the level
out and er, you know ‘down abit, up a
bit, down abit’ and thischap could do
it himself and do it better...”
(67/retired/male)

Formal education was just something

weird frightening placeto be sort of so
ill-equipped on such a basic level but
it’skinda, it’sreal basic, it should be
handy I’d have thought having those
skillskindathing and to not have them
would bebad, ....I supposegettingareal
basic level of like do a bit of maths,
understand, you know, don’t get
robbed kindathing you’re gonnahave
to deal with money so learn how not to

that some people did without really
thinking about it. One person who

went onto university “likearobot” did

not find it at all useful. This person

described education as “..the statekinda
deciding what is right and wrong as to
what we learn sort of thing” in the sense
that people are not necessarily learning
what is relevant and beneficial to them

personally. Herecdls;

be robbed...teach peoplethe basics but
after that it ought to be up to people
what they wanna do sort of thing.”
(40/employed/male)

One person’s experience demonstrates
what a difference being able to write a
letter can make. He described how he
had had difficulty writing since
childhood;

«..I’vehad talkswith [my friend] who
did one CSE, you know...and hejust
found it absolutely useless. | did it like
arobot, my educated family robot
style..l just went alongwith it, but you
know, that old chestnut that everyone
thinkscan | remember anything? Can
1? | can tell you about the weather but
that’sit, it’sabout theonly thing | can
remember coz that’sall | was
interested in. That’stheonly bit that
actually stuck, all the maths, well | can
still add, subtract, multiply but therest

“..becausetheway | used todoit if |
had towrite a letter was — what was up
here[in my head] never ended up on
the page, at least not in theway |
wanted it to, and | would look at it and
think ‘I’m applying for thisjob, if any
prospective employer looked at that
they would think God, this guy’sbrains
areall twisted!””

(49 /unemployed/male)

He has found that hiswriting skills have

of it, no, and | know it equipsyaif you

go onto these things but it always
seemsthat the bright people anyway
don’t even need tolearn it, you know

that wastheweird thing. You got half

improved naturally since he has been
using aword processor. Thisis because
the computer allows him to change
around what he has written until it
looks right;

the people not even wanting to do it
coz it’s no use coz they won’t get ajob
that needsthisthank you very
much...and then all the people who did
grasp it and would need it for ajab,
they could do it anyway”
(40/employed/male)

He did however think that functional
levels of literacy and numeracy were
necessary to cope in modern society;

«..thethingisyou know when you see
peoplethat can’t read or writeand |
know that must bekindalike such a

«..if they had had the computersthen |
probably would have enjoyed school
even more, because | must admit
having a computer now | can sit and
write aletter that ten or fifteen years
ago | would not — handwritten it
would have been complete and utter
gobbledegook. Now I can sit and write
it, and as| said before you can have one
page up, you can writetheletter and if
it don’t look right you can alter this
word or that sentence and then bang
print it out.” (49/male/unemployed)
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There are clear benefitsin being able to
read and write competently, however in
focussing on numeracy and literacy
skills, the situation and context of
learning should not be forgotten or
devalued. Learningiseasiest when it
has meaning for people, when it taps
into natural skills and abilities and
interests and when it has beneficia
outcomes.

One man recalled how social skillswere
more important than formal education
in his family when he was growing up:

«..I spent sometimein hospital with
my leg. | used to get homework but me
Dad’san intelligent bloke, but it wasn’t
abig thingtothem, mebeingin aerm,
a person who could socialise was more
important to them than education, but
now education isa big thing, then |
mean you go back, what, I’ve been left
school for 30 odd years, it’salong time,
you go back from there, it’snot — it
weren’t a big thing, you need an
education but erm, it wasn’t the most
important thing..”

(47/incapacity benefit/male)

The informal way that he has learnt to
spell and write a letter reinforces the
importance of situation and context.
Whilst at work this person taught
himself to be able to spell the words he
needed;

«..I used tofill thesechittersout...|
used to have a piece of paper, you sign
it, fill it out, taket to the foreman, he
signsit, takeit to the stores and get
that. But if | couldn’t spell it | used to
copy off the box but after solong |
could do it ‘cause | copied it..”
(47/incapacity benefit/male)

When he started volunteering at a
community centre one of the people
there taught him a new strategy;

“.I’dwritealetter out, giveit to
[person], she would show mewhere
I’vedonewrong in megrammar, me full
stops. | couldn’t distinguish between
‘where’ with an ‘h> and ‘were” without
an ‘h...[she] showed meall that..didn’t
criticise me, showed me...and then
using computer swherethe word
processor s have the grammar on them,
so they would show you where you
weregoingwrong....| learnt about
paragraphs, sentences, so you know,
what different words mean from using
thethesauruson the computer, well so
you get oneword and I’'m using this
word seven timesin aletter and | don’t
want todothat, sol gotoa
thesaurus...” (47/incapacity benefit/male)

Heis more confident at spelling now
because;

«..if | can pronounceit | can spdll it, so
that’swhat | do now...so | do a mixture
of remembering it but spell it because |
can pronounceit....”

(47/incapacity benefit/male)

The learning culture in Hull has many
positive aspects which a cognitive
apprenticeship model of learning could
help draw out. In the past peoples
natural disposition to learn has enabled
them to devel op the necessary skillsto
survive, but this relies on receiving the
necessary stimulation in order to
develop. When thereis high
unemployment people have fewer
opportunities to develop skills and
knowledge in everyday working
situations. A strong oral traditionisa
powerful enabler of informal
experiential learning, but it is dependent
on people being exposed to different
experiences in order to have something
to learn from.

The ora tradition that feeds this kind of
learning isaso in danger of dying out. A
national trend has seen youngsters

coming to school less and less socialized,
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so much so that in November of 2003
the Government announced that it
wanted al Primary Schoolsto start
giving talking lessons to their pupils.
One teacher commented that having a
strong oral tradition “could be one of the
positive things about Hull”
(44/employed/male).

However, he says,

“but it’s probably morethe older
people - themiddle aged to older
people that has preserved that
tradition to a certain extent, but the
younger peoplein my case are not
following that tradition — there’stoo
many other distractionssuch as
television, computer technology, games
and thingslike that which result in
that tradition dying. So what youve
got isadifficult situation where you’ve
not got the oral tradition to fall back on
and you’ve not got the valuefor
education learning which is
compounding the problem.”
(44/employed/male)

It iseven more vital that schools are
inviting, appealing placesto learn,
offering courses that are meaningful to
students, and that students have the
opportunity to be stimulated by and
engaged in discourse in order to develop
their basic skills. These cannot only be
considered as reading, writing and
arithmetic, but also learning how to
learn, learning thinking skills, and
communicating as real-time spoken
discourse has been the secret of our
success as a species for thousands of
years.

Risk Society

Our current time is often described as a
‘Risk Society’; weareno longer guided
by tradition when we make decisionsin
our lives and we can expect fewer
guarantees in terms of what the future

will bring. Giddens (1999) argues that
in trying to conquer the future we make
predictions based on uncertain and
sometimes contradictory ‘facts provided
by the scientific establishment. This has
introduced the notion of risk into
everybody’slife as we struggle to
balance the risk-taking with risk-
avoidance in order to make decisions.

The implication of this sort of society is
that it requires people to think and to be
ableto reflect in order to learn and to
adapt; in aworld of possibilities,
instruction is not enough as following
the pathways of the past cannot guide
usinto the future; creative, reflective
thinkers are required. John Abbott in
‘Battery Hens or Free Range Chickens:
What Type of Education for What Type
of World argues;

“Learning isabout making connections
between the known and the new. Itis
a highly reflective activity that is about
personal and continuous improvement.
Areour schools placesthat encourage
reflection? Do young mindsformulate
hypothesesthat link a study of history
with, for instance, the issues of global
warming, with economic instability,
with matters of equity and
sustainability aswell astheir own
potential earning capacity....oecause
THAT iswhat theworld needs.....if not,
we - all of usMinisters, Civil Servants
and everyone- will havefailed
disastrously. That’swhy | entitled my
speech ‘Battery Hens, or Free Range
Chickens? Clevernesswill never be
enough; in fact it could be dangerous.
Our country desper ately needs
creativity, and the ability to think
holistically, and ethically.”

Many of the younger respondents who
had chosen to stay in education seemed
aware that society and jobs are likely to
be in constant flux and so it will be
necessary to keep in pace with new
developments. One young lady
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practically defined learning in Risk
Society terms, saying that learning was,

“taking new information to adapt new
ideasto new settings and develop your
knowledge”.

She also said;

“l think I’ll always belearning
..because of theway society changes or
theway you change”
(18/student/female)

She has embraced the notion that the
world is constantly in flux and that
learning is about gaining skills and
knowledge that enable you to cope with
rapidly changing situations.

Many of the people who had left school
in the last few years were conscious that
it would be difficult to get agood job
without any qualifications. One 16 year
old said that learning is good

“becauseit getsyou somewherewith
qualifications and stuff and you need a
lot nowadays, don’t you to do
anything” (16/student/female)

An 18 year old felt that “themorel learn
| think the better chance | have of
gettingajob, | supposeif | didn’t takeit
then my chanceswould bealot lower.”
(18/student/male)

There was aso a sense that any learning
would have to be ongoing and lifelong;

“it’snot a case of wantingtolearnin
thefuture, it’sacase of havingto, if
theresajob that | wannado, you will
haveto learn during that because
technology, on the computerssideis
always moving on, always new
informations, further knowledges, new
computer systems, new technology
comingout. Soyouwll awayshaveto
learn.” (18/student/male)

He had almost a Darwinian sense of
having to adapt or die

“technology just goestoo fast, life goes
toofast, if you don’t learn, you stay,
you die”.

Learning was seen as necessary for
survival and in this respect young people
wanted to learn things that would be
useful to them. For example this 18 year
old student said;

“l think it’sjust that | always have
wanted to learn thingsthat arereal life,
I don’t want tolearn thingsthat are
useless, | don’t want to learn algebra
anymore, | don’t want tolearn the
theoremsand all that lot in maths..|
want to learn life..thingsthat interest
and affect my life, carry it through to
jobs, carry it through to my children
and carry it through for them. I°d
rather learn for what | want, rather
than learning for just the sake of it.”
(18/student/male)

Thisisin contrast to amore liberal view
of seeing education as valuable for its
own sake, as are shown in one 45 year
old lady’s fedlings about the course she
was doing;

“l dolikelearningjust for the sake of
learning. | could happily do this social
science and if | get a degreelevel and
doadegreel’d never makeuseof it,
I’vedoneit for myself, I’ve gained
something in myself, you know, and |
could doonein history and | may never
have anything to do with history in my
wholelife except that | know | havea
history degree and | know a lot about
history — suits mefine, you know”
(45/incapacity/female)

Young peoples expectationsfor the
future reflected some of the ways society
isthought to have changed. An example
of thisisthe way experiences were held
to be important. In the past job security
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might have been the factor people
considered the most, but the importance
of having ajob you enjoyed was
mentioned by several people. For one
person this was the reason she went
back into education;

“] just got bored beingin ajob where
you are doing the same thing everyday,
it weren’t what | wanted to do for the
rest of my lifeand | thought I might as
well make a start doing someit cause |
wannahaveajob that | enjoy doing”
(18/employed+student/female)

However, work was not the only
experience that mattered to young
people;

“l don’t wannabe one of these people
that’ve got ajob and like, areboring. |
just wanna get out there, do diving, do
bungeejumping, thingslikethat, | just
wanna experiencethings. | wanna
experiencethefamily, | wanna
experiencework, if | get bored of that |
wannatry and look for something else,
or go somewhere elsein the company, |
don’t wannaget bored with life, | just
wanna get through it, get the money,
liveit and diel” (18/student/male)

It is positive that these young people
knew what they wanted from education
and were committed to learning,
developing and experiencing new things
throughout their lives. However, itis
noticeablethat nearly all the young
respondents were currently students
and as they were currently in education
were the most likely to be positive about
it. Thegovernment isvery aware that
there are a proportion of young people
not currently in education, employment
or training and these young people give
rise for concern.

Whilst the thingsthat Abbott thinks
are necessary for modern society (the
ability to be reflective, have common

sense and thinking skills) do not
necessarily require aformal education,
they do require developing through
some activity. Depending on what those
not in employment, education or
training are doing, they could be missing
out on opportunities to develop their
potential.

There is great division over what the
purpose of education is and whether
people see it as necessary for their lives.
But whatever the purpose of education,
learning requires a certain state of mind,
asonelady putsit;

«..learningisn’t necessarily about going
to university, college or school
particularly. It’sjust about taking on
board thingsin everyday lifeand
instead of saying, ‘oh | don’t know
about that, I’'m not interested’, it’sto
broaden my education, it’sto ask
questions about it even if it’snot
something that I’m interested
in.......[learningis] alivelinessinside
your head that goes ‘I wannaknow
more, I’minterested’ it doesn’t matter
what it is, I’'minterested aslongasit’s
explained to mein away that | can
understand...the key factor isto enjoy
learning.” (45/incapacity/female)

This openness to learning exists in
everyone in one form or another; it must
do because we all haveto learn in order
to live. Thisnatural ability and desireto
learn is not always nourished by the
educational system. The same lady
recalled her experience of school;

“l had thedisadvantage of goingto a
converted Grammar school aswell, |
started off thefirst year at a secondary
school so the Grammar school teachers
didn’t really take to us, they had been
demoted so we had a bit of a difficult
time| think in that school - all the kids
really and they just treat you asthough
you didn’t know anything and you
didn’t havearight to know anything
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except what they told you tolearn
realy and | didn’t likethat cause my
first school was about lear ning through
talking.” (45/incapacity/female)

For various reasons people disassociate
themselves from education; it could be
due to adisruptive home life, bad
experience of school, poor or unsuitable
teaching, lack of jobs and opportunities
or acombination of severa or al these
factors. It may even be that education is
seen as the preserve of the elite and the
antithesis of common sense;

“..they havegot tolisten to people at
grassroots level but they arenot doing
so, the peoplein authority.... the people
with degrees and the peoplewho are
directors of the companies and the
executive officerswho makethe
decisions and so on still ook at the
general public and think, you know,
‘they areawaste of time, we’ve got to
listen to them’ and then [they] walk
away from it and go and maketheir
own decisions...[ Peoplein charge have]
no common sense whatsoever. No
understanding....it isso frustrating,
people are not at the ground level
wherethey can see what’s happening,
and because the people at ground level
don’t have degrees, peoplewho have
the authority take no notice of them
what soever...” (58/incapacity/male)

Let’shope someonelistenstothis.

Summary

Thereisadivision in attitudes
towards practical and academic
ways of learning.

Some people have negative
attitudes towards formal
education.

Numeracy and literacy are skills
needed in today’sworld, but a
lack of them does not necessarily
reflect a person's level of
intelligence.

Individuals experience a positive
impact when these ‘basic skills
are improved.

Situated cognition theory
believesthat ‘cognitive
apprenticeships areamore
natural way of learning because
learning is given context and
dialogue ispossible. They are
more suited to an oral culture
and one where social skillsare
highly valued.

When dyslexia or other learning
disabilities are not picked up on
early, aperson’s confidence in
learning can be affected.
Practical, experience based ways
of learning may be more
comfortable for people affected
with this condition.
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Getting Back into
Education

The following chapter discusses some of
the ways through which people have got
involved in education following a period
of time where they have either not had
the opportunity to do a course, or have
not believed that education was a
worthwhile activity.

Getting back into education

Some people believed from an early age
that going to school or college was a
waste of time. Several respondents
thought this was true when they were
young but have since changed their
point of view. Whilst this has opened
opportunities up to themin later life, as
one man reflected, it did mean that
people missed out on opportunitiesto
learn at ayoung age;

“l didn’t take any exams| left school at
15, | wasa complete and utter loser. |
didn’t seelearning as getting me
anywherein lifel didn’t think it would
add anything of valueto me, | felt as
though | knew everything | needed to
know, atypical teenagelad | guess.”
(39/unemployed/male)

For some people this late discovery of
the value of education left them with a
feeling that there was alot of ground to
make up;

“Well it’d help if | had more
qualifications, you can’t get nowt with
no qualifications, it’d be better if | had
qualifications, but then you know, my
criminal record letsit down, so | can’t
changethat now, but like, if | knew
what | knew now then it would be alot
different. But likeyou say you learn
don’t you, but I’velearnt too late, but |
know it in’t too latebut it seemslikel
have, you know” (27/unemployed/male)

There were many ways in which people
changed their opinion about education
and started to think of it as something
valuable to have. For some peoplethe
process was as simple as seeing the
purpose of what they were learning.
This was important as many people
remembered learning subjects that just
did not seem to be useful or have any
relevance to daily life. One retired man
talked about how, when he was at
school he couldn’t understand why he
needed to learn French;

“| never thought | would go abroad. In
the40’s, 50’s you didn’t go abroad and
I wasn’t even convinced that people
spoke French. | know it sounds
ridiculous now but you never met
anyone who talked French and so you
havevery littleinterest init..”
(67/retired/male)

One person thought from his own
experience that it was a challenge with
youngsters to embed a sense of valuein
what is being learnt, at atime when the
learner lacks the experience to realise
the potential of what they are learning;

“l think when you are at school you
think it’sawaste of time and as soon as
you leave school you think, ‘noit’s not
awasteof time’. Then you suddenly
realise that what you have been
learning is going to be useful, but of
coursetryingto get that into a ten year
old’shead, it’snot the easiest thingto
do...” (34/employed/male)

It was not just youngsters who thought
that school wasirrelevant. Some people
still felt as an adult with plenty of life
experience behind them that alot of
what they had learnt at school was a
waste of time;

“| learnt what theweather did, |
enjoyed that and you know the
weather affects us so much that to
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know why it’sdoing it, to me, isan
interesting thing. And that was about
it — thanksschool!....English | just
totally lost why am | doing this‘coz |
didn’t understand what they were
looking for after theinitial O-levels
which was alright | under stood what
they wanted but then it became all a
bit too abstract for me..”
(40/employed/male)

One problem is that what is deemed to
be relevant to one person may not be
relevant to another. Thereisalsoa
difference between what a person may
find interesting to learn and what is
relevant in terms of their future life,
vocation etc. Fulfilling both criteria
does seem to have a positive impact on
an individual’s motivation to engage in
education.

One young man, for example, would
only pay attention in classif what he
was learning captured his imagination;

“.ifitdidn’t interest mel didn’t want
tolearn, but... | found if | went into a
lesson and it was something that |
either knew something about or
wanted to know something about then
I would just shut up and listen, but if
not then | would just say, well | am just
going to thetoilet and then just not go
back.” (21/unemployed/male)

However, his analysis of the importance
of history isunlikely to be agreeable
with everyone:

“why do | wannaknow about summit
that’shappened? | don’t, you know.
I’m not interested in what’s happened,
I’m never gonnabeahistorian. I’m
never gonna wanna know about what
the Germansdid to us 60 years or
whatever I’m not that bothered. I'm
more concerned about what’s
happening today. So history was crap.
I think in fact | used totwagit all the
time” (21/unemployed/male)

The difficulty for schoolsis that
different subjects capture different
peoplesimagination; some peoplewill
find history wonderfully stimulating and
interesting, some people will not have
the least bit of interest in the weather.
Schools need to provide a broad enough
curriculumto cater for al their students
interests and talents, whilst also
ensuring that all individuals receive a
balanced education. To a certain extent
thistask becomes easier in the post-
compulsory sector as people elect the
subject areas they are interested in.

Whilst ateacher or a policy maker may
understand the wisdom of learning a
particular topic, this relevance can easily
escape the learner. Whilst some people
do enjoy learning for learning's sake,
others will be put off until experience
teaches them that what they are learning
isrelevant to them,

«..I suddenly found that peopledid
speak French and...my wife and myself
used to go over quiteabit, well she’s
fairly good at French and | am alittle
bit better...” (67/retired/mal€)

One respondent, with experience of
teaching apprentices as well as hisown
children, thought that the key to
engaging people in education was
making the learning enjoyable:

“.ifit’snofun, it’sthe samewith my
own kids, makeit fun for ‘em, oh yeah
they’ll learn their little asses off. But if
you aretoorigid, too, too, too heavy
handed, it’sjust force-fed, they don’t
want to know. And | found that with
apprentices, make that too force-fed,
don’t likeit, sod it they get shut on
you. But if you makeit fun for ‘em,
have a laugh and have a joke, then
yeah” (45-49/incapacity/male)

Students also wanted to feel involved in
the learning process; they wanted it to
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be an interactive experience that they
could truly engage with. ‘Chalk and
talk’ waslikely to switch people off;

«..it’snot about sitting down and
saying ‘you will learn this or sort of
like, just going from the
blackboard...just writing. W hereasif
you actually sat talking, joiningin
activities, play roles, and getting
feedback from the other peoplel think,
yeah, you can learn that way
definitely.” (37/employed/femal )

A big factor involved in bringing people
back into education was giving people
their confidence back. Often people had
lost confidence in their learning ability
at school, perhaps because they didn't
get on with their teacher or they were
taught with a style of learning that
didn't suit them. Having an
understanding tutor was critical and
one lady talked about how important it
was to have the right tutor when she
started learning again;

«..But | feel asthough alot of it wasto
do with thetutor because how the
group gelled and how she presented
herself; let people speak and say, didn’t
knock anyone down and it wasjust
about giving people the confidence.
Whereyou can go outside, somebody
will knock you down if it’s at that
wrong moment you’ll walk away and
maybe not want to build it up again,
whereas she’d just give you that
confidence and assertiveness...”
(37/employed/femal )

Getting the learning style right was al'so
critical and realisation of this had abig
impact on onelady. Curtis describes
how one person from Hull realised why
shedidn’'t dowell at school when she
discovered she was a kinaesthetic
learner;

«..sheneedsto be physically involved in
thelearning for it to click. A teacher

standing at the front of a classtalking for
an hour went straight over her head.
This, she believes, iswhy shefell in love
with computers...lessthan fiveyearslater
she shows me a folder full of 20
certificatesincluding onethat proves
she’strained to teach adults.”

(Curtis, 2004)

Making the learning experience
enjoyable, giving people confidence and
making education interesting and
relevant were all important factors
mentioned by people who had changed
the way they thought about education.
However, sometimes the necessary
change needed to come from within the
person. For one person this changein
attitude happened when he had time to
reflect on hislife

Timeto reflect

The way in which people come to
happily engage with education can be
complex. To begin with they may be
happily disengaged. It can take some
time, perhaps many years, and maybe
severa failed attempts before people
find a course or situation they are happy
with or come to really see education as
something integral to their lives.

Oneperson’schangein attitudewasthe
direct result of time spent in prison
which, although reluctantly at first,
showed him the value of education.
When he was at school he was bullied
and could not wait to leave. For awhile
he felt he did not need any formal
educationto get oninlife;

“I left school, fell straight into ajob, |
worked my way through thejob and |
was manager at 21 and | stayed with
that company til | was26. Sofor all
that time education had no valuesfor
mebecause| was settled...”
(39/unemployed/male)
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However, looking back he realises that
having an education was more
important than he thought;

“At 26 when | left, that’swhen
education really played a part in my
future, without that foundation for
education how could | get another job;
I’ve been unemployed since 1990...”
(39/unemployed/male)

The process through which he came to
see education as a strategy to enhance
his own life was not, at the onset,
planned or welcome;

“l went to prison..| enrolled in the
educationa programme....| didn’t do it
for an educational....I did it for
something to do whilst | wasin prison.
But while you werein prison you had a
lot of timetothink...and | started to
get ambition from that, and wherein
lifel wanted to be”.
(39/unemployed/male)

He did not have an overnight,
straightforward transformation;

“I>’ve been to prison, I’ve committed a
crime, got caught, goneto prison, come
out, got caught committing a crime and
goneto prison again....| haven’t learnt
anything from it. Right, soit didn’t
teach me anything as such, in theend |
learnt that crime doesn’t pay, you
know, in theend | did learn
something...” (39/unemployed/male)

This demonstrates the need to give
people several chancesin order for them
to change their way of thinking towards
education and other things too! Different
things can provide a‘hook’ into learning
and in this case the person’sinitial
reasons for being involved in education
whilst in prison had nothing to do with
adesire for self-development, merely a
desire to be out of hiscell for afew
hours. What prison did provide was the

opportunity for this person to reflect on
hislife and behaviour and reframe his
values, and once he had done this the
educational opportunities available to
him in prison became more meaningful.
It is the change that occurred within
himself that is the critical factor, and
without which presumably he would
just have kept on re-offending with no
interest in the benefits education can
bring.

Education can provide solutions

Another person also had asimilar
experience of being forced rather
reluctantly at first into formal
education. A single mother, shetook a
course ‘to get the benefits people off my
back’ but the course changed her
attitude to education;

“My daughter wasfive, now she’sten,
erm, and | actually started because [the
benefits people] wanted meto do, they
wanted meto go to work, and with her
being hyperactive she’sgot to be
supervised all thetime, so it wasa case
of looking for something that, erm,
‘how do | get out of this? sort of thing.
But now my attitude’stotally changed
tothat. It did start out with ‘how doll
get out of this, so | can still be getting
my money on my book’ sort of thing
because | was a single parent then, it
wasjust meand my daughter.....|
actually do want to go out to work
now! It’sgonetheother way.”
(35/mother)

As discussed earlier in this report, she
found out some valuable information on
the course that enabled her to cope
better with her daughter’s behaviour.
This positive experience caused her to
re-evaluate her feelings towards formal
education and about her own ability to
find employment. The critical element
in both this and the prison exampleis
that both people got something out of
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their educational experiences that
caused them to change their perception
of education. As other respondents have
described, forcing people to learn
without this critical element isunlikely
to result in those people valuing their
experiences of learning.

To help find work

One benefit of education that people
found was getting ajob, or a better job.
For some people this was the main
purpose of doing a course. One lady,
when asked why she went to college
replied;

“l think it wastheawareness| didn’t
have the qualifications that were
needed to get a job, that was a decent
job, you know | was wanting to get
work likein an office or something like
that and of course you need maths and
English which | didn’t haveand so |
think it wasrecognisingthat | had to
have them bits of paper really, if |
wanted to get something better than
just doing something in a supermarket
or something, so, not that peoplein
supermarkets are anyway below
anybody else..”

(35/incapacity benefit/female)

For some people, whilst the prospect
might not have been compelling,
education was seen as something
worthwhile to do until better
opportunities came along;

“l didn’t haveajob and | thought ‘oh
stuff it, I’m not goingto bedoing
anything | may aswell carry on
learning’. At least | learn something
useful.” (34/employed/male)

Voluntary work

Voluntary work provided a gentle step
into learning opportunities for several
people.

It allowed one person to put something
back into the community whilst
developing at her own pace. She has
been avolunteer for over ten years;

“W ell I’'m learning, | mean I’ve been
doing voluntary work in school since
my daughter started nursery and sheis
16 and she hasleft school now....I still
haveto learn to keep up with the
curriculum of what’s going on at
school, do you know what | mean, the
way | wastaught at school was
completely different to the way they
are taught now, so yeah you haveto
learn how to doit their way and not
my way, that’sthedifferenceit’stheir
way not mine.” (37/unemployed/female)

Being part of a community organisation
has enabled her to develop as a person;

“l reckon this place has had agood
impact on how | see bringing kidsup
and myself, do you know what | mean,
and how | approach people and how |
talk to people and what you can and
can’t say; when you are at home you
can say anything and say what you like,
wherein hereyou can’t, so yeah you are
learning from here. Oh yeah, | would
say these past two years|’vereally
chilled out? (37/unemployed/female)

But time has been an important factor; it
has taken her along time to be ableto
make the changes she has wanted to in
her life;

“I>ve been coming herefor thelast ten
yearsnow, I’vejust resigned from the
committee after seven years...’m
working at thekids club aswell. 1 did
three yearson and off because| had a
drink problem soit’s these past two
yearsthat | have got myself together
and that’slearning though the centre
and | mean you can go to the Beer Off
and you can take all your beer home
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and you can sit thereand drink it but
you learn that you can’t come here with
it, not even in abag soit’slearning all
thetimeyou seeg, it’s done me a power
of good this place, it really has.”

Another lady does voluntary work
partly so she can take advantage of any
opportunities to develop her skills and
knowledge;

«..I dovoluntary work and people say
‘well it’svoluntary and you’re doing it
for other people” That’srubbish, that’s
rubbish, voluntary peopledo it for
themselves...| get as| say freelearning
asastart...don’t get mewrong, I’m not
saying it’stotally for yourself. 90% of
it is, you know you’vegot to go and
make it to your club, your committee,
your school whatever, but it isfor
yourself aswell, or else you wouldn’t
doit..” (36/employed/femal€)

Voluntary work has given her the
motivation and confidence to find more
challenging paid work than she
currently does. She hopes to make this
possible by going back to college, she
believes that the skills she has learnt
doing voluntary work means she can
enter college at a higher level than she
might otherwise have thought possible:

“..I dothink if | hadn’t doneall this
paper work for voluntary organisations
then | probably would have still gone,
but started there [Pathfinder]..I’m
coming here because I’m finding the
things|’m doing now are, not so much
with voluntary stuff but my actual paid
job employment, I’m finding that I’m
bored and I’m coming here coz I’m sick
of beingbored. So | don’t want to start
somethingthat | find too easy.”
(36/employed/female)

She feels the skills she has learnt
volunteering will be invaluable on her
college course;

«..if you haven’t learnt for 20 yearsif
you haven’t picked up apaper, | think
it’sreally down to stuff that doesn’t
interest you, there’s gonnabe stuff that
you’renot really gonnawant todo, and
youwvegot todoit, and | think the stuff
intheyears|’vedonethat, you know,
I’ve had paper work dropped through
my door that | don’t actually want to
read, but that I’vehad toread cozit’s
al part and parcel erm, and that’swhy
I"d liketo think that | can apply myself
to that then, because | have had to.”
(36/employed/female)

Voluntary work has been instrumental
to this person arriving at a place in her
life where sheis able to pick up formal
education once again. However, it was
not the sole reason why she decided to
go back to college.

Complex lives

Understanding exactly why someone
decides to go back into education, what
triggers and enables them in this
process, involves understanding the
relationship between several different
factors. For example, the person
mentioned above wanted to go back to
college to help her find amore
interesting and challenging job, the
voluntary work she has been involved in
has hel ped this process by equipping her
with the skills she feels she will need to
complete a college course. But what
exactly made her take the plunge and
apply for college at the particular point
that she did?

One of the reasons was a chance
encounter she had on holiday;

“..when | wason holiday | got talking
to this couple as you do around the
pool...two dayslater she cometo me
and said ‘me and my husband have
been talking about you’, she said, ‘ we
have decided we have got to ask you do
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you teach? And | laughed and | said,
‘no | don’t, but | can’t believe you've
just said that...it’swhat | have always
wanted todo’. So shesaid, ‘well why
don’t you then? These people, these
total stranger s come out of anywhere
saying..’you must’, you know ‘go’ and
it really played on my mind and when |
came back | thought ‘right...that’sit
I’m moving forward...””

«..and then | thought, ‘I’m gonnaring
up, I’m gonnado it now’..when I’m 40
and my kidsare 19 and 17 what am |
gonnadothen?...’'veaways said by the
timel’m 40 I’m not gonnabe sat here
behind that desk.....”

“..it ismakingthat first call innit.
Nobody rang me. | weren’t gonna sit
around forever for somebody toring
me and say ‘today why don’t you come
tothisinduction today? You’ve gotta
doit yourself. And if you can educate
people by saying ‘thisiswhat you do’,
I’ve seen somebody...a couple of weeks
ago and she said ‘I’d loveto go back to
college’ and | said ‘right, I’ll giveyou
thenumber. Ringthislady, thisiswho
| saw, shetold mewhat my options
wer e, she told me about the money
implications, you know, ring’ She said,
‘ok then, you ringmewith that
number’ coz | thought ‘you sound like
me..and I’m not gonnaget away with it
another year’. Becausedoit now. So
it’sjust that init. It’spassing a phone
number on, so.” (36/employed/female)

There were a number of factors that
‘triggered’ thislady back into learning;
the particular point she had reached in
her life course, her situation at work and
asense of being unfulfilled, the
confidence and inspiration given to her
by her meeting with a couple of
strangers on holiday, finally there was a
general awareness of and promotion of
learning when she came back from
holiday;

“W hen | come off holiday therewasno
end of post, you know just flyers saying

‘you can learn at Annandale Education
Centre, erm Adult Education Centre,
you can learn at Hull College, you can
do an Open University, you can do
blah, blah, or you can do Basic Skills,
you know going from one extreme to
another, erm so | do think, you know
it’sstrange, on the one hand | think
thereis more awareness now, they are
making you more aware, they are
putting out all the advertisementson
theradio, likel say in the papers, on
flyers, even on the billboards, but it’s
maybe coz I’'m noticing that morethan
ten yearsago, | don’t know. I’d liketo
think it’s because the government are
putting moreinto it, but they may have
done, | can’t say for definite, it’s maybe
that I’m noticing it more, it’sabit like
when you buy a car and all of a sudden
you noticethere’s hundreds on the
road, but you never noticed it in the
past, it could bethat scenario | don’t
know.” (36/employed/femal €)

It would be difficult to say which, if any
of the above factors was the most
significant but it suggests that
advertising aloneisunlikely to trigger
anyone into education; it islikely that
people take no notice of it until they
want to enrol on acourse. The
relationship isthat of a handle to a door;
the reasons why people want to open
the door to education are personal and
complex; advertising provides the
means, once the intent isthere. It isof
course possible that some people will try
the handle just because it is there, but
they are likely to be the more competent
and confident learners.
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Summary

Some peopl e thought education
was a waste of time.

When people had missed
opportunitiesto learn at an early
age they could be left thinking
there was alot of ground to
make up.

Educational experiences need to
be interesting, relevant and
enjoyablein order to encourage
people back into learning.

Some people lacked confidence
intheir ability. An
understanding tutor was
important, as was finding the
right learning style for each
individual .

People need time and often more
than one chance to change the
way they think about formal
education.

Voluntary participation is best.
However, pushing a person to do
a course worked when they
clearly got something out of it
which was relevant to them.
This challenged their attitude to
education.

Many people go back into
education in order to get ajob or
a better job.

Some people may need to make
several attempts at education
before they succeed/ change their
perception of it.
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Conclusion

Theinformal, oral and practically based
learning that thrives in Hull comes from
Hull’'sworking class history where skills
werelearnt ‘on thejob’ or through life
experience. However, high
unemployment since the 80's has meant
that human capital has not been

devel oped though employment in the
same way, concepts of vocational
training have changed to include more
theoretical elements and the jobs market
has changed to require more formal
education and training.

In the past, formal education or training
were both unnecessary and unavailable
so many of Hull’s older residents missed
out. It has been up to younger
generations to break with this tradition
by going to college and university.
Making this step for the first timeis
difficult enough, but students from non-
traditional backgrounds are often
unable to draw on the same levels of
social capital during their studies as
those from backgrounds where it was
traditional to go to university. Even
when they are qualified they can find it
difficult to find employment in their
new profession. When the local jobs
market does not support greater
numbers of highly qualified people, the
time and trouble of getting a
qualification does not appear
worthwhile.

Families are both barriers and enablers
to learning, potentialy providing a
stable, disciplined and supportive
environment in which education and
learning arevalued. When thisis
missing, learning is much harder and
some children miss the opportunity to
develop vauable skills and knowledge.
Families impact in many ways, for

example caring responsibilities may
make it more difficult to take part in
education.

Asrole models, parents are capable of
building aspirations and confidence in
children; in some cases however,
children were unhappy about the
direction in which they were being
pushed and this led them to resent
formal education. Families are also an
important source of lifestyle habits and
this has an impact in the classroom.
Diet, for example, has the ability to
dramatically alter attention and
behaviour in sensitive children.

A significant number of people have had
negative experiences of formal education
in the past. They may have been bullied
by pupils or teachers, or have had
learning difficulties that were not
picked up on at school. They may have
found it hard to fit in, felt they wanted
to be treated like an individual, disliked
the structure and discipline or the ethos
of their school. They may have felt |et
down by teachers, felt they were given
poor advice or not given afair deal;
expected to fail or just to become factory
fodder. Having been denied the
opportunity to flourish, to develop their
particular skills, abilities and interests
in ways that were relevant to them,
some people lost faith in formal
education at an early age. Restoring
trust and confidence in adulthood
requires sensitivity, understanding and
time.

People can and do come back into
formal education but it is on their own
terms. Having support, information and
incentives to learn are important but the
processes through which people re-
engage with formal education are
complex and personal. It may start off
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