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1. Introduction and context
The Workers’ Educational Association is well known for its long-standing philosophy and approach, which may be broadly characterised as a collectively-oriented and humanistic pedagogy. Key features of this include bringing learners’ prior experiences to the centre of the educational process, and enabling people to grow and develop in a variety of ways, which may or may not connect in any immediate sense with the world of work.  There is also a strong collective sense of good practice (see WEA, 1999). In this regard, the WEA is a longstanding advocate of a democratically-inspired concept of lifelong learning and shares a great deal with the adult education movements in other countries (especially North America).  However, it has arguably become more isolated in representing this position, as policies that developed most rapidly in the Thatcher era, promoting both vocationalism and individualism, have taken hold (Fieldhouse, 1996) and as University Extra Mural departments, Local Authority Adult Education and Non-accredited FE provision all underwent radical shifts in funding regimes that required more conventional qualification outcomes. 

The arrival of the influential Leitch report (Leitch, 2006) signals a new wave of vocational credentialism, this time justified in terms of global competitiveness.  Some would regard this as a triumph of the technocratic view of a learning society over a democratic one (for discussion of this distinction, see Coffield, 2000).  Yet there may be a sense in which this shift amounts to an opportunity for the WEA to re-state parts of its historical mission, to clarify its own core purposes afresh for new audiences.  For all its weaknesses, the Leitch report makes a very clear, easily-understood case for a step-change in the level and incidence of (mainly work-focussed) skills and qualifications.  However, by its omissions it also begs the question of what happens to all the other purposes, processes and opportunities that most people expect of educational endeavour.  
There are many historical precedents for this contrast:  Disillusionment with the utilitarian character of the Mechanics’ Institutes was one of the main reasons that both middle class and working class people rallied around Robert Owen’s Universal Community Society of Rational Religionists in the 1830s (Fieldhouse, 1996, p.16).  ‘Owenites were not concerned to produce capable machine minders, but fully developed men and women able to take their place in building a new society’ (Simon, 1974, cited in Fieldhouse, 1996). The linked Cooperative movement shared some of the same motivations, and it was from this platform that Mansbridge founded the WEA in 1903 with the explicit core purpose of making it possible for working class people to benefit from university education. Over 100 years later, rather similar objectives are to be seen at the centre of national educational policy (e.g. HEFCE, 2005).  As skills credentialism reaches a crescendo, the WEA may find itself well-placed to generate new interest in a ‘rediscovery’ of adult education that is democratically focused (Cf. Thompson, 2007).  This may necessitate the making explicit of alternatives to the skill-oriented vision of a learning society, drawing perhaps on Dewey and Lindeman for person-centred and community-centred concepts as well as the (largely) subject and social class focus of the original WEA approach (see Sork and Newman, 2004).   It may require new alliances with other bodies – perhaps in the voluntary sector - whose purposes include a wish to educate.
Although the range of subject-matter and the client groups served by the WEA have continued to develop and diversify, the distinctive flavour of the organisation lives on, and is apparent in the organisation’s current literature and public-facing definitions.  For example, the web pages talk of ‘The development of educational processes that build a democratic relationship between tutor and students, building the curriculum together, and encourage students to go on to become active WEA members’ (WEA 2007).  This and other statements suggest a conception of – or at least an aspiration for - the organisation as a community of practice, with a range of legitimate modes or participation by tutors and students, and some expectation of movement from ‘periphery’ to ‘centre’ for some of the individuals involved.  

The concept ‘community of practice’ was developed furthest in the work of Lave and Wenger (1992).  Where most attempts to describe learning have tended to reduce it to individual and psychological dimensions, their ‘situated’ theory is an attempt to characterise learning as a social process, and it concentrates on practices and various forms of participation.  The model has gone on to inspire many other educationalists and researchers, and is a keystone in a recent major study of learning cultures in FE (e.g. Hodkinson, et al, 2007: James and Biesta, 2007).  It has proved particularly useful for understanding learning in workplaces and communities. In the case of the WEA, the notion of community of practice may be helpful in two ways - firstly, as a conception of the learning process which is sometimes more useful than many other models, and secondly, as a term to denote the actual and potential connectedness of tutors.  This latter meaning would include WEA tutors comparing experiences and asking their colleagues for suggestions.  It could also include the idea of ‘travel’ between roles (perhaps from student to tutor, or tutor to organiser).  

2. The design of the consultation
Following discussions with the WEA’s Director for Education, Quality and Strategy, we devised a simple-to-complete web-based survey of a selection of WEA tutors (details of the survey tool are attached as Appendix A).  The invitation to participate was sent to 196 tutors in November 2007.  The recipients were all established tutors who were known to have had their teaching observed and who had been confirmed as Grade 1 in that process.  45 responses were entered by the deadline of 30th November 2007, amounting to a response rate of 22.9 %.  
Survey questions explored self-perceptions of practice, views of the WEA as an organisation, comparison with other organisations, contact with other tutors, topics that a new Blog might cover, and some ‘factual’ data on age, experience, region and work setting.  These questions were chosen carefully for what light the answers might throw on both the existing community of practice amongst tutors, and the potential for strengthening this community of practice.  The consultation also functioned as a pilot of a potential study of the wider body of tutors.
3.  Summary of findings 
(NOTE: Selections from the statistical data and analysis are given in Appendix B.  Rigorous statistical testing was not possible given the small sample size, although possible relationships between the responses and the background variables have been included below, where they are described in terms of tendencies.  This aspect of the findings should be treated with caution.)
3.1
There were 45 responses, from tutors who were distributed fairly evenly across the nine regions (with East Midlands and Yorkshire/Humber slightly over-represented, and South-West and West Midlands slightly under-represented).  Three-quarters were female. The mean age was 53 years, with a wide range (21 – 72).  Mean period of working for WEA was 10 years, but the median was 5 years (due to the respondents including a small number of very long-serving tutors among a majority who were newer to the organisation).  The mean teaching hours in the most recent full academic year was 128, with the majority doing between 51 and 200 hours.
3.2
Over two-thirds of the respondents had a strong commitment to the perceived values and principles of the WEA.  For some, these were socio-political, whereas others expressed them more in terms of equality and open access (an appreciable number are delivering courses specifically to older people, disabled people and people with mental health issues).  This commitment tended to be more strongly expressed among younger tutors.  Others appeared motivated by the flexibility which the WEA offered, especially for developing new courses around their own areas of interest.

3.3
The tutors were generally positive about the quality of student experience offered.  They were proud of the standards of teaching, especially where they saw this having an empowering or transformative effect on the learners.  They were committed to the inclusive ethos of WEA courses, although some described struggles they had with handling very mixed ability classes.

3.4
However, the WEA was thought by some as losing its way and being buffeted by national education policy (and related funding cuts) and growing bureaucracy.  Some talked about the WEA becoming unsure of its identity or purpose.  One of the key things which many want to see in the proposed Blog is a discussion space about the future of the WEA (in a question that did not solicit this or any other particular categories of response, 18% volunteered this specific suggestion).  Tutors clearly see themselves as stakeholders.  A larger sample would have allowed some investigation of possible associations between perceptions of stakeholding and longevity (or volume) of work for the WEA.
3.5
There were strong concerns from around half the respondents about the volume and nature of paperwork which they were being asked to deal with.  They found this frustrating and often referred to in connection with a perception of a complex organisational structure which they found it hard to navigate.  Many felt that this detracted from the core business and ethos of the WEA.  This response tended to be more likely to derive from older and male tutors.
3.6
Over two-thirds of the respondents were also working for other educational providers; mainly local authorities, informal providers and Further Education colleges. We asked them to judge in what ways these other organisations were ‘better’ or ‘worse’ than the WEA.  There is some merit in listing the most common types of response here, even though they do not add up to a clear majority of all responses.  Relatively speaking: 

(a) The WEA appeared to be managed in a more supportive and approachable way, though management was also seen as less procedurally uniform than in other organisations;
(b) WEA provision was more student-centred and tailored to learners;

(c) The WEA appeared to be more ‘paperwork heavy’;

(d) WEA provision was less well resourced and/or had worse facilities.
The other organisations worked for are generally seen as offering a better and more secure teaching environment with less bureaucracy, but also as lacking the flexibility and personal touch of the WEA.  Tutors working in towns and suburbs tended to be more likely to work for multiple providers and to work fewer hours than average for the WEA.
3.7
This high incidence of cross-provider working is an important issue to take into account when considering the nature, strength and potential of WEA tutors as a community of practice.  Many appeared to feel as strong a link to others teaching in the same subject area in other local organisations (who might be using the same venues) or nationally.  This discipline or subject-oriented network was important for some – especially those whose link to the WEA was already tenuous.

3.8
In general, tutors reported only having loose contact with their WEA peers, usually through training events or annual local meetings.  Some had a degree of local network through their branch or the teaching venue, but most felt isolated.  47% agreed with the statement ”I feel rather isolated from other WEA tutors and I wish I was better connected”.  The enthusiasm for more contact was linked with several mentions of specific personal attempts to achieve this (e.g. setting up local networks).

3.9
Some responses suggested that isolation is seen as a natural feature of the organisation and/or how it must work. However, isolation did tend to be associated with more negative views of the WEA’s organisation in general.  A small minority appeared keen to use the WEA as a vehicle to deliver their courses with minimal engagement with others.  Only 13% agreed with the statement ”I feel sufficiently connected to other WEA tutors and this is important to me”.
3.10
 The Blog is seen as a good opportunity by many, especially in terms of sharing good ideas and learning from the real-life experiences of others. It tended to be particularly popular with newer tutors and those who placed high value on the student experience. Some see its potential in mitigating the effects of bureaucracy, for troubleshooting and being able to pick others’ brains.  However, around two-fifths of respondents indicated no interest in the Blog or did not feel they had the IT skills or time to participate.
3.11
In terms of current communities of practice, there appeared to be three main expressions of this within the responses (see figure 1 below):

(a) Organisational.  Within the WEA, mainly vertically with organiser and organisation, rather than peers;

(b) Subject or discipline-related. With teachers in the same or similar subject area, regardless of employer;

(c) Locational. With other teachers using the same venue, who may or may not also be WEA tutors.  
There was some mention of the WEA Branch.  Where fully functioning, this appeared to offer a mix of all three of the above meanings of community of practice, though with more of (a) and (c) than (b). Other mentions of the Branch suggest it was sometimes seen as either nascent or declining – as something more latent than manifest. 

Figure 1:  Three senses of ‘community of practice’

3.12
In relation to the Blog, there was evidence to suggest that it might directly assist in the development of subject or discipline-based communities of practice within the WEA.  Over a third of respondents saw particular value in sharing good practice with others working specifically in their subject area.  Similarly, there is reason to believe that the Blog may contribute to the organisational community of practice through providing a forum in which tutors are able to exercise their stake in the future of the WEA.
3.13
Affinity with the values of the organisation was highly pervasive within the survey, so it was surprising that the links between peers were not stronger, especially given the sampling of the particular group.  The strength of affinity with organisational values amongst tutors may provide opportunities to strengthen other interconnections between them.
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