For whose future?:  Access, Participation and Community Regeneration

Two weeks ago I made a speech about the future of higher education in Wales - leadership in difficult times.  I spoke of the need to see leadership in a much wider sense than the sustainability and furtherance of a single institution alone. 
The reaction to my Cardiff lecture on leadership in higher education has been overwhelmingly positive – my personal correspondence is running at ten to one in favour.

Meanwhile, the outlines of the London Liberal Conservative government’s higher education agenda are beginning to emerge. £200 million of cuts announced two weeks ago on HE in England, added to the reductions in spend previously announced. 
The UK budget in two weeks time will no doubt give some more pointers.

I said two weeks ago that our agenda is the completion of what Raymond Williams almost 50 years ago called the long revolution. Raymond Williams developed his ideas on culture while working in adult education. Wales has a strong tradition of adult education developed through the trades union movement: the Plebs League spawned by the Rhondda’s Noah Ablett, the Central Labour College which gave Aneurin Bevan his grounding, the WEA which later gave Neil Kinnock his platform, and more recent examples such as the Community University of the Valleys. As well of course as the Open University. Our agenda is the democratization of education, including higher education. It is an agenda based on Welsh traditions.

Effective democratisation of education in Wales can help to reunite parts of our education system which have become separated into blocks with, I fear cultural, psychological, institutional, even departmental barriers between them. 

After the Cardiff University lecture two weeks ago the press picked up on my observations on a few shortcomings of higher education in Wales.

What was less reported was the vision – and the considerable challenge – we have set for Wales in For Our Future and on which I based the bulk of my talk.  I want to return to that today, particularly given today’s theme.
You ask “for whose future?”  

The title we gave to our higher education strategy – “For our Future” was no accident.  To begin with, we resisted the temptation to put the word “higher” in the title.  But then we also wanted to send some very clear messages.  This strategy was not just about institutions, it was not just about tweaking existing approaches, it was not just about higher education.

The title we used was to send a message that higher education matters for us all, whoever we are, and whatever our connection to it, or even if we think we have none.  

Secondly, the strategy talks about its basis in the “two pillars” of social justice, and supporting a buoyant economy.  They are two pillars, mutually supportive and not a trade off.  Both essential, because if either pillar is weak, we will not sustain success.

We set out clear expectations of the HE sector in Wales in For our Future:

· Maximising participation, through better progression routes from post-16 to HE, a better balance of provision, not least in areas such as the Heads of the Valleys where participation rates are lower than they should be, improved part-time learning opportunities, and higher skills delivered through the accumulation of qualifications on an accredited basis over time

· Continuing emphasis on and investment in the delivery of high quality teaching and support for students, including employability skills

· Stronger research performance, with research outcomes that are rigorous and internationally respected, contributing to Welsh, UK and international economic and social development, with greater scope for knowledge exploitation and spin-outs; reflected in the announcement by my predecessor last year of national priorities for research match funding, in the digital economy, the low carbon economy, health and biosciences, and advanced engineering and manufacturing. Lesley Griffiths as Deputy Minister for Science, Innovation and Skills is currently undertaking a review of external R & D funding, including business and research council funding. Meanwhile the Assembly Government’s Academic Expertise for Business programme is enabling Universities themselves to work and develop R&D link-ups with major companies and other niche businesses and spin outs. An agenda akin to that of NESTA in its report on the Connected University.

· Maintaining a strong cultural and civic role for Welsh higher education, in particular helping to develop international understanding of the Welsh experience

Let us remind ourselves of what Raymond Williams said in ‘The Long Revolution’.  
‘We must certainly see the aspiration to extend the active process of learning, with the skills of literacy and other advanced communication, to all people rather than limited groups, as comparable in importance to the growth of democracy and the rise of scientific industry.’

….. one of the greatest challenges we have faced in our education system is its disjointedness.   Where there is a lack of continuity and progression, the vulnerable slip through a variety of trap doors, maybe irretrievably, whether it is in the early years, in the transition from primary to secondary, at the age of 16, or 18.

Such losses have profound implications for our society and our economy. The adult education movement in Wales has a strong tradition of enabling people to find their way back into the system. Our higher education system in Wales – which has some excellent examples, not least in the Valleys – needs to build on that tradition.
In their influential book ‘The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better’, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett make a compelling case for the contribution that education can make to a more egalitarian society. Their international evidence shows that:

‘’People with more education earn more, are more satisfied with their work and leisure time, are less likely to be unemployed, more likely to be healthy, less likely to be criminals, more likely to volunteer their time and vote in elections.’’ (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009, p103)

For us in Wales, the message seems clear: if we are to create the self-confident, prosperous, harmonious and egalitarian society that so many of us wish to see, we not only have to improve educational achievement, we have to ensure that the way we plan, design and deliver learning does not create those trap doors – instead we need a flexible conveyor belt which people can join at different points, exit and return.

We have been taking action to overcome this.  For example:

· Introducing the exciting Foundation Phase, already raising self-esteem and confidence in primary schools

· Creating the Welsh bacc – which Professor Anthony Seldon has described as in some ways ‘actually superior’ to the International Baccalaureate taught in his  public school – with the curriculum broadened to include vocational routes
· Developing the 14-19 learning pathways – a model that others say England should learn from

In the early years of the Assembly Government we talked about this in “The Learning Country” and the above actions are evidence of some of the actions my predecessors took to embed a learning continuum.  

However, until now it has remained an incomplete journey.  Higher education has a unique and crucial role to play in the development of a prosperous, harmonious and egalitarian society.  However, until last year it remained somewhat detached from the heart of our vision for lifelong learning.

We had not focused enough attention on the disconnection that has emerged in higher education over a period of decades – the drifting apart of higher education and adult education.

We have a distinctly Welsh tradition of which we must all be proud, of adult learning - with institutions which have held a unique historical place in the opening up and emergence of Wales in the last century – the WEA, the Institutes, the involvement of Trade Unions in learning.  All of them looking to the potential for the ordinary person to engage in and thrive through learning.

Such establishments opened doors for people for whom university was out of reach.  Also enabling people who had not come from a traditional academic background to discover their own talents and potential, with benefits for their esteem, careers and with wider benefits for the community as a whole. 
We now have a situation however where it is almost seen as a trade off.  Do we invest in high level research excellence?  Or do we invest in widening access to higher education?  We also tend to see one type of institution, or one type of provision, as being more important to Wales than another, and depending on your viewpoint, what you see as important will differ.

I want to end the feeling of mutual exclusivity, from both ends, but that means that all involved in higher education must change what they do, and how they see themselves fitting within the learning system we are seeking to establish.
I want adult education to be an integral part of higher education.  That is why we have set a clear expectation that we will maximise the number of people experiencing and benefiting from higher education through the design, delivery and location of learning.
Our focus is on a higher education system, with providers better integrated through collaboration or reconfiguration with clearer routes for progression.

Individual providers can focus on their missions, and build their strengths, while through working sensibly together, the offer for the individual, community and region is maximised. 

As I said two weeks ago, the configuration of the nineteenth-century university system in Wales has of course left us with long-term structural consequences. As Gwyn Alf Williams wrote: ‘In practical terms, most of the institutions of Welsh education which are regarded as central to a Welsh identity have been situated within and in response to, regions and ideologies remote physically and ideally from the regions in which the majority of the Welsh lived and had their being’. 

No university needed, then, in the nineteenth-century configuration, for the industrial heartland of Wales. 

So our long revolution continues. Where in the nineteenth century, Welsh educationalists were building a university system for the emergent middle-class, a small and elite version of the middle class, and 1960s reformers widened participation to the grammar school class, we are seeking to widen participation for the people as a whole. The democratization of Higher Education.

There is no greater example of what we mean than the University Heads of the Valleys initiative.  It will be genuinely transformative. 

Professor Dai Smith, when Pro Vice-Chancellor of the University of Glamorgan, wrote that ‘a comprehensive learning strategy for the Valleys has to move outside the normal educational boundaries.’ That is what the UHOVI initiative means.

An area with one of the lowest levels of achievement, skills and – not surprisingly – self esteem in Britain. It sits just a few miles from one of Wales’s most prosperous and highly skilled regions making the contrast in fortunes all the more stark.

Our goals for the UHOVI are very high.  This is not just about skills but about regenerating the heart and soul of a community.

As such, local authorities, FE providers and HE providers have come together not just to deliver higher education, but to transform the whole education and training infrastructure of the region – to maximise the opportunities on offer for young people, to help them progress to further education, higher education or the workplace, and create an identity for learning in the Heads of the Valleys that is not just fit for economic purpose, but which reflects the cultural and historic wealth of the communities.  

More than £110m of Welsh Assembly Government funding has been set aside to transform the opportunities and prospects for young people, local residents and businesses in the Heads of the Valleys region. 
The funding is set aside to go toward three major projects – UHOVI, a partnership between the University of Glamorgan and the University of Wales, Newport, the Merthyr Tydfil Learning Quarter and the Blaenau Gwent Learning Works.  

This represents a real commitment to the region, designed to provide new learning and skills opportunities, better local facilities and to attract new jobs to the Valleys.
UHOVI is working with Blaenau Gwent Council and Merthyr Tydfil Council. Together they are working with the Further Education sector, including Merthyr Tydfil College, Coleg Gwent, secondary schools and training companies to provide education opportunities at all levels across the region.  With increased local access to learning and a greater choice of courses, more local people would be able to study right up to degree and postgraduate levels locally – and meet local business needs for skilled staff.
For the people of Merthyr Tydfil the proposals include a brand new Merthyr Tydfil Tertiary College with bigger and better facilities for full and part-time learners, and a new University building as part of the creation of a new Learning Quarter in the heart of the town. Discussions are also underway regarding the development of other facilities for the town that will complement this.
For local people in Blaenau Gwent, the £112 million Learning Works initiative is planned to provide a new state-of-the-art Learning Zone for all 16 plus education that would include a  range of university courses.  The plans also include new primary and secondary school provision, a replacement special school, a children family centre as well as a new sports centre and new performing arts centre.
UHOVI will provide new Glamorgan and Newport University courses in community venues, in the workplace and at colleges from 2010.
This is a major investment in widening participation and engagement in higher education. It will be tangible evidence of regeneration through higher education investment.
It is a cross-departmental initiative, with DCELLS working with both the Department for Economy and Transport’s Regeneration division and the Heritage Department. HE complementing our regeneration work and helping to drive it in both Ebbw Vale and Merthyr.

And of course, we also have the Centre for Regeneration Excellence in Wales – a great example of academic collaboration, by the way – headquartered in Merthyr and headed by Professor Dave Adamson, established by the former Deputy Minister for Regeneration, whoever he was.

Of course, UHOVI will deliver real progression routes from further to higher education.

In this context, I also want to welcome the recent announcement that five learning providers in south-west Wales are linking up in West Wales – Trinity St David’s Lampeter, Swansea Metropolitan University, Coleg Sir Gar, Pembrokeshire College, and Coleg Ceredigion. Their initiative will mean enhanced student choice, better progression routes, and a framework to respond to regional economic, social and cultural need.
If we are to believe leaks to the Observer newspaper, the new Business Secretary Vince Cable wants to start a debate on the numbers going to University in the UK. Allegedly he wants to do away with the previous UK Labour government’s target of putting 50% of young people through university. 10,000 places are going this year as a result of the cuts he has already made.

Well, the Welsh  Assembly Government has never had a 50% target for young people going to university. A 50% target is not a social justice target – certainly not if it simply means more people from the same backgrounds.  
Our objective is to democratize the intake to higher education institutions, reaching out to non-traditional learners. That means raising attainment levels to the Welsh average in the heads of the valleys – a target we have asked HEFCW to achieve by 2015. It means more effective progression routes between FE and HE.  

It means a greater emphasis on foundation degrees and part-time learning. It means more flexibility and support for technical courses linked to the needs of Wales – its economy, its society, its culture.  

It means a national bursary scheme allied to the most generous student support in the UK.

Unlike England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, Wales has not had a cap on student numbers going to university. So I was surprised to see some ill-judged remarks about student recruitment from one of our vice-chancellors on the BBC at the weekend. We have not had a cap on numbers. But in a time of tight funding restrictions, Wales cannot afford simply to bail out the victims of Vince Cable’s cut in student numbers in England. We have already asked HEFCW to remind HE institutions in Wales of the impact of recruiting students on an unfunded basis. We will now need to look at the likely impact of proposals elsewhere in the UK for the affordability of higher education in Wales.

Our approach to this will be based as far as possible on our objectives in For our Future. Seeking to protect our social justice agenda.  We want to diversify intake and avoid a crude blanket cap if at all possible.
The financial climate will be challenging. But it may also force us to think more deeply about priorities. Over the last three decades, the language of individual choice and the market has come to dominate almost every level of public life and social discourse, including in higher education. 

The reality of the present crisis – induced by unregulated markets – may enable us to focus more closely on the real limits to markets, the real limits to individual choice, and the need for real limits to competition. 

We need therefore to ensure we maximise the use of the Welsh pound and get more value for our investment. That means ending unnecessary and nugatory competition between individual institutions, and a lot more focus on collaboration for our national goals.
Our agenda of democratization relates to our ambitions to widen participation throughout education. And the FE sector is key to this agenda, and in many ways is leading it. Part of that agenda, of course, is about achieving parity of esteem between vocational and academic subjects.

Again, Raymond Williams wrote, over 50 years ago, in Culture and Society:

Many highly educated people have.... been so driven in on their reading….that they fail to notice that there are other forms of skilled, intelligent, creative activity: not only the cognate forms of theatre, concert, and picture-gallery; but a whole range of general skills, from gardening, metalwork and carpentry, to active politics. The contempt for so many of these activities, which is always latent in the highly literate, is a mark of the observers’ limits, not those of the activities themselves.

This is an agenda of cultural change. Raymond Williams is often remembered for the phrase ‘Culture is ordinary’. In that essay, he also said ‘education is ordinary…it is, before everything else, the process of giving to the ordinary members of society its full common meanings, and the skills that will enable these meanings, in the light of their personal and common experience.’ Education is ordinary. Education is our future. This is our next step in the long revolution.
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