Has the WEA a Way with Words?
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Perhaps, in answer, I should quote you its Mission, Objectives, Aims, Learning Outcomes, Performance Criteria or Management Information System? Perhaps not. All these have spread themselves across many pages in recent years. No doubt more trees will be needed as we provide assurance, to all who wish or don’t wish to know, of our total and utter, absolute, unswerving commitment to quality.

Here is something different. A few words about words, and why they matter, and reveal who we are, and what we care about and how, if we abuse them, we lose our students, our purpose and our values. 

For years I have found that, along with all its bumbling inadequacies, liberal complacencies and empty pieties, the WEA was a place where you were expected to use English clearly, simply, concisely so that everyone and anyone, from whatever common or uncommon background, could understand and give and take as they chose.

Now, though, English in the WEA, as elsewhere, seems to be under threat. It is being replaced by specialist communication portfolios like FEFC-speak, ESF, NVQ, investors in people, learning outcomes, and much, much, more. What all this suggests is that in the WEA, as elsewhere, people are feeling insecure. We seem to be losing the confidence to find and use our own words. Perhaps plain English looks too ‘ordinary’? In any case, informing people may no longer be enough? Above all, it seems, we need to impress. We have funders to find, and satisfy. We have colleges and colleagues to keep up with and ‘outcomes’ to claim. 

So how shall we go about describing ourselves and explaining to others how good we are? Shall we trade off romantic songs to, and constructions of, the WEA’s past, with endless hymns to Tawney and Co? Please, no, not any more. The liberal tradition deserves no future if it seeks to live in, rather than learn from, its past. And learning involves facing up to mistakes, limitations, and contemporary changes that must be accommodated. If a humanist curriculum is to be preserved it has to be redefined, adapted, improved, developed and made relevant to here, now, today, tomorrow. It has to be a contemporary curriculum, addressing contemporary concerns. It has to be modern; ‘post-modern’ even, if the latter can ever be described and made coherent, accessible and useful.  

So how do we stay abreast of the times and find a role for ourselves in the 21st century? Perhaps we need a ‘quality statement’ and a statement of our ‘vision’ and ‘mission’? But what shall we say? What words shall we use? Our own? Or do we paste in this year’s fashionable phrases from the business-speak jargon of other organisations with different histories, priorities and purposes? 

In a climate of uncertainty, it is tempting to borrow stylish jargon that appears, all by itself, to be saying something. Such words can become a substitute for, rather than an aid to, our own thoughts. We can store and download this year’s crop, string them together. If we do so with skill, and this really is the skill in great demand these days, we may find that we have provided enough criteria to fill enough tick-boxes to release a grant of money. In between this triumph and the reporting and monitoring that will be required, we may hope to find the time to do something worthwhile with the cash.

It is easy to forget how rare and precious is the use of ordinary English designed to give honest information rather than a clever impression. This country spends more on advertising and PR than on education, but it is not just the commercial world that gives highest attention to the manipulation of plausibilities. 

Academics and other professionals are often just as devious in their use of language. The advertiser hits you with a slick and attractive sound-bite. The academic flattens you with an incomprehensible and interminable article with endless footnotes. Perhaps their subject really is complicated and requires a technical vocabulary? Perhaps the writer has not learned how to write more clearly? There are other, more sinister, possibilities.

How often do, even, educationists seek to educate? Do they not, in a competitive marketplace, themselves feel the need to perfom, posture, overawe and control? How often do we actually want to get through to others with our words? Don’t we, also, use language to get round, get the better of, get on top of, or get away from others? How commonly are words used (by individuals and organisations) to influence rather than to educate?  

We are impressed with preened-up pose-prose. We also tend to believe that people we can’t understand must be cleverer than ourselves. We imagine that, if a word is new to us, there may be a new idea behind it. All this enhances the status of the speaker, but it may do nothing to educate, enable and inform the listener. It does not require actual warfare for Truth to become an early casualty. Honesty soon gets ‘dressed’, disabled or displaced in any competitive marketplace. Yet the entire education industry is now just such a competitive marketplace. 

With all our new technology we can layout words faster than ever before. What seems to be in rather shorter supply are good new ideas to go with them. History moves faster and faster and exceeds our ability to keep up with, and comprehend it. It leaves us behind in a graveyard of tatty old ideas that need to be revived, re-examined, and rehabilitated if not finally laid to rest. It is hard to keep up. Have we got time to examine such matters? Can we afford to do so? Is it too risky? Will the funders, customers, competitors approve?

Or shall we, instead, just learn the technical skills needed to manage the appearances? Will it be enough when everyone can make bulleted lists? Add up rows and columns? Desktop four-colour reports, photos and charts? When we have finally polished our presentation package via Microsoft Office, what shall we actually have to say and how shall we say it? Shall we use the categories and vocabulary that comes with the software? Shall we speak for ourselves? And think first? Will we have the time?

Administration matters and so do appearances, both to individuals and organisations. It really is time the WEA improved in its use of numbers, boxes, graphs, fonts, designs, logos, margins, shadings and shadows. But realities, let us hope, matter most. Part of that reality consists in fund-raising, paperwork, monitoring, reporting. But the most important part, let us hope, is the education itself. Its content, its purposes, its philosophy, its values, its use of language.

Will the WEA still know how to speak for, and about, education when its full time staff have less and less time even to teach, never mind read, discuss and stay abreast of changes in a humanist curriculum? Will staff employed on temporary contracts by a variety of organisations be able to identify with, and speak for, the WEA’s core values and purposes? Will the WEA maintain any core values and purposes if no one has time to examine and update these except from an administrative context?

I leave it to readers to fill in for themselves ways in which these problems fit their own experience of life and work within and outside the WEA in the 1990s. I do believe, and I hope you do too, that if we wish to go on being a force for humanity in an inhuman and inhumane world, then our core value needs to centre on speaking of underlying cultural realities in accessible language. That is what all the best activists, tutors and supporters within the WEA sought, seek and sometimes (even) achieve. That is the core mission of the WEA, that will be every bit as precious (and unusual) in the next century as in this. 

