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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between adult learning and active 

citizenship.  In particular, the aim is to explore whether there exists a relationship between 

learning within and participating in the democratic structure of the Workers Educational 

Association (WEA), and the development of attributes required for active citizenship in terms 

of skills, confidence and knowledge (Benn, 2000).  A further aim is to test the assertion that 

"adult education has reinforced rather than generated active citizenship and has attracted those 

students who are already socially active" (Benn & Fieldhouse, 1997 quoted in Thorne, 

1998:25). 

 

A literature review focussed upon three areas: democratic participation in contemporary 

Britain, learning for democratic participation and active citizenship and the historic role of the 

WEA.  The study explored the experiences of members of two WEA Branches based in 

socially disadvantaged areas of South Wales.   A sample of twenty-four members was drawn 

from the two branches in equal number, half of whom were characterised as 'activists' and the 

remainder as 'non-activists'.  The results of the self completed questionnaires and interviews 

with all of the sample indicated that whilst the WEA experience had a significant impact on a 

proportion of the sample in terms of building their skills and confidence for active citizenship, 

its influence regarding the acquisition of political knowledge had been minimal.  The results 

also suggested that a causal relationship existed for some of the substantial minority who had 

no prior community involvement on joining WEA between their WEA experience and 

subsequent active citizenship, thereby challenging the view that adult education merely 

reinforces activism.   
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CHAPTER ONE   - Introduction 

 

Learning the skills for democratic participation is a topical issue at the beginning of the 21st 

century amidst growing concern about the level of public engagement in the political process 

and the challenges facing democracies throughout Europe (Frazer, 1999:7,  Field, 2001:78, 

Council of Europe, 2001).   

 

It is argued that Britain in the latter part of the 20th century was not a democracy where 

widespread citizen participation was the norm, although there were significant minorities "who 

actively sustain political life" (Parry et al, 1992: 47).   Whilst it is argued that social factors, 

such as poverty and ill health, prevent participation (Benn, 2000:254) others suggest that the 

predominance of adult males in political life may make it particularly difficult for women and 

young people to participate (Arnot et al, 1996; Evans, 1995:21).   A clear link between 

educational background and levels of participation was found in a major survey of participation 

during the 1980s.  Those without educational qualifications are "the most quiescent" (Parry et al 

1992:75).  

 

In terms of electoral participation, turnout at the UK's first General Election of the 21st Century 

confirmed the downward participatory trend seen in all elections since 1992 (Walker, 2001) and 

the 'big drop' from 71.4% in 1997 to 59.4% has been described as 'surely the single most 

important aspect of the 2001 general election (Electoral Commission, 2001).  It has been argued 

that, whilst some decrease in voting had been predicted, the size of the drop in turnout took 

most people by surprise and it has been a 'wake-up call to those who govern and represent us' 

(Diplock, 2001). 

 

A growing popular indifference to 'politics' and declining levels of participation in civil society 

have been characterised as a growing 'democratic deficit' and a 'fading of citizenship values and 

practices'  (Thorne, 1998:23).   However, in contrast to suggestions of apathy both during and in 

the aftermath of the 2001 election, the Hansard Society has asserted that 'non-voters are not less 

interested in politics - just less well-informed and less connected to the established political 

process'  (Diplock, 2001).  Whilst questioning the extent of the decline of involvement in 

political and civil life Thorne has no doubt 'that it is an issue of general concern to policy 

makers at both a national and European level' (Thorne, 1998:23). 
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The European Commission has sought to address the issue with a paper entitled Learning for 

Active Citizenship based on the premise that 'learning for citizenship is not an optional extra but 

is an integral part of the concept and practice of modern citizenship altogether.'  The paper 

recognises that 'many adult citizens lack relevant information, skills and confidence as well as 

access to the opportunities for participation and engagement in the first place' (European 

Commission, 1998). 

 

New Labour claims that through citizenship education, lifelong learning and supporting 

families, 'it is putting in place the tools people need to become involved in the decisions they 

care about'  (Labour Party, 2000).   The National Advisory Group for Continuing Education 

and Lifelong Learning is more explicitly concerned with linking a culture of lifelong learning 

for all with active citizenship which 'will enable people to recognise and tackle inequalities and 

exclusion' (NAGCELL, 1997:58).   In Wales the promotion of active citizenship amongst all 

age groups is one of the National Assembly's core values (National Assembly for Wales, 1999).  

An examination of the 1997 Labour Government's Lifelong Learning policy documents for 

England and Wales reveals references to active citizenship and social inclusion. Whilst 

references to citizenship have received a guarded welcome (Martin, 2000:14, Pillinger, 

2000:21), the economic agenda has been shown to dominate policies in both England and 

Wales, and policy for the promotion of active citizenship is considered to be underdeveloped in 

both nations (Gass, 2001:140).  This analysis is shared by Ecclestone (2000) who argues that 

'policy continues to focus almost exclusively on learning for economic competitiveness'  

 

Goldman (1999:98) articulates a pessimistic view of the potential for adult education, believing 

it to have 'lost and been divested of wider political ends'.  Whereas 'previously it (political 

education) was a way of life' it has become 'just another subject, and not a very popular one at 

that' within an increasingly vocational curriculum.  He recognises the contribution of past 

traditions of adult education to the promotion of a 'more vibrant progressive political culture' 

but feels that current trends suggest 'there is no going back'. (Goldman, 1999:98) 

 

Notwithstanding the emphasis placed by government upon the role of adult education in 

promoting active citizenship and participatory democracy, there is some debate and research 

within the adult education profession in this area.  This has included relating learning for 

democratic participation to learning theories and the outlining of attributes required for active 

citizenship.   
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Given its history of social purpose, it is argued that adult education should be tackling 'its old 

preoccupations about equality, democracy, participation and social justice in new ways' 

(Fieldhouse, 1996a:400).  For Pillinger (2000:21) 'democracy and citizenship are central to 

learning just as learning is central to democracy and citizenship'.  However, there is debate 

about the extent to which adult education has anything to offer people who are not already 

active, with some arguing that it has reinforced rather than generated active citizenship (Thorne 

1998:25).   It is also suggested that citizenship skills are less likely to be learned through the 

formal curriculum than through positive experiences of participation.  Thus, the adult education 

experience itself should be an experience of participatory democracy (Benn, 2000:255).   

Similarly, it is argued that adult education can be 'conducted by democratic means…..so that 

democratic principles and an underlying democratic ethic are exercised'  (Duke, 1992:192).  

The notion of participation as an educative experience is outlined by Parry et al.  Their theory 

is that the citizen's sense of competence and responsibility will be developed by taking part in 

the process of public decision making (Parry et al, 1992: 14).   

 

A series of case studies of local voluntary organisations, which examined their formal and 

informal, educational and educative impact on individuals, groups and communities, concluded 

that there is a direct relationship between the mode of government of a Local Voluntary 

Organisation and its contribution to the level of active citizenship in an area.  A high proportion 

of interviewees were found to have received an effective training in the skills of democratic 

representation and those who took on responsibilities were 'also more aware of broader social 

concerns' and had engaged in 'political learning'.  (Elsdon et al, 1995:139) 

 

Several writers have contextualised this kind of learning within theoretical constructs.  Elsdon 

refers to it as 'unpremeditated' as opposed to 'deliberate' learning (Elsdon, 1995:49) and 'often 

unconscious in the sense that it was only the interviews that made respondents aware of it' 

(Elsdon, 2000:254).   Similarly, it has been identified as 'incidental learning' which may only 

be recognised as having taken place in hindsight (Newman, 2000).   Elsdon also defines 

learning in the voluntary sector as being non-formal and informal.  It is non-formal in not being 

tied into any external institutional features and informal in the sense that it is mostly contextual 

to chosen activities rather than externally imposed curricula (Elsdon, 2000).   Newman also 

relates these theoretical notions to learning and social action, as well as referring to three 

domains of learning identified by Mezirow et al (1991) and their relevance to social activism.   
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Self confidence along with skills, reflection and knowledge are held to be key to effective 

democratic participation.  For Weir and Beetham 'a society of self-confident citizens' is the 

ultimate goal of democracy.   They highlight the significance of education in equipping citizens 

for a variety of social and political roles and 'the question of the confidence of citizens in their 

own capacity to influence the collective decisions that matter for their lives'  (Weir & Beetham, 

1999:14).  Similarly, Evans places emphasis on a 'belief in one's ability to act' as being central 

to effective participation in social and economic structures (Evans, 1995:15). 

 

For R H Tawney, writing as President of the WEA, self confidence together with knowledge 

and 'the facility in expression', all of which were to be gained through study and discussion, 

made students 'both quicker than they would otherwise have been to realise the importance of 

playing their part as responsible citizens, and better qualified to rise to the occasion when such 

responsibilities come their way' (WEA, 1938).  Osler and Starkey argue that learning for 

citizenship is best achieved if it is based on 'acquiring knowledge, reflecting on identity, living 

in a community and developing skills for participation'  (Osler & Starkey, 1999:201), whilst 

Benn outlines the attributes which promote active citizenship in terms of abilities, confidence 

and knowledge (Benn, 2000:245). 

 

The voluntary and democratic nature of the Workers Educational Association has been a 

fundamental principle since its inception nearly one hundred years ago (Fieldhouse, 

1996b:168).  The voluntary body was seen as "a guarantee of democratic control".  This meant 

far more than "the mere freedom to select tutor, subject and syllabus".  It was considered to be 

"government of the student, for the student, by the students" (Green, n.d.).  In addition to its 

democratic structure the WEA had a democratic purpose: 

 

"Its principal object is to train capacity and develop the power of criticism and 

of independent and constructive thought directed to social action." 

         (WEA, c1943) 

Fieldhouse argues that after the second world war there was a gradual evaporation of the 

WEA's social purpose dynamic, although the WEA continued to "declare unequivocally that it 

was concerned to encourage and equip students to take an active role in modern democratic 

society" (Fieldhouse, 1996b:188).  The proceedings of a WEA symposium titled 'What do we 

mean by social purpose in Adult Education' confirm this (Hughes, 1972). 
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A survey relating to 92 WEA classes held before 1951 confirmed that the Association had 

generated a considerable amount of social activism.  The survey's author argues that it was the 

more active people who were most strongly influenced by their WEA experience, and states: 

"the WEA reinforced activism as much as it caused it"  (Fieldhouse, 1983:29). 

 

The WEA has published several surveys identifying the contribution made by WEA students to 

public life, including one published during the second world war on ‘its service to democracy 

since 1918’ (WEA, 1938, 1943).  However the WEA appears not to have undertaken research 

of a more qualitative kind.  With the exception of two case studies of WEA Branches carried 

out by Elsdon et al (Elsdon et al, 1993) no evidence has been found of any recent in-depth 

studies of the WEA's contribution to learning for democracy.    

 

The general aims of the research are to examine and contribute to the debate around some of 

the findings and learning theories referred to above with particular reference to contemporary 

WEA learners in South East Wales.  The sample will be drawn from two WEA Branches based 

in 'disadvantaged' communities.  Both communities could be characterised as being socially 

excluded in terms of the levels of disadvantage they experience.   

 

The research will explore the relationship between adult learning on the one hand and social 

activism, active citizenship and democratic participation on the other hand.   In particular it will 

test the assertion that "adult education has reinforced rather than generated active citizenship 

and has attracted those students who are already socially active" (Benn & Fieldhouse 1997 

quoted in Thorne 1998:25). 

 

More specifically it will explore how learners experience democracy within a WEA branch.  It 

will seek to identify learning that takes place through participation in the democratic processes 

of a WEA branch, and explore whether or not learning with the WEA leads to the acquisition 

of attributes for active citizenship.  It will seek to establish whether or not there is a relationship 

between involvement with WEA and activism in the wider community and whether any skills 

gained are applied in democratic participation beyond the WEA.   The sample will comprise 

'activists' - those who have taken on responsibility within their branch - and 'non-activist' 

members.  
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The study will draw on theories of learning and test the findings of Benn's (2000) study of 

participants in university adult education classes.  In contrast to Benn's sample of whom 89% 

were aged over 35 and 69% had attended a higher education institution (Benn, 2000:246), this 

study will focus on WEA learners 70% of whom are aged under thirty-five, with relatively low 

levels of educational achievement, living in areas of social disadvantage.  It will examine the 

hypothesis that adults with little or no experience of participation who become involved in the 

democratic process of a WEA branch develop the attributes for active citizenship. 
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CHAPTER TWO   -   Literature Review 

 

This Chapter will review three areas of literature with relevance to this study.  The first of these 

concerns discussions of the 'health' of contemporary British democracy and notions of 

democratic participation.  The second area may be summarised as learning for democratic 

participation and active citizenship, whilst the third addresses the role of the WEA in particular.   

 

The basis of democratic theory has been held to be the ideal of the active, intelligent citizen 

(Goodwin, 1992) and it has been argued that a 'strong citizenry is crucial for the health of 

democracy' (Ehrlich, 1999).  Various authors have highlighted declining levels of engagement 

with the democratic process and offered explanations for this (Coffield, 1998, Democratic 

Audit, 1997, Frazer, 1999).  Significantly, education or the lack of it, is held by several authors 

to be central to democratic participation (Democratic Audit, 1997, Diplock, 2001, Parry et al, 

1992). 

 

In a submission to the United Nations Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Committee, the 

Democratic Audit (1997) - based at Essex University - argues that the denial of economic, 

social and cultural rights to particular groups of people in the UK during the previous decade 

has 'had a detrimental effect on the health of our democratic freedoms, both for the individuals 

themselves and the wider community'.  The submission draws on various sources to show 'how 

dispossessed large sections of our population have become'.   This case is also put by Coffield 

(1998) who argues that there are certain groups that 'may be better viewed as partial or 

incomplete citizens'.  He cites as examples young people without qualifications or proper jobs, 

women, adults with learning difficulties and ethnic minorities.  Frazer (1999) believes that 

"levels of engagement" fell in the early 1990s in the UK on account of there being "very few 

opportunities for political participation" as a result of powers having been taken away from 

local government and intermediate bodies like trade unions.  

 

Amidst concern referred to above about a growing democratic deficit a major research 

programme on Democracy and Participation funded by the Economic and Social Research 

Council (ESRC Democracy and Participation Programme, 2001), comprising more than twenty 

projects, is examining citizen participation in voluntary activity and addressing a number of 

'key concerns' about the state of British democracy and participation.  As well as posing the 
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question 'is there a crisis of participation and democratic legitimacy in Britain?' the programme 

is investigating why some people participate and others don't.   

 

The programme team notes that participation is often seen 'rather narrowly in terms of citizens 

voting in elections'.  The team takes the view that electoral participation is only one aspect of 

citizen involvement in the political process.  They propose a broader definition in which 

participation is seen as 'unpaid voluntary activity undertaken by citizens, that influences 

government, policy making and democratic accountability'.   This definition encompasses 

participation in elections, political parties and pressure groups, together with campaigning 

activities and involvement in community activities which 'develop social capital and influence 

policy-making and the delivery of services'.  (ESRC Democracy and Participation Programme, 

2001).  In outlining the scientific context for the programme, the team identifies the key 

problem facing students of participation and democracy in Britain as the 'fact that information 

about the state of voluntary activity is very incomplete or outdated'.  It is noted that the last 

comprehensive study of political participation to be carried out in Britain was that of Geraint 

Parry et al in 1984 (Parry et al, 1992). 

 

Parry et al (1992) aimed to examine how Britain was functioning as a democracy in the late 

20th century.  The study was based on a sample of 1,600 people from England, Scotland and 

Wales together with 300 leaders from six specially selected and contrasting local communities.  

This study also took a broad view of political participation, defining it as 'taking part in the 

process of formulation, passage and implementation of public policies'.   This was seen to 

comprise a large number of activities, including voting, contacting politicians, canvassing 

support for a political party, joining a pressure group and taking part in campaigning or protest 

activities. 

 

The study approached participation from two directions.  It examined both the social, economic 

and political backgrounds of participants and the kinds of issues which people said concerned 

them most and which motivated them to take action (Parry et al, 1992:19).  It is the first of 

these which has particular relevance for this research, in so far as it involves investigating 

whether those who are active are drawn disproportionately from any particular social class, or 

possess certain levels of education or are members of specific organisations. 
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The study theorised that what determines whether or not a person will take action, apart from 

their having a particular interest, is 'the extent to which he or she possesses the resources to act'.   

Resources were categorised as 'individual', consisting of education and wealth, and 

'organisational', meaning 'ties to groups'.   Other factors were seen 'to partly enhance or 

diminish the chances to obtain resources and partly shape one's readiness to employ them for 

political action'. These factors included social class, gender, age, place of residence, and 

personal and collective values.  As a result of resources together with advantageous social 

background, some people would be better placed to take action.  However, not all of these 

would do and there would be others who, despite the lack of resources, would participate.  

 

The study found a strong connection between education and participation, with degree holders 

being not only an educational elite but also a 'participatory elite'.  Whereas on average the 

formally uneducated took part in one action, beyond voting and signing petitions, the degree 

holders engaged in nearly 3.5 actions (Parry et al, 1992:69).  Amongst other things the study 

concluded that 'more education tends to mean more participation, and that pattern holds up 

even when other resource factors are drawn into the analysis' (Parry et al, 1992:84). 

 

Whilst Parry et al found a smaller correlation between levels of educational achievement and 

tendency to vote in local or national elections compared with other kinds of political 

participation, more recent work has identified a link between non-voting and lack of knowledge.  

Drawing on a MORI research report, Shelagh Diplock of the Hansard Society outlines how non-

voters felt that 'they did not know enough to make an informed choice'.  She writes that politics 

is perceived among the young especially as a subject and an activity that is 'complicated and 

intimidating'.  When focus group participants were given a list of suggested ways of building 

greater voter engagement, strongest support was expressed for opportunities to learn more about 

Parliament and the political system and how they work (Diplock, 2001). 

 

The annual British Social Attitude Survey carried out by the National Centre for Social 

Research (Democratic Audit, 1997) provides valuable attitudinal evidence in relation to 

democratic participation.  Since 1983 the Centre has had a rolling programme studying people's 

views of their own 'political efficacy'.  People were asked if they thought they had both the 

resources and confidence to 'shape, alone or with others, the course of events'.  Asked what 

action (if any) they would take to oppose a 'harmful or unjust' law respondents were given a 

range of options not dissimilar to the political actions listed by Parry et al referred to above.  
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Repeating the survey in 1986 and 1991 it was found that, whilst Britain had become a more 

active and assertive society since the 1960s, it was evident that those in the lowest social 

classes had  

 

'markedly lower conceptions of personal political efficacy than those higher up the 

social strata with women faring worse than men'. 

 

Drawing upon this evidence, and reinforcing the findings of Parry et al (1992), the Democratic 

Audit's submission referred to above asserts  

 

'education, or the lack of it, remains a strong factor in determining people's feeling 

of personal effectiveness'.   

    (Democratic Audit, 1997) 

 

However this emphasis upon the significance of education is not shared by all authors writing 

on this subject.  Thompson (2000) is a dissenting voice arguing that  

 

"ordinary people already have lots of experiential knowledge and a whole range of 

different skills which they use to survive, negotiate and challenge the 

circumstances in which they find themselves". 

 

The relationship between socio-economic factors, including in particular education and income, 

and participation is a common theme through the literature reviewed above.   There are close 

parallels between this theme and the literature on participation in adult education.  According 

to McGivney (2000) adult learning surveys show  

 

'with depressing regularity that there is a clear and persisting socio-economic and 

socio-cultural divide between the people who engage in organised education and 

training programmes and those who do not'.   

 

She points out that social class remains a powerful influence on participation and that, although 

participation rates have risen since 1999, the sharpest rise is amongst professional and 

managerial groups.  There is also a link, it is argued, between non-participation in adult 

education and non-participation in society.  In contrast, those who do take part in formal adult 
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education are held to come from an already active social minority (Benn, 2000).   Furthermore, 

it is argued, "adult education has reinforced rather than generated active citizenship" (Benn & 

Fieldhouse, 1997 quoted in Thorne, 1998:25). 

 

The second area of the literature review focuses upon learning for democratic participation and 

active citizenship.   This section of the Chapter will start by the identifying the meanings that 

have been attached to the terms active citizenship and democratic participation.  This will be 

followed by exploring what may be summarised as the attributes for active citizenship and the 

learning processes involved in their acquisition.   

 

Whilst it can be seen from the above that the literature on democratic participation in Britain 

indicates the centrality of education as an influence on the extent to which people will 

participate, much of the literature about education refers to learning for active citizenship rather 

than democratic participation.  Arguably, whilst the two notions have much in common it 

should be recognised that they are not entirely interchangeable.  Much depends on the meaning 

attributed to active citizenship, which has been described as a 'contested concept' that has been 

appropriated 'for very different ends' (Lister, 1998).  For Dadzie (1999) 'active citizenship' goes 

beyond a notion of status, identity or entitlement: "It suggests the active involvement of people 

in issues that concern them, either individually or collectively, from neighbourhood to global 

level".  The European Commission (1998) sees the practice of active citizenship as "a question 

of being empowered to handle the practice of democratic culture".   There is criticism of the 

'gender specific' definition of active citizenship which "tends to emphasise activities in the 

public sphere and therefore to exclude women…" (Merricks, 2001).  For this reason the 

Education and Training for Governance and Active Citizenship in Europe (ETGACE) research 

project has chosen a "deliberately broad" definition to include "those whose involvement is in 

the cultural and social spheres as well as the obviously political".    Another European project 

embraces both democracy and citizenship in its title. The Education for Democratic Citizenship 

project was set with the aim of finding out which values and skills are required to enable 

individuals to become "participating citizens", as well as how these may be acquired and 

passed on to others (Bïrzéa, 2000). 

 

There appear to be three key aspects to a consideration of learning for democratic participation 

and active citizenship.  These could be described in terms of what needs to be learned for 
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effective participation, and the associated 'attributes' required for active citizenship, and the 

process or processes by which that learning may take place. 

 

A historical view is offered by Ranson (1998) who argues that the precursors to the idea of 

democratic learning are Eduard Lindemann and John Dewey.  He recounts that for Lindemann 

democracy was "a lived process of trying to bring about personal or social change".  He saw 

the task of education as being:  

 

"to help adults as well as young people to develop the attitudes of mind - for 

example, reflection, tolerance, imagination, sympathy and respect - as well as the 

capabilities to take part in the democratic process". 

 

Ranson records that Dewey believed that "a democratic public fosters the dialogue 

necessary for its members to interact freely with, and learn from, one another".  He saw it 

as the role of education "to prepare citizens with the capabilities to take part in this 

learning democracy". 

 

Much of the literature refers to four essential elements for citizenship - knowledge, attitudes, 

values and skills. For example, Crick (1998) explains that by "political literacy" the Advisory 

Group on Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools, which he 

chaired, meant to imply "not only the knowledge of political and social institutions and ideas 

but the skills, values and attitudes that are needed for the participative practice of good 

citizenship in adult life". 

 

The Education for Democratic Citizenship project referred to above has documented the core 

competencies for democratic citizenship.  The project recognises their diverse nature whilst 

drawing attention to the points they have in common.  Amongst these is that "they have in view 

knowledge, as well as skills, values and attitudes".  The knowledge included is only that which 

is needed to "generate actions and practices" and the skills are defined in terms of "knowing 

how to do, how to be, how to live together and how to become" (Bïrzéa, 2000). 

 

For Coffield an essential ingredient is "the ability to detect bullshit and the moral courage to 

expose it."  He believes that above all else, students of all ages need to develop a: 
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"critical faculty to enable them to challenge the hype of advertisers, the excessive 

claims of experts or researchers, the pretentious promises of politicians or the 

latest educational or business buzzword.  Developing independent, critical 

thinking about power, wealth and poverty is an indispensable feature of education 

for citizenship…' (Coffield, 1998) 

 

Frazer covers similar ground to Crick whilst expressing it differently.  For her, learning about 

democracy  

 

"involves learning about particular democratically legitimate ways of securing, 

deploying, influencing and resisting political power; it involves learning about and 

learning to take up a particular subset of roles: voter, citizen, representative, party 

member, bureaucrat, etc." 

 

Pillinger (2000) highlights the building of self confidence, knowledge and skills as crucial for 

participation in a process of democratic transformation whereby people are "shaping their 

personal, economic, social and collective lives".  Benn (2000) is like minded in that she believes 

that an individual needs to possess "certain abilities, confidences and knowledge" to be a "good 

citizen".  She proceeds to list the attributes that promote active citizenship as having - 

 

1. the ability to 

• negotiate & co-operate with others 

• deal with difference and conflict 

• listen constructively to others 

• obtain information (eg from libraries, the Web, authorities, public meetings, etc) 

• voice ideas and opinions 

 

2. the confidence to 

• be proactive 

• have independent opinions 

• act independently if they think it is right 

• take responsibility 

• assume that their voice will be heard and taken into account 
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3. the following knowledge 

• how society is structured 

• how local government works 

• how national government works 

• the basic ideas of the main political parties 

• political philosophies/ideologies" 

 

These are relatively simple in comparison with the competencies developed by the Education 

for Democratic Citizenship (EDC) project and leave out values altogether (see Appendix i).  

However, there is commonality between the two models such as in relation to knowledge about 

the working of democratic institutions.  

 

The literature reveals a range of views on how best attributes for citizenship may be learned and 

these may be considered within theoretical frameworks such as formal, informal and non-formal 

learning.  Several writers, for example, refer to 'incidental learning' and others to 'experiential 

learning'.   

 

Bïrzéa, (2000) conceives of education for democratic citizenship as "learning throughout life, in 

all circumstances and in every form of human activity".   This would involve a contribution 

from all available educational influences including formal, non-formal and informal.   Several 

writers (Merricks, 2001; Newman, 2000) refer to these three learning modes.  Whilst Bïrzéa and 

Newman broadly agree on a definition of formal education as being systematic and structured, 

they are inconsistent in their understanding of non-formal and informal.  For Bïrzéa non-formal 

education is the education which "takes place outside the formal system and most of the time 

does not lead to a recognised certificate", whilst Newman defines it as learning which "occurs 

when people become aware of the potential for learning in their activities and make a decision 

to learn from these experiences".  This is similar to Bïrzéa's characterisation of informal 

learning as "the unplanned learning that goes on in daily life and can be received from daily 

experience".  In contrast Newman sees informal education as "organised but not in a 

recognisably educational context, and perhaps not in a particularly structured format".  
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The EDC project differentiates two components of lifelong learning - organised and existential 

learning.  Bïrzéa explains that the former includes formal and non-formal education provided by 

specialist organisations.  Existential learning "merges with the life-course and comprises the 

whole range of situations that can stimulate a learning process".  These include "critical events, 

challenges, dilemmas, compromises and significant moments".   He describes this as a 

"spontaneous and diffuse kind of learning, incidental and informal which must be encouraged 

through adequate support systems". Bïrzéa quotes from Dohmen (1996) who defines incidental 

learning as "the type of informal learning that is entirely unplanned (and often unconscious) and 

is the casual by-product of other activities".  Newman (2000) writes about incidental learning in 

similar terms.  He explains how it "occurs during action and may be only in hindsight that we 

recognise learning has taken place".  He notes that people in community organisations and 

community development projects learn a variety of organisational and political skills.  However 

although this learning is "very real and can be empowering" he sees it as being "incidental to the 

actions taken by the members of the community group….and may not be articulated as 

learning".   This process is also identified by Elsdon (1995) whose case studies of learning that 

takes place through involvement in voluntary organisations found that  

 

"a high proportion of respondents had, consciously or otherwise, received an 

effective training in the skills of democratic representation and management". 

 

He subsequently characterises learning in the voluntary sector as  

 

"non-formal in not being tied into any external institutional features and informal 

in the sense that it is mostly contextual to chosen activities rather than externally 

imposed curricula".   

 

He then confirms Newman's view by adding: 

 

"Moreover, much of it, and probably its most important aspects, are 

unpremeditated and often unconscious in the sense that it was only the interviews 

that made respondents aware of it."  (Elsdon, 2000:254) 

 

Parry et al (1992) tested "the claim that citizen involvement in politics has an educative effect 

on the participant".  They sought to isolate two different types of educative consequence - 
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cognitive and affective.  They identified cognitive effects as "involving some increase in 

knowledge or understanding of how politics worked", whereas affective aspects would include 

changes in the way people evaluated political processes.  They found that substantial 

proportions of their sample did experience "some enhancement of political understanding" and 

felt that this gave credence to the "educative thesis".  They discovered that it was those people 

with greater personal and collective resources and who "have the greater propensity to 

participate" that are also more likely on average to report that they find participation an 

educative experience.   

  

Merricks (2001) reports that the research of the ETGACE project, referred to above, has shown 

that "a person begins to take an active role in his or her society due to one or a combination of 

reasons".   Her view is that these are not necessarily learning interventions, but "the 

experiences of people's lives enable them to reflect and become an active citizen".  She argues 

that learning (in this case, active citizenship and governance) is "neither a linear, or one-

dimensional process, but it appears as a series of transitions or steps".  She calls this 

"transitional learning theory" and states that these transitions occur "when people experience 

moments of tension or change in their lives".   

 

An example of a more conscious and deliberate approach on the part of educators in the formal 

sector is to be found in Ehrlich's (1999) account of a pilot project which was aimed at educating 

undergraduate students in San Francisco to "become, and remain, actively involved in 

strengthening their communities and enhancing social justice".   Ehrlich drew on Dewey's 

vision of "education in the service of a democratic society" and in particular his belief that 

"learning in school should be continuous with learning out of school".   Ehrlich developed an 

integrated approach to learning whereby students took part in course readings and discussions, 

and community service and projects.  The evaluation of the pilot suggested that the experience 

strengthened participants' commitment to active political participation and community 

involvement. 

 

Frazer (1999) accepts that the evidence about the effect of explicit or formal politics or civics 

curriculum content is not clear.  She refers to a UK study by Mercer (1972) who found that 

formal politics education, as opposed to the humanities in general, was not "a major source of 

variation in political interest among adolescents".  Other determinants such as age, the level of 

political interest in the young person's family, and their attendance to the relevant mass media 
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were stronger.  However, Frazer argues that there is strong evidence for a link between a 

"democratic, discussion and deliberation based classroom practice, and anti-authoritarian or 

pro-democratic attitudes and value commitments".  This is borne out by a cross-national study 

of young people in six countries that revealed considerable differences in political culture.  The 

study found that  

 

"when educational policies and practices give students the opportunities to 

investigate, discuss, and express views on public policy issues, they are more 

likely to develop attitudes that are supportive of political participation than if they 

do not have such experiences"  (Hahn, 1999). 

 

Crick (1998) takes a similar view believing that "interactive and experiential teaching essential 

to fulfil the aims of citizenship education".  He asserts: 

 

"children learn responsibility best and gain a sense of moral values by discussing 

with good guidance from the earliest stage real and controversial issues.  Talk, 

discussion and debate are the bases of social responsibility and intercourse and the 

grounding and practice of active citizenship". 

 

Commentators on the contribution of adult education to learning for democratic participation 

are divided.  Goldman (1999:98) laments the passing of a tradition of political education as a 

way of life, and its present status as "just another subject, and not a very popular one at that".  

Duke (1992:189) considers most adult education to be "politically neutral" whilst it can "at 

times work effectively to create or sustain democracy".  He acknowledges that sometimes 

tutors hope to "conscientise, liberate or mobilise those called 'students' and change the social 

structure, promote democracy, reduce inequality, help save and build a better world".  Likewise 

Newman (2000:277) asserts that "some adult education processes are aimed at helping learners 

shift from a passive or reactive role in the affairs of their societies to a proactive one".  He cites 

consciousness raising as an example of a process through which people move  

 

"from a fatalistic or naïve consciousness to a critical consciousness to a state of 

mind in which they are aware of themselves within their social context and 

capable of acting on that context in order to change it". 
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Thompson (2000:143) refers to the process whereby people find a voice and become involved 

in making things happen, rather than being told what to do by experts, through the "social, 

mutually supportive and educational activities of their group" as both "popular learning" and 

political activity. 

 

Benn (2000:255) asserts that whilst citizenship must be learned like any other skill it will not be 

learned through the formal curriculum.  She is confident that it will be learned through "positive 

experiences of participation".  She argues therefore for the adult education experience to be one 

of participatory democracy.   When researching the social setting where most people gain their 

citizenship skills, she found that individuals felt they gained some of them through participation 

in adult education, which compares favourably with other settings. However, they rarely 

acquired the "requisite knowledge" from this setting.  In particular she found:  

 

"it increases confidence in how well they themselves are regarded and respected 

by others.  It scores best on the more passive skills.  However, it is arguable that a 

service that prides itself on its contribution to a democratic society might have 

been expected to score more highly". Benn (2000:254) 

 

In the context of this study of members of WEA branches in socially disadvantaged areas it is 

important to note that Benn highlights the "likely middle class status" of her respondents, which 

may have affected their perceptions of adult education, as a possible limitation of her study 

(Benn, 2000:254).    She notes that her respondents came from "a very particular segment of 

society". They were mainly female, mainly aged over 45, on the whole well educated, and 

socially active adults on university adult education classes with reasonable to good confidence 

in their abilities and skills of active citizenship.   

 

The third area of literature to be reviewed concerns the role of the WEA.  This section considers 

the WEA's historic involvement in education for democracy and the discussion surrounding the 

extent to which this commitment has been sustained since the second world war.  

 

In an open letter to WEA tutors which he wrote after fifteen years in adult education Raymond 

Williams (1961:223) reflected that he had often defined his own social purpose as "the creation 

of an educated and participating democracy".  He wrote that the WEA had taught him much in 

defining these terms.  As well as standing for the principle that ordinary people should be 
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highly educated "as en end justifying itself and not simply as a means to power", the WEA 

stood for the principle that "society is a method of common and general participation, and it 

exemplifies this in its own work".  The WEA, he said, "stands for an educated democracy".  He 

argued that the Association's historic mission was as "urgent and central" then as it had been in 

the 1900s. 

 

Albert Mansbridge, the founder of the WEA in 1903, is quoted as insisting that WEA members 

should say "how, why, what and when they wish to study" (Alfred, 1987).  This theme was 

reiterated in the 1930s, by which time there were more than five hundred branches, when the 

voluntary body was described as being a "guarantee of democratic control" (Green, n.d.).  

 

In addition to a commitment to a democratic structure, according to Mayo (1997:37) the WEA 

tradition "clearly included not only 'safe', but also more transformational experiences" both in 

terms of course content and the processes involved.  Mayo considers that "from the outset the 

WEA had been based on Mansbridge's commitment to democracy, both in general and in adult 

education specifically".  Mayo also refers to the contribution of RH Tawney whom she 

describes as "one of the most renowned WEA tutors".  Tawney was "deeply committed to adult 

education for citizenship, equality of opportunity and social justice". 

 

Elsey (1987:69) writes of Tawney's belief in adult education as "a purposeful means of 

ensuring the survival of a democratic citizenship based on educated and critical minds".   Elsey 

is clear that Tawney believed passionately in adult education as an "arm of democracy" and as 

"a vehicle for various forms of emancipation - intellectual, cultural and political".  Tawney was 

"equipping adults with the tools and knowledge for a fairer society". 

 

The WEA's commitment is summed up in a Handbook for Branch Officers published in the 

1940s as follows: 

 

"The WEA is primarily a democratic working class body whose purpose is to 

awaken a desire for education among working people and their organisation".   

(WEA, c1943) 

 

During the post-war decades, it is argued (Fieldhouse, 1996b;188) that there was a decline in 

the WEA's voluntarism and dedication to a democratic structure, as well as a "gradual 
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evaporation of the social purpose dynamic".   Fieldhouse (1993) notes that in the late sixties the 

WEA categorically declared in 'Unfinished Business: A WEA Policy Statement' that the WEA 

was 'a movement campaigning for educational and social reform'.  However Fieldhouse 

(1996b:187) comments that the finding of the Russell Committee in 1973 that 'although branch 

organisation may have lost some of the vitality that marked the pre-war years, the amount of 

voluntary effort is still substantial' was "probably a somewhat optimistic view".  Fieldhouse 

records that, in its evidence to the Russell Committee, the WEA claimed its purpose was "to 

help people to attain a richer personal development and to undertake responsible social action" 

and comments that such statements "lacked something of the old fire or commitment to 

changing society for the benefit of the working class".    

 

Today the WEA Charter states that the aim of the WEA is "to promote adult education based on 

democratic principles in its organisation and practice".   It sees itself existing to provide adults 

with "access to organised learning which develops intellectual understanding, confidence and 

social or collective responsibility".  The WEA in Wales claims (WEA Cymru, 1998) that it 

promotes educational activities which: 

 

"empower individuals of all ages and their communities through gaining new 

confidence, skills and knowledge to play an active and democratic role in society 

locally, nationally and internationally". 

 

Arguably both these statements suggest that the WEA should be continuing to provide 

opportunities for ordinary people to gain the confidence, knowledge and skills for effective 

democratic participation and active citizenship. 

 

However, Goldman's analysis (1999:96) of the changed emphasis of the WEA in recent years 

casts doubt on the priority being given to this kind of provision.  He is clear that the original 

aim of the "movement" had been to:  

 

"make people conscious of the political and economic structures that controlled 

their lives, and to give them the insight and confidence to change them". 
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However he sees that in an age when public funding for continuing education is increasingly 

allocated for vocational training the emphasis has "switched from reforming the economic 

system to finding a productive place within it".  

 

There seems to have been little research carried out by WEA into the impact of its activities on 

its members.  The WEA National Archive contains an undated account (WEA, 1938?) of an 

enquiry carried out in the autumn of 1938 into the part played by students in "public affairs".  

WEA District Offices were asked to make returns indicating how many of their students were 

involved in a range of public roles ranging from Members of Parliament and Councillors at all 

levels of local government, to membership of various committees such as the Public Assistance 

Committee and Juvenile Employment Committee, and School and Hospital Governors. Sixteen 

out of the eighteen Districts responded recording a total of 2,342 active students from a total of 

65,000.  Although this included 15 Members of Parliament and 18000 students active in various 

levels of local government, it was considered to understate the situation with the report's author 

claiming: 

 

"If all District had made returns if all had been free of omissions and all public 

activities included the total would probably have been more than twice as large." 

 

Fieldhouse (1996b:180) reports a survey of 410 tutorial class students and 128 Ruskin College 

students carried out in 1936 by Williams and Heath that revealed that "many WEA students had 

been prepared or stimulated by their courses to become 'active citizens'".  Fieldhouse also refers 

to a report produced by the WEA in 1943 on "its service to democracy since 1918".  This, he 

writes, was presented "as evidence that the real value of workers education is determined by the 

extent to which it leads to social activity outside the classroom". 

 

Fieldhouse (1983) carried out his own survey relating to 92 WEA classes held before 1951 

which confirmed that the Association had "generated a considerable amount of social activism".  

Attendance at classes could be seen to have encouraged trade union and other political and civic 

activities.  However he found that it was the "more active" people who were most strongly 

influenced by their WEA experience.  He concluded, "the WEA reinforced activism as much as 

it caused it". 
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More recently Elsdon (1993) included two WEA Branches amongst thirty-one case studies of 

adult learning in voluntary organisations.  The first of these was a Welsh branch whose 

membership was "exceedingly stable and socially homogeneous".  All but one were local 

people, most were of pensionable age and only three were known to have had "high terminal 

education ages" and related employment.  The researchers interviewed thirteen people 

representing about half of the active membership. 

 

When asked about the political effects of their involvement in WEA "there were marked 

differences in responses".   Whilst five saw no connection between the idea of social or political 

awareness and their experience as WEA members, three others "had had their interest in 

international affairs deepened by one of the courses". The remaining five thought that "social 

responsibility and membership of the WEA go hand in hand, and that it is a two-way traffic in 

which both are cause and effect".  Elsdon records that they regarded their own confidence to 

speak in public and to hold and express views as "largely a direct product of their membership".  

He notes that four of these five were officers of various organisations.   

 

When the members were asked about the effect of WEA activity on their community a similar 

diversity of responses was elicited.  Some did not see the Branch or its activities as affecting 

the community in any way.  On the other hand, what Elsdon  described as the core group 

produced evidence of "many and diverse activities and interests".   All of these respondents 

were taking responsibility or had done so at various times in trade unions, chapel, church, 

choirs, angling club, bowls, rugby, women’s organisations, and the local Community Council 

itself.  However, he notes "whether all this was due to WEA experience and whether the 

activities themselves were influenced by the WEA, is impossible to ascertain".   

 

The second study was of the Kelvedon (Essex) WEA Branch which covered two  Essex 

villages with a joint population of about 7,500. The branch had about 45 active members of 

whom 32 took part in group interviews.  As in the previous case study these were mainly older 

people.   

 

In relation to the political effects of involvement, Elsdon reports: 
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"in few, if any, of our case studies were the effects of membership as clearly and 

unanimously perceived as here.  They begin with the Branch democracy itself 

which is said to be ‘carried to extraordinary lengths’".   

 

He describes the group as one which: 

 

"deliberately encourages members to take part in village affairs, brings out their 

interests, varies and deepens their awareness of the ‘village interest’". 

 

Elsdon writes of almost all respondents pointing to the effect of classes in local and social 

history, in current affairs, and of discussion arising in other contexts, as "stimuli which 

sharpened perception of the present and opened their eyes to current issues".   He notes that: 

 

"in one way or another, and usually several, all respondents were actively involved 

citizens currently, or at least occasionally active in some form of service to the 

community". 

 

The evidence suggested to Elsdon that a "disproportionate number of WEA members occupy 

leadership roles throughout the network (of local organisations)".   One reason for this, he 

believes, is the class process itself which has "developed the confidence to stand for office both 

in the WEA and elsewhere".   WEA members were said to have a reputation of being ready and 

able to speak up at public and other meetings. 

 

When asked about the personal effects of their involvement people reported that they had 

become "more critical, more analytical, do not accept the world, and opinions, passively any 

longer".  They were demanding and the group provided one avenue for  "an active involvement 

in things around me".  

 

In relation to effects on the community Elsdon records: 

 

"they teach the skills that go with responsibility and this is widely shared and 

turned over through their own committee.  Having learned to carry responsibility 

and to do committee work, members often move on to other, including public, 

forms of service". 
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The literature review provides a theoretical context for the study in relation to an understanding 

of the range of activity that may be construed as democratic participation, the meanings 

attached to active citizenship and models of learning.  It also locates the study within the debate 

about the potential for adult education to contribute "to a more active citizenry" (Benn, 

2000:254).  Finally it offers a historical account of the WEA's commitment to education for 

democracy which will enable the study to evaluate the experience of contemporary members in 

terms of its democratic ideals. 

 

In addition the literature review will inform the development of the research tools to be 

identified in Chapter Three, particularly in relation to measures of social activism and 

democratic participation and to attributes for active citizenship.  It will also inform the 

discussion of findings in Chapter Five, especially in relation to the debate about the role of 

adult education in learning for active citizenship and the particular contribution of the 

contemporary WEA. 
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CHAPTER THREE -  Research Methodology 

 

This chapter starts by locating the research strategy within the context of the literature review.    

It then identifies the elements of the research strategy including issues of social justice, the 

approach taken to sampling, and the choice of a questionnaire and interview as the research 

instruments for the study together with a discussion of the rationale for the decisions taken.   

The design of the instruments themselves is reviewed and discussed.  Finally, consideration is 

given to possible shortcomings involved in the methodology. 

 

The literature review revealed a number of interesting and relevant themes that provide the 

context for this study.  There appears to be a relationship between a person's level of 

educational achievement and the extent of their participation as a citizen, although this alone 

does not explain why some people participate and others don't.  Factors such as social class, 

gender, age and family history may also be significant.  There is widespread agreement that 

knowledge, skills, attitude and confidence are prerequisites for active citizenship and it is 

argued that those in the lowest social classes and women in particular have  "markedly lower 

conceptions of personal political efficacy than those higher up the social strata" (Democratic 

Audit, 1997).  Adult education is considered to make little direct contribution to developing the 

requisite knowledge for active citizenship although it can build the necessary confidence for 

participation (Benn, 2000).  However, Elsdon's  (1993) research suggests that involvement in 

the WEA can result in the development of all four kinds of attributes for active citizenship.  

Fieldhouse (1983:29) suggests in contrast that the WEA largely reinforces rather than causes 

activism and argues that WEA has lost its 'social purpose'.  The view that participation itself is 

an educative process, albeit one that is characterised as 'incidental' or 'unpremeditated' learning, 

is shared by several writers (Elsdon, 2000:254, Newman, 2000, Parry et al, 1992:14). 

 

The literature review stimulated several questions about the contemporary WEA in South 

Wales.  How would the claim of Wales WEA Cymru to empower individuals and communities 

to 'play an active and democratic role in society' stand up to scrutiny, and how would its 

members perceive its democratic commitment?  How would a study of WEA members from 

branches in disadvantaged communities in South Wales compare with that of Benn's based on a 

sample of well educated university adult education participants?  How relevant would the 

notion of incidental learning be and would WEA members recognise that they had developed 

the attributes for active citizenship as a result of participating within the democratic structure of 
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a WEA branch?  Would their involvement with WEA cause them to be active in their branch 

and their wider community or merely reinforce their existing activism?  Would those who had 

taken on responsibility within their branches have joined WEA with higher qualifications than 

those who did not, or would they share any other possible influences on activism such as age, 

school leaving age, the curriculum areas chosen, a family history of activism or higher income 

levels?  Would it be possible to demonstrate a causal relationship between involvement in the 

WEA and active citizenship? 

 

The research strategy was informed by the view that "bias comes not from having ethical and 

political positions but from not acknowledging them" (Griffiths, 1998:133).   This view is part 

of a position in which social justice is seen to be  

 

"concerned both with individual empowerment and also with structural injustices; 

that is, with questions of power  and resources available to individuals and to 

particular communities or sectors of those communities". 

                        (Griffiths, 1998:13) 

 

Thus it needs to be made clear that the researcher recognises that he is politically committed in 

believing that power and wealth are unevenly distributed within society and that education has a 

key role to play in challenging injustice.  Through a long association with the WEA first as an 

employee and currently as a trustee, he has a commitment to the WEA's democratic ideals and 

empowering aims.  He also recognises that he is researching within a "context of unequal power 

relations" (Griffiths, 1998:37) in various dimensions.   The first of these is the issue of the 

power relations between the interviewer and the interviewee.  Whilst power can reside with 

interviewer and interviewee alike, typically more power resides with the interviewer.  It is the 

interviewer who defines the situation and who generates the questions and the interviewee who 

is under scrutiny whilst the interviewer is not (Cohen et al, 2000:122).  The second dimension is 

that of gender relations whereby, for example,  "women are frequently trapped in degrading 

jobs (as are many men) and violent relationships" (Barr, 1999:8).  In the case of a male 

researcher and a female sample these two aspects of power are compounded.  The third 

dimension in respect of this study is that of the power relations between communities and the 

consequent social disadvantages experienced within certain communities. 
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Thus a commitment to research the relationship between adult education and empowerment of 

those living within highly disadvantaged communities underlay the decision on sampling.   It 

was decided to focus the study on two WEA branches in the former county of Gwent, within 

the communities of Bettws, Newport and Cwm, Ebbw Vale.  Both communities have been 

included in the National Assembly for Wales's Communities First programme.  Bettws is 

ranked as the 51st overall most deprived electoral division in Wales and the 7th most 

educationally disadvantaged, whilst Cwm is ranked 104th overall but 46th in terms of education 

(National Assembly for Wales, 2000).  It was decided to select two branches in order to be able 

to compare the experiences of WEA members in more than one area and to discover whether or 

not there were common features.  An alternative approach would have been to survey a random 

or probability sample of members from all WEA branches in South Wales that would have 

been more representative.  However, given the range of WEA membership that approach 

would probably have resulted in a cohort with characteristics nearer to those of Benn's.  By 

using a 'purposive' sampling strategy it would be possible to "handpick… interesting cases" 

(Blaxter et al, 1996:79) in the sense of branches whose members were less likely to match the 

profile of Benn's cohort.  Purposive sampling has also been characterised as being "informative 

in a way that conventional probability sampling cannot be" (Denscombe, 1998:16).   It was 

anticipated that in this case, purposive sampling would be more informative in the sense that it 

would be more likely to enable an exploration of the relationship between adult education and 

active citizenship which focussed on socially disadvantaged students.  However, it was 

recognised that by adopting this less representative approach the capacity to make 

generalisations about the findings would be limited (Cohen et al, 2000:99). 

 

Having determined the branches from which the sample would be drawn a decision had to be 

taken on the method of sampling individuals.  The sample would be drawn equally from each 

branch, both of which had a similar attendance at classes of about forty students.  The sample 

would also be made up of equal numbers of 'activists' and 'non-activists' in order to be able to 

make comparisons between the two groups.  For the purposes of the study an 'activist' would be 

defined as someone who was a branch officer, a committee member or someone who took on 

other responsibilities within the branch.  Consideration was given to the sampling method to be 

used at this stage.  The researcher was faced with certain time constraints and other practical 

considerations such as how to make contact with the sample.  The WEA members also had 

time constraints.  A form of random sampling would have provided a degree of 

representativeness, and stratified sampling (Cohen et al, 2000:101) might have enabled the 
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researcher to compare homogenous groups from each branch.  However, given the relatively 

small numbers involved in each branch generally, and the even smaller number of activists, this 

might have been difficult to achieve.  Also the issue of voluntarism was of paramount 

importance.  The study would rely upon the willingness and availability of branch members to 

take part.   Finally it was decided that the most effective means of obtaining the sample would 

be to ask for volunteers.  Thus the sample could be described as voluntary or self-selecting 

(Blaxter et al, 1996:79).   Clearly there are difficulties with this approach in that it limits the 

capacity to generalise about the findings because of the unrepresentative nature of the sample.  

Furthermore, the outcomes may be invalid as arguably those who would volunteer would be 

more likely to be positive about their WEA experience, more involved in WEA and, possibly, 

in their community than others.  They might have a closer relationship with the researcher and 

therefore tend to say what they thought he would wish to hear. 

 

There were advantages and disadvantages involved in selecting the sample in this way.   The 

advantages of selecting the particular branches were that: 

• the branches were local and therefore more readily accessible for the researcher   

• the researcher was known to some members of each Branch and this would be  likely to 

facilitate their participation in the study 

• both Branches were located in socially disadvantaged communities.  

• European funding had enabled the WEA to make free childcare provision for learners in 

these branches that worked less than 16 hours.  As a result of this, together with the 

Association's policy of waiving fees for learners in this category, some of the barriers to 

participation in adult learning facing people on low incomes with caring responsibilities 

were removed.  Consequently the study would be more likely to reach socially 

disadvantaged people than would be the case using a random sample across WEA South 

Wales.  

 

The disadvantages were that: 

• the researcher's knowledge of the branches' history due to his role as WEA Tutor/Organiser 

at the time of their formation, together with some involvement with them in his current role 

as GWERIN Co-ordinator and as a Trustee of WEA South Wales might impact upon the 

reliability of the research outcomes.   In particular his contact with some of the activists 
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might mean that they would feel more comfortable talking with him than other interviewees 

and therefore provide additional information resulting in uneven findings. 

• the findings could not be generalised for the reasons outlined above and also due to the 

women only membership of the branches  

 

It was decided to seek twenty-four volunteers who would be willing to take part in the study.   

Approval for undertaking a study had already been obtained from the General Secretary of the 

WEA and the local Tutor/Organiser agreed that the researcher should liaise with the local WEA 

staff working with the respective branches.  The researcher met with these staff to discuss the 

study and agree suitable arrangements for meeting participants.  The WEA staff approached the 

branches to gain their support for the study and then asked for volunteers to take part.   

 

It was decided to use two research instruments - a brief self-completion questionnaire followed 

by a structured interview that would last approximately thirty minutes on average.  Face to face 

contact was considered likely to be more effective than using a postal questionnaire which 

would probably have a low response rate.  In addition it would allow for any queries to be 

raised and addressed. The rationale for using two instruments was that the self-completion 

questionnaire was suitable for recording personal details and information relating to 

participation within the branch, whilst the interview format would allow for interaction 

between the researcher and interviewee in relation to more complex matters.  Thus the 

researcher could ask follow up questions and use prompts where clarification could be helpful 

to get a fuller answer. 

 

In order to obtain the informed consent of interviewees (Cohen et al, 2000:51), at the beginning 

of each interview the volunteers were given a letter (see Appendix iv) introducing the 

researcher and the context in which the research was being carried out together with a 

statement about the confidentiality with which the data would treated. 

 

The questionnaire (see Appendix ii) was designed to gain a profile of the branch member.  This 

would include details such as gender, age group, age and qualifications on leaving full-time 

education, and experience of further or adult education prior to joining WEA.   It would also 

cover length of involvement in WEA, curriculum areas of WEA courses attended, frequency of 

attending WEA classes, roles and responsibilities within the branch, economic status of both 

interviewee and where relevant their partner, and nett household income.  Thus the 
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questionnaire would identify the activists and non-activists and the extent of an interviewee's 

involvement within WEA.  In addition it would provide information on a range of possible 

influences upon activism or participation.  Length of involvement in WEA was important not 

only as a possible explanation for activism within the branch but also when related to answers 

to questions in the interview regarding participation (see for example question A1 in Appendix 

iii), it would reveal the extent of a member's activism prior to joining WEA.   

 

In designing the layout of the questionnaire Cohen et al's (2000:261) advice to "put sensitive 

questions later in the questionnaire in order to avoid creating a mental set in the mind of 

respondents" was followed.  Thus the question on income was left to the end in recognition of 

its potentially sensitive nature.  Attempts were made to reduce the sensitivity of the questions 

on income and age by asking respondents to indicate the age group and income band they were 

in.  Despite the risk of offending respondents with the question on income it was decided to 

retain it because of the significance of income as a determinant of participation (Parry et al, 

1992) and the findings of the British Social Attitude survey (Democratic Audit, 1997) in 

relation to the link between class and conceptions of personal political efficacy referred to in 

Chapter Two.  Further justification for its inclusion comes in a report from the Centre for 

Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning (2000) at the Institute of Education and Birkbeck 

College.  Referring to inequalities including wealth and income the report states "it is essential 

to address the question of how far the benefits of learning are conditioned by these kinds of 

material circumstances". 

 

There were several possible options for arranging the self-completion of the questionnaires 

recognising the need to maximise the completion rate.  The first would be to arrange for the 

questionnaire to be completed during a WEA class session.  However as respondents were 

likely to be involved in a range of classes and not all the members of a particular class would 

be involved in the research this might cause difficulties.  In particular it would take time out of 

the class and thus be disruptive.  A preferable method might be to arrange a meeting for all 

participants.  This would need to be supported with crèche provision.  This might be achieved 

by coinciding the meeting with a class or through making extra provision between or after 

classes.  A third option was to combine the self-completion of the questionnaire with the 

interview.  This method was chosen for its logistical simplicity.  It also provided an opportunity 

for clarification of any questions that might arise.  
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In determining the interview questions it was necessary to consider definitions or parameters 

for terms such as participation, activism and the attributes of an active citizen.  This involved 

deciding on indicators of activity and attributes.  It was decided to draw on the list of measures 

of political participation devised by Parry et al in order to design the questions on activity 

(Parry et al, 1992:43).   In devising questions around attributes there were two models to draw 

upon, those of Benn (2000) and the Education for Democratic Citizenship Project (see 

Appendix i).  In opting for Benn's model there were two considerations.  Firstly, it was simpler 

and therefore more suitable for an interview designed to last no more than thirty minutes and 

secondly, it would enable a comparison to be made with her findings.    However it was also 

noted that since people do not always recognise their own skills or are not conscious of what 

they have learned (Benn, 2000, Elsdon, 2000) asking people to say what skills they have may 

not be the most reliable way of finding out. Asking them what they have actually done may 

enable one to deduce the skills involved from their answers. 

 

It was decided to use a structured interview format with a detailed schedule (see Appendix iii) 

to enable a consistent approach to gathering data.  Most of the questions would be closed or 

scale type questions in order to simplify the analysis of the data. Care would be taken to avoid 

leading questions, in the sense of questions "that are worded in such a way as to suggest to 

respondents that there is only one acceptable answer" (Cohen et al, 2000:248).  The alternative 

of an unstructured interview would have required the use of a tape recorder, which might have 

intimidated some of the interviewees, and would have necessitated time-consuming 

transcription and problems for analysis. 

 

The interview schedule consisted of twelve sections.  The first seven of these (sections A to G) 

sought to identify the extent of participation of the interviewee.  Five of these sections were 

based on Parry et al's (1992) measures of political participation, namely voting, party 

campaigning, group activity, contacting and protesting.  To these were added sections on 

community involvement and public office which were considered to have been overlooked by 

Parry et al.  These were followed by section H where interviewees were asked about their 

memories of their parents' participation based on the previous seven section headings.  This 

was included as the level of political interest within the family has been suggested as an 

influence on young people (Frazer, 1999:9).  Sections J, K and L were based on Benn's 

(2000:247 & 253) questions on ability, confidence and knowledge.  Finally, section M was 

specifically related to the WEA and consisted of two open-ended questions intended to explore 
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the impact of their WEA involvement on their participation.  It was anticipated that open-ended 

questions might result in some very interesting and rich personal material expressed in 

interviewees' own words.  Also by introducing a qualitative technique into the questionnaire a 

degree of triangulation might be achieved in the sense that two methods of data collection 

would be employed (Cohen et al, 2000:112). 

 

The format of the questions for sections A to G was similar in that the questions were designed 

to discover both the type of activity engaged in and when this took place.  Recognising that 

asking when an activity took place may simply elicit the most recent example, a supplementary 

question would be used to establish the first time it took place.  This follow up question was 

essential for the purpose of identifying a possible link between WEA involvement and the 

activity.   If the activity took place before the interviewee joined the WEA branch then no link 

would be established.  If it took place since joining, WEA membership may have influenced 

the activism.  However, it was recognised that the answers to these questions alone would not 

demonstrate a causal relationship.  The possible areas of community involvement were drawn 

widely to include activities involving children such as playgroups and Parent Teacher 

Associations; social, sport and church organisations; and collective organisations such as 

Tenants and/or Residents Associations and Credit Union.  In this way the study reflects the 

concern of Merricks (2001) referred to in Chapter Two about gender specific definitions of 

active citizenship and includes "those whose involvement is in the cultural and social as well as 

obviously political spheres".  The sections on group activity, contacting elected representatives 

and campaigning/protesting included a further follow up question aimed at discovering the kind 

of issue that prompted activity.  In the section on voting interviewees were asked if they had 

voted in the past two local and general elections, and in the referendum for the National 

Assembly for Wales as well as the first election to the Assembly.  The rationale for this was to 

have an opportunity to identify whether a change in voting practice occurred after an 

interviewee joined the WEA.  If there were such a pattern it would be important to probe the 

reason for a change to seek to establish a causal relationship.  However, it was recognised that 

some of the interviewees might not have been old enough to vote in 1995 or 1997.  In this case 

it would be difficult to establish any link between voting and WEA involvement without asking 

leading questions.   

 

In section H on the family, scale questions were used to build a picture of the extent of 

participation by the interviewees' parents in relation to the seven categories of activity.  The 
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three sections related to the attributes for active citizenship - sections J, K and L - drew heavily 

for content on Benn's approach (2000).  However instead of using Benn's four point scale for 

section J ("ability") and yes/no/don't know for section L ("knowledge"), it was decided to use 

the Likert scale.  This would offer a wider choice of responses indicating strength of agreement 

or disagreement with a given statement on a five point range.  In the case of "knowledge" it 

was considered that Benn's approach did not allow interviewees to claim part knowledge.  For 

section K ("confidence") Benn's approach of offering four options of 

usually/sometimes/rarely/don't know was adopted, although it was felt that a five point scale 

would have been more balanced (see Appendix iii).  In sections J and L there were three follow 

up questions designed to discover whether WEA involvement had influenced the acquisition of 

the attributes for active citizenship.  Interviewees were asked if they had always, for example, 

been able to voice ideas and opinions.  If the answer was 'no' they were asked when the change 

had taken place and what had made the difference.  In section L each question was followed up 

where appropriate with a further question asking how the knowledge had been acquired.  

Finally, of the two questions about WEA, the first (question 54) drew on part of the interview 

aide-memoire used by Elsdon et al (1995:155) whereby members of voluntary organisations 

were asked if they were aware of any changes in themselves that would be due partly or wholly 

to the experience of membership.  Question 55 asked respondents how in their experience the 

WEA's principle of democracy worked in practice.   The aim of the first question was to 

discover whether or not interviewees identified any incidental learning for citizenship as a 

result of their WEA involvement.  The second question was aimed to test whether or not the 

members' considered their branch to be run on a democratic basis.  It might also reveal whether 

or not the WEA ethos had any socialising effect in the sense that its democratic values had 

been adopted and applied elsewhere. 

 

The importance of piloting the questionnaire in order to avoid ambiguities and test its 

effectiveness was recognised.  As a result of the pilot various questions were amended 

including the question on income which was re-worded to make it clearer.  It was also decided 

to follow up questions in sections A, B, C, E, F & G with 'can you remember the first time you 

did this?' instead of 'when did you do this' which might only reveal the most recent occasion.  

This would not accurately reveal whether the activity predated WEA involvement.  The 

questions in section H were also amended to include memories of parental involvement 'when 

you were growing up'.  A question on involvement in a Credit Union was added at section A.   

The pilot also provided an opportunity to review the order of the sections to take account of the 
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potential sensitivity of some of the areas.  It was decided to start with the section on community 

involvement, followed by group activity and contacting, whereas in the pilot the sections 

followed the order in Parry et al's list referred to above.  Consequently voting, which might 

have been a sensitive area for some interviewees became the fourth rather than the first section.   

 

The methodological approach taken has a number of shortcomings. First of these is the size and 

purposive nature of the sample which will limit its capacity for generalisation.  Secondly there 

is a risk that the researcher's close involvement in the WEA may have an adverse affect on the 

validity of the findings.  Thirdly, whilst the study may reveal an association between WEA 

involvement and participation or active citizenship it is less likely to demonstrate the exact 

nature of the relationship.  As the report on the wider benefits of learning referred to above 

states  

 

"the exact nature of the relationship (between learning and citizenship) - its degree 

of causality, the direction and so on - require more than one type of model in order 

to capture the complexity of the relationships involved". (Centre for Research on 

the Wider Benefits of Learning, 2000) 

 

Finally, the 'snapshot' approach has limitations.  Parry et al (1992:287) call for qualitative 

techniques such as in-depth interviewing or participant observation over an extended time 

period as opposed to "a survey taken at one moment of time (which) is less likely to capture 

what is essentially an experience which changes over time". 
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CHAPTER FOUR -    Findings 

 

This chapter is in four parts, the first of which describes the characteristics of the sample based 

on the information gathered from the questionnaires.  The second details the extent of the 

sample's participation in a range of activity both before and after their involvement in WEA 

classes began.  The third relates the views of the sample on their confidence, skills and 

knowledge, or in other words on the attributes for active citizenship.  The final part is 

concerned with the accounts of the sample of the changes in themselves that they believe are 

due wholly or in part to their involvement with the WEA and with their reflections on their 

experience of democracy within the WEA.  Throughout the chapter the responses of the 

interviewees are compared according to both their branch and their status as 'activists' or 'non-

activists'.  Where any distinct trends emerge it must be recognised that the size of the sample is 

such that any claims of significance are neither statistically valid nor necessarily generalisable.   

 

The first part of the chapter is based on the self-completed questionnaire (see Appendix ii) 

which was designed to generate a profile of the sample in terms of age, age on leaving full-time 

education, prior qualifications, length of involvement with WEA, WEA courses attended, 

employment status of the interviewee and her partner where applicable, and nett household 

income.  The sample of twenty-four people was drawn equally from the WEA branches in 

Bettws, a large estate on the periphery of Newport, and Cwm, a former coal and steel 

community South of Ebbw Vale.  Half of each Branch's contribution to the sample were 

'activists' in the sense that they were Branch Officers or took some other kind of responsibility 

within the branch.  Both branches have catered predominantly for women by making daytime 

education provision supported with free childcare.  All of the sample were women aged under 

forty-five and half of them were aged twenty-five to thirty-four.  Five were under twenty-five 

and seven were aged thirty-five to forty-four.  The Bettws members were younger than those 

from Cwm with ten aged thirty-four or less compared with seven among the Cwm sample (see 

Table 1a).  The 'activists' were on average older than the 'non-activists'.  Only one 'activist' was 

under twenty-five compared with four of the 'non-activists'  (see Table 1b). 
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Table 1a:  Age group of sample by Branch   

 

 Under 25 25 - 34 35 - 44 

Bettws 2 8 2 

Cwm 3 4 5 

Total 5       12 7 

 

 

Table 1b:  Age group of sample by activist status   

 

 Under 25 25 - 34 35 - 44 

Activist 1 7 4 

Non-

activist 

4 5 3 

Total 5       12 7 

 

A significant majority of the sample, eighteen, had remained in full-time education beyond the 

minimum statutory school leaving age whilst four had left aged sixteen and one when she was 

only fifteen (see Table 2a).  The average age on leaving full time education was seventeen and 

there was barely any difference between 'activists' and 'non-activists' (see Table 2b).   

 

Table 2a:  Age on leaving full-time education by Branch  

 

 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Bettws 1 2 6 1 1 1 

Cwm 0 2 4 3 2 0 

Total 1 4 10 4 3 1 

 

Note: One Cwm member did not answer this question 
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Table 2b:  Age on leaving full-time education by activist status 

 

 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Activist 0 3 5 2 2 0 

Non-

activist 

1 1 5 2 1 1 

Total 1 4 10 4 3 1 

 

Note: One non-activist did not answer this question 

 

Despite the extent to which the majority of the sample continued in full-time education more 

than half left full time education without achieving five or more GCSEs at Grade A to C, 

including two who left with no qualifications at all.  Only four of the sample left full-time 

education with level 3 qualifications (see Table 3a).   Five of the sample reported attending 

further or adult education classes between leaving full-time education and becoming involved 

in the WEA.  One of these had attended a hairdressing course which she had not completed, 

whilst the others had followed "office related" courses, typing or business studies.  The relative 

prior qualifications of 'activists' and 'non-activists' on average are fairly similar.  One person in 

each category completed full-time education with no qualifications.  Slightly more of the 'non-

activists' achieved fewer than five GCSEs at Grade A to C, but three of the group achieved at 

level 3 (see Table 3b). 

 

Table 3a: Qualifications on leaving full-time education by Branch 

 

 None 1/+ GCSE 

Grade 

D/below 

or equiv 

<5 

GCSE 

Grade  

A - C 

5/+ GCSE  

Grade  

A - C / 

NVQ 2 

<3  

A levels 

Other 

level 3 

Bettws 2 3 4 1 1 1*   

Cwm 0 2 3 5 0 2# 

Total 2 5 7 6 1 3 

 

Notes:  * Foundation Art     #   NVQ3/equiv 
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Table 3b: Qualifications on leaving full-time education by activist status 

 

 None 1/+ GCSE 

Grade 

D/below 

or equiv 

<5 

GCSE 

Grade  

A - C 

5/+ GCSE  

Grade  

A - C / 

NVQ 2 

<3  

A levels 

Other 

level 3 

Activists 1 3 2 5 0 1*   

Non-

activists 

1 2 5 1 1 2# 

Total 2 5 7 6 1 3 

 

Notes:  * Foundation Art     #   NVQ3/equiv 

 

There were significant differences in the length of time for which members had been involved 

in WEA according to both their branch and their 'activist' status.  The sample from Cwm had 

generally been involved over a longer period than that from Bettws and on average 'activists' 

had been involved for longer than 'non-activists'.  Whilst half of the Bettws sample had been 

involved for less than one year as many as five of the Cwm sample had been taking part in the 

WEA for five years or more.  Eight of the Cwm members had been involved for three or more 

years compared with only three of the Bettws sample (see Table 4a).  Although two of the 

'activists' had taken on responsibilities within their first year of involvement, three quarters of 

them had been involved for three years or more.  Nearly half of the 'non-activists' had been 

taking part for less than a year.  Whilst two of this group had been to WEA classes for five 

years or more, ten had been involved for fewer than three years  (see Table 4b). 

 

Table 4a: Length of WEA involvement in years by Branch 

 

 - 1 1 2 3 4 5 or more 

Bettws  6 1 2 0 3 0 

Cwm 1 1 2 3 0 5 

Total 7 2 4 3 3 5 
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Table 4b: Length of WEA involvement in years by activist status 

 

 - 1 1 2 3 4 5 or more 

Activists 2 0 1 3 3 3 

Non-

activists  

5 2 3 0 0 2 

Total 7 2 4 3 3 5 

 

 

The courses that respondents attended have been categorised into nine broad curriculum areas 

(see Tables 5a and b).  Branches determine their own course provision in conjunction with their 

local WEA Tutor/Organiser and consequently the programme will vary from branch to branch 

and within a branch over a period of time.  Consequently a comparison of participation by the 

sample between branches has little meaning.  However it can be seen that on average in each 

branch members were attending courses from three different curriculum areas.  Despite the 

variations in provision, which accounts for some contrasting figures, equal numbers attended 

ICT and creative classes from each branch sample and the figures for attendance in several 

other categories were broadly similar  (see Table 5a).   

 

Table 5a:  Take up of curriculum area by  branch 

 

 Womens 

studies 

ICT Child 

care 

Health Creative 

studies 

Social 

studies 

Sign 

lang 

Maths MYEC 

Bettws 3 9 0 6 9 5 0 2 1 

Cwm 4 9 6 5 9 3 1 0 1 

Total 7 18 6 11 18 8 1 2 2 

 

Note: MYEC - Make Your Experience Count 

 

Out of the four curriculum areas where the attendance was either equal or not dissimilar for 

both branches, there is some variation in two areas when comparing attendance according to 

'activist' status.  Whilst 'activists' and 'non-activists' attended ICT courses in equal proportions 

and creative courses to a broadly similar extent, three times as many 'activists' attended social 
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studies than 'non-activists' and the proportions participating in women's studies were similar.   

On average 'activists' had a broader educational experience in that they attended courses in 

more curriculum areas than 'non-activists'.   'Activists' from both branches had experience in an 

average of four areas, whilst 'non-activists' took part on average in two and a half areas in Cwm 

and in two areas in Bettws (see Table 5b). 

 

Table 5b:  Take up of curriculum area by  activist status 

 

 Womens 

studies 

ICT Child 

care 

Health Creative 

studies 

Social 

studies 

Sign 

lang 

Maths MYEC 

Activists 5 9 5 7 10 6 0 2 2 

Non-

activists  

2 9 1 4 8 2 1 0 0 

Total 7 18 6 11 18 8 1 2 2 

 

Note: MYEC - Make Your Experience Count 

 

Interviewees were asked how many times per week they attended WEA classes on average.  

Roughly equal numbers attended once a week, twice a week and more than three times a week.  

The Bettws members attended classes more frequently than Cwm members on average.   

Activists attended significantly more frequently than non-activists, with seven activists 

attending more than three times per week and only one attending once a week.  In contrast six 

non-activists attended once a week, five attended twice and only one three times a week. 

 

 In terms of employment status, the biggest group were part-time workers.  Nine were in this 

category, whilst one member had begun full time work but still maintained a reduced 

involvement with the branch.  Seven described themselves as unwaged, two as unemployed 

and seeking work and one as unfit for work.  There were five lone parents of whom one 

worked part-time.   There were some differences between the employment profile of the two 

branches, with all but one of the unwaged and unemployed in Bettws and most of the lone 

parents in Cwm (see Table 6a) but fewer differences when comparing activists and non-

activists (see Table 6b).   
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Table 6a: Employment status by branch 

 

 Employed 

full- time 

Employed 

part-time 

Unemployed 

and seeking 

work 

Unwaged Lone 

parent 

Retired Unfit 

for 

work 

Bettws 0 3 2 6 1 0 0 

Cwm 1 5 0 1 4 0 1 

Total 1 8 2 7 5 0 1 

 

 

Table 6b: Employment status by activist status 

 

 Employed 

full- time 

Employed 

part-time 

Unemployed 

and seeking 

work 

Unwaged Lone 

parent 

Retired Unfit 

for 

work 

Activist 1 5 1 3 2 0 0 

Non-

activist 

0 3 1 4 3 0 1 

Total 1 8 2 7 5 0 1 

 

All but two of the nineteen partners were employed full-time, whilst the exceptions were both 

unemployed and seeking work (see Table 7a).   Of the partners of activists eight were working 

full-time whilst two were unemployed.  All the partners of non-activists were in full-time work 

(see Table 7b). 

 

Table 7a:  Partner's employment status by branch 

 

 Employed 

full- time 

Employed 

part-time 

Unemployed 

and seeking 

work 

Unwaged Retired Unfit 

for 

work 

Bettws 9 0 2 0 0 0 

Cwm 8 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 17 0 2 0 0 0 
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Table 7b: Partner's employment status by activist status 

 

 Employed 

full- time 

Employed 

part-time 

Unemployed 

and seeking 

work 

Unwaged Retired Unfit 

for 

work 

Activist 8 0 2 0 0 0 

Non-

activist 

9 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 17 0 2 0 0 0 

 

 

Two of the sample declined to answer the question on nett household income.  Of the twenty-

two who did respond, twelve reported weekly income below £250, and half of these had 

income of less than £150.  Whilst three-quarters of this group were from the Bettws Branch, 

there were equal numbers of activists and non-activists in this income range (see Tables 8a and 

b).    Six of the sample had incomes within the £250 to £299 range, two within £300 to £399 

and two in excess of £400 per week.   

 

Table 8a:  Nett weekly household income by branch 

 

 < £150 £150 - 

£199 

£200 - 

£249 

£250 - 

£299 

£300 - 

£349 

£350 - 

£399 

£400 + 

Bettws 4 2 3 1 1 0 1 

Cwm 2 0 1 5 0 1 1 

Total 6 2 4 6 1 1 2 

 

Note: two lone parents from Cwm did not answer this question 
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Table 8b:  Nett weekly household income by activist status 

 

 < £150 £150 - 

£199 

£200 - 

£249 

£250 - 

£299 

£300 - 

£349 

£350 - 

£399 

£400 + 

Activist 3 2 1 2 1 1 1 

Non-

activist 

3 0 3 4 0 0 1 

Total 6 2 4 6 1 1 2 

 

Note: one person from each category did not answer this question 

 

These results cannot be compared directly with the Households Below Average Income 

(HBAI) statistics which the Government use to measure poverty.   The poverty line is defined 

as 50% of mean income after housing costs have been deducted and according to family size.  

For example in 1999/00 the poverty line for a couple with three children aged 3, 8 & 11 was 

£252 per week (Child Poverty Action Group, 2002).  Although the sample were not asked 

about their housing costs or family size, the majority of the sample can be seen to be living on 

low incomes if not necessarily in poverty according to the HBAI measure. 

 

The sample may be summarised as being exclusively female and aged under forty-five, with a 

majority who have demonstrated a commitment to education beyond the minimum school 

leaving age, most of whom have achieved below the Government's benchmark of five GCSEs 

at grades A to C, with involvement in WEA ranging from less than a year to five years or more, 

with an economically inactive majority and over two-thirds with employed partners, and over 

half on nett weekly household incomes of less than £250.   

 

The second part of the chapter records the findings derived from the questions in sections A to 

H of the interview schedule regarding community involvement, group activity, contacting 

politicians, voting, campaigning and protesting, supporting a political party, public service and 

family involvement across the range of these activities (see Appendix iii).   Interviewees were 

asked when they had taken part in these activities and by relating the responses to the length of 

involvement in WEA stated in the questionnaire it was possible to determine whether the action 

predated or was subsequent to participation in the WEA. 
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A substantial majority of the sample - approximately 80% - reported at least one example of 

community involvement, with only five people saying that they had not taken part in any 

community activity at all (see Table 9a).   

 

Table 9a:  Community involvement by Branch (Number of activities) 

 

 None One Two Three Four > 4 

Bettws 3 3 2 3 1 0 

Cwm 2 3 3 2 1 1 

Total 5 6 5 5 2 1 

 

The most common area of involvement was with community provision for children and young 

people.  Fifteen people had involvement with one or more of playgroups, after school clubs, 

youth clubs, a Parent Teacher Association or a Twins Club.  Four people had been involved in 

more than one of these.  Six people had involvement in a variety of social organisations and 

five in church organisations. Three belonged to a credit union, two to sports associations, and a 

further two to tenants' and residents' associations.    Five of the Bettws activists had got 

involved through the Bettws Link, a local umbrella organisation, with the local carnival and the 

sixth had attended meetings of the Newport Women's Forum.  Activists tended to be more 

involved in their community than 'non-activists' (see Table 9b).    

 

Table 9b:  Community involvement by activist status (Number of activities) 

 

 None One Two Three Four > 4 

Activist 1 3 1 5 1 1 

Non- 

activist 

4 3 4 0 1 0 

Total 5 6 5 5 2 1 

 

As a group 'activists' were involved with a total of thirty activities between them.  'Non-

activists' in Cwm were involved in ten activities between them which was twice as many as 

their counterparts in Bettws.   
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Thirteen people, or just over half of the sample, had been involved in community activity 

before joining WEA classes.  Six 'activists' and seven 'non-activists' had prior community 

involvement.  All but one of these activists became more involved in their community after 

joining WEA mostly in new activities and, in one case, taking on responsibility within an 

organisation.   Whilst most of the 'activists' with prior community experience became more 

involved only two of the seven 'non-activists' mentioned above became more involved after 

joining WEA.  Five of the sample of 'activists' had no prior community involvement, but 

subsequent to joining WEA, in addition to taking responsibility within WEA they all became 

more involved in their community.  Two of this group took on the Treasurer role within an 

organisation that they joined after getting involved with WEA.  Participation by 'activists' in 

tenants' and residents' associations and the credit union all developed after they had become 

involved in WEA.   In contrast, only one of the 'non-activists' with no prior community 

involvement became more involved in their community after joining WEA (see Table 10). 

 

Table 10:  Numbers involved in community activities before and after joining WEA by 

activist status  

 

 No prior 

involvement 

(A) 

Prior 

involvement  

(B) 

First involvement 

since joining 

WEA (Group A) 

Additional 

involvement 

since joining 

WEA (Group B) 

Activist 6 6 5 5 

Non- 

activist 

5 7 1 2 

Total 11 13 6 7 

 

 

Nineteen people reported involvement in informal and/or formal group activity around one or 

more issues.  Four of these people had experience of both informal and formal activity.  There 

was no significant difference in the level of activity between the two branches or between 

'activists' and 'non-activists' (see Tables 11a and b).   
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Table 11a:  Group activity by Branch 

 

 Informal group Formal group Both Neither 

Bettws 3 8 2 3 

Cwm 4 8 2 2 

Total 7 16 4 5 

 

 

Table 11b:  Group activity by activist status 

 

 Informal group Formal group Both Neither 

Activist 3 8 1 2 

Non-

activist 

4 8 3 3 

Total 7 16 4 5 

 

 

In Bettws the issue which had prompted the largest number to get involved was the threatened 

closure of the crèche alongside WEA classes due to loss of European funding.  All but one of 

the 'activists' and half of the 'non-activists' from Bettws reported involvement over this issue.   

Of this group of eight, only two had been involved in previous group activity.   In contrast, 

although their crèche was under threat also, none of the Cwm interviewees mentioned any 

group activity on this issue.   Cwm members were more likely to be involved in environmental 

issues such as a campaign for a bypass for the village or in opposition to a waste tip.  The Cwm 

members were also more likely to have been involved in group activity of some kind prior to 

joining WEA.  However, eighteen people or two thirds of the sample had not been involved in 

group activity prior to their involvement with WEA (See Table 12).  Thirteen of this group 

became involved in group activity for the first time after becoming WEA learners.  Two of the 

six people who had already experienced group activity took part in additional activity after 

joining WEA. 
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Table 12:  Numbers involved in group activity before and after joining WEA by activist 

status  

 

 No prior 

involvement 

(A) 

Prior 

involvement  

(B) 

First involvement 

since joining 

WEA (Group A) 

Additional 

involvement 

since joining 

WEA (Group B) 

Activist 9 3 7 1 

Non- 

activist 

9 3 6 1 

Total 18 6 13 2 

 

Although nearly half of the sample had never contacted their elected representative at any level 

of government, fourteen reported that they had contacted a local Councillor, whilst five had 

been in touch with their Assembly Member and five with their Member of Parliament.  Three 

had contacted all three (see Tables 13a and b.)   

 

Table 13a:  Numbers contacting elected representatives by Branch 

 

 Councillor Assembly 

Member 

Member of 

Parliament 

None 

Bettws 8 4 4 4 

Cwm 6 1 1 6 

Total 14 5 5 10 

 

Table 13b:  Numbers contacting elected representatives by activist status 

 

 Councillor Assembly 

Member 

Member of 

Parliament 

None 

Activist 8 2 3 4 

Non- 

activist 

6 3 2 6 

Total 14 5 5 10 
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Although only one Bettws member had contacted a politician prior to joining WEA, all but one 

of the 'activists' and half of the 'non-activists' interviewed had contacted the local Councillor in 

connection with funding for the crèche.   Four members had also contacted the Assembly 

Member and Member of Parliament on the same issue.  In Cwm half of the interviewees had 

made contact with a local politician, of whom two had contacted either the Assembly Member 

or Member of Parliament.  Only one of these contacts was in relation to the crèche funding and 

half of the members had made the contact prior to their involvement with WEA.  Overall 

whereas three people had contacted their Councillor, one their Assembly Member and another 

their Member of Parliament before joining WEA, eleven people contacted Councillors and four 

each Assembly Members and Members of Parliament for the first time after they became 

involved with WEA (see Table 13c).  

 

Table 13c :  Numbers contacting elected representatives before and after joining  

WEA by activist status 

 

 No prior 

contact  

(A) 

Prior 

contact  

(B) 

First contact since 

joining WEA 

(Group A) 

Additional 

contact since 

joining WEA 

(Group B) 

Activist 11 1 7 1 

Non- 

activist 

8 4 2 2 

Total 19 5 9 3 

 

 

Interviewees were asked about their voting record in the General Elections of 19997 and 2001, 

the referendum for the National Assembly for Wales and its first election, and the two most 

recent local government elections.  Whilst four people reported that they had not voted at any 

of the six elections, sixteen said they had voted four or more times.  Twenty-two of the sample 

were of voting age at the 1997 General Election and seventeen of them reported voting.  By 

2001 all of the sample were old enough to vote and eighteen of them reported doing so.  With 

an average turnout of 75% in 2001 the sample demonstrated a greater propensity to vote than 

the electorate as a whole in their constituencies of Blaenau Gwent and Newport West where the 
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turnout was 59.5% and 59.1% respectively (Electoral Commission, 2001).   A higher 

proportion of the Bettws group voted in the General Elections compared with the Cwm group, 

and on average activists were more likely to vote than non-activists (see Tables 14a and b).   

 

Table 14a:  Numbers voting in the General Elections of 1997 and 2001  

by Branch 

 

 1997 2001 

Bettws 10  (11) 10  (12) 

Cwm   7  (11)   8  (12) 

Total 17  (22) 18  (24) 

 

Note.  Numbers in brackets indicate total of voting age at the time 

 

Table 14b:  Numbers voting in the General Elections of 1997 and 2001  

by activist status 

 

 1997 2001 

Activist 11  (12) 10  (12) 

Non- 

activist 

  6  (10)   8  (12) 

Total 17  (22) 18  (24) 

 

Note.  Numbers in brackets indicate total of voting age at the time 

 

 

In terms of all six elections, and taking into account the age factor, 'activists' voted fifty-three 

out of a possible seventy-two times compared with 'non-activists' who voted thirty-seven out of 

a possible sixty-five times.  There was no evidence of voting patterns changing after people 

became involved with WEA. 
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Only one interviewee reported no campaigning or protesting activity whatsoever.  The one 

action that everybody else had taken was to sign a petition, and the majority had done so before 

joining WEA (see Tables 15a, b and c).   

 

Table 15a:  Numbers involved in campaigning or protesting by Branch 

 

 Attend 

protest 

meeting 

Signed 

petition 

Organise 

petition 

Protest 

march 

Lobby Boycott Block 

traffic 

Other 

Bettws 0 12 2 0 2 1 0 1 

Cwm 5 11 2 4 1 4 3 0 

Total 5 23 4 4 3 5 3 1 

 

 

Table 15b:  Numbers involved in campaigning or protesting by activist status 

 

 Attend 

protest 

meeting 

Signed 

petition 

Organise 

petition 

Protest 

march 

Lobby Boycott Block 

traffic 

Other 

Activist 1 12 2 1 2 2 2 1 

Non-

activist 

4 11 2 3 1 3 1 0 

Total 5 23 4 4 3 5 3 1 

 

Table 15c:  Numbers first involved in campaigning or protesting before and after WEA 

involvement 

 

 Attend 

protest 

meeting 

Signed 

petition 

Organise 

petition 

Protest 

march 

Lobby Boycott Block 

traffic 

Other 

Before 5 19 3 3 1 3 2 1 

After 0 4 1 1 2 2 1 0 

Total 5 23 4 4 3 5 3 1 
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Only four people, all Cwm members, had signed a petition for the first time since joining the 

branch.  Four members, two activists and two non-activists, had organised petitions.  One had 

started a petition following her WEA involvement.  Four from Cwm had taken part in a protest 

march and three had blocked the road during the campaign for a bypass.  Two Bettws activists 

had taken part in a recent WEA lobby of the National Assembly regarding crèche funding, 

whilst a non-activist from Cwm had previously lobbied the local Council regarding the siting of 

a waste tip near the village.  Five people had attended a protest meeting.  All were from the 

Cwm branch and the meetings took place before their WEA involvement began.  Five had 

boycotted particular products and two of these attributed their boycott of Nestlé goods to their 

involvement in WEA.   Finally, one Bettws activist had joined a sit-in whilst at school. 

 

The questions regarding support for a political party revealed a very low level of activity 

compared to the previous sections.  Only two people, both non-activists from Cwm reported 

any support for a political party, although one other person's husband was a Party member.  

One had attended an election rally whilst at school in an adjacent constituency and the other 

had offered to help with an election campaign.  In view of the level of involvement in what 

may be described as 'formal' politics with the exception of voting, it is no surprise that nobody 

had sought election or been nominated for public office.  However, one Cwm non-activist 

expressed interest in becoming an elected representative. 

 

Interviewees recollections of their parents' activity levels under each of the headings covered in 

this part of the interview revealed an overall involvement that was greater amongst the parents 

of non-activists than activists.   In the case of voting, for example, eleven non-activists reported 

that their parents had voted 'without fail' compared with eight activists.  Twice as many 

activists recalled that their parents had never contacted an elected representative compared with 

non-activists, seven of whose parents had been in contact either frequently or occasionally 

compared with three for the activists.  Whilst eleven activists said their parents had never been 

involved in campaigning or protesting, three non-activists recalled an occasional involvement.  

Similarly four non-activists remembered that their parents had taken part in some form of 

group activity occasionally compared with one activist.  The difference was less marked in 

relation to other community involvement where six non-activists and five activists reported that 

their parents had taken part in a variety of local organisations.  
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In summary, whilst significant numbers of people were active in certain respects  before 

joining WEA, there is evidence of activity levels increasing in terms of community 

involvement, group activity and contacting subsequent upon WEA involvement.  This is more 

marked amongst 'activists' than 'non-activists' and in the case of Bettws it is associated 

predominantly with lobbying to protect funding for the WEA crèches.   Participation in formal 

politics is above average in respect of reported voting behaviour and almost non-existent in 

relation to active support for a political party.  There is no association between this behaviour 

and participation in WEA.  Although most of the reported involvement in campaigning or 

protesting had taken place prior to WEA involvement, there were examples attributable to 

WEA participation. 

 

The third part of this chapter draws on sections J, K and L of the interview schedule (see 

Appendix iii) which address skills, confidence and knowledge.  Interviewees were asked the 

extent to which they agreed with a series of statements.  As a follow up they were asked if they 

had always felt this way, and if they answered in the negative they were asked when had there 

been a change and what had made the difference.  All of the sample, except three 'non-

activists', either agreed or agreed strongly with the statement 'I am able to voice ideas and 

opinions'.  Seven of the 'activists' said that they had not always felt this way and five of them 

attributed their increased skill to their WEA involvement.  With one exception the sample 

agreed or agreed strongly with the statement 'I am able to negotiate and co-operate with others'.  

Five 'activists' and two 'non-activists' said that this had not always been the case, and four of 

them explained the change in terms of being a WEA member.  The response to the statement 'I 

am able to listen constructively to others' was similar, with two out of five describing changes 

since joining WEA.   All but one also agreed or agreed strongly with the statement 'I am able to 

obtain information' and two out of the three who had been unable to do so previously said they 

had gained the skills through WEA.  Overall, 'activists' tended to feel more able than 'non-

activists'.  Eight 'activists' and six 'non-activists' felt that their skills had increased, and six of 

these 'activists', compared with only two of the 'non-activists', associated their increased 

abilities with their WEA involvement (see Table 16). 
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Table 16:  Numbers reporting increased skills by activist status 

 

 Total reporting 

increased skills 

Increase attributed 

to WEA 

Increase attributed 

to other influences 

Activist 8 6 3 

Non- 

activist 

6 2 4 

Total 14 8 7 

 

 

Seventeen interviewees, or nearly three-quarters of the sample, said that they 'usually' had the 

confidence to have their own opinions.  Four of these, who were all activists, said that they had 

gained this confidence from being in WEA.  One explained that it was the type of courses that 

WEA offered that had made the difference.  She referred to Make Your Experience Count and 

other courses where "I had to speak in front of people".  Of the seven who said that they 

'sometimes' had the confidence to have their own opinions, three developed it through WEA 

and two in other ways.  Fifteen people felt that they 'usually' had the confidence to 'act 

independently if I think it is right'.  One of the two who had not always felt this way said that 

the change was due to WEA involvement.  Nine people were confident in this area 'sometimes' 

and two of the three who had not been so before mentioned WEA as making a difference.  

There was a similar pattern of responses to the statement 'I have the confidence to take 

responsibility', with one out of two people attributing increased confidence to WEA.  One of 

these, who had only been able to take responsibility 'sometimes' before, found that being 

elected Chair of the branch had made the difference.  Only seven people, of whom five were 

non-activists, said that they 'usually' had the confidence to 'assume that my voice will be heard'.  

Fifteen felt this 'sometimes' and one 'rarely' whilst one did not know.  Seven people were more 

confident in this respect than they had been, and five of them pointed to WEA as making the 

difference.  Although 'non-activists' were marginally more confident than 'activists' overall, 

'activists' were more likely to have grown in confidence and to have attributed this to their 

WEA involvement (see Table 17).    
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Table 17:  Numbers reporting increased confidence by activist status 

 

 Total reporting 

increased confidence 

Increase attributed 

to WEA 

Increase attributed 

to other influences 

Activist 7 6 2 

Non- 

activist 

3 2 3 

Total 10 8 5 

 

 

In the first question of the knowledge section interviewees were asked the extent to which they 

agreed with the statement 'I know how society is structured'.  Thirteen people, just over half of 

the sample, agreed or agreed strongly with this statement, with little difference between 

'activists' and 'non-activists'.  Whilst two did not know, the remaining nine people disagreed or 

disagreed strongly.  Fewer people were in agreement with the statement 'I know how local 

government works'.  With this question only seven agreed or agreed strongly compared with 

thirteen who disagreed or disagreed strongly.  Only six were able to agree or agree strongly 

with the equivalent statements relating to the National Assembly for Wales and the UK 

Government.  However, there was a greater degree of knowledge about the basic ideas of the 

main political parties.  Fifteen people were able to agree or agree strongly with this statement.  

When asked how they had acquired their political knowledge, the most frequent response was 

the media with sixteen mentions, whilst experience was referred to five times.  Four people 

mentioned school, highlighting courses such as sociology and government and politics, four 

mentioned their husbands or family and as few as two referred to the WEA (see Table 18).    

 

Table 18:  Sources of political knowledge by activist status 

 

 Media/ 

reading 

Experience Husband/ 

Family 

School Other 

people 

WEA Other 

Activist 8 2 2 1 2 2 1 

Non- 

activist 

8 3 2 3 0 0 1 

Total 16 5 4 4 2 2 2 
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There is a marked difference in the responses to the sections on skills and confidence on the 

one hand, and to the section on knowledge on the other.  'Activists' had a positive view of their 

skills in so far as they all agreed or agreed strongly with the statements in that section.  They 

were also positive in respect of their confidence levels in so far as all but one of them 

responded 'usually' to at least one of the statements.  One responded 'usually' to all four 

statements, whilst four did so to three.  'Non-activists' were slightly less positive regarding their 

abilities in that two disagreed with the first statement on skills and three answered 'don't know' 

to one or more.  However 'activists' and 'non-activists' were equally positive in respect of 

confidence.  In contrast, the negative answers in the section on knowledge outweighed the 

positive, and half of the sample, equal numbers of 'activists' and 'non-activists', disagreed either 

with all or a majority of the statements. 

 

Whilst there is considerable evidence of the impact of the experience of WEA on the 

acquisition of skills and the growth of confidence, particularly amongst activists, it is clear that, 

in the relatively fewer cases where interviewees feel they understand the workings of 

government and party policies, the WEA has made very little contribution to that 

understanding.  

 
The fourth part of the chapter is concerned with the two qualitative questions at the end of the 

interview.  The first of these asked the interviewees whether they were aware of any changes in 

themselves that would be due partly or wholly to the experience of belonging to the WEA.  All 

but two of the interviewees reported changes and only one needed prompting with a follow up 

question.   Those who reported no changes were both 'non-activists', one from each branch.  

Both attended classes twice a week and whilst one had been attending for less than a year the 

other had been attending for two years.  The former had been to classes in two curriculum areas 

- art & craft and health related, whilst the latter had a wider experience including both of these 

together with IT and women's studies.  Both left school with fewer than five GCSEs at A to C.  

One who was a single parent declined to state her household income, whilst the other's was in 

excess of £400 per week.  As neither elaborated on not experiencing any changes as a result of 

their WEA experience and as their circumstances have little in common it is difficult to infer 

anything from their responses.   
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Amongst the twenty-two interviewees, representing 93.5% of the sample, who recognised 

changes due to their WEA experience, the most frequently reported change was a growth in 

confidence with as many as seventeen, or 70% of the sample, stating that they felt more 

confident.  Other changes included increased awareness of social and political issues, new 

interests, skills and qualifications, feeling less isolated and being better prepare for community 

activity (see Table 19).   

 

Table 19:  Changes attributed wholly or partly to experience of WEA 

 

Change Number 

reporting 

change 

Percentage 

of sample 

increased confidence 17 70 

more aware of social issues 7 29 

new interests 5 21 

gained skills/qualifications 5 21 

less isolated 4 17 

more aware of political issues 4 17 

better prepared for community activity 2 8.5 

feel more involved in the community 2 8.5 

not aware of any changes 2 8.5 

 

Whilst not everyone commented on their increase in confidence, those who did made 

connections between the confidence gained and some other aspect of their lives.  For some it 

was related to a particular personal goal, for example "it's given me hope and confidence to 

think I'll get a job in future" or "I've gained confidence with IT and renewed my computer 

skills".  For others it was linked with having "belief in oneself" or with feeling "less isolated".  

This link between WEA involvement and what might be categorised as a sense of well being 

was expressed in other ways, for example "I feel stronger as a person" or simply "I feel happier 

because it's got me out of the house".  A third group, who were all 'activists' and from both 

branches, linked a growth in confidence with a new capacity for activity beyond the personal 

sphere.  For example one said: 
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"My confidence has grown and grown.  The first time I came with two friends.  I 

would never have come alone.  Now I am a Branch Officer and I can speak at 

meetings." 

 

She reported that she was now confident enough to go to a class run in the town centre by 

another adult education provider and to take part in other meetings such as a recent WEA 

dayschool on active citizenship, and the steering group for a research project focussing on her 

community.  Another member of the same branch said that she had gained "skills, confidence 

and motivation" through her involvement in WEA so that now she was "better prepared to take 

part in community activity".  She gave as an example her readiness to get involved in a meeting 

for tenants in her area.  She also mentioned her involvement in campaigning for continued 

funding for WEA crèches and said she felt that she was "equipped to take part". 

 

A third 'activist' referred to the WEA having had an "immense impact" on her.  She recalled 

that it had taken two weeks for her to "get over the door" but once she had overcome this she 

"became a course junkie".  As a result of the WEA experience she felt she had the confidence 

to "stand and argue my point" adding "I can prepare a good argument".  She too had gained the 

confidence to become more involved in her community.  This interviewee was not alone in 

reporting a very significant change in her self.  For example an 'activist' with four years 

experience in the WEA, who had left school with fewer than five GCSEs at grades A to C, 

replied: 

 

"Everything - the way I think, the way I do things.  If I hadn't come here I'd be the 

same as I was when I left school.  I'd have no skills really." 

 

After gaining confidence the next most common response came from seven members, drawn 

almost evenly from each branch, who reported a greater awareness of social issues.   All but one 

of them had also experienced a growth of confidence.  Two of these, one from each branch, 

related this to the campaign for funding the WEA crèches, whilst a third spoke of boycotting 

Nestlé products over the baby milk issue and the importance of "looking at the labels".  Two of 

this group of seven also reported an increased awareness of political issues, one of whom stated 

that she had "made more effort to find out about the election this time".  Two others reported a 

greater political awareness including one who now had "more understanding of what's going on 

and who my Member of Parliament is".  She had also become more aware of "things going on 
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for women and women getting back into work" and of "women in other parts of the country and 

how they are treated". Thus nine of the interviewees, 37.5% of the sample, reported an increase 

in one or both of social and political awareness. Two other women reported a greater awareness 

of what went on in their local community.  

 

The gaining of skills or qualifications and the discovery of new interests were both reported by 

five interviewees, whilst four said they felt less isolated.  These were clearly personal gains for 

the people concerned and not directly related to democratic participation or active citizenship.  

However, the feeling of being less isolated, together with statements such as "I feel part of a 

family", "I have somewhere to turn to for help", "I've learned to interact with different people" 

and "I feel more involved in the community", suggests that there has been an increase in social 

capital, in the sense of enhanced "networks, norms and social trust that facilitate co-ordination 

and co-operation for mutual benefit" (Putnam, 1995). 

 

The final question referred to the WEA's commitment to democracy as a principle and asked 

how this translated into practice in the interviewee's experience.  The reaction to this question 

was overwhelmingly positive with responses such as "brilliant", "it definitely happens", "the 

branch works together really well" and "it has always worked".  However, two 'activists' from 

Bettws commented on attendance at meetings.  One qualified her positive response by adding 

"but only a dozen attend" and another remarked "the same people come all the time.  I keep 

telling them to come to meetings and have their say".   Two Cwm 'activists' also qualified their 

view that it "worked well" by commenting on the impact of losing members who had moved on.   

 

Three themes were expressed repeatedly, of which the first was the sense of being able to have 

one's 'say'.  For example, one 'activist' from Cwm said "everyone is given a chance to have their 

say at planning meetings, to choose what they want to do and the level they do it too" and a 

Bettws activist echoed this view with: "we all have a voice.  If you have something to say you 

can say it".   This feeling was shared by 'non-activists', such as one from Cwm who said "I can 

speak up and say what courses I want and how well a course has gone".   The second theme was 

that the process was effective.   One non-activist from Cwm commented: "most people express 

an opinion.  I'm able to express my opinion and make a difference", whilst an 'activist' from 

Bettws spoke of being able to make decisions.  A 'non-activist' from Bettws replied: "we 

managed to get what we wanted and when" whilst another said, "we got our point across".  

Several interviewees mentioned that they were listened to or that their views were "taken on 
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board". The third recurring theme was a feeling of involvement.  This was mentioned by both 

'activists' and 'non-activists' including one who said, "I feel part of it although I only go once a 

week".  

 

Two 'activists' from Cwm highlighted the way in which new students developed through 

participating in the branch structure.  One commented: "you see students grow in strength by 

the end of their second term to speak up for what they want" and the second reported: 

 

"People who were quite shy and withdrawn are now able to take part and they've 

moved on.  They've been encouraged to express their own opinions and have had 

opportunities to do more." 

 

There were only two responses that stood out for their relative lack of enthusiasm.  A 'non-

activist' from Cwm replied that branch and planning meetings were "okay" and a Bettws 'non-

activist', who had been to a few meetings, said "at the moment I take a back seat and listen to 

others.  I'm not that involved".   All but one of the interviewees spoke only of the internal 

democracy of their particular branch, which perhaps reflects a certain detachment from the 

wider WEA movement.  This was encapsulated by a Bettws 'activist' who commented: "I feel 

there is a gap between the branch and the rest of the organisation" and spoke of e-mailing the 

General Secretary and having no reply. 

 

To summarise this part of the chapter, a very high proportion of the sample recognised changes 

in themselves that could be attributed to their experience of belonging to the WEA.  Whilst 

change was often expressed in terms of personal growth there is also significant evidence of 

greater social cohesion, increased community involvement and enhanced social and political 

awareness which is attributable to the experience.  There was an equally high percentage of the 

sample that felt that the WEA's principle of democracy was put into practice at the branch 

level. 

 

Overall the findings reveal a sample that is predominantly educationally and economically 

disadvantaged, that came to WEA activities with varying experiences of social activism and 

different levels of skills and confidence in relation to citizenship.  There is significant evidence 

of people building their skills and confidence through their WEA membership and of becoming 
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more active in their communities.  There is some evidence of increased social and political 

awareness. 
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CHAPTER FIVE -    Discussion of Findings 

 

In this chapter the findings will be discussed in relation to the research aims, themes raised in 

the literature review and methodological considerations.  The research set out to explore how 

learners experience democracy within a WEA branch, to seek to identify learning that takes 

place through participation in the democratic processes of a WEA branch, and to explore 

whether or not learning with the WEA leads to the acquisition of attributes for active 

citizenship.  In particular, it set out to examine the hypothesis that adults living in 

disadvantaged communities, with little or no experience of participation, who become involved 

in the democratic process of a WEA branch develop the attributes for active citizenship.   

 

The findings derived from the questionnaire, which are detailed in the first part of Chapter 

Four, present a picture of the sample and begin to identify some of the characteristics which 

distinguish 'activists' from 'non-activists'.  The sample contrasts sharply with that of Benn's 

(2000) study in terms of age and educational achievement.  Seventeen, or 70% of those 

interviewed, were aged under 35 compared with 89% of Benn's sample who were aged over 35, 

and none had experienced higher education compared with 69%.  Their relative educational 

disadvantage is further demonstrated by more than half of the sample having left full-time 

education with fewer than five GCSEs at grades A to C and only one in six of them having 

achieved at level 3.  The sample's achievements, however, do not necessarily imply a lack of 

commitment to learning as two-thirds remained in full-time education beyond the statutory 

leaving age and five had taken part in further learning before becoming involved in WEA.  The 

findings from the questions on employment status and household income demonstrate a range 

of socio-economic circumstances, with the majority on below average incomes and some on 

very low incomes.   Not only are the communities of Bettws and Cwm disadvantaged 

according to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (National Assembly for Wales, 2000), 

but there are significant numbers of individuals in both branches who are educationally and 

socially disadvantaged. 

 

The questionnaire results also provide an opportunity to compare 'activists' and 'non-activists' 

in order to identify any distinguishing factors which may be associated with their 'activism', 

bearing in mind that Parry et al (1992) found that "more education tends to mean more 

participation".  Those who had taken on responsibilities within their branch, or "the most 

involved in the group" (Parry et al, 1992:119), were more likely to be aged over 25 and, 
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unsurprisingly, to have been involved with WEA longer (see Tables 1b and 4b).  They were 

also likely to be attending more WEA classes each week.   However, the pattern regarding age 

on leaving full-time education was broadly similar (see Table 2b) and the differences in prior 

educational achievement were less marked in contrast to what might be expected on the basis 

of Parry et al's findings.  Whilst fewer 'activists' had achieved below the five GCSEs at grades 

A to C benchmark, more 'non-activists' had achieved at level 3 (see Table 3b).   Neither were 

there any marked differences between 'activists' and 'non-activists' in terms of their own or their 

partners' employment status (see Tables 6b and 7b).  Thus neither the demands of part-time 

work nor the pressures of lone parenthood could be seen to have been significant variables in 

contributing to activism at the branch level.  Income cannot be seen as having any significant 

effect on activism within the branch as those on the lowest and highest incomes fall evenly into 

the 'activist' and 'non-activist' categories and equal numbers in each category have incomes 

above and below £250 per week (see Table 8b).  Neither does parental behaviour appear to 

have been a factor in determining the activism of their children in so far as the parents of non-

activists tended to have been more active than those of the activists.  Apart from age, length of 

involvement with WEA and number of classes attended, the one difference between 'activists' 

and 'non-activists' that stands out in the questionnaire findings relates to curriculum. 'Activists' 

were significantly more likely than 'non-activists' to have attended courses in social studies and 

women's studies, in which there would be more opportunities for discussion and policy analysis 

than in other curriculum areas.  This bears out the argument put by several authors that there is 

a causal relationship between discussion based learning and the development of active 

citizenship (Crick, 1998; Frazer, 1999; Hahn, 1999).   

 

By relating the findings outlined in part two of Chapter Four to the responses to the question 

regarding length of involvement with WEA, the extent of prior social involvement amongst the 

sample may be identified.  Thirteen of the sample reported prior community involvement, 

whilst as few as six had taken part in any group activity around an issue and only five had 

contacted an elected representative (see Tables 10, 12 and 13c).  Apart from signing a petition, 

which the majority had done, few of the sample had been involved in other campaigning or 

protest activities (see Table 15).  Only one person had taken action in support of a political 

party and none had sought public office. Reported incidences of voting were above the average 

for both constituencies both prior and subsequent to WEA involvement.  The sample's tendency 

to vote and sign petitions over and above other political activity confirms the findings of Parry 

et al (1992) who noted that the "formally uneducated" on average only took part in one action 
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beyond voting and signing petitions. The findings in relation to support for a political party and 

public office bear out the suggestion that "the common and contemporary construction of the 

political as a public and male sphere served to disenfranchise women as citizens in relation to 

men" (Arnot, 1999) and justify concerns to broaden definitions of active citizenship beyond a 

narrow view of "the public sphere" so as not to exclude women (Lister, 1997, Merricks, 2001).  

Overall, the findings in relation to prior social involvement pose a challenge to Benn's 

argument (2000:255) that those who participate in formal adult education are "already from an 

active social minority".  Whilst this may be true for a proportion of this sample it is evidently 

not the case for many of them. 

 

The findings in part two of Chapter Four also provide evidence of a development of activism 

following involvement in WEA.  The figures in Tables 10 and 12 show that a majority of those 

with no prior involvement in community organisations or in group activity became active after 

joining WEA.  This was more marked in the case of activists.  These tables also show an 

increased involvement in the community amongst just over half of those with prior 

involvement.  As before, it is the branch activists who were more likely to become more 

involved, confirming the finding of a correlation between high degrees of activism within a 

group and high levels of participation in society (Parry et al, 1992:119).  The level of activism 

amongst those with no involvement in their community or in group activity prior to their WEA 

membership poses a challenge to the conclusion reached by Fieldhouse (1983) that it was the 

"more active" people who were most strongly influenced by their WEA experience and that the 

"WEA reinforced activism as much as caused it".  Indeed half of those who became WEA 

'activists' had no prior community involvement and three-quarters of them had not been 

involved in group activity previously.  Clearly there could have been factors influencing the 

participation of members of the sample that had nothing to do with WEA involvement that 

were not revealed by the questionnaire.  The findings from this part of the questionnaire can 

only suggest a circumstantial link between WEA involvement and new activism, and in 

particular between activism within the WEA's democratic structure and increased activism in 

the wider community.  

 

The third part of Chapter Four focussed on the extent to which the interviewees possessed the 

attributes for citizenship in terms of skills, confidence and knowledge and the extent to which 

the WEA experience could be seen to be contributing to their acquisition.   Fourteen people, 

representing 58% of the sample, were seen to have reported an increase in the skills for 
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citizenship as defined by Benn (2000) and eight of these interviewees volunteered that their 

additional skills were due to their WEA experience.   Those with increased skills who were 

activists were three times more likely to relate their increased skills to their WEA experience 

than non-activists.  The WEA was cited marginally more often than other influences   (see 

Table 16).   Fewer than half of the sample reported an increase in confidence in response to 

questions in section K of the questionnaire.   However, all but two of this group volunteered the 

WEA experience as the reason for their increased confidence and WEA outweighed the other 

factors influencing confidence.  As was the case in respect of skills, activists were more likely 

to attribute their increased confidence to their WEA experience  (see Table 17).  The responses 

to this section contrast significantly with those to the first question covered in the final part of 

Chapter Four regarding any changes in themselves that interviewees were aware of that could 

be associated with their WEA experience.  Whereas only ten interviewees expressed increased 

confidence in relation to the statements at section K, of whom eight attributed the increase to 

their WEA experience, seventeen stated that they were more confident as a result of taking part 

in WEA activities in response to question 54.  This may be explained by the different emphases 

of the two sections whereby the latter was specifically about the impact of the WEA experience 

whereas none of the previous questions had implied any direct connection with the WEA.  In 

addition the statements at section K may not have covered all the situations in which 

interviewees may have felt more or less confident.  That activists should be more likely than 

non-activists to relate their increased skills and confidence to their WEA experience is 

understandable in view of their greater involvement in terms of length of time, number of 

classes attended and responsibilities undertaken.    

 

The questions on knowledge revealed that the majority of interviewees (seventeen people or 

70% of the sample) had little understanding of the political system at all three levels of 

government.  A substantial minority (eleven people or 46% of the sample) also had little 

knowledge of social structure and political ideas.  These findings tend to confirm the view that 

"levels of political knowledge are 'low'" (Frazer,1999:7) and that "women may be particularly 

disadvantaged in terms of access to a discourse of active and formal political participation" 

(Arnot,1999:104).  Whereas WEA was seen as the major influence in gaining new skills and 

confidence, it was only quoted twice as a source of political knowledge in marked contrast to 

family and the media.  These responses tend to support the arguments of Fieldhouse (1996b) 

regarding the "evaporation of the social purpose dynamic" within the WEA and Goldman 

(1999) regarding the WEA's switch of emphasis away from making "people conscious of the 



 72 

political and economic structures that controlled their lives".  Arguably the contemporary WEA 

has fallen short of maintaining Tawney's commitment to "equipping adults with the tools and 

knowledge for a fairer society" (Elsey, 1987).    

 

The last part of Chapter Four detailed the responses to the final open-ended questions on 

changes in themselves that interviewees could associate with their WEA experience and their 

perceptions of democracy within the WEA. Increased confidence was the change quoted most 

frequently, with seventeen or 70% of the sample referring to it. Whilst many spoke of their 

enhanced confidence in terms of personal goals or well-being there were three branch activists 

who linked a growth of confidence with a new capacity for active citizenship.  This suggests 

that for these particular members the WEA experience has contributed towards the development 

of "a society of self-confident citizens" described by Weir and Beetham (1999:14) as "the 

ultimate goal of democracy".  Alongside this increased confidence seven people, albeit a 

minority of the sample (29%), reported a greater awareness of social and/or political issues and 

several felt more aware of what went on in their own community. These responses contrast with 

those to the questions in the knowledge section referred to above where only two interviewees 

quoted WEA as a source of knowledge about social structure or government and politics.  A 

possible explanation for this variance is that there were prompts with this question, which 

encouraged interviewees to be more reflective than had been the case with the earlier closed 

questions.  These findings correspond with those of Elsdon (1993) in relation to the perceived 

political effects of the involvement in WEA branches and the confidence to "hold and express 

views".  It was argued above, in relation to the findings in the second part of Chapter Four, that 

there was a circumstantial link between participating in WEA and enhanced community 

involvement and group activity.  The findings from this question suggest that there can be a 

causal link between participation in WEA, particularly as an activist within its democratic 

structures, and both the acquisition of the attributes for active citizenship and increased social 

activism.    

 

The findings from the final question that referred to the experience of democracy within the 

WEA reveal both an active participation in a democratic process that was considered to be 

effective, and that this could be a learning process for new members.  Those who were "shy and 

withdrawn" had been encouraged to express their opinions, had taken part and moved on.  The 

overwhelmingly positive responses to this question suggest the existence of a democratic 
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vitality within these two branches that contrasts with Fieldhouse's comments (1996b:186) 

regarding the post war decline in voluntaryism and democratic participation within the WEA. 

 

The literature review revealed a debate amongst authors on adult education about its potential 

for developing the attributes for citizenship (Benn, 1997; Duke, 1992; Goldman, 1999; 

Newman, 2000; Thompson, 2000).   A view shared by several of these authors is that the skills 

for citizenship will be learned through process rather than the formal curriculum.  Benn, for 

example, argues for the adult education experience to be one of participatory democracy.  The 

findings from this research tend to support this view in so far as there is evidence of skills and 

confidence being gained through participation in the branches' democratic processes.  

Examples of such evidence are the comments of both those who reflected on the learning of 

new members and those who gained confidence from taking responsibility.  However, there is 

also evidence that the curriculum itself played a part from, for example, the comment about the 

Make Your Experience Count course.  Moreover the relationship between activist status and 

attendance on social and women's studies courses suggests that these discussion-based courses 

could have contributed to activism.  However, it must be noted that no causal relationship is 

proven, as it may well be that these courses were particularly attractive to those with an interest 

in or potential for activism. 

 

Thus evidence suggests that there has been identifiable learning, and that this is associated with 

the experience of the democratic process or the specific content of certain courses, or a 

combination of the two.  These findings may be related to the theoretical frameworks that were 

outlined in Chapter Two.  Learning for active citizenship within these WEA branches can be 

characterised as formal, in that it was systematic and structured (Bïrzéa, 2000; Newman, 2000) 

and informal in the sense used by Bïrzéa (2000) as "the unplanned learning that goes on in 

daily life and can be received from daily experience".   There is evidence also of "existential" 

learning described by Bïrzéa as comprising "the whole range of situations that can stimulate a 

learning process".    These situations include "critical events" and "challenges".   The challenge 

of the threatened withdrawal of funding for crèches alongside WEA classes can be seen to have 

stimulated activism and consequential learning.  Members of the Bettws Branch had been 

motivated by this challenge not only to lobby elected representatives but also to engage in 

some formal learning about the National Assembly and lobbying skills.  The experience of the 

Bettws members could also be seen as an example of the kind of transition envisaged by 

Merricks (2001) in her term "transitional learning theory".  Equally it may be seen as an 
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example of the process referred to by Thompson (2000) whereby people find a voice and 

become involved in making things happen through the "social, mutually supportive and 

educational activities of their group".  The learning process that was reported to have taken 

place during Branch meetings by Cwm members can be characterised as "incidental" in the 

sense that it was "unplanned and the by-product of other activities"  (Dohmen, 1996 quoted in 

Bïrzéa, 2000). 
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CHAPTER SIX -  Conclusions 

 

The context for this research study has been threefold: concern about a decline in the levels of 

democratic participation across Europe and the promotion of active citizenship within policies 

for lifelong learning (Council of Europe, 2001; Diplock, 2001; Ecclestone, 2000; Field, 2001; 

Frazer, 1999; Martin, 2000; Pillinger, 2000; Thorne, 1998), the historic 'social purpose' role of 

the Workers Educational Association (Fieldhouse, 1996b) and the academic debate concerning 

the contribution of adult education to learning for democracy (Benn, 1997; Duke, 1992; 

Goldman, 1999; Newman, 2000; Thompson, 2000). 

 

The purpose of the study was to explore the relationship between adult learning and active 

citizenship.  In particular, the aim was to explore whether there was a relationship between 

learning within the democratic framework of a WEA branch and the development of attributes 

required for active citizenship in terms of skills, confidence and knowledge (Benn, 2000).  

Through studying the learning that took place within two WEA Branches in socially 

disadvantaged areas of South Wales there were two further aims.  The first was to explore 

learners' perceptions of democracy within the contemporary WEA and the second was to test 

the assertion that "adult education has reinforced rather than generated active citizenship and 

has attracted those students who are already socially active" (Benn & Fieldhouse, 1997 quoted 

in Thorne, 1998:25). 

 

The sample of 'activists' and 'non-activists' drawn in equal numbers from the two branches, 

whose characteristics have been outlined in Chapter Four and discussed in Chapter Five, 

included significant numbers of educationally and socially disadvantaged individuals.  The 

results from the interviews show that almost half of the sample had no experience of 

community involvement prior to joining the WEA.  Whereas the majority voted regularly and 

had signed petitions, only a minority had any experience of other forms of democratic 

participation.  There was found to be a correlation between participation in the WEA and 

involvement in the wider community for the first time or further involvement for those already 

active, amongst a majority of the sample.  'Activists' were found to be more likely to become 

involved for the first time or to get more involved than 'non-activists'.  A number of those 

interviewed specified that they had become active or more active as a result of their WEA 

experience, thus indicating the existence of a causal relationship between the two in some 

cases.   
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A majority of the sample felt they had the skills for active citizenship identified by Benn 

(2000), although this had not always been the case and a third of the sample attributed 

increased skills to their experience in the WEA.  Overall the levels of confidence were lower, 

but eight out of ten people whose confidence had grown related this to their WEA experience.   

Whilst the WEA experience was the most frequently reported influence in gaining skills and 

confidence, only two referred to WEA as the source of their political knowledge, although at a 

later stage in the interview four interviewees said they were more aware of political issues as a 

result of their WEA experience.   Relative to their strengths in terms of skills and confidence, 

the sample reported low levels of knowledge of the political system and understanding of 

political ideas.  Despite the WEA's evident achievements with respect to building skills and 

confidence, this low level of political literacy together with the limited influence of WEA in 

this area, tends to justify the view that adult education has lost its "wider political ends" 

(Goldman, 1999:98) and poses a challenge to the WEA's claim to promote educational 

activities which  

 

"empower individuals of all ages and their communities through gaining new 

confidence, skills and knowledge to play an active and democratic role in society 

locally, nationally and internationally".   

                                                                                    (WEA Cymru, 1998) 

 

Nevertheless the study revealed evidence of a continued commitment within WEA to 

voluntarism and democracy, and of a recognition of the value and effectiveness of that 

democracy at branch level by an overwhelming majority of the sample.  Furthermore, there was 

some evidence of an awareness of learning through participation within the democratic process.  

This supports the view that  

 

"each small community-based mother and toddler group, or painting class or 

carers' association becomes an important site for learning, and each of these 

organisations with its own membership, rules and management committee can at 

best form a small scale model of local democracy, feeding in turn into the body 

politic". 

         (NAGCELL, 1998: p6) 
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This research study has shown that, amongst two groups of WEA learners, many of whom are 

educationally and socially disadvantaged and have had no prior experience of social activism, 

there are significant numbers who have gained new skills and confidence of a kind that is 

required for active citizenship and have become more involved within their local communities.  

The findings suggest the existence of a causal relationship between the WEA experience and 

these changes, and challenge the view that adult education merely reinforces activism. 

 

However, there are a number of limitations to the study.  Firstly, the study does not explain 

why it is that only some learners increase their capacity for active citizenship through their 

experience of WEA whilst others do not.  Secondly, the interview design did not allow for an 

adequate exploration of the nature and impact upon learners of the WEA's democratic process.  

Thirdly, the purposive sampling method adopted limits the capacity to generalise the findings 

as was discussed in Chapter Three.   Since the study was based on the experiences of a small 

self selecting sample of WEA members drawn from only two branches one cannot draw any 

general conclusions about the contribution of the wider WEA to learning for active citizenship.  

Finally, as was recognised to in Chapter Three, the study was only able to take a 'snapshot' 

approach and consequently was unable to "capture what is essentially an experience which 

changes over time" referred (Parry et al, 1992: 287).   

 

The limitations of this study suggest that further research is required in order to understand 

why some learners increase their capacity for active citizenship through their experience of 

WEA whilst others do not.  This could be informed by the outcomes of the ESRC Democracy 

and Participation programme, referred to in Chapter Two, which is investigating why some 

people participate and others do not.  The limitations of the current study's 'snapshot' approach 

could be addressed by carrying out a complementary follow up longitudinal study of 

respondents using qualitative techniques which would track processes and enable a longer term 

view of the changes of experience to be obtained.   
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Appendix i  -  The Education for Democratic Citizenship 

Project's Core competencies for democratic citizenship 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 85 

 

Knowledge 

 

 

Values 

 

Skills 

 

• The way democracy and 

democratic institutions 

work 

• Political, legal and 

financial processes 

• Citizens rights, freedoms 

and responsibilities 

• The context of democratic 

citizenship 

• The European and 

international context 

 

 

• The equal worth of every 

human being 

• Respect for oneself and 

others 

• Freedom 

• Solidarity 

• Tolerance 

• Understanding 

• Civic courage 

 

• Resolving conflict in a 

non-violent manner 

• Knowing how to argue 

and defend one's point of 

view 

• Being capable of 

interpreting the arguments 

of others 

• Knowing how to 

recognise and accept 

differences 

• Knowing how to make 

choices, group alternatives 

and subject them to ethical 

analysis 

• Knowing how to assume 

shared responsibilities 

• Knowing how to establish 

constructive and non-

oppressive relationships 

with others 

• Knowing how to develop 

a critical mind and to 

compare models and truth 

 

 

 

Source: Bïrzéa, C  (2000)  Education for Democratic Citizenship: A Lifelong Learning 

Perspective  Strasbourg,  Council for Cultural Co-operation 
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Learning for Democracy Survey 
Ref No C/ 

Questionnaire 
 

1. Are you  female  or  male?  (please circle)                                                          � 
 
2. Which age group are you in?  (please circle)                   � 

 

under 25 25 - 34 35 - 44 45 - 54 55 - 64 over 65             � 
 
3. How old were you when you left full-time education? (please circle) 
 

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 other  please specify……..       � 
 
4. What qualifications did you have when you left full-time education? 
(please tick all that apply) 

 
None        ….   
1 or more GCSEs at Grade D or below or CSEs ….        
Less than 5 GCSEs at Grade A to C or O Levels   …. 
5 or more GCSEs at Grade A to C or O Levels …. 
Less than 3 A Levels     …. 
3 or more A Levels     …. 
NVQ Level 1 (or equivalent)    …. 
NVQ Level 2 (or equivalent)    …. 
NVQ Level 3 (or equivalent)    …. 
HNC or HND      …. 
Degree       …. 
Postgraduate qualification    …. 

Other please specify……………………..   ….     �� 
 
5. Have you attended any further or adult education classes 
since leaving full-time education and before becoming involved 
in the WEA? 
 

Yes  or   No    (please circle)           � 
 
If you answered Yes to question 5 please give brief details of  

classes attended 

………………………………………………………………. 
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6. How long have you been involved with the WEA in Cwm? 
 

Less than 1 year    1 year    2 years    3 years    4 years    5 years or more � 

 
7. Please list the subject areas of WEA courses that you have attended 
 
………………………………………

….…………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

………………………………………

……………………………………… 

……………………………………… 
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8. On average how many times per week do you attend WEA classes?  
(please circle) 

 

One  Two  Three  More than three   � 
                 
                                                                                                                                                          
9.  In which of the following ways are you or have you been involved in 
the Branch?    (please tick all that apply) 
 
Do you… 

attend classes regularly    Yes   No  (please circle) � 
 

take part in Branch planning meetings  Yes   No  (please circle) � 
 

help organise events    Yes   No  (please circle) � 
 
Are you … 

a member of the Branch committee  Yes   No  (please circle) � 
 

a Branch Officer (Chair, Secretary, Treasurer) Yes   No  (please circle) � 
 

other (please specify)  …………………………………………… � 
 
10.  Which of the following best describes your situation?   (please tick) 
 
Employed full time    ….. 
Employed part-time    ….. 
Unemployed and seeking work   ….. 
Unwaged      ….. 
Lone parent      ….. 
Retired      ….. 

Unfit for work     …..    � 
 
 
11.   If you have a partner, which of the following best describes his or 
her situation?   (please tick) 
 
Employed full time    ….. 
Employed part-time    ….. 
Unemployed and seeking work   ….. 
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Unwaged      ….. 
Retired      ….. 

Unfit for work     …..    � 
  
 
12. How much is your weekly household income after any deductions 

(ie. bring home money)? 
(please circle) 

 
Less than £150 £150 - £199      £200 - £249  £250 - £299 
 

£300 - £349  £350 - £399  more than £400    � 
 
 
 

THANK YOU  
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Appendix iii  -  The Interview Schedule 
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Learning and Democracy Survey   
Interview schedule 

Ref No C/ 
 
Note:  'When?' may reveal the most recent time rather than the first.  So a follow up 
may be needed  eg 'Can you remember the first time you…?' 
 
A Community involvement 
 

1 PTA          � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role/Resp   ………………………………………………………… 
 
 

2 School Governor        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
     
    Role 
 

3 Social Organisation        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

4 Playgroup         � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
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5 Church organisation        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

6 Sport association         � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

7 Tenants/Residents association       � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

8 Credit Union         � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

9 Other  (Specify)……………………………..     � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
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10 Other  (Specify)……………………………..     � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
   Role………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
B Group Activity  (ie. getting involved in an issue with others) 
 

11 Informal - getting together with other people to raise an issue   � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

12 Organised group - supported/worked in an organised group ditto  � 
     
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
                 
C Contacting 
 

13 Local Councillor        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
   
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
If relevant ADD can you remember the first time… 
 

14 Assembly Member        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

15 MP          � 
 
Yes No D/K 
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IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
D Voting   (NB remember '95 long time ago, so may have been too young to 
vote.  Need to probe reason for change if No to Yes) 

 

16 Local Election        1.1         �   
            1.2      � 
1995 Yes No D/K 
 
1999 Yes No D/K 
 
 
 

17 Assembly         2.1       �  

           2.2       �  
Referendum Yes No D/K 
 
1999 Yes No D/K 
 
 

18 General Election                   3.1      �  

            3.2      � 
1997 Yes No D/K 
 
2001 Yes No D/K 
 
 
 
 
 
E Campaigning/Protesting 
 

19 Attended protest meeting       � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
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20 Signed petition        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

21 Organised petition         � 
  
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 

22 Protest march         �

  
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

23       Lobby    eg. Council, Parl't etc     � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

24 Boycott          � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

25 Blocked traffic         � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
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26 Other          � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when & subject ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
F Supporting a Party 
 
27 Attended rally/public meeting       � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when ……………………………………………………………… 
 

28 Helped at elections        � 
        
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

29 Fund raising         � 
  
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

30 Member          � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

31 Officer/Committee specify………………………..   � 

 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
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32 Delegate/representative   specify……………………    � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
G Public Office/Service 
 

33 Seek election                  specify……………………    � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 

34 Nominated     specify……………………     � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES  when  ……………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
H Family 
 
Memories of parents' involvement when you were growing up with 
 

35 Voting          � 
 
Without fail Only General Only Local Sometimes Never D/K 
 
 

36 Contacting          � 
 
Frequently Occasionally Never D/K 
 
 

37 Campaigning/Protesting        � 
 
Frequently Occasionally Never D/K 
 
 
 



 99

38 Group activity         � 
 
Frequently Occasionally Never D/K 
 
IF YES specify………………………………………….. 
 
 

39 Public Office         � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES specify………………………………………….. 
 
 

40 Community involvement        � 
 
Yes No D/K 
 
IF YES specify………………………………………….. 
 
 
 

J Ability 
 

I am able to  
 

41      voice ideas and opinions                               � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  

 ………………………………………………. 
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42 negotiate and co-operate with others                 � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  

 ………………………………………………. 

 

43 listen constructively to others       � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  
 ………………………………………………. 
 
 

44      obtain information (eg from libraries, the Web)    � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  
 ………………………………………………. 
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K Confidence  
 

I have the confidence to 
 

45       have my own opinions       � 
 
Usually Sometimes Rarely D/K 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  
 ………………………………………………. 
 
 
 

46       act independently if I think it is right      � 
 
Usually Sometimes Rarely D/K 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  
 ………………………………………………. 
 
 
 

47  take responsibility        � 
 
Usually Sometimes Rarely D/K 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  
 ………………………………………………. 
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48       assume that my voice will be heard      � 
 
Usually Sometimes Rarely D/K 
 
Follow up:  has this always been the case?   

………………………………………………. 

When did it change?   

 ………………………………………………. 

What made a difference?  
 ………………………………………………. 
 
 

 
L Knowledge 
 
 I know  
 

49       how society is structured       � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  how did you acquire this knowledge? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

50       how local government works       � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  how did you acquire this knowledge? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

51      how the Assembly works       � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  how did you acquire this knowledge? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 



 103

52     how the UK government works      � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  how did you acquire this knowledge? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

53     the basic ideas of the main political parties     � 
 
Strongly agree Agree Don't know Disagree Strongly disagree 
 
Follow up:  how did you acquire this knowledge? 
 
 

M WEA 
 
54 Awareness of any changes in self that would be due partly or wholly to the 

experience of belonging to WEA    
 
…………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
prompt:  

 

community involvement ……………………………………………. 

 

group activity   ……………………………………………. 

 

Contacting   ……………………………………………. 

 

Campaigning   ……………………………………………. 

 

voting    ……………………………………………. 

 

party activity   ……………………………………………. 

 

interests   ……………………………………………. 
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confidence   ……………………………………………. 

 

            awareness of social issues ……………………………………………. 

 

 awareness of political issues ……………………………………………. 

 

55 Democracy is a key principle for the WEA as an organisation  
 
  In your experience how does this work in practice? 
 

……………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

THANK YOU 
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Appendix iv  -  Letter for interviewees 
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Learning for Democracy 
 
A survey of the experiences of members of two WEA Branches 
in South East Wales 
 
 
This questionnaire is the first part of a small-scale research project that I am carrying 
out as part of the MA course in Education and Training at the University of Wales 
College Newport. 
 
The purpose of the questionnaire is to gather background information from a sample 
of WEA members from both branches before carrying out individual interviews. 
 
The information you give will be treated in the strictest confidence and under no 
circumstances will individuals be identified in my report or any subsequent 
publications. 
 
If you have any concerns about the research project I can be contacted at: 
 
University of Wales College Newport 
11 Gwent Shopping Centre 
Tredegar 
NP22 3EJ 
01495 726383 
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research. 
 
Jeremy Gass 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


