
Adult Education for the 21st Century:  An Awakening

 By Richard John Giroday

MDDE 611, Assignment 3

(word count 3672)
Student Id 2245597 

April 4, 2006
Adult Education for the 21st Century:  An Awakening
Even if as an educator, I simply plant the seeds of critical reflection and thinking, self-awareness and global awareness within the hearts and minds of the unique and diverse learners I encounter, I will feel as if I have made a small but significant step towards meeting the multiple goals of adult education.     (Brideau, 2006) 

Introduction
Citizens of the world today, face in addition to challenges common to all past eras (Diamond, 2005), universal and global challenges unique to the time and workings of a modern, industrialized, commoditized and globalized world entrenched in a “technozoic” (Lange, 2003, p.39) era.  Two camps exist in society.  First, are “functionalists [who] support the status quo by stating that society is fine the way it is” (Barakett & Cleghorn, 2000, p.30).  Second, are those (Finger, 1989; Friedman, 2005; Nozick, 1992; O’Sullivan, 1999; Salt, Cervero, & Herod, 2000; Scott, 1998;  Welton, 1993) who decry national and global states of affairs, heralding severe warnings and consequences; calling for social praxis; and sounding the death knell unless change is imminent, for our modern civil society; a society founded upon “social democratic programmes” (O’Sullivan, 1999; p.236), freedom, humanitarianism, justice, and emancipation, but totally driven by a “profit motivated agenda that undermines the potential for a more democratic, equitable, and sustainable global society” (Gouthro, 2000; p.73).  Serious challenges do exist while society slumbers.  

Adult educators, with confidence and optimism for the future, must join forces with this second camp and awaken society to the challenges surrounding them on a regional, national, international, and global scale; develop a populace that is capable of critical analysis and rational discourse for the resolution of problems and identification of solutions; and instill individuals with confidence in their abilities to affect change where needed.  They must at the same time maintain existing foundations of civilized society and promote the establishment of a globalized civil society.  Therein lays the challenge and work of today’s adult educators, who have opportunity and responsibility for the development of such a citizenry.   This paper examines challenges facing citizens today, critically analyzes the prevailing tendencies and suggested pathways for adult education, presents insights acquired through the author’s personal transformative awakening, and charts a course for adult education.  The challenges facing people in the world today can be met by a well educated, well prepared, awakened population.
The Challenges
At risk of stirring clouds of pessimism and negativity, frank discussion must be given to a host of challenges facing us in the 21st century.  Society cannot turn its back on what surrounds it – awakening must occur with a positive attitude for resolution and solutions to these challenges.  Key challenges are: globalization; serious environmental concerns and problems, and population expansion that threatens sustainable capacity of the planet (Beveridge, 1996; Diamond, 2005; IAU Prague Conference); human rights issues (Freire, 2005); and a changing “civil society” with its loss of state checks and balances against an emerging globalized, controlling elite (Korsgaard, 1997; Murphy, 2001).  For brevity, this paper will examine globalization and society.
Globalization

Globalization alone is a critical challenge.  Capitalist economy is transforming world-wide and involves mobility of capital, both money and people, and “dissolution of the sovereignty of international boundaries” (Ward, 1993; pp.60-61).  This transformation is creating a shift from wide spread trading partners to interdependent economies functioning on a global scale that are subject to threatening instabilities and influences throughout the world. As Salt et al(2000, p.12) state, “it is uncontestable that the past 30 years have seen increased economic codependency between some parts of the world – particularly the North American-European Union – Japan triumvirate”.  Alongside this transformation are accelerated technological developments that result in economic turmoil caused by market evolution due to an unstoppable “flattening” world (Friedman, 2005).  The result is oft “economic de-industrialization” with its resulting breakdown in communities and social upheaval (O’Sullivan, 1999, p.245).  One example of this breakdown in Canada is mill closures in the lumber business affecting “some 11,400…workers…in 46 mostly…single industry towns…a mill closure every four days, with no signs of letting up”, as a result of new low cost regions such as Chile, Russia, Uruguay, and Shanghai who are now rising leaders in the lumber business (Macleans, 2006, p.35).  Corporations are shifting capital to maximize profits.  With borders and policies impervious to movement of capital, the world is experiencing the “adverse consequences of contemporary restructuring of national economies across the planet” spoken of by Salt et al (2000, p.349).  Parallel with these global economic developments is the emergence of a controlling elite that lacks the traditional checks and balances of the state.
Society, Civil Society, and Control
Within the social structure we term society, exist three fundamental entities.  They are the civil or human aspect, the state or political aspect, and the economy or market aspect (Korsgaard, 1997; Murphy, 2001).  It is the varied relationships among these that for better or worst, shaped various societies throughout the nations of the world.  Examination of history indicates a desire and struggle for social, participatory democracies, founded on principles of freedom, humanitarianism, justice, and equality – a civil society.  Much of history is consumed with that struggle.  Korsgaard (1997) points out that civil society is the offspring of adult and popular education.  Historical developments in adult education in Canada reveal a struggle to transform Canadian society toward a civil society (Selman, Selman, Cooke, & Dampier, 1998).  History reveals the necessity of a state that is answerable to its population, providing checks and balances in the economy for such a society to flourish, rather than degenerate into one that serves either an oppressive, controlling state or oppressive market elite.

Examining the world as a single society – a global society – one must ask the question: where are the checks and balances on those who own and control the market engine that is driving the global economy?  Will globalization and its attending consequences give rise to a global civil society, in a similar vein as the market initiatives within Canada gave rise to Canada’s social democracy?   How is globalization affecting the civil society of Canada?  With increasing impacts of globalization in nation societies, what checks and balances exist, to ensure the maintenance of existing foundations of civil society throughout the nations of the world, to encourage development of civil society in countries of oppressive social existence (Freire, 2005), and promote the establishment of a globalized civil society?  As Beveridge (1996, p.69) points out, the expansion of globalization since the 1950’s, has resulted in the “erosion of power of national governments” and the rise in “influence of the market and the corporate sector”.  The global controlling elite are emerging.  A government or political body which is directly answerable to the population of the world and that provides checks and balances on this controlling elite does not exist.  The World Bank, International Monetary Fund, World Trade Organization, Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries, and “trading blocs such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), MERCOSUR (in South America), and the European Union” (Beveridge, 1996, p.69) act as the supposed checks and balances on the market but do not provide sufficient control of this global controlling elite.  Nor are these organizations or arrangements mediated through government representation and participation that is answerable directly to nation populations.  Nor are the majority of citizens of nation populations even aware of these austere bodies, their purpose, their representation, their national delegates, even national policies with their regard.  The alignment of the economic sphere with the political sphere exacerbates the lack of controls at a global level.  In this vacuum, the market forces and those who control them can be left to their own devices, to the detriment of developing civil societies in the nations of the world.  Citizens of the world need to awaken from their slumber.  
Globalization is a human product and therefore is not beyond the control of humans.  Adult educators have a significant role to play in the development of its checks and balances.  Gouthro (2000, p.58) suggests that adult educators need to deal with these challenges “through the creation of a civil society that draws upon a broader spectrum of social values and human experience, that advocates sustainable development and democratic beliefs”.  But critical barriers exist to such undertakings, in the field of adult education.  Dominant philosophical views as to the purposes of adult education in society do not instill confidence for the future.  
Educational Failings
Adult education, as it exists today, is failing to help citizens meet the challenges of the 21st Century and create a sustainable future.  As the general report of the IAU Prague Conference (2003) states, “The fact is that the higher education sector is failing society by producing leaders incapable of addressing the most pressing problems”.  Two reasons exist for this failure.  First, at the upper end where systems and policies are implemented a dominant trend is directing a narrowed focus for adult education; one which serves society in the short term, but threatens to fail society in the long term.  Second, at the grassroots level, among adult educators, there exists two prevailing approaches to the purpose of adult education; neither capable of meeting the challenges of the 21st century, sustaining the foundations of civil society we know, nor molding a global civil society in the long term.  This narrowed focus, and these two prevailing approaches together create an educational landscape that fails to meet the challenges of the 21st century in an effective and successful way (Baptiste, 2001; Gouthro, 2000).  
Market Driven Education
The dominant trend of educational systems and policies in the last thirty-five years has been increasingly “a ‘needs meeting’ and market orientation model” (Selman et al, p.376).  Governments and educational institutions have focused on vocational and technical training in Canada to such an extent that “some international experts in the field of education have expressed concern about the extent of its dominance in public policy over other areas of adult learning” (Selman et al, p. 383).  This emphasis on education for economy has its roots in human capital theory, with the result that education in many of its forms has become the factory that turns out workers as resources for consumption by capital entities.  Adult education that narrows its focus to “serve the needs of industry”, and does not draw “upon a broader spectrum of social values and human experiences, that advocates sustainable development and democratic beliefs” (Gouthro, 2000, p.58) fails society.  According to Dexter (2005)

Civil societies, historically, have been supported by adult education, which equips adults with the skills and knowledge to participate in public life; and adults become educated through civic participation - cultural, political, social. If adult education comes to mean only workplace training, it no longer will be able to support non-market civic and societal goals. 
These are historically hard fought for goals and achievements that in this atmosphere are declining in Canadian society.  Herein lays the failure of the dominant trend of educational systems and policies, which seriously influences all levels of adult education.  A focus on education for the market place can alleviate the immediate challenges of economic growth in Canada.  However, if educational policies for adult education are to help meet the challenges of the 21st century, then they must broaden their focus to include sustainability, the environment, and civil issues of justice, equality, gender, race, human rights, and democracy.   Educational culture at many levels resonates with the philosophical underpinnings of human capital theory as a result of this dominant trend, and continues the status quo of this trend by habituating the current generation of adult students to this form of thinking.  Hand in hand with this dominant trend are two prominent approaches to the purpose of adult education among adult educators.
Education for transformation
Adult education can be exceptionally transformative in people’s lives and in society and much has been written on this topic (Cranton 1998; Scott, 1998; Taylor, n.d.).  Not only is an educational experience with its new ideas, new approaches, new reflections, often life changing in itself, but adult educators can also utilize their knowledge and skills of pedagogy, content, and students to concentrate their efforts on the transformational aspect of the educational experience in many ways( Briton, 1996; Freire, 2005) .  There are two prominent approaches taken by adult educators in this latter case – first, personal transformation and second, social transformation.  Personal transformation here is taken to mean, the increase in self-worth, self-esteem, self confidence – individual personal growth – that is often inseparable from significant learning.  Social transformation is taken here to mean changes in society that alleviate, mediate, or meet the aforementioned challenges of the 21st century – expansion of social praxis, protection of the environment, attainment of sustainable economies, addressing civil issues of justice, equality, gender, race, human rights, and further development of participatory, social democracy.  The former focuses on changing the individual while the latter focuses on changing society.  Each educator approaches these two situations with an internal philosophy.
An adult educator’s personal working philosophy – how they view, human beings, society, learners, and the learning process, will dictate which approach they will engage in.  It was the author’s prior belief that “the purpose of Adult Education is the personal growth, transformation, and empowerment of the individual” (Giroday, 2006, p.9).  However, this approach is too narrow.  There are significant challenges facing Canadian society and the global community that will not and cannot be met by a cadre of educators who merely assist individuals to acquire learning that will help them find a job in society, and improve their self-worth, self-esteem, and self-confidence.   The adult educator’s approach for the 21st century must be beyond mere personal growth.  As Baptiste (2001, p.198) points out, educational programs that are “apolitical, adaptive, and individualistic” will not deal sufficiently with social inequities within society.  Adult educators who focus only on personal transformation will fail society as they allow society to slumber in the face of significant challenges.  However, a serious caveat exists for how far educators may shift beyond personal transformation into targeted social transformation.  

In most cases, adult educators must not allow their personal visions for society and the economy drive a social transformative pedagogy.  Adult education takes place in an “enormous variety of organizations and institutions which sponsor adult education – chess clubs, churches, colleges, unions, private sector schools, the women’s movement, educational institutions, government departments, the military and so on” (Selman et al, 1998, p. 407), and additionally public schools, non-government organizations, and social movements .  The result is that many adult educators do not have a formal education in the field of adult education.  The author’s workplace is such an example.  It hosts an adult education center that provides educational services from kindergarten through grade twelve.  It is an integral part of the local public school system, and draws its staff from the k-12 teaching staff of the district.  No adult educator within the staff of 13 has any foundational education in the field of adult education.  The field of adult education is just now professionalizing and providing adult educators deeper insights into the practice and purposes of adult education (Scott et al, 1998; Selman et al, 1998; Spencer, 1998).  Without a background in foundations of adult education, the purpose of an adult educator’s work is unknowing clouded by their personal visions and passions of what society should be, and how the economy and marketplace should fit in that society.  Those with a motivating passion and a desire to implement a social transformative pedagogy, but lacking this background education are ripe to fall prey to two significant traps.  
First as Freire (2005, p.94) points out, they may approach their students with ideas “which may correspond to their own view of the world, but not to that of the people” and fall into the trap of “attempting to ‘win the people over’ to their side” (p.95).  They become messengers of salvation and proselytizers for their own view points and perspectives.  This will fail society.  As Freire points out, “one cannot expect positive results from an educational or political action program which fails to respect the particular view of the world held by the people” (p.95).  Secondly, they may exert knowingly or unknowingly, undue power and control to increase the influence of their perspectives.   Cranton (1998, p.198-199) outlines the need for educators to “give up position power that has as its sources formal authority, control over resources and rewards, control over punishments, control over information and ecological or environmental control…. creating an atmosphere of openness and trust”.  These two traps are significant for the impassioned adult educator who has awakened to even one of the challenges facing us in the 21st century.
Given the dominant trend of educational systems and policies, the two prevailing approaches to adult education at the grass roots level – personal transformation and social transformation, and the inherent traps/pitfalls of the latter, what course should adult educators chart to meet the challenges of the 21st century?
Charting the Future
The first stage in awakening a slumbering society is the awakening of adult educators to the challenges of the 21st century, and the traps and pitfalls at the grassroots level where adult educator meets student.  Adult educators in all areas of delivery need foundations in the field of adult education.  They need: historical perspective to see what has been; philosophical perspectives to ensure awareness of their own perspective brought to their day to day work and that of others; reflection on challenges facing society today; reflection on the development and direction of society; knowledge of trends in education as well as philosophical underpinnings of educational initiatives; and familiarity with the various challenges facing society today.  Given the widely dispersed delivery of adult education, this is not easy, and in some instances impossible.  However, wherever possible, adult educators need to be encouraged to acquire these foundations.  It is such an undertaking by this author that was his transformative awakening to short comings in his own perspective on the purpose of adult education.  

Adult educators in the face of challenges today must themselves shift away from the dominant trend that “adjusts people to the system” (Selman et al, 1998, p.407), toward the goal of awakening society to the challenges it faces.  Adult education must be more than just a preparation for life.  Adult educators must do more than engage in a pedagogy that centers on the personal transformative experience that heightens the individuals self esteem and focused on self-growth.  In today’s world, the words of Selman et al (1998, p.377) ring true, adult educators “are deluding themselves if they thought they were being – or even could be – neutral in their influence with respect to the future of society”.  Adult educators are living a falsehood if they believe that those they teach will miraculously change society for the better.  They must, with confidence and optimism for the future, engage learners in discourse on significant challenges while avoiding the aforementioned traps of a social transformative pedagogy.   They must awaken a sleeping society, without imposing their own vision for change, and adult educators must “educate” society, not merely “learn” society.  It lies within the sphere of influence of adult educators to affect change.  But direction for change must not be imposed by those who teach, rather it must take place in an atmosphere of discourse and discovery.  Lastly adult educators must advocate for a shift in policies away from education for the marketplace that meets the economic needs of today, to policies for education that meet the economic, environmental, and social needs of tomorrow.  
Conclusion 
The world today as we enter the 21st century is vastly changed from the world that existed entering the past century.  There are serious challenges today on a global scale that threaten the foundations of civil societies created through development of social democracies:  globalization; serious environmental concerns and problems, population growth, and sustainability; human rights issues; and an emerging, globalized, controlling elite without traditional checks and balances afforded by a state answerable to the people.  Adult educational policies of the past thirty-five years, centered on human capital theory, have established an educational system that is reminiscent of the marketplace it now serves – a factory for turning out skilled workers to meet marketplace demand and “drive” the economy.  Education in this role becomes the servant of emerging global elite, whose focus is strictly on profit.  The result is a serious threat to the world itself as we know it, both environmentally and socially.  The foundations of civil society are at risk.  This unfolds while the vast majority of citizens slumber unaware.

Adult education for the 21st century requires that adult educators must awaken from their slumber, through acquisition of a strong foundation in the field of adult education.  Only then will they be well prepared to move their daily practice to where it can well serve the people of their community, nation, and/or the world.  This daily practice requires moving beyond a focus on only personal growth and job skills.  Their daily practice must also awaken the population to the challenges around them, develop individuals with capacity for critical analysis and rational discourse for the resolution of problems and identification of solutions; and instill individuals with confidence in their abilities to affect change where needed, while avoiding the trap of becoming messianic messengers of salvation and proselytizers for their own view points and perspectives. These alone, are serious challenges for adult educators.  They place a heavy onus on adult educators of the 21st century, but adult educators have a long tradition of meeting the social development needs of society and have well faced significant challenges in the past.  It is in the critical examination and continued dialogue centered on these challenges, by all global citizens, that solutions can and will be found, and it is in the day to day practice of adult educators that a “dynamic and vigorous public sphere” (Welton, 1998, p.171) is created.  This author’s voice is one more awoken among others that are now turning to the challenges.  The 21st century is a time for awakening.
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