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Changes to the women’s programs in Outreach

Towards the end of 2006, when e-mails were coming in at the rate of knots from Outreach Co-ordinators all over the state about proposed changes to the Women and Work courses, a particular Co-ordinator asked why there had been no response from the older Outreach staff.
I wasn’t aware this was so since I had read responses from quite a few ‘old hands.’

I’m not an actual Co-ordinator, but I have spent half a lifetime in the equity sector in both the early women’s programs as well as ABE and Outreach. (I joined Outreach in 1977; Jude thinks this qualifies me as an Outreach Elder!)

I didn’t join in the on-line discussion  at the time because I had a sense of ‘déjà vu’, having been a Women’s Access Co-ordinator at Granville TAFE, when the new State Liberal Minister for Education, Terry Metherell, cut the women’s programs and childcare services to shreds  which occasioned a huge public outcry within both TAFE and community organisations. He also abolished the fulltime Women’s Access Co-ordination positions.
At the time myself and two co-ordinating colleagues had a list at Granville of 140 mature age women waiting to interview for the three WOW programs on offer. 
We also had a young woman’s technical opportunities workshop that was to take place over three days with students from all over the Parramatta district.
In addition we were working on a proposal to work with the correctional staff at both Mulawa and Norma Parker Correctional Centres to persuade local employers to take pre- release inmates in work placements other than the usual laundries and sandwich bars.

Finally, the icing on the cake was to be the inclusion in the new stage 2 building plan  a separate Women’s Unit in Granville College with the endorsement of the College Principal.

To this day I recall the  emotional   trauma and sense of loss that I experienced at the time and although I shifted sideways to a position in ABE, a year or so  I resigned my full-time position in TAFE and became a part-time teacher, a position I still hold..
Looking back at that awful time now, I realise that I had huge grief over what had been lost after so much hard effort by so many people. This was hard to resolve along with the anger and frustration at what could have been. 
One good thing emerged out of that bitter experience. I made a decision there and then never again to invest as much of myself in dedicated work because although TAFE has a proud history of providing first and second chance education for working class people, it has always had to do this in the face of fickle politicians and bureaucrats, pursuing make or break policies and procedures to suit their own ends. They decide who and what shall be taught and how it will be evaluated and we teachers and co-ordinators try to toe the line.
Newly elected governments sweep the floor clean as did Metherell. I can’t think how many TAFE re-structures I’ve been through and all with a sense of déjà vu. Been there, done that!
Despite all this TAFE remains my educational home and it has and still does give me the greatest satisfaction in teaching and encouraging community initiatives.
I think too that Outreach is under-appreciated and under-valued because its philosophy is at odds with user-pays. It resists the commodification of a basic human right to adult education and argues it’s never too late to learn.
So, you may be asking at this point, where’s all this preamble leading to and what has it to do with the present reorganization of TAFE women’s programs in Outreach?
First of all it has been heartening to see the reactions, time, effort, even passion that the proposed changes have produced from Outreachers around NSW, because, make no mistake, history has a habit of repeating itself, and we have seen a return to some of the bad old days when women’s issues were on the back burner in face of other priorities.
We are on the defensive yet again. 
For example, consider the example of women who want to return to TAFE but can’t afford child care. Then ask yourself how is it that suddenly there are all sorts of Government initiatives to support women who want to stay home. Coincidence? I don’t think so! 

I believe the prevailing vocational emphasis in women’s programs in TAFE to be misguided and that there needs to be a return to an overtly critical content where participants are  required to learn about the  women’s changing and fluctuating role and status in society and culture.
But it is no use harking back to the past or wishing things aren’t as they are.

The Equity staff in Head Office have done a magnificent job in trying to keep in the units the structures that Outreachers wanted, but they too work under constraints which are not necessarily of their making
We all have to work within the system and do our best to get around the shortcomings of the new formats as we understand them.
But there are givens as far as I am concerned which I think are non-negotiable whatever other compromises we are forced to accept. For my money, they are these;-

· We must at all times relate how we teach to actual living experiences of the students we teach no matter how the curriculum is structured
· We are at heart still concerned with the emancipation of women, which means we have to interpret the vocational curriculum beyond just individual concerns to a broader awareness of socio-economic and political problems and issues in society and our local communities.
· We must teach our students to ask strategic questions and develop critical attitudes to vocational training. It is not a given to be followed slavishly or unthinkingly.
· We want students to act on their own behalf and if the only thing our teaching has given them is technical know how, we have failed them. Because there is so little content actually spelt out in module and unit outlines we can be inventive, imaginative an emancipatory in how we approach our task.
· Finally and I think this is particularly important for Outreachers , we need always to strengthen our community  links .It may get harder to actualise but we need  go out and create courses in response to listening to the community’s needs as well as offering  pre-planned  programs. This gets harder to achieve as the bureaucratic changes bite deeper and become more binding and entrenched.
I recently watched a program on rural women coping with the drought in Queensland. The women bowled me over with their strength, determination and initiatives in finding ways to manage financially as well as support their partners and children, not to mention keeping themselves sane.

City women don’t have the same battles but they have different   struggles around issues of poverty, housing and child care to name but a few.
Vocational objectives predominate at this particular period in time, but we can still teach the importance of drawing strength and resilience from our local communities by the examples we use and refer to in our teaching .They are or should be the generic subject matter of our teaching whatever else we include.
To conclude, it is not useful to adopt a position of negative pessimism in regard to what has happened to women’s initiatives in TAFE, as I am often guilty of doing.( ask my colleagues! )
Rather we must adopt at least a  position of moderate optimism .We teachers and Outreach Co-ordinators have survived some tough times in the past and no doubt we will do so again but we can learn the lessons of history and bide our time.
I am witness to this as are others.
We  can all, I’m sure,  recall past students who came into our courses as timid and self-defeating individuals who, as a result of our teaching and support have gone on to lead transformed lives in the best sense of Access and Equity and who serve their communities with clarity of purpose.
We mustn’t lose sight of the liberationary potential of adult learning and teaching.

It is just under thirty years and I am still here despite setbacks and disappointments. TAFE with all its faults, still epitomises for me the best and most inspiring of transformative adult education, whatever the pollies and the ‘slush curriculum’ critics would have us believe.
Kind regards.

Barbara Bee.
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