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Introduction 

This is a book above movement, about breaking the silence of 
women in education. It raises issues about where women are, 
where they might be, and how education as a process can be used 
for women. We focus on women and have not given specific space 
to men, because books about education for adults are generally 
written for and about men; women appear as a special sub-species 
in the index. Yet women are there and in the majority, unlike the 
situation in further and higher education. It is often easier to argue 
the case that women are discriminated against when they are 
absent - in parts of the work force, for example, or not 
differentiated from men in the statistics. But in adult· education 
women are present, therefore we have the problem of convincing 
men and women that there is discrimination and that the kinds· of 
education women have is not necessarily right or appropriate: 
neither in the present nor for the future. But change is possible and 
is essential. We cannot know exactly what the end product might 
look like if women determined their own education. But we predict 
that being involved in the process, planning and deciding upon 
their own learning would make women aware of the limited choices 
open. to them at present. We suspect they would insist on doing 
things differently. 

Wherever women are or come from they all lead fragmented 
lives because of the multiplicity of roles they have and the 
expectations put upon them. This fragmentation is potentially a 
positive characteristic, which, if it were transferred into men's lives 
as well and acknowledged as important and valid, could result in a 
reshaping of attitudes about life and work patterns. It would also 
relate more appropriately to a time where full-time employment 
will probably never again be a reality, and relationships between 
women and men will, of necessity, have to change. We have tried 
to point to some of the dilemmas involved in creative change by 
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suggesting a radical re-appraisal of the education of women, which 
must have repercussions for the education of men and children as 
well. 

There is a difficulty about defining what is women's education. 
It has always been decided for them by others, according to the 
prevailing stereotypic expectations of society, of who women are 
and what their roles should be. They have to fit into acceptable 
moulds according to their class, their age and their servicing role in 
the family. Biology gets in the way. In many senses Rousseau's 
prescription still subtly influences education today: 

A woman's education must therefore be planned in relation to man. 
To be pleasing in his sight, to win his respect and love, to train him 
in childhood, to tend him in manhood, to counsel and console him, 
to make his life pleasant and happy, these are the duties of woman for all 
time, and this is what she should be taught while she is young. The 
further we depart from this principle, the further we shall be from 
our goal, and all our precepts will fail to secure her happiness or our own. 
(Rousseau: 1982:328) ( our italics) 

This is an example, we think, of the dominant (male) ideology 
providing its own interpretation of the purposes of education, 
which neglects women's views and needs. 

Today the debates over education for women differ in content 
from those of earlier centuries. These were originally concerned 
with whether women were educable (did they have minds even?). 
What kind of education was suitable for them and to what end, 
and at what level ( compare early nineteenth-century attitudes on 
the education of the working classes)? If they were to be admitted 
to higher education would this over-tax their brains and bodies, 
unwoman them? Or, at the other end of the class scale, would 
general education lead them to neglect their female duties in life? 
So both schools and evening institutes in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century provided domestic education within the 
'separate sphere' tradition. This is where the case more or less 
rested until the advent of the modern women's liberation 
movement in the late 1960s. Currently it is, at least in theory, 
conceded that girls and women have the right to equal access to all 
kinds of study and subjects, although the expectations and 
practices are such that this will not radically alter the existing 
educational provision. And indeed' in adult education women still 
continue to take up the arts, languages, humanities and social 
studies, particularly in university adult education, alongside a 
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minority of men. They are also the majority in the domestic and 
recreational subjects pmvided by the local education authorities 
(LEAs). But now feminists in education have begun 'The task of 
creating knowledge in which the experiences of men stopped being 
the measure and called the one of "people". Women were to be 
seen as "people" too, and it was women's questions that were being 
asked' (Duelli-Klein: 1984). 

Feminists thus joined the radical education debate questioning 
the double standards of education and challenging its claims to 
neutrality and balance and its hidden class, race and sex bias. 
They have begun the process of uncovering the conscious/ 
unconscious and internalised male centredness of our society. By 
doing this feminists are challenging the misogynous bias and 
illogicalities embedded in education and other institutions. 

Our proposition is that all education must recognise the full 
contribution of women, not only as object but as subject too: that 
men should be studied differently; that there is no such thing as 
sex-blind subject disciplines; or that the education process is 
neutral. 

It is true that there is some confusion about the term women's 
education. This has been used to describe traditional female 
education centring around the home, and physical, art and 
recreation subjects. This limiting definition obscures the issue since 
women's education must be much broader, drawing upon many 
disciplines, than merely educating women to continue as they 
always have. We identify four strands in women's education: 
extending traditional subjects both male and female; education 
that is positive discrimination; women's studies/feminist studies 
classes for women about women and by women; and a feminist 
dimension in all education and its practices. It is not just a 
question of simple equality or more access to more of the same 
education, but a qualitative change of emphasis where the many 
dimensions of women's experiences and knowledge, alongside those 
of other races and cultures, are taken as natural, normal, and 
universal. 

In education this difficult process has been generated by 
women's studies. These are an integral part of women's education 
and of education generally, but they have a different purpose and 
mode of being within it. Women's studies are difficult to define 
because there are as many different definitions as there are of 
education. Our own working definition is that women's studies/ 
feminist studies are the study of power and gender relationships 
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between women and men, past and present, and that they take a 
contextual approach, meaning that both the content and the 
process of learning together as women are equally important. 

New kinds and forms of education are essential if people are to 
adapt to and have some influence in the post-industrial society that 
technology will force upon us. For the last two hundred years 
education has been linked to the needs of an industrial, work­
directed and individualist consumer society where technical and 
economic needs were paramount. Today we think that the new 
frontiers for education are in the social and psychological areas, 
and concern for the quality of life. The recurring argument is that 
women's experiences and knowledge are a liberating example for a 
new kind of society and new flexible forms of education. 

This book takes up the ideas and experiences of women in order 
to involve the reader, as well as the adult educator, in fresh ways of 
educational thinking, seeing and doing. We have tried to get away 
from the commonly held assumptions that where women are seen 
and discussed they are analysed en masse rather than as 
individuals or groups coming from varied cultures and religions, 
generations and lifestyles, and economic backgrounds as do men. 

We would have liked to have followed the lessons learned from 
the women's liberation movement more closely in the process of 
making this book - taking a collective and co-operative approach 
in writing it. But this was not possible because we wished to 
include examples of women's educational initiatives and practices 
from all over the United Kingdom. Distaµces, time (we both have 
full-time jobs) and money made this impracticable. So we have 
opened up the central section of the book to enable women both 
individually and collectively to write in their own voices about 
their educational experiences, and because what they say is 
important and useful. We have tried but were unsuccessful in 
finding a case study where black women wrote about their 
experiences of learning together as black women. Little space has 
been given to the concerns and issues of minority women - not 
because we were unaware of this omission but we lacked the 
knowledge and experience to do this ourselves. Also we felt 
strongly that minority women would want to state their case in 
their own ways. It would have been racist of us and only a token 
gesture if we had discussed their issues from the outside in a 
cursory manner. 

For ourselves the struggles, the exhilarations, the despairs and 
the delays, combined with the fragmented lives we both lead, have 
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been a learning experience. The sharing of knowledge and new 
ideas in a non-competitive manner symbolises for us how the 
women's liberation movement has influenced the ways in which 
women study and write together. 

We have tried to move the arguments and evidence for women's 
education forward, relying greatly on the ideas and work already 
done by other women. In a way we have posed more questions 
than we have answers for at present, but we hope that by 
suggesting new approaches, floating embryonic ideas, others will 
take these up and develop them more fully. 
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