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Adult Learning is Necessary

AN INTELLECTUAL REVOLUTION is needed among adults.
Not so many years ago they could coast along very
well on what they had learned in school, and whatever
they did in the way of further learning was by way
of being a hobby. But things have changed. Continued
education is now necessary to life.

There are at least four influences contributing to
this state of affairs. (1) What is going on in the world
has implications for every individual, not merely for
nations, statesmen, and politicians; (2) Automation
demands wide knowledge, resiliency, and adaptation;
(3) The social flux has taken adults by surprise, and
their unpreparedness embarrasses them; (4) Increased
leisure threatens to ruin the essential humanness of
human beings.

It takes wider knowledge and deeper understanding
to live happily in the modern world. Applied science
has revolutionized personal attitudes and beliefs.
Without up to date knowledge, we are plunged into
fear-ridden confusion.

Instead of putting periods here and there in life, as
at the end of school days or the end of bachelorhood
or the end of employment on going on pension, only
commas are allowed before branching out into a more
spacious version of life.

Continued learning carries us beyond the easy
judgments and superficial training of youthful im-
maturity. It builds qualities of the mind which enable
us to understand responsibilities and to detect op-
portunities and to build a philosophy which becomes
a part of life. It is a continuing initiation in the art of
living everyday life.

State of the world

Nothing other than adult learning can build the
wisdom indispensable to the preservation and strength-
ening of our society. In a democracy like Canada, the
basic social power has been entrusted to the people.
Therefore the people must continue their development
so as to be able to judge new ideas, assess happenings
for their significance, and judge the purposes and
effects of legislation.

This constructive approach to life is an essential of
enduring freedom. We need straight thinking, disci-
plined creativity and responsible co-operation. Such
qualities as sound values, understanding, and sympa-
thy which only develop in an environment of know-
ledge. All these combine to qualify us to exercise the
rights and meet the obligations of freedom. John
Dewey, the United States philosopher and educator,
suggested that “we are free in the degree in which we
act knowing what we are about™.

It is not to be expected that individuals in any
nation can solve world problems, but there is no need
for us to feel baffled. We can learn about the national
aspect of these world problems, do our own thinking
about the issues that confront us, and then take posi-
tive steps to promote the solution of the problems
through the democratic process. Every kind of knowl-
edge, every acquaintance with nature and art, every
new understanding of human ways, helps toward a
comprehensive understanding of life.

It is undeniable that our state of confusion came
upon us unawares. Young people are growing into
the new ideas and new ways of life: their parents were
pushed into them and are still sputtering. We expected
to live all our lives in the world into which we were
born, but that world changed and is changing. Now
we must develop a capacity for self renewal in this
new environment.

It isn’t enough to hold ground: we must make pro-
gress. The world will not wait until a new generation
takes charge. It is adults who make the homes, the
churches, the schools, the communities. It is adults
who determine policy on our political, economic and
social fronts. It is adults who have to cope with the
dangers and opportunities of every pressing day.

Men and women must act while their children are
preparing. Their decisions will create the world the
children inherit. As C. Scott Fletcher, President of the
Fund for Adult Education, said a few years ago:
“However fervently all of us may hope that our
children and their children will exceed us in ability



and judgment, the fateful decisions of the present and
the immediate future will be made by those men and
women who are now mature. In continuing liberal
education they have a means for endeavouring to
make these decisions in the wisdom of reflection and
with the courage of examined beliefs.”

This involves effort

Alas! at the same time as this need is pressing upon
them, men and women are enmeshed in a mood of
the age which worships leisure. Some are content to
breathe, thinking that is living. Some know no other
pleasure but gratification of the senses and the delights
of society, leaving their minds unenlightened and their
faculties unused. Some indulge themselves in the
conceit that they are making good use of free time
when they are only employed in the humbler occupa-
tion of killing time — of which perhaps the best that
can be said is that it keeps them from doing worse
things.

When Dr. Wilder Penfield was asked what he would
teach adults, he wrote: “Constructive use of idle time”.

Nearly everyone has had the experience of sitting
on the bank of a slow-flowing river with the feeling
that it passes unceasingly “without haste and without
rest”. That is not the way to look upon life. We need
to look upon it passionately, as if every drop and every
eddy were important.

The boredom that a man feels when he is doing
necessary though uninteresting work is as nothing
in comparison with the boredom that he feels when
he has nothing constructive to do with his days. And
boredom is like the ancient water torture: the minutes
fall drop by drop on the mind until sanity trembles.

He is wise who avoids boredom by keeping his
mind wide open and responsive to what is going on
around him, but this involves effort. We can no longer
acquire knowledge under the guise of amusement as we
did in elementary school, but if we are persistent in
trying, then the energy to proceed will become habitual.

1t is, in fact, by work that we attain our best sense of
achievement, of recognition, of personal worth. It is
by properly directed effort that we rise above medioc-
rity.

On the cover of one of its ‘““Values in Education”
booklets the Sun Life Assurance Co. of Canada
quotes the late Dr. M. M. Coady, noted for his
leadership in the co-operative and adult education
movements centred at Antigonish: “The man who
has ceased to learn ought not to be allowed to wander
around loose in these dangerous days™.

Have many interests

To live fully and discharge one’s responsibilities as
an adult it is not necessary to be an intellectual: one
need only be an appreciator of life. Broad, multiple,
interests are insurance against cracking up, and they

open the way to a fullness hitherto unimagined. The
more interests a man has, the less he is at the mercy
of fate, because if he loses one thing he can take
up another.

This is not to say that we should be busy about a
multiplicity of trivialities that occupy without en-
riching the mind. It does mean that we should not
become overcentred on anything, pleasure or pain,
garden or grandchildren, politics or golf, thus becom-
ing single-tracked. It is an interesting experiment to
try becoming interested in something new once a
month. It may be merely hanging a new picture on the
wall or potting a new plant or walking through the
office asking “Why do we do this in this way ?”

Interest in things is first of all interest within our-
selves. Even a faked interest is useful, because it
heightens your perceptiveness and starts lights glowing
in your mind.

Too often, we have flashes of ideas which we fit
without consideration into conceptions already in our
minds. We do not allow them to start new lines of
thought, nor do we embellish them with thoughts from
the past. We just put down mental ditto marks. Herein
lies an opportunity for expansion. Seize one of the
ideas and consider alternatives, start a hare and have
fun chasing it.

How do you find new interests? Think of all the
many things in which other people are interested and
consider your own bent. Or look inward for a vacant
space in your life, find a vacuum and expand into it.
Have you neglected an area of reading in which you
might find value and pleasure? Is there room for
music or art or writing? Combine curiosity with
energy and you will be pleasantly surprised by the
liveliness life takes on. The Irishman, when asked if
he could play the piano, replied: *““I don’t know, 1
never tried”.

Keep moving. Some composers of music work up to
a colossal climax and then blast away at the same
chord over and over again. They ruin the effect by
being reluctant to move on. Get as much variety as
possible into life. Try inventing things, contriving
for the joy of contriving, not to save money or to add
to your possessions but just because it is fun to be
original.

Don’t be held back by lack of experience. It was
not the makers of lenses in a city famous for its
optical craftsmen, but a dry goods clerk, who made
the first really good lens for microscopes and was the
first to see the teeming world of life in a drop of water.
The incandescent lamp was not the invention of
lamp-makers, but of the former telegraph operator,
Thomas Edison.

Choosing what to do

You cannot expect attractive occupations to come
rapping insistently at your door. You may have to
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