A PRESENTATION OF
WORKERS " EDUCATIONAL ASSOCIATION




Are you at the helm, or does
someone else set the course?




"Horses have such sad eyes,
brown but never blue” wrote
Nils Ferlin. In 1998 to mark the
centenary of the birth of this
great Swedish poet, a number of
new study circles were set up.




Sweden’s Largest Adult
Education Organisation

Arbetarnas Bildningsférbund - ABF (the Workers’
Educational Association) is the oldest and lar-
gest voluntary adult education organisation in
Sweden, and has branches all over the country.
It was founded in 1912, and has worked for the
rights of everyone to have access to culture and
knowledge. ABF consists of 55 member organi-
sations, many of whom, as the name implies,
having a connection with the Labour movement.

The study circle is at the core of ABF's activities.
This is where its democratic ideas can come to
fruition, when it is at its best. The idea of a study
circle is that all members are equal, which also
means that all participants are equally valued,
regardless of background. All members can con-
tribute to the advancement of every study circle
meeting, since the strength of the study circle
lies in each individual member’s unique experi-
ences of life.

Every year a million of Sweden’s 8.5 million
population are involved in an ABF study circle.
More than half of those who join study circles
belong to one of ABF's member organisations,
for example a trade union, an ethnic organisa-
tion or an association for disabled people. As
well as study circles ABF offers a wide variety of
cultural programmes; far more than 2.5 million
people annually attend ABF concerts, poetry
readings, theatre performances, debates and
similar events.




Ann Arleklo, who is a member of
the Social-Democratic Party, and
represents it on the employment
committee of Helsingborg
Council: "Without my study
circles I would never have dared
become a member of this
committee.”




New Times, New Challenges

ABF is a part of the Swedish adult education
movement, taking its place alongside the other
voluntary associations providing adult educa-
tion, and the adult education colleges. What
makes the adult education movement special is
that it is always properly adapted to the times,
since the education offered always draws on the
experiences of participants. The study circle lea-
der’s job is to organise and guide the activities of
the circle to take account of these circumstances.

In the current climate it is important to ensure
that the unemployed feel that study circles give
them both a sense of community and access to
new knowledge. Many members find their self-
esteem grows in a study circle, which increases
their confidence to seek further opportunities
for education and training or new jobs.

The adult education movement, and ABF in par-
ticular, provides new Swedish citizens with
opportunities to discuss their lives with other
citizens. ABF organises meetings, which vary
considerably in scope, but with the main object
of increasing understanding and respect be-
tween different people and cultures.

The new information technologies can bring
risks to those who do not acquire IT skills, and
opportunities for those who do. It is vital that
ABF ensures that nobody, whatever their back-
ground or all walk of life, is deprived by lack of
IT skills. There are a number of study circles in
computer studies, some of which are run toge-
ther with trade unions.
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Gerd Jonsson from Skelleftea:
"My job as a study circle lea-
der is to ensure that all the
members enjoy participating,
and that I should share their
enjoyment. That is the prima-
ry objective. Everything else
will then fall into place.”




ABF’s Basic Strategy

At least four essential tasks face ABF at present.
The first is to safeguard democracy, the right of
all to develop their potential, regardless of their
position in life. No cultural, social or financial
barriers should stand in the way.

The second is to work unceasingly to keep cultu-
re a central part of life, for everyone to have
opportunities to express themselves in all ways
that culture makes possible. Culture should have
no barriers, be it song and music, drama and
poetry, literature and fine arts; the same should
apply to language: Swedish, English, German
etc.

The third is obviously adult education itself. All
should have the right to develop their innate
potential, to be confident that they can trans-
form their own lives, and the community in
which they live.

The fourth task is to take responsibility for wel-
coming and absorbing new Swedish citizens,
both as individuals and as groups.
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Pen and paper: two tools to
self-awareness.




