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All Things Bold and Beautiful:
Resear ching Adult L earning through Soaps

Paul Armstrong
Birkbeck College, University of London, UK

Abstract: This paper proposes that, globally, informal lifelong learning outside of education in-
stitutions is often neglected, and that cultures of learning must recognize and value a wide
range of informal learning. In popular culture, soap operas have both intentionally and unin-
tentionally been sites for learning, and their significance need to be more thoroughly re-
searched. But this challenges conventional methodologies. Innovative approaches are needed,
including the use of chat forums on the worldwide web, through the internet.

Popular Culture as Culturesof Learning

In Britain, the Labour Government was elected on a
manifesto dogan of ‘education, education, educa-
tion'. Since coming into power in May 1997, there
has been a substantial amount of political rhetoric
around lifdong learning, with a limited amount of
redistribution of resources towards it. As yet, there
is very little evidence of a significant let done rad-
ca shift in terms of practice. A Nationa Advisory
Group for Continuing Education and Lifelong
Learning (NAGCELL) was set up soon after the
Labour Party took control, under the leadership of
Professor Bob Fryer, the former principal of North-
ern College, a residentia adult education college in
South Yorkshire. In its first report, Learning for
the Twenty-first Century®, there were a number of
radical ideas, built around the identification of the
need to build cultures of learning. If Britain was to
become a learning society, then there had to be a
revolution in attitudes toward vauing learning. Many
employers as well as other kinds of communities
who could benefit from lifelong learning, it was a-
gued, currently exclude themselves, or are excluded,
from the 'pleasures and achievements? of lifelong
learning. Nothing short of a revolution would chal-
lenge this exclusion. This report had a clear but con-
srained influence on government policy, as
represented in The Learning Age® in February
1999. Thiswas initialy intended to be a statement of
government policy on lifelong learning, but was u-
gently downgraded to a policy consultation docu-
ment as the implications became apparent.

As the Government began to implement some of
the more feasible and conservative aspects of The
Learning Age, the National Advisory Group wasre
convened in order to look at a narrow range of &
sues relating to policy implementation. The second
report, Creating Learning Cultures’, however,
took a broader perspective on how to build the
Learning Age. Moreover, this was set in the context
of the risk society - changing cultures and cultura
change. Among the ten characteristics of the risk
society® identified by the Advisory Group are 'the
increasing variety and pluralism of popular culture
and 'the growing importance of communications and
information technology to many aspects of our
lives®. The main concern is for those who are &-
cluded from lifdong learning. Whilst the assump-
tions and values behind this viewpoint need to be
challenged, that is not the purpose of this paper.
Rather, it will pick up issues relating to the recogni-
tion that learning could take place through popular
culture:

...policy-makers and providers need to devise
strategies and policies which go with the grain of its
(the contemporary world) of its positive and popular
features so that people can make imaginative use of
them. This includes learning from and working
closdy with those organizations and individua who
dready know how to achieve success — through
imaginative outreach, the engaging use of new -
formation and communication technologies, and
through crestivity in the fields of popular culture,
music, sport, communications and entertainment.’



If this is recognizing the potentia of popular cu-
ture and the world of entertainment to promote life-
long learning, and to argue for parity aongside
structured and accredited education programs, then
this is a mgor revolution in dtitudes among policy-
makers. However, this potential does need to be re-
searched and not merely taken as axiomatic, or it
will not be able to judtify its validity dongside ra-
tiond learning targets and qualification outcomes.

The use of popular culture in creating learning
cultures therefore needs a more thorough examina-
tion.

Information and Communications
Technologies (ICT) and Learning

This paper focuses on a rather narrow range of both
popular culture — soap operas — and ICT. And the
media — televison — is hardly new technology, &
though the digital revolution is transforming its @&
pacity in conjunction with cable and satellite. The
use of televison in educational broadcasting has
been around for a very long time, and is relatively
well researched. According to Fieldhouseg, ‘it is a-
guable that broadcasting has been the mgor adult
education agency of the twentieth century'®. Where
the literature goes beyond the techniques of using
televison as a ‘'window on the world' in the class-
room, or a mgjor teaching strategy in distance edu-
cation, into a more cultural anayss of the uses of
television, it has largely been researched with chil-
dren, and in particular concentrating on the effects
of violence in the media®. Its application to adult
learning is somewhat limited, and largely negative.
For example, in terms of learning for citizenship or
politica democracy, the interests of the dominant
class are assumed to be served by the media: televi-
son supposedly engages people in non-critical, pas-
sve entertainment as an dternaive to adult
education classes which will develop their political
awareness and critical thinking skills™. This paper is
proposing the view that far from being about passve
non-learning, televison viewing can have tremen-
dous potentia for stimulating criticd commentary
and raising awareness of a wide range of issues, not
least through popular cultural programs including
S0aps.

In order to move beyond the critique of the
hegemonic power of television, it is important to en-

gage with the thesis. In particular, the work of
Raymond Williams is important, for he not only pro-
vided critica indghts into televison as a cultura
phenomenon, but was himsaf an experienced adult
educator, and brought these interests together™. As
ealy as 1961, he was denying that ‘telly-glued
masses exist™, and that a deeper understanding of
working class popular culture was needed. That
andyss came through, in part, the Birmingham
Centre for Contemporary Cultura Studies: it was
'the place to be™. As Julie Fenton has put it:

Acknowledging the fdtering of the purely politi-
ca imperative, the CCCS work to uncover and
celebrate those counter-hegemonic practices within
working-class culture which resist the influence of
dominant culture.**

Part of the CCCS anaysis was to look at the
genre of soap operas as cultura studies. As the lit-
erature indicates, the analysis of soap operas is
multi-dimensiona. There are debates about genre —
what are the defining characteristics of a soap @-
era that set it aside from any other television pro-
gram? Whilst this is problematic, it is beyond the
scope of this paper to discuss fully. According to
Allen, the defining of a program as a soap is by no
means clear-cut — it depends on target audience,
interpretive  communities, and transnationa and
transcultural factors™. Second, there is the relation-
ship between soaps and everyday life — do they ac-
curately reflect society, or are they unredistic or
digtorted fictions? Third, how useful is the notion of
socid capita in explaining the popularity of soap qo-
eras'®? Transnational factors play a part in this —
how redlistic is an American soap viewed in Roma-
nia? Then there are questions about the characteri-
zation and actors whose professional and private
lives can be heavily influenced by regular appear-
ances in televison soaps. This analyss is focusing
on soaps as popular culture through which informal
or incidental learning may occur.

Soap Operas. What Can They Teach Us?
During the writing of the final stages of this paper, a
British nationa radio station broadcast a live phone-
in discussion about the realism of soap operas. One
caller expressed his view:



It seems to me that today most young people get
their education about HIV, eating disorders and
marital relationships from soap operas. That's
sad.'’

This assertion needs researching. If indeed it
were true, then soap operas, consistently the most
popular programs on British television carry a sig-
nificant responsbility, equivaent to schools and cad-
leges. A content analysis of British soaps over a
period of time shows (1) that educationa issues are
intentiondly raised in only a minority of episodes of
avery few soaps, (2) there is considerable evidence
of vaues and attitudes being promoted and sus-
tained through soaps towards a number of socia
and politica issues and problems, including hedlth,
welfare, employment and learning itself. Sometimes
soaps are praised for raising delicate issues such as
sexual abuse and rape, eating disorders, infidelities,
and drug abuse; a other times, they are criticized
for being too serious and failing to entertain because
the issues being dedlt with are so sensitive. The 5
sue of whether thisis a sad state of affairs may be
areflection of one's position on socia capital. Whilst
soaps, and television in general may be seen as de-
vices through which an individud's socid cepital is
reduced with declining participation in civic associa-
tions, there is evidence of increasing informa net-
works around soaps. Through the worldwide web,
there are enhanced and globa opportunities to e
gage in discussion about soap operas. The number
of chat forums that focus on specific soaps or on
soaps in general are vast, and the level of participa-
tion is high with thousands of messages and contri-
butions to the chat added everyday.

Because of space restrictions this paper is con-
centrating on an example of intentional learning: the
use of televison soaps to 'normalize’ the problem of
illiteracy, to convey the notion that this is a common
problem faced by many people, and that with the
commitment of the individual and the support of
education and training bodies, progress can be
made. Dymock'™® argues that television has contrib-
uted to the extent of illiteracy as a problem, because
of the ease in which it can disseminate information,
including verba information, meaning that people no
longer need to read or write — technology can com-
municate on their behaf. It is somewhat paradoxi-

ca, therefore, that the Audtraian government
increased funding to develop a nationd television
teaching series aimed at adults who had literacy dif-
ficulties. This was the experience elsewhere too.
Literacy through televison is part of education
broadcastinglg. In this context, Druine and Wilde-
meersch conclude that “the most important learning
today encompass both televison and radio air-
waves'?. Television is more than a vehicle for de-
veloping literacy. From a liberatory perspective,
television has its own literacy that needs to be criti-
cally decoded and interpreted™. It is a significant
part of culture.

In two leading nationa soap operas in Britain, lit-
eracy has been dealt with as part of the narrative of
the soap. Most recently, the writers of Coronation
Street, set in a working class community in urban
Manchester in the north of England, have revealed
that Tyrone, a 17-year old tear-away from a lone-
parent family, could not read, which he is embar-
rassed and angry about, but is persuaded to dis-
creetly undertake reading lessons from a loca
resident, a retired teacher. In Brookside, set in a
small neighborhood in Liverpool, dso in the north of
England, where the working classes and middle
class live side by side (and where class conflict d-
ten features as a theme), the literacy theme is less
part of the narrative than part of a national cam-
paign. The executive producer of Brookside, and
the chairman of the company that makes the series,
Phil Redmond, had been approached by a leading
international novedist, Ken Follett (whose partner,
Barbara is an elected member of the Labour Gov-
ernment) to get involved in a new literacy campaign
in early 1998, the National Year of Reading in Brit-
ain. Redmond had already been castigated in the
late 1970s when his children's TV program about a
school, Grange Hill, told a story about a 12-year
old boy who could not read. Redmond was told at
the time that no child could enter secondary educa-
tion without having been taught to read. We now
know better. Redmond believes that literacy is vital,
and was happy to pick the theme up again in
Brookside, a series that attracts around six million
viewers (Coronation Street, dong with Eas
tEnders based in London, are the two most popular
s0aps in Britain, with around 15 million viewers
each).



It was appropriate because the soap is renowned
for dealing with a wide range of issues. Redmond
had already worked with the government's Depart-
ment of Hedth and the Home Office to raise
awareness of anti-drugs campaigns through the pro-
gram. Redmond, recently made honorary professor
of media studies, a the John Moores University in
Liverpoal, is a pains to insst, however, they do not
just take the government line, but do their own re-
search and develop their own storylines. Thus the
story of Niamh Musgrove, a woman who had been
successful in her job for many years until the com-
pany decided to become computerized. We then
discover that al this time she had not been able to
read due to disruptions to her schooling, and yet had
developed successful strategies for overcoming this
disadvantage. Now it was out in the open. She could
no longer manage her unit, as her charges could no
longer respect her. Her family was embarrassed, as
they had been unaware of this (even though she had
four children, two of whom were adults). After a
little struggle coming to terms with recognizing her
‘problem’ she is adso persuaded to do something
about it, and goes along to the local further educa-
tion to undertake a literacy campaign. We are
shown how welcoming and caring the college is.
From this point the story becomes less significant in
the series, but it is evident that she quickly acquires
literacy sKills.

This raises two issues about realism. Some argue
that the situation was unredlistic, because she could
not have hidden her disadvantage for as long as she
did; nor could she acquire the skills as quickly as she
did. Second, as the story came to light, the program
ended with an advertisement, using the characters
from the soap to promote a new literacy campaign,
'‘Brookie Basics. As many as 800 centers across
Britain, most of whom are quality kitemarked by the
Basic Skills Agency, agreed to use the campaign
and the materials the Brookside company produced
in conjunction with the City of Liverpool Further
Educetion College. A nationa telephone hotline
would put cdlers in touch with their loca literacy
center. However, on a global scale, and compared
with many Australian and American soaps, including
The Bold and the Beautiful, British soaps are gen-
eraly characterized by their attempt to reflect real
issues and contexts™.,

Resear ching L ear ning through Television
Unfortunately, to date it has not proved possible to
get any research data on the success of the literacy
campaign through Brookside. We are told that
there was a 'substantial response’ to the program,
but no data has been published on take up and suc-
cess. This raises issues to do with the basis of re-
search for learning through watching soaps. Whilst
a statistical analysis might be useful, there is dso a
qualitative dimension to this. Given the globa nature
of soaps, it is feasible to carry out a series of quali-
tative studies using the vast networks of soap opera
viewers that exist through internet chat forums. As
well as being evidence of socia capital, these can
be a potentialy rich source of research data, al-
though the use of the net and chat forums do pose
some genuine concerns in terms of both reliability
and validity. There is evidence to suggest that some
of those who engage in discussions on the net not
only wish to remain anonymous, but intentionaly
misrepresent themselves. This has two effects. The
first is that we cannot collect demographic data very
easily. Whilst we have a vast amount of views and
opinions expressed, it is not easy to associate them
with even basic independent variables such as gen-
der, ethnicity, nor age. So, if wished to know
whether women more than men learned through
soaps, we might be able to get some indication from
the web, but names used are not always a good in-
dicator of gender, not only because of cultura dif-
ferences, but because of pseudonyms chosen.
Second, if there is a possbility that if chat partici-
pants are prepared to misrepresent their identity,
then they may aso misrepresent or exaggerate their
views. On the other hand, there is a vast amount of
data that can be examined and criticaly anayzed,
and placed in the context of what is already known
about those who watch soaps®.
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