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THE CHALLENGE OF ACCESS:

CONFRONTING THE GATEKEEPERS OF KNOWLEDGE
Anne Ryan

I come to this topic as an adult educator. I feel it is important to make this point in order
to locate my approach to access within a field of education that has ... the radically
democratic development of knowledge at its heart” (Barr, 1999-71). Within this
approach promoting access to education across all sectors of the population is of
fundamental importance. The democratic development of knowledge includes, but
goes beyond, a concern to accommodate a more diverse student body within
educational institutions. It also implies providing opportunities to actively participate
in creating the knowledge that is disseminated through these institutions.

The task of democratising knowledge calls for a critique of how knowledge is currently
created and disseminated, who is included and who is excluded from these processes,
and the extent to which current approaches to access are serving to promote access to
these processes.

This paper distinguishes between approaches to access that focus exclusively on
democratising learning opportunities and those that promote democratisation of the
processes of knowledge creation. In doing so the paper explores the relationships
between the providers of formal education and previously excluded sectors of the
population who are increasingly being viewed as potential constituents. It determines
the extent to which these new constituents are positioned as consumers of a pre—
packaged educational product, or as co—creators of a new knowledge base. It argues
that the dominant liberal approaches to broadening access to educational services are
primarily system—driven rather than learner—driven and in effect serve to consolidate
existing elitist and exclusionary practices in the processes of knowledge creation. The
paper calls for a more comprehensive and radical approach to access that will challenge
these practices by addressing the causes as well as the manifestations of educational

exclusion.

Education as a Force for Exclusion

The concern to democratise knowledge is taking place against a backdrop of
globalisation. Over the past twenty years globalisation has contributed to a move
towards an ‘economy—centred’ purpose across the field of education. Korsgaard (1997:
18) attributes this emphasis to the growing influence of the OECD’s philosophy which
“ _is based on a neo—liberal way of thinking regarding education as an investment in
human capital and human resource development”. Within this context significant
numbers of individuals and communities have found themselves poorly served by

a vision of higher education challenges for the millenniu
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