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Introduction
This article will explore one of the intricate issues that we consider and deal with in our work: the issue of knowledge. Our work in the Community Education Programme is part of a broader research and development programme into post-school education and training at the Centre for Integrated Post School Education and Training. It looks to create the practice and theory necessary within a participatory curriculum for community adult non-formal education. I will begin by laying out some of the ideas I have about “how we know what we know”, and how this effects how we teach, learn and create new knowledge. It will also look at how our knowledge is interlaced with our beliefs about the world – for this stems from what we understand about power and agency and its relationship to the ways knowledge is created and can be used to recreate social inequality.
The work of the CEP is based upon a radical critical eco-pedagogy which draws on Freire’s praxis of emancipatory adult education as well as work done by other educationalists, like the Adult Learning Project in Scotland, some of whom are also strongly influenced by his theory. Our approach is radical because we consider the nature of society to be characterized by unequal power relations that create inequality which must be radically changed if we are to have a just society. We have a critical stance on education because we consider our position as non-neutral and resist the notion that education can be value free. We have an ecological orientation because we recognize the role education and our systems of knowledge have played in separated us from our nature and the natural world we inhabit. We see that this is connected to our role in climate change and habitat destruction that not only disproportionally affects the marginalized in society but is leading us toward a mass extinction which is likely to include our own species.
It should be noted that whilst this work is informed by strong concepts about the nature of human beings as creators of society and knowledge we consider the theory of education and adult learning to be a process rather than a product. As such the philosophical basis and pedagogy that informs our work is continually being made and remade by those participating in it. It, like all of us, are in a state of becoming.
A philosophical basis for the Community Education Programme:
It might seem odd for an education programme to be thinking about its beliefs about the world or about the nature and extent of knowledge rather than educational methods or teaching and learning principles. But all human actions come from an underlying belief system; one which provides a foundation for their other smaller ideas and then actions. Sometimes our actions don’t match our beliefs and sometimes they can conflict but we all have a layered way of understanding and making sense of the world around us. 
The creation of knowledge about the world around us is part of our human capacity and society. However the racialised and gendered division of labour has meant that the creation of knowledge is placed in the hands of certain privileged people and the knowledge created elsewhere is not considered relevant – though it certainly is to those who use it. We are creating knowledge about the things around us and the ways in which the world works on a daily basis. Not all of this knowledge is critical, just as not all knowledge created in the academy recognizes its positionality and as such our work begins but does not end with the knowledge participants bring to a learning circle.
Part of the way we consider knowledge is in a particular context. Knowledge is dependent on where it is because we understand that human beings are subjects in the world (not objects) and as such have the ability to have a subjective relationship to others and objects. In this way knowledge is particular- it is bound by the fact that it is related to that specific person in that specific moment and is subject to change. We seek new knowledge through a process of participatory research – but this too must have at is foundation a radical critical orientation. Research seeks the evidence or knowledge which is most convincing, in order to enable us to act in the world. Often numbers and quantifiable data are seen as more convincing tools and evidence for interrogating the world – however it often forgets that both the tools and the knowledge they create do not float above the world. The methodology of research is not objective because it is embedded in a social world and therefore cannot presume to be ideologically neutral. If this is the only convincing source of knowledge we can fall into a nihilism that is both limited and limiting to the people it makes forms knowledge about – it can be the beginning of oppressive or divisive systems and behavior. 
So our critical understanding of knowledge – and how we know what we know – tries to find a balance between a phenomenological approach which gives importance to direct observations of the world and a critical interpretivist approach which seeks to go beyond both the descriptive and the quantitative (stressed by empiricism). We end up with a way of approaching teaching and learning which recognizes that it is “important to look beyond the commonsense knowledge of people to uncover the structures of oppression which lie behind everyday life.”(Haralambos, Holborn, & Heald, 2004) As such it takes as its basis a qualitative approach which relies on detailed interpretation of the lived and subjective aspects of people’s lives. Through the research and education process community education emphasizes that: adults hold key information about their lives and context; that learning is contextual and relational; that if learning is contextual then it is also subjective – the learner as subject rather than object is primary in the creation of agency. If it is relational then it should deal with class issues – knowledge and education cannot be neutral. We can all create knowledge and collective learning in non-hierarchical ways is necessary to prevent hegemony of thought and cognitive imperialism.(Community Education Programme, 2015)
These perspectives are drawn and adapted from previous educational research and our own learning/teaching experiences; where we have confirmed that people are able to, and do, create useful and complex knowledge about phenomena in their lives. As such the research/learning process which we begin through Community Participatory Action Research (CPAR) makes clear that “in this process, the old, paternalistic teacher-student relationship is overcome. A peasant can facilitate this process for a neighbor more effectively than a ‘teacher’ brought in from outside. ‘People educate each other through the mediation of the world.’ As this happens, the word takes on new power. It is no longer an abstraction or magic but a means by which people discover themselves and their potential as they give names to things around them…each individual wins back the right to say his or her own word, to name the world” (Shaull, forward in Freire, 2005, p.32-33)
By considering all knowledge creation as a socially embedded practice we can begin with an exploration of the context of our lives and through that identify areas of knowledge which need a critical response, things we might wish to unlearn, and questions we might want answered, whether through investigation or action.
Our beliefs about the nature of reality are also underpinned by the idea that everything is in a constant state of becoming; that no knowledge, person or action is complete, and therefore in our search for understanding or change, there can be no failures - only attempts. This has an effect on the ways in which learning is evaluated, and knowledge is pursued. It also alters the way individuals relate to one another and gives us the Freirian concept that learners can be teachers. If knowledge is embodied and we can all create it then the continuation of a “jug and mug” model of learning becomes nonsensical. Instead we work to create a learning environment in which subjects interact with and examine their own circumstances. From there developing their literacies, becoming able to read the word and the world, the text and the context that shapes the injustices of their lives.(Freire, 2005)
Our approach would agree with Gouldner who proposes that since we necessarily must have values/perspectives we should be open and clear about them. This entails a good degree of introspection and critical self-analysis and is also subject to limited perspective. In trying to overcome this limitation of perspective we find that collaborative, supportive and critical spaces for a dialogical practice as espoused by Freire (Freire, 2005, p. 79) are helpful in shedding light on biases. This gives the group a broader and deeper overall perspective not only on the topics we are studying but on ourselves as a community of learners.
In our work we choose to uphold the idea that ‘educators’ and ‘learners’  aswell as ‘experts’ are capable of creating knowledge about a relevant curriculum structure. That the oppressed are not objects within a world that can be understood objectively but are “subjects who can know and act on the world, whose task is to emerge from their conditions of submergence, and intervene in reality.” (Kirkwood & Kirkwood, 2011, p. 35) We see that a just and humanizing society requires that we are all given access to this opportunity to “name” and change our world. 
One way in which we extend Freire’s thinking about the subjectivity of people is in the relationship between nature and culture. If we are subjects rather than objects then we are distinct from nature which is “everything that would be there without people: birds, fish, animals, rivers…” Whilst we would partly agree with Kirkwoods’ summary of Freire that “Culture (and history) is nature transformed by people, through their work” (Kirkwood & Kirkwood, 2011, p. 37) this concept also ignores the ways in which we continue to be shaped by our natural environment (or lack of it) and over our evolution by the landscape and other inhabitants of our shared home. The distinction between humans and nature is in conflict with more recent theoretical developments from within a critical eco-pedagogical perspective which “establishes a dialogue between social and eco-justice ‘wherein the destruction of the environment is taken up and fought alongside the battle to end the terrorizing of the poor and powerless.’ This perspective provides the two main lenses, critical social and ecological justice, through which the data generated during the [CEP] participatory research process is interrogated.”(Kahn R. , 2010 in (Community Education Program, 2015)) This has become an important part of our research process as findings have emerged from initial investigations which highlighted the central issue of Environmental Injustice which is faced disproportionately by marginalised communities. When we talk about environmental injustice we refer not only to the destruction of ‘natural’ spaces – like the Chatty River - but also the whole experience of the spaces in which people find themselves living, the quality of their housing, and their access to water, their physical safety in the streets and their relationship to natural spaces.
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By working to alter our perpective on the relationship to and the nature of the spaces around us it becomes possible, in the words of David Abram, to “practice a curious kind of thought, a way of careful reflection that no longer tears us out of the world of direct experience in order to represent it, but that binds us ever more deeply into the thick of that world.” (Abram, 2011) In the same way that a humanising pedagogy seeks to reconnect us to our humanity, and Freirian pedagogy seeks to reconnect us with the ways love intersects with knowledge and justice eco-pedagogy seeks to reintergrate humans and the ‘nature’ which language and modernisation has issolated them from. This is partly due to an epistomology that leans towards an integrated and interpretivist perspective – where we make meaning within a context – but also due to the increasing practical pressures that are being placed on communities to understand and act against climate change and enviromental destruction. We agree that “Educators are complicit in the massive ecological crisis which encompasses all forms of life on earth. Kahn ( 2010) argues that progressive educators and concerned citizens should re-imagine the role of education; actively working to enable a critical ecopedagogy to emerge.” (Community Education Program, 2015)
Conclusion: What is the purpose of an educational philosophy?
If we agree with Carspecken that the purpose of knowledge and education, is to change the world and with Freire that the oppressed can create the conditions for their own emancipation, then this puts us in a position where the purpose of emancipatory education is in contradiction to the purpose of conventional education (which is the reproduction of existing forms of labour and living). This requires a new praxis for learning and research and prompted us to use a participatory approach to research (CPAR). Fundamentally it is about access and justice – who gets to participate and create knowledge? By creating a process which share the tools of knowledge creation whilst respecting the embedded knowledge in communities we are challenging who gets to do research – who can be involved and who can use the tools of research to create knowledge that is relevant. We are putting into practice the idea of Marx and Engles in which they remind us that the possibility for change always exists in every environment and is not only the preserve of those in power.
“The material doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing, and that, therefore, changed men are products of other circumstances and changed upbringing, forgets that it is men that change circumstances and that the educator himself needs educating.” (Marx & Engels, 1968, p. 28)in (Freire, 2005, p. 53)
This reversal of roles in society about who holds knowledge and drives change has the potential to redefine what socially-useful-knowledge is and how our educational and developmental organisations are structured. Part of our understanding of knowledge is based around the idea that the active creation of understanding is not only emancipatory for the individuals involved but provides the agency for action. In exploring the underlying philosophy behind the Community Education Programme and the value of such an approach to the ways in which it manifests in praxis we hope that we can continue to develop and apply it to Community Education Policy. 
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